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What the critics have been saying about the Antidote to Road Rage:

“A brilliant indictment of imperspicuous, collective-modernist comment for a fragmented and apathetic, media-consumed culture, in which the absurd and the irrelevant take on a significance of prosaic cynicism and envenomed derision, while other expressions of inefficacious, or simply ‘misremembered’ virtue, are lost in the quagmire of warped and imbricated self-perception.”

– The Author

“What? Why are you asking me? I don’t even know the guy.”

– The Author’s Neighbour

“Meow.”

– The Author’s Cat
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Dedication

For Mum. She has been told that due to medical reasons, she is no longer allowed to drive. She hates being a passenger but must now rely on her husband and three sons, each of whom has a history of prangs and worse, while her own driving record was spotless. Sorry, Mum. Thanks for proofreading it for me.
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Introduction

You are currently handling the car, motorbike and bicycle edition of C.P. Sharpe’s Antidote to Road Rage (in fact, you’re handling just a little too tightly, could you release a touch? Ah – thank you) a mindful treatment for the frustration-driven phenomenon of ‘road rage’: the popular media term for the unfortunate aggravation experienced by too many road users.

Without the constant threat of mistreatment, drivers who are otherwise stable and productive members of civilised society, would not be so prone to indignant outbursts when someone else is travelling faster than they are. All anyone is trying to do is get from one place to another, so this book asks the question: if more drivers were aware that everyone else is on the receiving end as well, would that make their behaviour better or worse? (Besides, I thought I’d better finish this before all our cars are self-driving.)

According to the Transportation Research Board in Washington DC, around the world there are something like 1.2 billion vehicles on 32 billion kilometres, or 20 billion miles, of road (the US billion is a thousand million while the UK billion is a million million, but either way, I can’t picture it). Considering there are around 8.2 billion human beings on the planet (as of 2024) it looks like anyone who can afford to ride in a motorised vehicle, does so.

According to psychologists, those reactive displays of aggression known as ‘road rage’ are learned behaviour, and we develop them from an early age; we just don’t learn from them. Children witness the social rules of the adult world, and emotional outbursts become the acceptable norm, instead of being repressed and then displaced onto someone smaller later, and further away. Either that or it’s the children causing the rage in the first place.

As a (mostly) non-contact sport, road rage has been with us for as long as roads have, but the term itself wasn’t in popular use until about 1988. Before that, it was just normal rage, expressed at speed. Statistically, over 60% of all drivers will have experienced some form of aggressive behaviour in the past year and will more than likely do so again next year, when their insurance premiums go up.

Psychologists’ and the law’s advice is to avoid situations that might lead to a confrontation, and to hold back and let it go if anything does flare up. However, as anyone who’s been on a playground knows, if you do back down each time, the rest of the pack will see this and swoop down on you before you can say ‘reckless endangerment’.

Herein then, you will discover that you are not alone in your dismay at the behaviour of your road-hogging contemporaries. As a result of covering the ground these chapters run over, you are encouraged to relax your ferret-in-a-wind-tunnel grip on the steering wheel, unfurrow your tense brow, and return a sense of perspective to your on-the-road attitude.

View this volume as a salute to those of you who weather the mortal dangers of today’s hectic traffic storms… without losing your temper, your mind or indeed any anatomical extremities, in your quest for a space to call your own, in the ocean of writhing machineries of joy and interlinked potholes that masquerades as our road transport network.

Compiled over many years of hard-won experience, what follows is a glossary of driving drones, riding hoods and asphalt ineptitude that you can only do your best to cope with every day. Come home safely and curl up with this Antidote, rather than explode into lots of angry little pieces when you’ve finally had enough of being treated like dirt, out there in the field (get back on the road, dummy!)

Bad driving is the disease. Headaches, tension and stress are the symptoms. This Antidote is the… antidote. So, start at the beginning, weave your way through to the end, and when you get there… stop. But don’t forget to pull over and do your best hyena mimicry along the way.
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Just…Get Out of My Way!

First to the seeing eye, we set the tone with every driver’s favourite phrase, other than ‘free parking’. Whoever you are and wherever you go, you will almost certainly encounter someone else going the same way, and either they’ll be in your way, or you’ll be in theirs.

