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  INTRODUCTION.




  This, I suppose, could be classed as a travelogue, of sorts. In truth, it is more an eclectic collection of observations, opinions and stories by an Irish trucker, gathered while driving through various parts of Europe. They will not follow one another in an orderly, chronological or geographical sequence. Instead, you will be brought on a zig-zag journey from Ireland to Germany to Spain, to France, maybe back to Germany, on to Italy, back to the UK and then up to Sweden, down to Holland or Austria......... because that's the way the job is. Many of these accounts have already been published in an often shorter, sometimes sanitized version in 'Pro-Trucker', a Canadian magazine for truck drivers. www.protrucker.com




  If you ever wondered what it is like, driving a truck through Europe, hop in and come along for the spin. You will cross the Irish sea, visit other countries, meet other drivers and, you never know, you may even enjoy the trip. But a word of caution! Irish truck drivers are not known for their polite turn of phrase or their political correctness. You will be exposed to strong language and indeed, scenes of nudity – that got your attention!! If you are a sensitive soul, easily offended, then might I suggest........ Don't read this fucking book!




  





  1.


  Salt Water Truckers.




  For some people, there is an aura of adventure, excitement and even glamour associated with long distance truck driving. That romantic image might well be the lure that brings many young men and women into this game. But any such notions are soon dispelled, to be replaced by fatigue, eye strain and stress!! It is a tough job. True, it may sound adventurous, recounting all the exotic places you have been to, but you can never give a truly accurate description of the long, lonely, tiring hours of driving, it took to get you there.




  To drive a truck requires you to be patient, alert, organised and, above all, to be able to handle the stress of heavy traffic and tight deadlines. Many studies, including one at Princeton University, in 2003, have looked at the decision-making requirements for drivers of heavy trucks. As many as possibly 30 decisions per minute!! In heavy city traffic that can be constant and relentless. Out on the open road the rate per minute may fall somewhat, but truck drivers still have to make countless assessments and judgement calls – there's a bend up ahead, should I slow down, by how much, is this fucking fool really going to try and overtake me on this twisty stretch, who let that cow out? Decisions about which route to take, adapting your choice of route, if delayed by accident, breakdown, gridlock or whatever. Most of these choices have to be made quickly and decisively, always with delivery deadlines factored in.




  All drivers have their own favourite make of truck. There are Scania men, Mercedes men, Volvo men – I have even met a Daf man, to whom, I discovered, I could find nothing meaningful to say!! My own truck of choice for long hauls has always been the Volvo. I have a particular fondness for the FH12 'Globetrotter', as over the years, I have eaten up a lot of road in them. Standing at 6 foot 7 inches in height and weighing just over 18 stone, not every truck out there fits me so well. Some of the big name trucks sacrifice driver comfort for power and image. The Volvo, in my opinion, always seem to put the poor bastard behind the wheel, first. They also manage to deliver sufficient power and still look good. It was easy to roll in and out of the bunk in a 'Globetrotter'. In most other trucks it was easy enough to get into the bed, but I was all knees and elbows trying to get out of the fucking thing!!




  Now, before you continue reading these pages, there are a number of indisputable 'facts' you need to be aware of. First of all, a short history lesson. Let us go back a wee bit in time. Down through the ages, all journeys undertaken by human beings, have had some purpose. To find something. Fame or fortune? To learn something. Biology, physics etc? Maybe to escape from something. War, most likely. (A nagging wife? Okay, okay!! Let's keep a bit of balance. It could well be an abusive husband either!) Or even to escape to somewhere. A perceived paradise, perhaps? People like Marco Polo, Columbus, Magellan and the countless others, did not embark on their 'madcap' voyages on a whim, or just for the 'craic'. They were men driven to do what they did by a very powerful and ancient force – a force that, in some form or other, has been about as long as man himself. Today it's known as 'trade and commerce', and it has been probably the major influence on all human history, right back to when our ancestors first walked out of Africa, in search of new horizons and opportunities. Trade and Commerce is the reason the world NEEDS truck drivers!




  Secondly, no matter where you go in today's world, be it the biggest city, or a dirt track crossroads in the middle of nowhere, you will discover that an Irishman has already been there before you. Thirdly, if you stand still long enough, that ubiquitous embodiment of our modern trade and commerce – the big, noisy, smelly truck – will eventually drive by! They trundle up and down, over and back, day and night, never sleeping. Big ones, little ones, red, white, orange, green ones and in every other colour you can think of. You'll find them in the narrowest street of the smallest town, blocking traffic. Or chugging along a country road, holding back infuriated motorists in their wake. They are everywhere, from the wide, 10 lane highways that dissect the developed world, to the narrowest, precipitously perilous pass, high in the Andes – where even the llamas shit themselves!!




