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CHAPTER I

CYCLISTS AND BIKE-RIDERS

RIDING a bicycle is so easy that almost everybody can do it. There is nothing to it—nothing to learn and nothing to teach—certainly not enough to fill a book like this.

That, at least, is what most people think. Having already learned to ride a bicycle—that is to say, to sit on it, balance it, steer it, and make the thing go—they are quite satisfied in their own minds that they know all there is to know about cycling. It is a cheap and easy way of getting about, so long as you do not try to do too much of it.

Most of the millions of bike-riders in this country think like that. A few hundred thousand cyclists disagree with them, but who are they among so many?

There is a tremendous difference between the point of view of the enthusiastic cyclist and that of the ordinary rider of a bicycle. The only thing they have in common is the belief that the bicycle is a cheap and easy means of transport; but the cyclist knows that that is not by any means the whole story: it is no more than the opening chapter.

The handful of enthusiastic cyclists are the only ones who really know how easy and very enjoyable cycling can be. The bike-riders do not know; they have no idea at all. In fact they haven’t yet learned to ride.

Admittedly they have picked up the trick of balancing and propelling a bicycle, but that is nothing. What they have not learned is the easy, efficient, effective style of riding that makes all the difference between “shoving a bike around” and the delightful activity that really deserves to be called cycling.

Cycling is not just riding a bicycle, and the average rider of a bicycle does not know much about it. He does not even know how useful his bicycle can be for getting about—really getting about, and not just pootling around.

No doubt the bike-rider knows how handy his bike is for running down to the shops, or to the tennis-courts, or even for going to and from work (so long as it isn’t too far away and the weather isn’t too bad). But, good heavens! says the cyclist, you can’t call that getting about.

There are times when the bike-rider himself begins to suspect that he may be missing something, after all. When he sees cyclists riding easily up hills which he himself always has to walk it makes him think. And when he hears—as he must do now and again—of people who go off cycling for miles and miles, thoroughly enjoying it, and evidently not getting so tired after a hundred miles as he himself would be after fifteen or twenty, he cannot help feeling that he would like to know the explanation.

Perhaps he tries to stifle his suspicions that there may be something in it, after all, by saying that those other people, the keen cyclists and the riders who seem to find it so easy to climb hills, must be the athletic type, or younger than he is, or more in practice, or probably that they’ve got better bicycles. He cannot explain it all away like that, though.

Of course a young athlete in perfect training and riding a first-class modern light-weight bicycle can do better than a flabby, middle-aged rider on a cumbersome old roadster, but even the best of present-day cycles (and nowadays they are easier to propel than they have ever been) will not change the unskilled bike-rider into even a passable cyclist. In fact, the skilled cyclist—the one who has learned the difference between mere bike-riding and real cycling—will always be able to put up a better show on an out-of-date bike than the mere bike-rider can achieve even when he is mounted on the most up-to-the-minute light-weight with every modern refinement.
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It is not a question of age, physique or money. It is entirely a matter of skill and knowledge—something that can be learned.

You can teach yourself cycling.


CHAPTER II

SECRETS OF EASY CYCLING

IF you are going to teach yourself cycling, obviously you ought to have a bicycle and be able to ride it. At this stage it does not matter very much what kind of bike it is, but later on, when you know more about cycling, you will no doubt want to get hold of a really good machine.

By then, however, you will have learned not only how to make good use of a good bicycle, but also how to recognise a good bicycle when you see one, and especially how to choose the best bicycle for your particular requirements. Until then, almost “any old iron” will do to learn on.

Learning to Ride

Perhaps, though, we ought not to assume that you can already ride a bicycle. You may be one of those very rare people who did not learn when they were children. In that case at least you will not have picked up the abominable habit of pedalling with your instep, so there will be one fault the fewer for you to correct.

To learn to ride, you do not need anybody’s help. You will be better off on your own.