Of course, there will be many obstacles on the way to your destination. Most of these obstacles will be other road users, most of whom will be making a journey of less than a mile, and too many will want to get there first.

You know you’re supposed to respect other road users, but sometimes they don’t make it so easy for you. After all, being a driver is a metaphor for modern life: you have the technology to get to where you’re going at some of the fastest speeds available to humanity, but you spend most of your time being slowed down by the rest of humanity, who are all trying to do the same thing as you.
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Attention Deficit

You and the car in front both drive past a sign that stipulates a higher speed limit, yet the other driver continues to maunder along at the same ten miles per hour below it. Usually found on empty but winding roads that are lined with trees and the occasional cow.

Autofocus Interruptus

Someone lets you out but there’s nowhere to go. The oncoming driver leaves enough space for you, for which you wave agreeably, then eagerly pull out but promptly meet the business end of a stationary removal truck. Also applies to the other side: when someone in front of you stops dead to let another driver out, but it’s only you behind the driver who stopped. In fact, it would have been a lot quicker – and safer – if the driver in front had simply sailed on, and let the oncoming vehicle slip in behind after you.

Away With The Fairies

The daydreamer in front of you, who has slid away into his James Bond fantasy, while the lights are changing back to green. Wake up!

Blocked Passage Fascists

A line of vehicles across the junction you are trying to enter or exit, preventing you – or anyone – driving in or out. The worst offenders see you coming and jump ahead to block you off. Thanks, buddy. I hope your next zit swallows you whole.

Boa Constrictor

These reveal themselves as you navigate the fourth, fifth or even higher number exit on a large roundabout. The lorry in the left-hand lane isn’t turning off where you thought it was going to, and instead winds itself between you and your exit, completely cutting you off and sending you ricocheting back around again.

Brake Light Meanie

Those who like to leave you guessing by casually braking in front of you before choosing their next move. Also, unnecessary ‘brake checks’ when the driver in front jabs on the rear reds because they think you’re too close, which is especially welcome when you’re already having trouble slowing down enough to avoid rear-ending them. If they think you’re already too close, how is forcing the gap to close even more, supposed to help?

Brake Pedal Blocker

Usually found just before you reach changing traffic lights or busy roundabouts. As you approach, the driver in front brakes, timing their apparently well-practised action, to leave you behind the now-red light. On a roundabout, they will prevent you from following on, forcing you to stay behind and wait for another window in the oncoming barrage. Have you done something to upset them, or did they do that for the fun of it? Are they doing it to abuse you? Are they doing it to be abused? Sweet dreams are not made of this.

Brundlesnail

A driver who appears to be on a sight-seeing tour. They trundle along, oblivious to the growing cavalcade behind them. You can even see the occupants pointing out random features to each other as they pass. Modern British towns are all just retail parks strung between housing estates, so what’s here that you haven’t seen before?

Clockwork Killjoys

There seems to be an inverse relationship between the price of a vehicle and the skill of the driver, where powerful motors appear to be driven by Captain SlowTM. If you can afford precision engineering, you could at least pretend to enjoy it by driving the thing, instead of floating along, just to show off. Killjoys are people who buy a head-turning sporty number and then drive it like it’s made of china: “Ooh, no. I don’t want to hurt it.” Go on, nudge her up to second, I dare you. A motor you would normally only see rapidly fading over the horizon, swiftly becomes the heap whose two-hundred-quid tail lights you are stuck behind. Dammit, if you’re not going to drive the thing, let’s swap wheels and I’ll have a go.

Double Dip

You’re languishing behind a tall, gently swaying lorry that’s being brushed by overhanging leaves on a long, winding road, along some obscure back route, out in the country somewhere. The vision-blocking beast before you finally indicates to turn off, then does so very slowly and carefully… only to reveal that he, in turn, was stuck behind some random, pootling hatchback. Good grief – how much more of this is there?

Double Standard

The consideration drivers show when passing a horse: responsibly, quietly, giving the animal as much space as it needs, without a word of complaint. Compare this attitude to when passing a cyclist: barely even slowing down, leaving only enough space for the wing-mirrors, while yelling at them to get off and buy a stinkin’ car.

