The Dark Side of False Friends
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By Roberto del Rey

False friends (or faux amis) are pairs of words in two languages or dialects (or letters in two alphabets) that look or sound similar, but differ in meaning.

False cognates, by contrast, are similar words in different languages that appear to have a common historical linguistic origin (whatever their current meaning) but actually do not. (From Wikipedia)
I’d like to introduce false friends with a story that speaks for itself. Please read it carefully, look up the new words and tell me if you have ever found yourself in a difficult situation because of language. 
“On January 25, 1990, Avianca Flight 52 (from Colombia) had been in a holding pattern over New York for over one hour due to fog limiting arrivals and departures into John F. Kennedy International Airport. During this hold, the aircraft was exhausting its reserve fuel supply, which would have allowed it to divert to its alternate, Boston, in case of an emergency or situation such as this one…
…The aircraft struck the ground and slid down a hill in the town, splitting into two pieces as it reached the bottom. The impact snapped off the cockpit and it landed over 100 feet (30 m) away in the side of an unoccupied house. 73 passengers and crew died, while 85 survived with injuries………

Cause and investigation
“ …The NTSB report on the accident determined the cause as pilot error due to the crew never declaring a fuel emergency to air traffic control as per IATA guidelines. The crew was reported to have asked for "priority" landing which, due to language differences in English and Spanish, can be interpreted as an emergency to the Spanish-speaking pilots but not to the English-speaking Air Traffic Controllers. This may have caused some confusion amongst the pilots when the ATC confirmed their priority status. Some NTSB board members felt that ATC was negligent in not providing arriving aircraft with the latest wind shear information which may have alerted the crew to possible difficulties in landing. Avianca Airlines threatened to sue the FAA for the actions of the air controllers, who they felt were negligent in misunderstanding the pilots' reports. The FAA countered stating that the crew never declared a fuel emergency until the final minutes before the crash, and had never reported the amount of fuel they had left when asking for priority landing, making it impossible for air traffic controllers to give them correct priority status.”
(Adapted from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Avianca_Flight_52) 
Are you shocked by this?  That’s the way I felt when I read the story. Sometimes false friends can be your worst enemies.
Here is a story from my English friend Sue Pembertom, who has lived in Costa del Sol for the last five years:

My daughter, Becky, was staying with me last summer.  We were driving along the N340 when she suddenly asked me”Is this a dangerous area?"  "No", I replied, "why?”  "Well, I have just seen that sign, Disculpen las molestias, and I thought it was a warning that there were sex perverts around here!"   After I explained what it meant and we all stopped laughing, I realised that this is yet another false friend.  To the English, molest means to sexually attack someone.  In Spanish it is quite different!
Thank you Sue!
Antonio del Solar, one of my students working for Iberdrola, has kindly emailed me the following story: 
While visiting an industrial plant with some British colleagues at the Malaga Harbour, the site manager suggested having lunch in a typical bar in the area, where little fried fish and sea food are served.

In order to make his bar a nice place for British visitors and tourists, the bar owner had translated the menu into English.

One of the dishes in the Spanish menu was "Rape a la Marinera" (monkfish) which is a very typical fish stew in the coastal areas of Spain. It was translated into English as: SAILOR STYLE RAPE. 

When my British colleagues read the menu and got to the SAILOR STYLE RAPE they started laughing. Let’s take a look at the word rape:
Rape: Conduct of a sexual or indecent nature toward another person that is accompanied by actual or threatened physical force or that induces fear, shame, or mental suffering. (www.answers.com)

Thanks for sharing, Antonio!
Situation 
Imagine that a man has an important business meeting but he is five minutes late because he has been ill with the flu. He gets to the meeting, interrupts and apologises to the board: 

“Well, um, I am very sorry to be a little bit late, um, the problem is that actually I am so constipated that I had to go for some more tissues and the next door shop opened two minutes late, therefore I am late, um … I am so sorry to molest, Mr. Chairman, in the middle of such an important reunion but it was an emergency….umm…and I hope you understand me. Oh, sorry, I forgot to introduce myself. I’m Johnny Garcy, the commercial of False Friends Encyclopaedias. I sell them in the south of Spain. Here is my sales inform for this month. Do you want that I read it now?(1) As you can see I had lots of compromises with English speaking residents in Costa del Sol, so I had to speak English a lot. At the end sales were an exit and I’m so proud of my English. What a wonderful idiom! 
Please translate the text into Spanish. What is the right word in each case? What did he actually say?
You can compare your translations with the Spanish version at the end of this paragraph. It’s essential to be accurate and make sure that what we say is exactly what we mean. If you say: She speak English, there is a mistake in the sentence, i.e. the omission of the s for the third person in the word speaks; however you can understand the meaning of the sentence. But if you say molest instead of bother/ disturb/upset, then that is an error, and that is more serious because you have changed the meaning of what you want to say. Remember that language interference from your first language, also known as mother tongue or native tongue is the first problem when learning foreign languages, and that happens in all languages in the world. That’s why I like to think that your first language can also be your first problem.  Be careful with sentence structures such as I want that you do it, instead of I want you to do it; interference from quiero que. Just to mention an example. 
Spanish version