Just borrow a bicycle that is not too big. Lower the saddle so that when you are sitting on it you can put both feet fairly and squarely on the ground. Then find a nice quiet road—preferably a gentle hill. Take up a position on the left-hand side of the road, facing downhill, so that if there does happen to be any traffic about you will not be a bigger nuisance than you need be at this stage of your cycling career.

Now take hold of the handle-bar grips, after making sure that the brakes work and that you know which lever operates the back one. That is the one you are going to use, and it should be on the left-hand side; but if it is not, do not worry for the present.

All you have to do now is to push off with your feet. If you are on a hill, just let your feet scrape along the ground until you have got the feel of the bike. Then try lifting them just clear of the ground, so that you can restore your balance quickly by putting them down again. And try not to use the brake until you really do want to stop; the faster you go, the easier it is, so long as you do not let the cycle get out of control.

If you are not on a hill you will have to push off with your feet and then use them to scoot along.

In either case do not bother about the pedals until you have found out how to balance the bike. It will not be long before you can manage to travel several yards without having to put your feet down, and soon after that you will discover the trick of recovering your balance without putting your feet down
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TEACH YOURSELF

MOTORING

It is easy, and customary, for anyone who writes about driving technique to point out that one should always take the greatest care when in control of a car. While I unhesitatingly follow suit, I would like to go further, and assert that the day will come when every person who reads these words will, while at the wheel, pull himself up with a start and exclaim, in his inner consciousness, “I took a risk then. Thank heaven it was my lucky day and I didn’t meet somebody else who was taking a risk too.” I hope it will be a lucky day, and I hope, also, that a mental and very sincere resolve will be made, on the spot, that there is going to be one hundred per cent attention to driving in the future.

Now, I am quite prepared to admit that some accidents are due to inexperience, and, perhaps, ignorance, rather than to carelessness or inattention. Let me at least, therefore, run through the more obvious points from which trouble arises on the road.

In the first place, the Highway Code ought to be read understandingly; not just in superficial manner so that questions concerning it can be answered parrot fashion. The Highway Code is a very sane and common-sense manual to proper behaviour when using the road, and the purport of its instruction, permanently carried into practice, would rob the roads of a large proportion of their present danger. I will assume that every person who uses the road, either as driver or pedestrian, has done his duty and familiarised himself with the Highway Code. Let us proceed to an amplification of its advice, with special reference to what the learner-driver ought to get into his mind while he is still in that stage of his motoring education.

“Road Sense” is a very real thing, and it is a subject that can be self-taught. A person who has acquired road sense not only follows the instructions of the Highway Code instinctively, but develops a sort of second sight which enables him to anticipate things about to happen, and to prepare himself accordingly. Perhaps I should amend that and say “are likely to be about to happen,” for, although he foresees, and prepares for, eventualities, they may not always actually come to pass.

For instance, there may be a group of children on the pavement ahead. They may be quite placid, and apparently likely to remain so. But, the driver with a fully developed road sense will find himself automatically preparing to make an emergency stop, and noting in his rear-view mirror that no vehicle is immediately behind him. If there were, he would give its driver a cautionary signal that he intended to slow down. The good driver does, indeed, pay a great amount of attention to his rear-view mirror, although he does it in such a way that it does not take his attention off the road ahead for more than the metaphorical flicker of an eyelid. He keeps himself continuously posted as to following traffic, especially in towns where he may need to move from one traffic lane to another.

On the open road, he will keep a wary eye cocked for side turnings, and, if there are no hedges, he will glance to right and left along the intersecting road to gain an impression of whether a cyclist, a cart, or, perhaps, cattle, are to be expected. The last-named call for special attention in many parts of the country, for a cow may appear with considerable suddenness from a field path or farm lane, but the driver who has road sense will have noticed signs of their habitual presence from marks on the road or from traces in the neighbourhood.

In the same way, in mountainous districts like Wales and Scotland, sheep may be expected to materialise on the road with startling abruptness; they will, however, be less of a shock to the driver with road sense, because he will have anticipated their presence and will always suspect that, if they are going to get in his way, they will do so at the most unexpected spot. He will, instinctively and pessimistically, assume that somebody or something will always be doing some fool thing round the corner.