Elephants On Parade

There’s a lorry, slap in front of you, and the only view you have of the road ahead is the occasional glimpse of another lumbering beast in front of that one.

Fast Track Zone Trippers

Drivers who hog the outside lane when you need to use it, especially on the approach to large roundabouts. They pull out from your lane and hover next to you, at a speed that is not enough for you to slip in behind, and too fast for you to pull ahead in time. I wouldn’t mind so much, but they don’t even do it on purpose.

Highrise Flanking Manoeuvre

Usually carried out by a truck, van, 4x4, or indeed any vehicle you can’t easily see through (so anything except bicycles). At a roundabout or junction, it pulls up right next to you and too far forward, entirely blocking your view of the oncoming traffic. Well, that was considerate of you. It’s Superman who has X-ray vision.

Linger in the Mainstreet

This happens when you see a car reversing from someone’s driveway into the main road right in front of you. You know they’ve seen you, but they just keep on coming, forcing you to a dead stop. Then they don’t even bother with a flippant wave, to acknowledge your having kindly allowed them not to spend the rest of their day, wearing your radiator grille as a hat.

Merry-Go-Round

Like the Boa Constrictor, these drivers of smaller vehicles also force themselves all the way around the roundabout on your inside, so when it comes time for you to move over towards your exit, you’re blocked. Had they been planning that from when they saw me, or have they just never used a roundabout before?

Middle Lane Muddle

Motorway middle lanes are perpetually full of the clueless, who believe the first lane ceases to exist once they’ve left it. Eventually a convoy develops, with each participant grinding along at the same speed, but no longer overtaking anyone. What are they still doing there? What can they see that I can’t? Just because there are three lanes doesn’t mean you need to maintain universal balance in the centre.

Middle Lane Muffle

Drivers in the middle lane who haven’t overtaken anything for an unreasonably long time, and then get very upset when you drop a hint by sailing past on their inside.

Not Ironic Just Unfortunate

A traffic jam when you’re already late. When you are late, the universe often conspires to let you know that it’s your own fault. Roadworks have cropped up overnight, every other learner is out, doing their thing (cut them a break – we’ve all been there – I suppose) every bus wants to pull out as you pass, every van wants to stop in front of you to unload, every traffic light is just turning red as you approach. Indeed, everyone else seems to instinctively know you’re late, so they amble along in front of you, humming to themselves. Would it make a difference if they all knew I was only late for a parents’ evening? I mean, it’s not as though I want to be there...

Pause For Applause

The matter of the driver in front of you, who until now has been behaving himself to such an extent; you are convinced his mother still sews name tags in his clothes. Then he suddenly stops. He may have broken down, but you wouldn’t know it by the way he just sits there like a lemon, vainly fiddling with the controls. Then he shakes his head and stares into space or pulls at his ear as though that will help, or starts yelling at his passengers – anything, in fact, except clicking on the hazards and letting you know to go around.

Pop Tart Pull In

Someone overtakes, pulls in leaving plenty of space, but then starts to slow down. They don’t do it suddenly, like they’re cutting you off; it’s more a kind of backwards drift. Apparently, they were only going faster than you to complete their overtaking manoeuvre, and now they want to return to their original velocity, which you’re obliged to match.

Pop Tart Pull-Out

Usually found on slip-roads on the approach to busy motorways. You’re already on the carriageway, but that other guy is coming in fast and appears to be on a direct collision course. You can’t adjust your own speed because you’re boxed in between the thundering behemoth behind you and the horrific, lime green supercar in front. The approaching driver seems to think the whole road is clear and isn’t even looking. You begin to experience a special kind of anxiety, which continues to build, until the other driver is suddenly there, right in front of you, but then he somehow melts into the second lane before you’ve had a chance to react. How did he even see he could do that?

