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Meet the author


Driving is a life skill and you must approach it with the attitude that you are learning something to serve you for the rest of your life. I soon realized that the more experienced I became as a driver, the more I enjoyed driving and the less tiring I found journeys, so I strove to learn more about it. If you are reading this book, I expect you have the same attitude. If only everyone felt that way!


This book is written for the UK market and your legal responsibilities as a car owner and driver vary greatly around the world, so should be checked locally. While this book will be updated from time to time, please be aware that legislation changes – so even in the UK there may be differences over time. If you have any doubt, seek professional advice from a government agency or motoring organization.


This book is also intended for people who have passed their test and gained a little experience. If you are learning to drive you will find useful information here, but there are many books aimed at learners which concentrate on the things you need to know for your country’s driving test.


Where it is unavoidable we have used masculine terms to refer to drivers purely for simplicity’s sake. Naturally, not all drivers are male but this avoids littering the text with the clumsy ‘his/her’.


You will find a glossary at the back of the book and all the words in it are printed in bold when they first appear in the text.


Keeping your car in good working order is important to your safety and if you want to know more about that see this book’s sister publication Car Buying and Ownership in the same series.


 


John Henderson, 2010





1: Only got a minute?



The route to better driving begins with examining your attitude. You must try to think of driving as a skill, and one which you want to improve.


The key to good driving is, without doubt, observation. If you are not aware of what is going on around you, you cannot possibly react to it.


Good observation comes with experience. You will learn, not only what is relevant to your progress on the road, but also what other people do. Most experienced drivers have had those ‘sixth sense’ moments when they have known that something was not right. Perhaps it was feeling someone was not going to turn off as they were indicating or was not going to stop at a red light. They probably could not tell you what rang the alarm bells because they have observed, not one thing, but several small clues they would have to think hard about to analyse. As we shall see, anyone can train themselves to be more observant.


But it is also important we ensure others can observe us, are more aware of our intentions and that we don’t do anything they may not expect.





Read the Code


Since 1931, The Highway Code has been the official UK drivers’ ‘bible’. Now produced by the Government’s Driving Standards Agency, it sets out the rules of the road on which the country’s driving test is based. If you passed your test some years ago and haven’t read it since, you should: it is regularly updated so its advice changes with our laws, roads and cars. If you are visiting the UK, the Code is a useful, and cheap, way of finding out the rules of the road. Surprisingly, not all countries have an equivalent.








5: Only got five minutes?



A good driver is an adaptable one because someone who does not adjust their driving style to suit their speed or the road conditions is a danger to themselves and anyone unfortunate enough to be on the road around them.


If you are cruising down a dry motorway early on a summer morning with little traffic, the demands on you as a driver, and the way you drive, are entirely different to driving through a city centre on a dark, wet night.


The first step for any driver wanting to improve is to train themselves to recognize when the situation around them is changing, by observation and interpretation of what they see. Even when it should be obvious, like the motorway in front getting crowded or a bank of fog drifting across the road ahead, it is surprising how many drivers do not even slow down. An adaptable and observant driver would recognize that they were gaining on the slower, heavier traffic ahead and adjust speed earlier instead of hammering on the brakes at the last minute, which gives little chance of escape if something unexpected happens. The adaptable driver has their lights on and has slowed down before entering the fog, not 100 metres into it.


With good observation you can often anticipate problems, instead of reacting to them. For example, if you are leaving a well used main road, or urban area, to head into rural minor roads on a cold winter’s evening, a glance at your car’s outside thermometer lets you know if there might be ice. If you see a lorry coming towards you on a wet road you know it will spray you with water, so turn your wipers on before it gets to you.


As we shall see, being in the right gear puts less strain on the car and saves fuel. Observation can help you to be in the right gear for the situation. For example, if you notice the road climbing you can change down and maintain a steady pace rather than waiting until the engine is struggling with the slope, then changing down and having to pick up speed again.


Adjusting your driving to the conditions has nothing to do with observing speed limits. Naturally, noticing and observing speed limits is part of good observation, but a limit is simply a maximum and just because a sign says ‘40’ it does not necessarily mean that is a safe speed. If the nearby school has just turned out, the fog is thick or the snow on the road is starting to freeze, 40 mph would be much too fast, especially if all three events coincide.