Siento mucho llegar tarde, ehhh, el problema es que en realidad estoy tan estreñido que tuve que ir a por pañuelos de papel y la tienda de al lado abrió dos minutos más tarde , por lo que , llego tarde..ehhh. Siento acosarlo sexualmente señor presidente en medio de un reencuentro de amigos pero fue una emergencia. Ah, disculpe, olvidé presentarme, soy Juan García, el dueño del comercio de Enciclopedias Falsos Amigos. Las  vendo en el sur de España. Aquí tiene la notificación o denuncia  de este mes. ¿Quiere que yo  leer ahora? Como puede ver tuve que transigir mucho con los residentes ingleses de la Costa del Sol así que tuve que hablar mucho inglés. Y las ventas fueron una salida...y  yo estoy muy orgulloso de mi inglés. ¡Qué frase idiomática  tan maravillosa!
Vocabulary:

At present / currently; I have a cold; to bother; meeting; sales person; sales report; Do you want me to read it now? (1); commitment; success; language.
Please choose the right word in each sentence.

1-Please be _____________ (sensitive/ sensible). Learn English well and get your children to learn it too. You’re giving them a future.  Every language is a job.
2-Can you speak many ________________ (idioms/languages)?

3-My___________ (actual /present) wife is a language teacher.
4- I’d like to live in the ________________ (slums/suburbs) of Madrid .It so quiet and peaceful.
5-On a very rare rainy day in Bilbao, I slipped while crossing the street and immediately many people came to my ________________ (assistance/attendance).
6-Are you doing well in all your ____________ (subjects/ signatures) in your training course in the sunny Canary Islands?
7-We didn’t like the film________________ (absolutely/at all). It was spoken in Hungarian with Swedish subtitles, so it sounded Greek to me.
8-My family lives in Ciudad Real but I have a lot of ________________ (parents/relatives) in Toledo.
9- I read the book, but didn’t understand the_________ (argument/ plot) well. It’s really difficult to read Chinese. 
10-John is a _________________ (commercial/ salesperson) in a state agency in Málaga..
11-Nicole wanted to study her ________________ (degree/ career) in Barcelona. 
12-They have to send the____________ (inform/report) to their boss by Monday.
13-We always need a business ______________ (target/ card) to make our business grow. It’s good publicity.
14-Some Scandinavians can’t _______ (stand / support) the intense snow in Sweden and move to Spain. (Tongue twister to practice the sound S)
15-Her baby has a runny nose. I’m afraid he_____________ (is constipated/ has got a cold)

16-He has an important_________ (commitment/ compromise) with his company in Galicia, but he’s on holidays visiting Seville.
17-His house burned down as a gas bottle blew up next door. It is a _____________ (disgrace /misfortune).Luckily nobody got killed.
18- There is a lot of _________ (poverty/ misery) in many countries in the world, but some people are already thinking of building on Mars.
19- Live and let live.  It’s not good to be ____________ (zealous / jealous). 
20-My teacher told me to write_________ (a resumé / a summary) about false friends when I finish doing this exercise. Am I ready?
British English and American English
This adds fuel to the fire
One kind of false friend can occur when two speakers speak different varieties of the same language. Speakers of British English and American English sometimes have this problem, which was alluded to in George Bernard Shaw's statement "England and America are two countries divided by a common language". For example, in the UK, to "table" a motion means to place it on the agenda, while in the U.S. it means exactly the opposite —"to remove it from consideration". (From Wikipedia)
Pelase go to:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_words_having_different_meanings_in_British_and_American_English
1-Check out how many words have different meanings in both varieties. 
2-Watch video about the expression to knock someone up in British and American English. Can you explain what the difference is?
Please go to:http://www.robertodelrey.com/videos/
Language Exchange on Video
Video: british-english-and-american-english-jacqui-hunter_00051
 
Please go to Google. Type: False Friends Glossary English _Spanish. Then choose one of the glossaries and check out the list. After you’ve done that, add more false friends to the list based on your own experience using English.
Please watch the video on:
http://www.kewego.es/video/iLyROoaft_b1.html
Write down all the false friends. What is the correct word in each case? How many expressions did you learn?  I hope you have enjoyed the lesson. As you see words are part of life, and they also hide their dark side. Suerte!
