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Getting Started


This book is about the world of Boston Driving, a fascinating sport currently practiced by more than three million licensed drivers in one of America’s largest cities. You will find Boston Driving to be full of challenge and highly competitive. It’s a dog-eat-dog situation: if you don’t look out for Number One, at best you’ll be left far, far behind. At worst you may be tempted to bury your car in a pothole and turn in your license. The sport has spread to other cities, but at this time no other city can come close to matching the caliber of Boston’s own Boston Drivers.



The Philosophy of Boston Driving


There is perhaps only one place in North America where it is socially acceptable for human beings to give in to all of their primal urges while driving an automobile: Boston, Massachusetts. Whether it be a cleverly executed U-turn into a lonely parking space or just a routine left turn from the right lane of a busy street, the craft and artistry of a Boston Driver is a sight to behold, preferably at a safe distance. In Boston itself, one need only look to the nearest street corner to witness the crumbling of the stop sign barrier or perhaps hear the delicate crunch of a fender-bender. No one really seems to mind, least of all the Boston Police. In New England’s largest city, Boston Drivers and their antics are inescapable.


In this book we will discuss the offensive driving skills you will need to know to ensure your survival as a motorist here. We will lead you step-by-step from basic techniques, such as the Cutoff and Sidesqueeze, through the more advanced maneuvers involving turns through gas stations or sidewalk driving. We will also cover the proper Boston handling of common hazards such as pedestrians, potholes, and cab drivers. For those who are not intimately familiar with the Boston area, we will cover the city’s street design, focusing on the particular problems of getting around and parking in specific neighborhoods. And we’ll even provide some pointers on how to cope with the nearly completed Big Dig—a massive highway project that has turned the entire metropolitan area into a construction battleground.


However, before we can go any further, we must set forth the First Commandment of Boston Driving:



COMMANDMENT 1






 Thou shalt reach thy destination as quickly as possible. Everyone and everything else be damned.





Every lane change, maneuver, turn, acceleration, or deceleration is made with this ultimate goal in mind. Trivial socioeconomic considerations, such as gas mileage, wear and tear on the car, and especially safety, are to be ignored. Let’s face it: “defensive driving” is an auto insurance company conspiracy and has no place in Boston Driving. The only things that count are arrival and survival.


Keep this goal in mind as you read this book. And remember, every driving maneuver is just a logical extension of the Boston Driving philosophy. The most important car on the road is your car. You come first always. No special skills are required to become a first-rate Boston Driver; it is only necessary to have the proper attitude. If nothing else, keep that in mind, and you’ll never go too far wrong.




Good luck!



About Your Car


A car is the most important piece of equipment you will need for Boston Driving. You should choose one carefully since your car will determine to some extent which maneuvers you can or cannot perform.


Small cars are preferable to large cars because they handle better and are more maneuverable. They are also much easier to park. On the other hand, big cars are better for hogging the road, if you are so inclined. Good acceleration and braking capabilities are assets for any car, big or small. You will often need them for cutting off other cars in heavy traffic.


It is always a good idea to have a few dents strategically placed around the car’s body. The advantages are many. First, if you already have some dents, you won’t worry about getting a few more. There is no surer way of getting involved in a fender-bender than worrying about getting involved in a fender-bender. Second, dents make your car a less attractive target for Boston’s prolific car thieves. If they have a choice between your fully depreciated 1995 Civic and the brand new Porsche 911 Turbo parked next to you, guess who’s going to get hit. Finally, when other drivers see your dents, they assume you have been in a number of accidents. They figure you are a lousy driver, maybe a little bit drunk and crazy as well. Your insurance was probably canceled long ago, they figure, so why should they risk life, limb, and property messing with you? Dents do wonders to clear the roadway around you.


It follows that a new car is the worst kind of car for Boston Driving. You will naturally worry about cracking it up, so you will. Other drivers will take advantage of you unmercifully. Your car will be a prime target for theft. The new car condition is self-curing, however. Sooner or later your new car will receive its proper Boston baptism. After it has been stolen a few times and has caught a few nicks and scrapes banging up cars and pedestrians, it will no longer be new, and you won’t have to worry about it anymore.