This is the most important aspect of driving to suit the conditions: if your speed is appropriate, everything else becomes easier. You give yourself more time to see and assess what is happening and react to it. If anything goes wrong, you also reduce the potential damage, including improving the survival chances of any pedestrians you hit.


That is not to say a fast driver is not a good driver. Knowing when to use speed is also part of being adaptable. But a good driver only uses it when it is safe and appropriate and recognizes the danger signs that mean he must slow down. If you find yourself coming up on things too quickly, having to brake harder than you expected or the car starting to feel unstable, you must recognize that you are starting to push the boundaries of what you and the car are capable of. That also means you are starting to reduce your safety margins unacceptably because if you and the car are on the limits, you have little or nothing in reserve if anything goes wrong, be it a patch of oil on the road or a child running out.


By developing the right attitude to driving, improving your skills and recognizing you limitations, you help expand your driving safety margins. It is almost as if you create greater space around your car, because you are much more aware of what is happening around you and you are putting yourself in a better position to deal with it. To a novice or unobservant driver riding with you it will often look as if you have perceived a hazard by super human powers, when you have done nothing more than observe, assess and react in plenty of time.
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What makes a better driver?


In this chapter you will learn:




	the right attitude


	the importance of observation


	sharing the road.





Most people would define a good driver as someone they feel safe with as a passenger. It does not necessarily mean someone who drives slowly: many quick drivers are safe, knowing when and how to use speed, but there are plenty of bad slow drivers with little knowledge of, or care for, what they are doing.


The essential characteristics of a good driver are:


 




	the right attitude to driving as a skill not a chore


	good observation


	quick at adapting their driving to the road conditions


	consideration for passengers and other road users


	mechanical sympathy.





The right stuff


Better driving is largely a question of the right attitude. The school-run mum might not deliberately do anything dangerous but sees driving as a chore to be done while her mind ‘multitasks’ on the rest of the day’s diary, so she gives little attention to the changing road conditions around her. That makes her at least as dangerous as the teenage boy-racer who likes taking risks and has an over-inflated opinion of his ability to cope with the results.


The aim is to treat driving as a skill, which deserves thought and judgement, both in regard to what is happening around you and to the way you are dealing with it. If you have near misses, analyse why, asking yourself what you could have done to avoid it. It is not enough to dismiss it as someone else’s fault: they may have been doing something wrong, but should you have noticed it earlier? Did someone ‘stop suddenly’ in front of you or were you driving too close to give yourself time to react to their signals?


The fact that you are reading this book suggests you have the right attitude because you have been honest enough with yourself to recognize that you need to know more. If you can apply that honesty on the road to assessing what you have done in a given situation and whether you could have done it better, you will improve and learn.


Consideration


If you are a good driver your presence on the road should have little impact on other road users, so consideration for others should be part of attaining the right attitude.


This means giving others space to do what they need to do, so:


 




	don’t get into the turning space a lorry driver has allowed himself


	give cyclists and motorcyclists plenty of room


	don’t block side turnings or pedestrian crossings when you’re in a jam


	in slow traffic, let people out of drives and side turnings


	on dual-carriageways and motorways move to the next lane, if you can, to create space for those joining from sliproads


	
pass horse-riders very slow and wide



	if you must drive slowly where you can’t be overtaken, pull over to let others pass.





Most people repay courtesy with courtesy, and anger with anger. If you do something stupid, wave your acknowledgement to the offended driver, and at least mouth your apologies but try to keep your temper if someone does something stupid in front of you. Never retaliate to such things.


It is also surprising what a smile and eye contact can achieve. This human contact, even when made remote by being in a car, can diffuse situations or make another driver show you the courtesy of letting you out or letting you go first.


This does not mean allowing everyone to walk over you or that you treat every other road user as an angel. There are times when positive driving is required or you will have to wait until the rush hour ends to get round the roundabout.





Insight


If I get irritated with others’ behaviour, or road conditions, I find it helps to think about how I am holding my body. If you are physically tensing your body, that increases the feeling of psychological tension, because the two are linked. So, drop your shoulders, stop setting your jaw, ease your grip on the wheel and relax your muscles and you break the cycle, which should help you return to a more relaxed state of mind.