  We know there exists a love-hate attitude to trucks and their drivers, that seems to be consistent throughout the planet. The food you eat, the clothes on your back, the furniture you sit on, the luxuries you enjoy – if you are fortunate enough – all spent time in the back of a truck, on their way to you. People love the fact that the goods trucks deliver can be easily accessed in the corner shops, supermarkets and the big retail parks at the edge of town. But many of those same people hate having to share their road and street space with these trucks. A kind of subliminal mechanical apartheid. We get accused of flying past you on a motorway, as if we were trying to blow you and your car into the ditch. We're not. Our slipstream might rock a Camper van so strongly that the dishes rattle in the cupboard over the driver's head, scaring the 'be jaysus' out of him. Obscenities are often screamed at our disappearing tailgate, hoping that the big, ugly, fat bastard driving the fucking thing will hear them!! I'm sorry, but we won't. Even if we could, the chances are that we probably haven't time to listen. We have schedules to meet and deadlines to keep – 'a long, long way to go, a short time to get there'.




  The men and women who pilot these big rigs are just that – men and women. For the most part, we are not out to terrorise other motorists, but rather, are ordinary working people, trying hard to earn a living. However, after years doing this job and spending a lot of my time in the company of truck drivers, I do know there is always a bollox or two, who enjoy frightening little old ladies in their Fiat Bambinos. There are also, I'm afraid, an inadequate handful who feel their 16.3 metre long truck is, somehow, representative of the size of their dick! Repeated, mostly unnecessary, blasts on the air horn are their substitute for ejaculation!! Come on lads! You know who you are!! The rest of us just do our jobs, try to put bread on the table, pay the mortgage and hope the troublesome teenagers at home will sort themselves out, before we get back!




  Those of you who were paying attention in geography class will be aware that Ireland is that funny shaped little island, floating in the Atlantic, off the west coast of Europe. If you listened in history class, you'll also know that it has been here, or hereabouts, for quite a while. Way back in the distant past, it may have been possible to walk from here to England and on to the rest of Europe. Then, a lot of ice melted, sea levels rose and Ireland became just a little green rock, surrounded by salt water. ( Here endeth the potted geography and history lesson.) Now, to reach any of our EU neighbours, we have to first cross the Irish Sea. As a consequence, therefore, ferry crossings are a vital and integral part of an Irish truckers life.




  At the time of writing, there are 18 freight ferry terminals along the east and south coasts of Ireland, connecting us to Scotland, England, Wales and France. The shortest sea route is from the Port of Larne, just north of Belfast, to Cairnryan in Scotland. Journey time, less than 2 hours. The longest is Rosslare, on our south-east coast, to Cherbourg in France. On this crossing you will spend 18 hours at sea. Most trips from here to Europe take what’s known as the ‘Landbridge’- a ferry to Britain, then drive down through England to the port of Dover and catch another ferry to Calais in France, or take the train through the 'Chunnel'. But, be warned! At certain times of the year, both the Irish Sea and the English Channel can cut up extremely rough, so a strong stomach, supported by a good pair of sea legs is handy to have with you. I have seen big, able-bodied, confident Irish truckers, drive down the off-ramp, after a stormy crossing, ashen-faced, broken men, with their arses red-raw from the skitter!!




  Ferry timetables can come to dominate and rule the waking hours of an Irish driver. They play a crucial role in determining your delivery times. If, because of a puncture, breakdown or a road traffic accident slowing you down, you miss your ferry, you may have to wait at least two hours - and often more


  - for the next one. The knock-on, ripple effect of these few hours could possibly leave you more than a day late making your drop! Such a delay might mean you get caught in the evening rush hour on the M25 around London and then maybe the following morning’s gridlock in Paris, or some other European city. When you land in Calais, you are in a different time zone and you must put your clock forward one hour. Also, the French have a ban on big rigs travelling on Sundays - actually from 10pm Saturday until 10pm Sunday. If you are still in France on Saturday night, you have to find somewhere and park up for 24 hours. To work out your ETA, all these factors have to be calculated into the equation. So, you will need to have been paying attention in mathematics class, too!!




  With the litany of Health and Safety directives and regulations that have been issued by the EU over many years, ferry travel between member states is remarkably safe and major accidents leading to multiple loss of life, are rare. However, human error is not easy to legislate for. On the night of March 6th, 1987, just after 7pm local time,the Townsend Thoresen roll-on, roll-off ferry, the MS Herald of Free Enterprise, eased her way out of the Belgian port of Zeebrugge. She was beginning her four and a half hour voyage to Dover, England. On board were 80 crew, 459 passengers, 81 cars, 3 buses and 47 trucks. As she passed through the harbour entrance, she hung a left, into the open sea. Within 90 seconds she had rolled over on her side, onto a sandbank.
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