The RIGHT kind of car for Boston Driving: 1965 Ford Falcon.
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A. Semi-bald snow tires; B. Wire holding door closed; C. Coat hanger radio antenna; D. Liberal rust; E. Fender-bender dents; and F. Deluxe wheel covers.






One other point on theft is worth mentioning. Boston is one of the nation’s centers of excellence in car theft, but most likely the thief will be a fourteen-year-old boy who needs a car mainly to take him to the next car he will steal. Life being this way, you should make your car as unattractive as possible to the average fourteenyear-old. This means no titanium wheels, racing stripes, or Blaupunkt stereos, unless your car is wired to fry anyone who tampers with it. And please, absolutely nothing bigger than a nickel in plain sight.






The WRONG kind of car for Boston Driving: 2004 Toyota

Celica.
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After all, if you were a typical adolescent car thief, you wouldn’t steal just any car; you’d want to exhibit a certain amount of taste. So you’d look for a car with lots of chrome and glitter and enough power to chase a 747, like a high-powered late model American sports car. You’d also want to sit in air-conditioned comfort (even in the winter) listening to your favorite CD on your victim’s eardrumshattering megabuck stereo system. From a theft standpoint, therefore, the ideal car to own is a beat-up American subcompact with at least 100,000 miles on it, a plain vanilla radio (no cassette or CD), semi-bald tires, and liberal rust on its body.


COMMANDMENT 2





Honor thy vehicle and keep it “holey.”


License and Registration


A necessary step for becoming a card-carrying Boston Driver is to make a trip down to the Registry of Motor Vehicles. Grab a parking space anywhere in the vicinity. Then go inside, take a number, and wait. And wait. And wait some more. On a recent Friday afternoon, one prospective registrant was heard asking whether the numbers were being called in ascending or descending order. In view of the unpredictable and frequently unbearable wait, it is advisable to bring along extra food and water for this long siege. (You might also bring along this book so you can read up on what to do when you finally do get out, to make up for lost time.) 


When at last you do arrive at the front of the line, you will then realize that you are in the midst of a Frustration Emporium. Registry employees are trained to tell you that you are in the wrong line. Once you are over that hurdle, they will say that you forgot something crucial, like your final report card from third grade.











Come in, take a number, sit down, and shut up.
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When you finally leave the Registry sadder and poorer, holding the standard reform-school picture on your license, you will know that you have obtained the proper Boston driving credentials.


Lately the Registry has started to encourage people to mail in the paperwork to renew their automobile registrations. If you follow this procedure, you not only avoid the lines but also save a little money on the fee. Although we are certain that the postal process is some sort of trap—it’s just too good to be true—we recommend that Boston Drivers take the risk and use it. After all, you will have to go back to the Registry soon enough when you buy a new car or renew your driver’s license.



Inspection


Before you can legally launch your heap into the streets of Boston, you are supposed to have it inspected, as shown by a sticker on your windshield. Inspections used to be required by a specific date, which could be any time during the month. Since 2000, however, all inspection stickers expire on the last day of the month, creating huge lines on the last few days of every month. According to the Registry, the change was made in an effort to increase “customer convenience.”


Nearly every garage in the state seems to be an inspection station. Look for a sign reproducing the current month’s sticker, with the number large enough to be spotted by satellite. Generally, the attendant will eyeball your car, kick the tires, and ask you to test the signals. Then he or she will pull out a very long pole attached to a very expensive computer and stick it up your car’s exhaust pipe. This is the emissions test, required because of the deteriorating quality of air in the entire industrial world, which has been traced to old gasguzzlers in Boston. If you drive one of these relics, passing the emissions test is simple: drive to the inspection station first thing in the morning before the engine really warms up.


If the garage attendant actually starts to fiddle under the hood or mentions replaceable parts of your automobile, it is time to become very friendly and make some distracting conversation. In spring, ask whether Pedro Martinez will stay healthy enough to have another 20-win season. In the fall, discuss whether the Patriots can possibly repeat the miracle of Super Bowl XXXVI. If all else fails, greasing a palm with an extra couple of bucks should bring you the inspection sticker you need.