CYNICISM


In addition, other people make mistakes so you must not assume other drivers will always do what you expect. There will be people who forget their indicator is on or enter a roundabout in the left-hand lane when they are turning right. So, don’t pull out in front of a car indicating a turn until you are sure that is their intention, and keep a mirror eye on others on the roundabout to see if they are doing what you expect.


This is another of those things that comes with experience. The new driver may take someone’s actions at face value but the more experienced person develops a sixth sense (largely good observation) for the ‘not quite right’ and backs off to see what happens.





Top tip


You are not in a race so you don’t have to be in front. If you are trying to join or leave a road and are not sure what someone else intends, you can always slow down or wait and make your entry or exit behind them.





Observation


Observation is the key to good safe driving. If you are not aware of what is happening around you, you can’t react to it. If you see the bend well ahead you can be in the right gear and at the right speed early enough to take it safely and smoothly. If you see the interior light come on in a parked car, you can be ready for someone to open the door.





Eyesight


You can’t expect to develop good observation or drive safely if you have problems with your eyesight, and in most countries the sight test associated with the ordinary driving test is basic. The UK’s number plate reading exercise, for example, does not show if you have tunnel vision, night myopia, distance vision problems or poor depth perception.


Any new driver would be well advised to take a proper eye test when they apply for their licence, even if it is not legally required. Many safety experts want compulsory sight testing for all drivers, as lorry and bus drivers must be tested biannually, and it is certainly wise for anyone aged over 40 to also be tested this regularly. If you find you can’t read direction signs until the last minute or have trouble reading things you used to be able to see, get an eye test.


Some eyesight problems are easy for the sufferer to diagnose: if you can’t read this page, you know you need glasses. But if you have had certain defects since birth you may have no idea anything is wrong. The person with tunnel vision thinks everyone has the same field of view and people who suffer night myopia (short sight in poor light) often believe the world looks fuzzy in the dark to everyone.





 





Insight


When I discovered I needed glasses it was quite sudden and worrying because I realized one morning that I couldn’t read a book I had been able to read the night before. An optician showed me a test that proved the brain had been ignoring the poor signal from one eye and said that because I had been looking into the distance outside immediately before coming in to read, I had made the brain accept the signal from that eye so the page was blurred. He pointed out that I was probably getting headaches on long drives or from working at the computer and could not read direction signs from as far off as I once did. All of that was true, but I hadn’t put it all together. If I had been honest with myself, I would have taken an eye test much earlier.





DEVELOPING OBSERVATION


The problem for new drivers is learning what to ignore among the considerable visual inputs a driver has to cope with. This comes with experience and is one reason why the first year after their test is the most dangerous time for a driver.


Trainee police drivers are often asked to give a running commentary of everything they see around them as they drive, to help develop observation and so their instructor, or examiner, can hear what they have noticed. Some drivers find that doing this, even mentally, helps sharpen their observation skills and concentration, but others just find it distracting. It is worth trying it to see if it works for you.


CENTRED AND SOFT


By observing something we do not mean that you are actually looking at it. When you go for a country walk you don’t look at every daisy, but you do notice they are there. In the same way, a driver with good observation has noticed things around them while watching what is happening on the road ahead. Such a driver might be able to tell you what a woman on the pavement was wearing while still reacting to a car pulling out in front of them.


The technique can be thought of as centred and soft vision. The centre part is the part of your field of view that you are truly looking at. This varies with the circumstances: at 120 mph on an autobahn it might be quarter of a mile ahead because you will be there in seven seconds; in a crowded city street it might be only 50 yards ahead because that is as far as you can easily see and when driving slowly across rough terrain it might just be the ground a few yards in front of the car because that is where the obstacles lay that may damage it. It always centres on the route ahead of you.


The soft part is everything else that you are aware of. On the autobahn it ranges from the vehicles in the lanes around you to what is happening as far down the road as you can see. In the city street it is the movement of pedestrians you are passing, the parked cars around you, road signs and even the reflections in the shop windows that might let you see what cars ahead are doing. The off-road driver is aware of where the track goes but also of what obstructions are sticking out of the trees and banks beside them.


WHAT ARE YOU LOOKING FOR?


You are looking for anything that might affect you. In the road ahead, the hard part of your view, that is pretty obvious: you need to know where your route goes and if there is anything in the way. In the soft part of the view there are no rules. It might be something as obvious as a traffic light or it might be a pair of feet moving behind a parked car. This is where experience comes in: it is experience that enables us to separate the visual wheat from the chaff.