Pop Tart Pull-Out Pause For Applause

Drivers who pull out in front of you, just so they can take the next turning. You’re making good time down a long, clear road, with no one to interrupt your journey. The way is even winding enough to keep it interesting. Then, just ahead of you, another driver pulls out from a junction you didn’t even know was there, interrupting your train of thought and forcing you to brake. Once the other car has fully emerged and taken up most of your vision, you cover barely another twenty metres, before you realise that he’s only going to take the next turning, anyway. It is, of course, a right-hand turn (they only ever seem to go from left to right) so not only has he cut you off, but now he’s forcing you to come to a complete halt, while the opposite traffic files past. There was no one behind you; surely the greedy blighter could have waited the whole five seconds it would have taken to let you go by first?

Pre-Emptive Strike

When you leave early to beat the rush hour and find that everyone else has had the same idea.

Psychic SUV

It’s early and quiet, or you’ve caught a window between busy periods, but it’s just you, out on the endless unrolling road: you… and one other driver. True to form, the other guy has managed to land right in front of you, and he’s not going anywhere, other than exactly where you’re going, only a good ten miles per hour less than you’d prefer. It soon transpires that they seem to possess some sort of Jedi-like clairvoyance, as they foreshadow your every move, slowly and carefully taking every turning and going down every back route you were going to use. What will really bake your noodle is: would it have made any difference if you’d left just ten seconds earlier, or would you simply be stuck behind someone else?

Slow Motion Meerkat

Some way up ahead, a driver is nosing, ready to pull out from a side road, but they’re waiting for another vehicle to pass by, first. The second vehicle is some way in front of you. The vehicle in front duly passes the one in the side road. As you continue to approach, there is plenty of time for side road matey to go… only he hasn’t moved. In fact, for some reason, driver 1 continues to wait until driver 2 is a good fifty yards gone, before they, very slowly, emerge… by which time, you’re almost on them. What were they waiting for, continental drift? If you’re going, then execute your manoeuvre promptly and decisively. This isn’t even a personal gripe – it’s in the Highway Code!

Teasing The Serpent

(It’s not a sex thing.) A long, snaking queue of vehicles in the overtaking lane, that has made so little progress; the inside lane is now entirely clear for a good half mile before the slower vehicle they’re all trying to pass, even becomes visible. You can’t stand it anymore. So, although it’s not recommended, you go ahead and glide all the way along the completely empty inside lane, consciously expecting the unexpected from the queued but unpredictable human centipede, rumbling along next to you. However, when you finally reach the slower vehicle, you discover a large gap in the chorus line, where the driver of a family saloon has left a convenient opening for you, after having switched off entirely from the hypnotic monotony of it all. You take the initiative, slide across, and now you’re free of the serpent… until the next one forms.

Tedious Trawl Crawl

Being caught behind a tractor and feeling yourself entering old age as you cover only your second mile in twenty minutes, while your car depreciates after the third.

T-Minus a Good Few Minutes

You’re approaching a quiet junction, but as soon as you reach it and you’re ready to pull out, suddenly every monkey and their uncle is T-boning your bow. You then realise you can’t see much of what’s coming around the tight bend anyway. Eventually, you can’t take the suspense anymore, and all you can do is bolt out and hope for the best.

Tortoise Hunting Lettuce

Emerging from the on-ramp onto the busy highway and trying to run up to speed, but the driver in front isn’t – they’re not even trying. You’ve both just jettisoned the forty limit and now you’re shooting for the open seventy, but the other guy is still thinking about some new garden centre that’s just opened. Please move. If I can see the speed the rest of them are doing, you must be able to.

Tortoise Interruptus

An exciting hurtle along winding country lanes, unimpeded for miles around… except for that one driver in front of you, who is out for a leisurely Sunday tour.

Tortoise Swell

A bit like the Brundlesnail, only less animate. It’s not just that they drive slowly; it’s the way they are entirely unfazed by the enormous, snaking backlog of traffic behind them. That build-up could only form if the lead vehicle was travelling more slowly than everyone else in the queue. Obvious allowances for wide loads, learners, horses, or if the carriage has only just turned back into a pumpkin, but otherwise, they are the motoring equivalent of Gandhi’s passive resistance.

Wind It Back

Describes your steering-lock antics as you attempt to extricate your vehicle from having been snookered. For example: at a petrol station, as you attempt to squeeze around the badly parked van that’s blocking your access to the pump you want. Or trying to wriggle into the last space on your street if you live in Portsmouth. Or just trying to leave any multi-storey car park.