When rounding a bend on a country road, he will anticipate that there will be two or three pedestrians spread out across the road and a cyclist or another car coming in the opposite direction. He will, therefore, blow his horn to signify his presence, but will not rely on this clearing his path; he will have his car under such control that he can stop with certainty within range of his vision. But he will blow his horn to show that he is there, and in the hope that, if there should be another car coming, its driver will likewise warn of his presence.

As regards the use of the horn, the driver with road sense, while he does not blow it unnecessarily, or, shall I say, at places where the onus rests on him to be specially prudent, will not fail to use it as a means of signifying his presence on the road at points where that knowledge would be useful to other drivers. For example, on a narrow, twisty road, it is wise for two drivers to announce where they are when concealed one from the other. At a cross-roads where two main or semi-main roads meet, each driver should slow down to a pace from which he can bring his car to a stop, and not rely on the horn to clear his way.

It might here, perhaps, be mentioned that the rule of the road in Great Britain does not recognise priority being given to traffic coming from the right or the left of another vehicle. In certain Continental countries, notably France, there is a very strict rule that a driver gives way to another driver coming up on his right. By virtue of this, a driver has to keep a sharp watch for traffic on one side of him only, and does not, as we do in the United Kingdom, have to move his head from one side to another in order to keep a two-way look-out. It is this rule which keeps traffic moving rapidly, yet with reasonable safety, in the roundabouts of Paris and other large French towns, while to a British driver there seems danger threatening from every side. Let him follow suit, when in Paris, and he will find the traffic problem much simplified.

To return to the horn, however, there are some drivers who say with pride that they never make use of the one on their own car, and such drivers number among their ranks some of the best and most accident-free. My own personal opinion, however, is that judicious use of the horn is both necessary and desirable; it should not be done as a command to other people to get off the road, but as a warning that one’s car is approaching. It should be borne in mind that, in the event of an accident, one of the first questions a driver will be asked is: “Did you blow your horn?” Remember that the law demands an audible warning of approach shall be given, and that, if only one accident can be prevented by such warning, the horn has proved its worth.

A driver who has taught himself road sense will be very particular as to where he leaves his car. If, for instance, he wishes to stop by the roadside, he will consider very carefully before coming to a standstill. If there should happen to be a side road down which he could turn off the main highway, and so leave the latter clear, he will make use of it. Or, if there should be a verge on to which he could pull, he will do so. If, however, he must stop at the roadside, he will seek a stretch of road where his car will not impair the view of an oncoming driver. He would never park on a bend, or at the crest of a hill—or, worse still, just over the crest.
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FIG. 17

The crosses denote places where a good driver will never stop his car. He will find a lay-by or a side road where his vehicle will not impede traffic flow.

It is literally astonishing how many drivers lack road sense in this connection. A car when stationary can be almost as dangerous in the hands of a bad driver as it can be when moving, yet one sees evidence every day of the gross lack of road sense with which very many drivers are afflicted. Always remember, when parking or merely stopping a car by the roadside, that every passing driver is entitled to a clear view of the road and, if your car is preventing him from having that, then you are lacking in road sense. In some countries, notably in the United States, it is an offence to stop your car on the highway, even out in the open country. You must pull on to the verge (or “soft shoulder,” as it is called), and leave the traffic lane completely clear. One cannot, unfortunately, always do the same in Britain, owing to the prevalence of kerbs, but at least one should do the next best thing, which is to get out of the other fellow’s line of vision.

Equally as important is care when re-starting from rest. Road sense will tell a driver that traffic coming up behind will receive a shock if his stationary car suddenly starts to move, and proceeds on into the traffic stream; that a driver whose attention may be momentarily off the road may quite conceivably run into his back before he gathers speed. Yet it is common to see cars pull off a parking place and proceed straight on the road, with a “take care of yourself” attitude. No good driver does such a thing; he makes a careful survey of oncoming traffic in both directions before he sets his car in motion, and, if there is a vehicle coming which he can see he will clear easily, he will still give a signal, if only as a courtesy.