With experience you develop a way of taking in the view around you so that what you notice is that something is not as it should be. If there is a general flow of pedestrians along the pavement, you filter them out as normal movement so that you, hopefully, notice the one moving across that flow towards the kerb. Returning to the country walk analogy, the newcomer to bird-watching goes out looking for bird shapes and so walks past the well camouflaged nightjar, but the nature reserve warden’s eye is tuned to what is normal for the undergrowth so the blackness of the nightjar’s eye stands out, drawing his attention to the bird.


Mirrors


The mirrors are part of observation and the driving test mantra of ‘mirror, signal, manoeuvre’ means they are often under-used. Yes, you must use them before any manoeuvre, but they should also be part of your observation process. You don’t just look through the windows, you glance in the mirrors too, even if you do not intend to carry out a manoeuvre. In fact, it even pays to keep an eye on them when you are waiting at the traffic lights or trying to get out of a junction, just so you know if anyone has pulled up close alongside.


Using mirrors regularly keeps you in touch with what is happening on the road behind and alongside you, which also means you have more idea of what the safe options are if anything untoward happens. If you know there is nobody close behind or overtaking, you know you can brake hard or swerve to avoid something without making the situation worse. You also know what should be there if you look in the mirror prior to signalling for a manoeuvre. If there was a motorbike behind you and you can’t see it now, you know it could be in your blind spot and so must react accordingly.


ADJUSTING MIRRORS


Adjust your mirrors so you can see as much as possible around the car without having to move your head too much. Your driving instructor may have told you to set mirrors so you had to move your head, but you no longer need to ensure an examiner sees you use them so set them to be comfortable and effective.


The interior mirror should show as much of the view through the rear window as possible. If there is nobody in the back, lower or remove the rear head restraints to maximize the view, but make sure they are correctly set when you have passengers (see Chapter 3).


Door mirrors should show the view behind and to the side of the car. This, combined with the interior mirror, should give you a view of behind and of the lanes alongside you on a dual-carriageway.





Insight


Your view of the mirrors and out of the car depends a lot on your build, so what suits me at a long limbed 6 ft 2 in may not work for a short and stocky person sitting much closer to the mirrors. However, I find in most cars, the driver’s side mirror is best set so the side of the car is just out of view. The passenger door mirror on most cars gives the best view if a small part of the side of the car is just visible in the corner of the mirror. If I set it so none of the car is visible I generally find that, with my angle of view, I am seeing too far to the side of the car and creating a blind spot between the interior mirror and that door mirror.





Always check the view in the mirrors when you return to the car. Not only may they have been knocked while you were away, but you may have shrunk. During the day, especially if you have been on your feet a lot, your backbone may be compressed by as much as a centimetre, which, in some cars, significantly changes the view in the interior mirror.





Top tip


Get someone to walk around the car and if the mirrors are correctly set you should be able to see them for most of the way round.





How far away?


Though the interior mirror is flat glass, the door mirrors may be convex to give a wider field of view but that makes vehicles behind appear further away than they are.


In some cars this may be limited to one mirror but many cars have convex glass in both and the degree of curvature varies considerably from car to car. American and Korean cars often have a warning etched in the glass, but most do not, so check the view.


When you are new to a car, park it where you can see down the road in the mirrors and take time to compare how far away things appear in the mirrors with what you see when you look behind.


Blind spots


It is important to understand the things that restrict your observation. All cars have blind spots, though some are worse than others. Make yourself aware of where they are on your car and what you need to do to compensate for them.


IN MIRRORS


There is a point on most cars where anything overtaking you gets between the interior and driver’s door mirrors and isn’t yet far enough forwards for you to see them out of the corner of your eye. This is the most dangerous blind spot because anything in it is alongside you, so get in the habit of glancing over your shoulder before pulling out.


Many cars now have a curved outer edge to at least the driver’s door mirror to combat this blind spot (see Plate 1). There is usually a line to show where the increased curvature starts. You can also buy stick-on blind spot mirrors to do this, but make sure you place them so they do not interfere with the main view behind. Though a welcome aid, these features are not infallible and it is still possible for small things, like cyclists and motorcyclists, to find a blind spot.