Insurance


Massachusetts has been long famous for having one of the highest auto insurance rates in the nation. There is good reason for this. Massachusetts has the most poorly maintained roads (see Chapter V, “Potholes”), the most inconsistent traffic law enforcement, the most skillful car thieves, and the highest number of accidents per capita of any state (i.e., the worst drivers). If these conditions continue to hold—and there is every reason to expect them to do so— there will be no relief in sight. Let’s face it: driving in Massachusetts, especially Boston, is like driving the bumper cars at an amusement park (also known as “dodgems”). You don’t have to pay attention to the condition of your already beat-up car; try not to get hit, but don’t worry if you are.


Auto insurance is supposed to spread the cost of accidents over all motorists, but it frequently doesn’t quite work out that way. Massachusetts requires minimum coverage per accident of $20,000 for injury to one person, $40,000 for all bodily injuries, and $5,000 for property loss. But everyone knows that at current levels of auto repair costs, lawyers’ fees, and especially medical expenses, $20,000/$40,000/$5,000 won’t buy a Band-Aid.


It is the same story with collision insurance, although collision is not legally required. Collision insurance is designed to protect against loss in the value of your car due to an accident, but most cars still alive after three years on the streets of Boston have nothing left worth insuring for collision anyway. In many cases, collision insurance will cost more than 100 percent of the book value of the car, a guaranteed losing proposition.


Over the years, the Massachusetts state legislature has originated many innovative approaches to the auto insurance problem. State Representative Michael Dukakis was among those who led the legislature in passing the nation’s first “no-fault” auto insurance law in the early 1970s. All auto accidents with less than $2,000 in property damage or bodily injury claims were to be settled for each involved driver by his or her own insurance company. For a year or two, the system worked beautifully.


But Massachusetts drivers eventually turned out to be much more innovative than the laws that regulate them. One hundred dollars’ worth of bent fender tended to show up as $600 worth of body work on the estimate, and the motorist would pocket the difference. Mysterious back injuries would appear, almost always costing between $1,950 and $1,999, and then be miraculously cured. Some accident “victims” would manufacture enough medical expenses and lost work time to push the total claim over $2,000 and cut in the lawyers, something that the no-fault law was designed to avoid in the first place.


Of course, the insurance buyers pay for all this scamming, but in general, Boston Drivers are not very concerned by it. For one thing, there is a point system that rewards safe, experienced drivers—and drivers who don’t get caught. The state attorney general can be counted on to keep insurance rates down when they rise to outrageous heights or when an election approaches. And apparently some Boston Drivers just bide their time, waiting for that perfect opportunity to find a new and innovative way to beat the system.



The Law—and How Little It Means


An authentic, bonafide moving violation used to be a real collector’s item among Boston Drivers. Once upon a time, an acquaintance of ours drove the wrong way down Boylston Street from the Public Garden all the way to the Prudential Center before being stopped by the police. They informed him that the “preferred direction” was the other way and sent him along.


But times have changed, and with the change has come a much more vigorous enforcement of the traffic laws—sort of. Certainly more moving violation tickets are being given out. But it’s important to bear in mind that the reason for the stepped-up enforcement has very little to do with promoting traffic safety and quite a lot to do with ballooning budget deficits at the local and state levels. This presents a challenge to all card-carrying Boston Drivers, who must now cope with a rejuvenated traffic court system whose primary goal is to raise money.


For instance, a highway speeding ticket costs $100 for the first 10 m.p.h. over the speed limit, including a $50 surcharge for a head injury trust fund, and each additional m.p.h. over that adds another $10. Catching someone driving 90 m.p.h. on Route 128, therefore, earns the state a speedy $350. Some civic-minded motorists have contributed $500 or more under this system.


This is not to say that there has been a notable decrease in the use of Boston Driving techniques. Far from it! In fact, speeding, going the wrong way down a one-way street, illegal turns, and all those other violations that fill the law books are just as much a part of the Boston Driver’s repertoire as ever. The difference is that there is a renewed emphasis on form. You must avoid the appearance of impropriety. For example, illegal turns should be done smoothly, without signaling and without guilt. One-way maneuvers should be done in reverse gear— your car will be facing the right way, you won’t stand out, and you won’t get a ticket. Establish your rule of the road with finesse and class, so that it appears to be the natural order of things.


If you should get a moving violation (even the best Boston Drivers have off-days), keep in mind that even the priciest traffic ticket is tiny compared to your insurance bill. Just write it off as a cost of participating in the sport of Boston Driving.