Wobble-Top

A cyclist who can’t ride in a straight line. Instead, they teeter from side to side as they lean into each pedal stroke, rendering overtaking them at a whole seven miles per hour a drawn-out task of patience and timing.

Zebra (Not Prey Today)

On-foot wanderers who take a pant-wettingly long time to traverse pedestrian crossings.

+

 


What? You’re Kidding. Really?

Everyone knows this feeling, and it’s not a welcome one. Just when you think you can’t accept one more stupid, unnecessary quirk of someone else’s fate, along comes the one that tips you over the edge and makes you pull that face.

Of course, you’re aware that many of the same things that happen to you, also happen to other people, but that doesn’t stop those things scoring highly on the ‘buttock-clenchingly depressing’ chart.

Maybe you should have taken the train. Not that you’d get there any quicker. Even if public transport were clean, reliable and inexpensive (laughter and snorts of derision) people would still not let go of their cars, so mentally prepare yourself for more wide-eyed moments like these…
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Armoured Gibbon

A driver who will not touch the tarmac without his ‘Action Man’ bull bars, roll cage, roof rack and double sets of headlights. Being kitted out in such a fashion, these weekend warriors apparently won’t be happy until they have a Kevlar paintjob, radar equipment and gun turrets.

Blurred Vision

At night, when someone flashes their lights to thank you and they overdo it, leaving you stunned blind. You’re welcome, I’m sure.

Belt Burn

When you’re in an accident, and the worst injury you receive is from your seatbelt. Obviously, the belt did its job: it held you in place and prevented anything worse happening to you. It’s just a surreal feeling, standing back from a crash, seeing the mangled catastrophe in front of you, having escaped with only a diagonal bruise across your chest to show for it. 

One thing I could do without is the passive-aggressive ‘ding… ding’ warning sound that tells me I need to put the belt on. Yes, I do know. I am aware I need to strap in. You can stop making that noise now, thank you. You don’t need to keep reminding me of what is not only a legal requirement, but a learned behaviour, after decades behind the wheel. Look, all I’m doing is installing the dashcam. Please shut up. You can warn me if the thing is broken.

Butter Wouldn’t Melt

Somebody casually cuts you off but feigns innocence when you object. Like the Cheshire Cat Smiler (see below) only a touch more infuriating.

Chaos of Street Furniture

The collective noun for concentrations of excessive and contradictory road signs. Am I supposed to read them all at once, work out what they’re telling me and respond as instructed, as well as watch out for hazards and keep my eye on the road, all at the same time? I’m not Derren Brown. For pity’s sake, can I go this way or not? That sign says I can, but there are like a dozen exceptions. Am I one of them? The oddly specific ones that warn you of roadworks scheduled from a certain date are even worse. You need the roadworks to already be there, so you have a reason to stop long enough to safely read the tiny writing on the sign. The title term can also be applied to the endless collage of warnings they have around the inside of airports, which inspire passive-aggressive sarcasm on the part of the security agents, when they dead-eye you with practised exasperation: “You can’t have that onboard. It is on the signs. You know, the large rectangular things with information on them? They’re all around the walls in here.” Yes, they are, but there are an awful lot of them. Admittedly, I have had time to read them all, while queuing up to take off my belt and shoes (no, I don’t know either – just do as you’re told) but how much of this completely new information are you expecting me to take on board, myself?

Cheshire Cat Smile

The expression on the face of somebody who sets you up and cuts you off, then grins like an imbecile when you object. They probably need to pay people just to speak to them. Like Butter Wouldn’t Melt (see above) but at least they acknowledge they did it, even if they do think endangering your life was funny.

Committee Decision Symbols

Bizarre road features that make you wonder what the decision-making process was, during the planning meeting when they were dreamt up. For example, cycle lanes that are only twelve feet long; roundabouts with only two exits; a massive, convoluted pattern of traffic lights in the one place a roundabout would have made more sense; a succession of speed limits that appears to have been chosen by Bingo players. Just… how?
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