PILLARS


Windscreen pillars have got thicker in recent years, to protect occupants, so they can create a significant blind spot when emerging from a junction. In some cars it can be big enough to hide a fair sized vehicle, and in all cars the pillars are big enough to hide a motorbike. You must be aware of this and make sure that when emerging from junctions you move your head to see round the pillar.


In an unfamiliar car, check the affect of this blind spot. Cars with steeply sloping windscreens often have worse pillar blind spots than cars with more upright screens because the angle of the pillar has the effect of widening the cross section in your line of view. So, you would get a bigger blind spot on a Ferrari than the same pillar diameter would create on a Range Rover. In cars whose windscreen pillars are like an inverted Y, housing a small triangular window, the fork creates a huge blind spot for people of a certain height.


MAKING YOUR OWN


Don’t create extra blind spots. If you stick anything on the windows, be it stickers supporting your favourite charity or a portable satellite navigation screen, make sure you position them where they will never affect your view of the road.


[image: image]


Figure 1.1 Pillars of the same thickness create bigger blind spots if angled more steeply.


Avoid hanging things from the interior mirror because it not only creates a blind spot but you may become accustomed to ignoring movement in that portion of the screen. Some experts say dangling objects can also trigger car sickness in children, which is a distraction drivers don’t need.


Keep the glass clean so you are not trying to see through a lacework of muddy spots. A spattering of mud you barely notice becomes an opaque glare when the sun gets behind it. If that happens at a junction, open the window so you can see out and, as soon as you can, stop to clean the glass.





Insight


Carry a cloth and a combined squeegee and scraper so you can clean glass and lights if you need to. In summer, a ‘bug sponge’, which has a mildly abrasive surface (not a pot scourer), can be kept damp in a Ziploc bag for removing splattered insects the screen washers can’t shift. Debugging also gives you something to do when you stop for a break.






Concentration


Driving well demands concentration on the task in hand. Anything that affects your concentration must be eliminated if possible: if that means telling a passenger to shut up, don’t be afraid to do so. Point out that their safety is at stake as well as yours.


CARELESS TALK


If a conversation, or listening to something on the radio, needs more attention than you can safely give it while driving, it is much safer to pull over.


Certainly, never turn round to talk to someone while driving: if they don’t understand that you can’t, that’s their problem. This is particularly important at speed because of the distance you travel in a short time. At 60 mph, glancing at someone for half a second means you travel almost 15 yards blind: that’s the length of four small cars. At speed, an unconscious movement of the steering wheel could send you veering into the oncoming traffic or off the road.


CHILDREN AND PETS


Try to train your children and pets never to distract a driver and to understand if the driver can’t give them the attention they crave. If children become insistent, or there is something wrong, stop as soon as you can even if there is another adult in the car to attend to them, because it is not safe to be distracted by them.


Make sure children are safely strapped in (see Chapter 3) and that child locks are on, so you do not have to worry about that. A pet that can’t be trusted to sit quietly in the back should be in a travelling cage or behind a dog guard.





Insight


A travelling cage is probably the best way of transporting a dog. Apart from the fact it stops them messing up the interior, it is also safer because, as long as the cage is strapped down, it stops the dog becoming a lethal missile in an accident. Our springer spaniel sleeps in his at home, which seems to help settle him down more quickly in the car.





STRESS


Stress can seriously affect your concentration and observation. Do all you can to reduce stress while driving, leaving plenty of time for your journey and planning ahead so you know where you are going.


If you find yourself becoming stressed or upset on the road, stop for a while and rest.


Be particularly careful when driving while coping with life’s extremely stressful times, like bereavement, marriage, divorce and moving house. Your concentration suffers badly at these times and your brain can be so overloaded that it can’t cope with all the signals being directed at it when driving.





Top tip


Take special care at junctions when under such stress. If your head is swinging from side to side as you look, your brain has to cope with the affect on the view of both the movement of your head and the movement of oncoming vehicles. Sometimes this becomes too much and the brain simply does not register the moving vehicle, even if it is close to you. Take time to turn your head, hold it still while you look and then repeat the process the other way.





AUDIO SYSTEMS


We all enjoy music while we drive and the radio can give us useful travel and weather information, but it must not become a distraction.