Safety Considerations in Boston Driving


None.



Speaking the Language


The newcomer to Boston is always impressed by the dialect spoken here. Westerners think they are in a foreign country; Midwesterners are tolerant; Southerners fall in love with it; Washingtonians turn up their noses; and New Yorkers and Philadelphians laugh out loud when they hear it. Yes, indeed, it really is English that Bostonians speak, but you have to keep your ears wide open and remember a few translation rules.


Pronunciation may best be characterized as lazy. Bostonians don’t like to finish off their words; speech is somewhat slurred as one word rolls awkwardly into the next. Properly done, Bostonese is louder and coarser than normal English. The biggest problem for the novice is the pathetic pronunciation of the letter R, especially at the end of a word or syllable. For example:



AR is pronounced “ah” (pahk the cah)
 ER is pronounced “uh” (what a muhthuh)
 OR is pronounced “aw” (give it maw gas)
 ERS is pronounced “iz” (watch those Boston driviz)






To give you an idea of what to expect, we turn to noted citizen and part-time MBTA bus driver Harry (“High-Gear”) Harrison, for a testimonial on the relative advantages of the Massachusetts Turnpike over alternate roads:




The Pike shuah is fast, but geez, it is expensive. Ya get on  by the rivvuh theyuh, ya know, neah Cambridge, and take  it out to route one-twunny-eight, and it’ll costya two dolluhs.  And at rush houah, especially on Frideez, the cahs  sometimes back up clear to Hahvuhd Squeyuh. I guess ya  hafta take it if yaw headed faw New Yawk uh Hahtfuhd aw  sump’m, but if yaw goin to Concuhd aw nawth to New  Hampshuh aw some place like that, I’m shuah ya could  find a bettuh way.






And Finally . . .


You now should have all the necessary hardware to learn how to become a full-fledged Boston Driver. You have a car, license, registration, inspection sticker, and insurance. You also know how to communicate with the natives. Add a little common sense, and you would have enough to drive anywhere—anywhere except Boston, that is. Only after you read the rest of this book can you claim to have the proper qualifications to reach your destination in minimum time and to truly enjoy the sport of Boston Driving.
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 Street Layout


With its deepwater harbor and access to two navigable rivers (Charles and Mystic), Boston was a natural spot to build a city back in the seventeenth century, when those things mattered. Surrounded on three sides by water, the city’s limited access to the mainland made it relatively easy to defend against Indians, French, or other hostile forces.


One is not likely to find the layout of the streets of Greater Boston quite so natural, however. The hodgepodge of one- and two-way streets pointing in different directions, curving wildly, merging from three lanes to one and back again, and sprinkled with “No Left Turn” signs, is enough to unsettle any anarchist. In this chapter we will attempt to unravel the mystery somewhat by presenting a few useful pointers in getting around the city.



Boston’s City “Plan”


The most widely accepted theory on the nonsense of Boston street layout is known as the Cow Pasture Theory. To understand it, one must again return to seventeenth-century Boston. In those days, residents liked to graze their cows on the Common and do a little socializing at the same time. On the often roundabout way to and from their barns, the cows would make paths. The biggest of these became Beacon Street; Tremont, Washington, and all the rest followed. The reason Boston’s streets are what they are today, so the theory goes, is that they were designed by cows, and the cows were simply not clever enough to envision the coming of the automobile 250 years later when deciding where to make their tracks.






In today’s metropolitan area, Paul Revere would never have made it all the way to Concord.
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This theory also explains the development of all the squares and circles in the city. With so many cow paths intersecting at a variety of angles, squares and circles naturally developed. Many were used as meeting places for the Pilgrims long before the days of Paul Revere, New England clam chowder, and the Boston Red Sox. However they came about, there is no rhyme or reason to the location, frequency, or density of squares. To this day, Boston remains a place where the unsuspecting motorist can drive in circles for hours while trying to go between squares.


Another less popular rumor has it that the city planner back in those days had a soft spot for Italian food, and he saw the street plan one day in his bowl of spaghetti. While this theory does not have the following of the Cow Pasture Theory, it nevertheless could well explain the random development of the street layout. Looking at a map of Boston, one can see the great appeal of this explanation.
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