Think carefully before adjusting the system on the move or trying to manhandle a CD in or out of the system. If you are a serious music fan, consider installing a CD autochanger, which holds a magazine of CDs, or an MP3 player connection so you can change music at the press of a button. Even better, some cars and audio systems now have USB sockets so you can put many MP3 tracks on a cheap memory stick, which is easy to tuck away when you leave the car.


When a lot of concentration is needed, it is better to turn audio off, like when driving in fog or if you are lost in a busy city and trying to cope with lots of traffic while reading road signs at the same time.


SATELLITE NAVIGATION


Satellite navigation, or ‘sat nav’, is gaining in popularity and can help to make you a safer driver by allowing you to concentrate on the road while the machine tells you where to go. Sat nav was shown to be safer than a map by the same study that proved using a mobile phone while driving is dangerous. When we take on peripheral tasks while driving we either do it while looking at a limited part of the view ahead or glancing away from the road for short periods. Researchers found that if we perceive something as connected with driving, we do that for longer. So we might glance quickly at a CD case to see what the song is called, because we know we shouldn’t be doing that, but we take our eyes off the road much longer to check a map or directions. Sat nav reduces the risk of doing that.


However, it can also be a distraction, especially if you try to adjust it on the move. Always set up the route when you are parked because typing in addresses and checking that the route is sensible takes time and attention. If you do not need guidance for the whole route, pre-enter the destination so you only have to press ‘start navigation’ at, say, a set of lights or while stopped at a junction.


If your sat nav has the option of a ‘safety setting’ to limit what can be done on the move, use it to help avoid temptation. Also make sure you know how to cancel the navigation so you are not irritated by it when you decide you know where you are or want to follow your own route.


With portable systems, position the screen where it does not interfere with your view of the road and will not obstruct airbags if there is an accident.


MOBILE PHONES


It is illegal to use a hand-held mobile phone on the move in most developed countries, though the degree of enforcement varies. It is also very unwise to use one and some research suggests that even drivers using hands-free phones are unsafe.


If you are holding the phone, you can’t be in full control of the car. Even with hands-free, if the conversation gets so involved that your concentration suffers, either pull over or call them back later. No conversation is worth an accident.


Do not accept incoming calls unless you are sure dealing with them will not unduly affect your driving. All phones and hands-free systems have a button you can press that, if it is set up correctly, transfers the caller to voicemail.


OUTSIDE DISTRACTIONS


One of the pleasures of driving is seeing the passing scenery, but it must never become enough of a distraction to affect your concentration. If the view is good, stop to admire it.


Never let your hobby take precedence over driving. Anyone who has driven past an airfield or bird reserve when something has attracted those passionate about planes and birds knows how little regard spotters have for road safety when adding a tick to their list is at stake.


Most of us have been distracted by members of the opposite sex. One survey suggested 60 per cent of women drivers had been distracted by a good-looking passer-by and with men the percentage was far higher. We are all hard-wired to look at people we find attractive, but resist it when driving, especially in city traffic that may stop suddenly.


Indeed, the problem with external distractions is that you can do nothing to stop them and it is likely you are not the only driver being distracted by them.


Drink, drugs and illness


Concentration, your ability to react to what happens around you and your car control, are all affected by drink, drugs and illness.


DRINK


All countries have drink-driving laws and some in northern Europe are so strict that they effectively mean you can’t drink at all when driving. Drink lengthens your reaction times and reduces your ability to concentrate. Eventually it affects eyesight and your ability to use your limbs effectively. In addition, it ruins perception so you do not realize how badly you are driving (you may even think you drive better) and do not perceive danger. As a result you may take risks that would be unacceptable to you when sober.


In the UK the driving alcohol limit is 35 microgrammes of alcohol per 100 ml of breath or 80 milligrammes of alcohol per 100 ml of blood. Above that limit you can be fined up to £5,000, jailed for six months and face a driving ban. If you are convicted of drink-driving twice in ten years or are more than 2.5 times the limit you must convince the Driver and Vehicle Licensing Agency (DVLA) that you don’t have a drink problem. (For information on the UK’s drink-drive laws visit www.drinkdrivinglaw.co.uk.)


It is important that you remember the following:


 




	Treat advice on a ‘safe’ number of glasses with caution because there are too many variables. Alcoholic strength varies even in a given type of drink and its effect varies according to your body weight, how much you have eaten, your health and your emotional state.


	Drinks served in someone’s home tend to be more generous than those in pubs, clubs and restaurants.


	If you have drunk a lot, or carried on drinking until the early hours, you may still be over the limit when it’s time for work the next morning. This is particularly so in countries where the limit is lower than the UK’s.


	You can absorb alcohol by inhalation, so take care when using products in which alcohol is the solvent, like adhesives, resins and paints.





DRUGS


Driving under the influence of drugs is as dangerous as drink-driving and in the UK carries the same penalties.


However, while most people realize it would be dangerous to drive while using illegal recreational drugs or strong prescription medicines, few realize that many over-the-counter and herbal remedies affect driving ability. Always ask your doctor if it is safe to drive while taking prescription medicines and always read the instructions on over-the-counter preparations to see if they warn of drowsiness or problems with concentration.


Even then, take care with drugs you are not familiar with because you may react to them differently to most people – a ‘non-drowsy’ antihistamine, for example, may make you sleepy or affect concentration. Indeed, it pays to start a course of drugs on a day when you are not driving.


Never misuse drugs. If you are told not to drink with a drug it may be because it exaggerates the effects of alcohol, so a small amount affects your driving as if you have drunk much more. There have even been cases of people going to sleep at the wheel after using the common cold remedy Night Nurse during the day, in spite of its name and clear warnings that it makes you sleepy.


Herbal and alternative remedies can also be risky, not least because many have not been medically tested. It has been shown that some herbal sleeping preparations stay in the body longer than prescription sleeping pills.


ILLNESS


Suffering instead of taking tablets may not be the answer, either. Even minor illnesses like colds and flu affect your driving, with some research suggesting a bad cold can have as much impact on your skills as drink. Any complaint that makes you feel sleepy turns you into a risk behind the wheel.


Conditions that affect your ability to move your arms, legs or head, seriously inhibit your driving and even something that merely makes you uncomfortable is bound to reduce your concentration and patience.


Any illness that may result in loss of vision or consciousness, including diabetes and heart conditions, affects your ability to drive. Driver licensing authorities publish long lists of complaints and conditions that prevent you from driving and your doctor should tell you if you have one. However, in the UK your doctor is not legally responsible for telling the DVLA if you are unfit to drive: you are responsible and can be prosecuted and banned from driving if you do not inform them.





Top tip


If you believe someone is unfit to drive due to illness or age you should tell the DVLA who will treat the information in confidence and investigate. This may seem unkind, but it could prevent a loved one killing themselves or others on the road. The UK list of conditions that stop you driving can be found at www.direct.gov.uk





 





10 THINGS TO REMEMBER




	
Treat driving as a skill, not a chore.





	
Show consideration for other road users, giving them space to do what they need to do.





	
Get your eyes tested every two years, especially if you are over 40.





	
Make yourself aware of what is happening around the car as well as ahead.





	
Adjust mirrors properly and use them often.





	
Be aware of your car’s blind spots and move your head to see into them.





	
Keep windows clean and avoid stickers that might block your view.





	
Nothing must be allowed to interfere with the driver’s concentration on driving.





	
Using mobile phones on the move is proven to be dangerous.





	Never drive under the influence of drink or drugs, including over-the-counter remedies.
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Know your car


In this chapter you will learn:




	how the car’s systems work


	how to make the best use of them


	what electronic driving aids do.





Manufacturers have made cars easier and safer to drive, incorporating many features to protect us from our own mistakes and electronic driving aids that react far more quickly to potential problems than any driver could. But you can only get the best from these systems if you know how to use them.


We can only talk in general terms here so you must read your car’s handbook which explains all the systems your car has and how to use and maintain them. In many cases it also explains how to recognize when things have gone wrong and what to do if that happens.


Why we need gears


Changing gear gives most learners problems and many experienced drivers know how to do it but not why. Put simply, gears enable us to match the engine’s performance to the demands being placed upon it and to the car’s road speed. Most cars have five-speed gearboxes but six is becoming increasingly common and there are now automatics with seven and eight. Some off-roaders have an additional high and low dual-ratio gearbox, effectively doubling the ratios available from the main box for off-road work.


If you look at a car’s specification sheet in a brochure or handbook you will see that the engine’s peak power and torque (twisting or pulling power) are shown with an engine speed in revolutions per minute (rpm or revs). In everyday driving terms, torque is the more important because it is what gives the car its flexibility, puts punch in acceleration and hauls you up hills. The engine has a usable band of torque either side of its peak point, though how much of the rev range that band covers varies considerably from engine to engine.


Gears enable the driver to keep the engine in that usable torque band regardless of road speed. First gear is a short ratio so it enables high revs at low speeds, letting you bring the revs up high enough to provide enough torque for pulling away. Top gear is a tall ratio so the engine revs slowly for the speed at which the wheels go round to give relaxed, efficient cruising. In most cars, top is geared to put the car close to its peak torque output at between 60 and 80 mph for high speed flexibility. The intermediate gears allow you to meet the demands on the engine at a range of speeds and in a variety of circumstances.


[image: image]


Figure 2.1 This graph for a Honda 2.4 litre petrol engine shows how power (steep line) and torque are delivered across the rev range.





Top tip


An engine is generally running at its most efficient at around its peak torque revs in any gear. This is shown in the specification as something like 100 lb ft @ 3,000 rpm or 135 Nm @ 3,000 rpm.





Control


Using the gears can also give you more control either by granting a wider rev range to work in (as when driving a twisting road) or by helping to slow the car down.


Drivers used to be told to use ‘engine braking’ to help the brakes slow the car down. If you change down without raising the revs with the throttle, the car slows because it needs higher revs to maintain the same speed in a lower gear. These days brakes are more efficient so this is largely unnecessary and you are advised to use the brakes to slow down, only changing down to match the engine and road speeds so you are in the right gear to accelerate away again (an automatic does this for you).


But there are still circumstances where you might use engine braking. When going down a steep hill it pays to change down or hold an automatic in a lower gear (see ‘Using automatics’ later) because this helps stop the car going faster and reduces the need to use the brakes, which might otherwise overheat on a long descent. On slippery slopes, using a low gear may enable you to retain control where the brakes would make the wheels lock up, though you still need to move to a lower gear carefully or the sudden change may make the car skid (see Chapter 9 on bad weather driving).


Manual gearboxes


In Europe, manual gearboxes are still more common than automatics. Many people feel they give more control to the driver, but it is up to the driver to make sure the car is always in the optimum gear for the situation.


There is a common assumption that a high gear is always the most economical, but this is not always so and if your car has a trip computer with a current consumption readout, as well as an average one, you can often demonstrate this. The car may pull in top right down to 30 mph but if that puts it at the lower end of its usable torque, it will be working harder to manage that speed as the road goes up and down and you take bends. Changing down increases the revs and, therefore, the available torque so the engine is working more efficiently and using less fuel.


This is also why you change down when climbing a hill: the engine needs more torque to pull the car up the slope, so changing down provides that without increasing the road speed.





Insight


Many who learned to drive in a manual recall the bafflement of how you could tell when to change gear, and we have all been driven by people who seem to have passed a test without ever working it out. There is no magic recipe to it: you can’t say change up at 40 mph or 2,000 rpm because it varies according to the car, its load, altitude and whether the road is flat. Most cars today have rev counters and if you change in a way that keeps revs around the peak torque point (check the specification) you generally make good, efficient progress.


 


However, if you listen, the car tells you. As a motoring writer driving many different cars I find you start with a brief ‘getting to know you’ period where you learn the car’s characteristics, like how flexible the engine is. When you are accelerating you note when the performance drops off as the revs climb and change up before reaching that point (this is very noticeable in diesels). At steady speeds, ask yourself whether the engine sounds busy for your speed and see if you can change up without loss of pace. As speed drops listen for the engine starting to sound strained or juddery and change down if it does. Many cars seem fine at steady low speeds in a high gear but judder and complain when asked to accelerate. If that happens you are better off in the lower gear because it grants more control, better response and, almost certainly, better economy.





ACCELERATION


Fuel-saving advice used to be to select as high a gear as possible and gradually bring the car up to speed. But with modern cars, with very tall top gears, that is no longer so. Indeed, acceleration uses more fuel than anything else so if you reduce the period of acceleration, you improve overall fuel consumption. So, the leisurely haul from 30 to 60 mph in sixth may use more fuel than changing down to fourth or fifth to attain a higher cruising speed more quickly.
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