Now, signalling can be overdone. One sees a great deal of unnecessary hand- and trafficator-waggling, and it is apt to be a source of irritation to other drivers. Usually it betokens that the person who is doing the signalling is inexperienced—perhaps even doing his driving test. Do not think that I am advocating against signalling; I am merely pointing out that signals, when given, should be made clearly to inform other road users of an intention on the part of a driver which it is necessary to reveal. It is the ambiguous, unnecessary and obscure hand-waving that I am decrying.

The Highway Code lays down and illustrates four signals by which drivers of motor cars are to indicate their own intentions, and points out that these signals are for the purpose of giving information and not instructions to other road users. The four signals are :—


1. “I am going to slow down or stop.”

2. “I am going to turn to my right.”

3. “I am ready to be overtaken.”

4. “I am going to turn to my left.”



These are the only four recognised signals, and, if made properly, each is clear and distinctive. But how frequently does one see obscure, ambiguous and unofficial signals given? Remember the Punch cartoon where a lady driver is saying to a policeman, after an accident: “But I clearly gave the signal that I had changed my mind!”

The mechanical traffic indicator can perform only two of the four signals, the turn to the right and the turn to the left. Even in the case of the latter, it is not always wise to rely on the indicator arm conveying the message to traffic which is following at a fairly close range, since a driver who is on your tail, and possibly intending to overtake, may not be in a position to see the indicator arm on the far side of the car. In such cases, the good driver will give one of those instantaneous glances into his rear-view mirror and, if he sees that there is another vehicle close behind, he will give a hand signal as well as switch up his left-hand trafficator.

A driver with road sense will likewise use discretion as to how far he relies on his mechanical indicator to give clear and sufficient warning of his intentions. For instance, on a main road where there is fast traffic, a following driver may not be close enough to see that the indicator arm is out until it is too late to dive over to the left-hand side of the road in order to pass on the nearside while the driver who is signalling is waiting for an opportunity to turn to the right. There is also the matter of lighting conditions to be considered: I once had an unpleasant moment when, about to overtake another car on a fast stretch of arterial road, I suddenly realised that its indicator arm was out and that the driver was actually on the point of turning across the road on to a parking place. But what the good lady in charge of the car had not realised was that (a) there was no light showing inside her trafficator arm, and (b) the sun was dead ahead, fairly low in the sky, and the trafficator was almost blotted out by glare.

In such a case, a driver with well-developed road sense would have appreciated that someone was coming up behind, at a rapid pace, and needed a more clearly visible signal than even a properly-working trafficator could give, and would therefore have extended an arm to supplement the indicator.

Every car owner should, from time to time, make a check on the trafficators fitted to his vehicle, not only to see that they really are working but also to make certain that the light inside the arm is functioning. This last is highly important, because, without the glow inside the transparent red casing, a trafficator is not a very clearly visible signal.

I remember once having another narrow squeak when a car, restarting at traffic lights, suddenly pulled right across my bows and did, in fact, scrape my wing. I stopped the driver, after a chase, and asked him why he had not signalled his intention of turning. He replied that he had put out his trafficator, and, when I requested him to repeat the process, as I had certainly not seen the arm, he discovered that the arm was stuck in its recess, although the light inside it could be seen glowing when one stood by the side of the car.

The keynote of the Highway Code is “Consideration for others, as well as for yourself.” If you let this sink in, you will always put yourself in the place of the other fellow, and ask yourself “Should I know what I am about to do?” “Am I giving as much room as I can?” “Is my car blocking his view?” These are the things we all hope that the other driver will do for us, to the end that traffic may flow freely and with the maximum of safety.

And just one more point about signalling; an exhortation to do it in good time. If you are going to turn, to stop or to slow down, let those who are following have adequate notice of your intentions. Bear in mind that the other man may possibly, at the instant you give your signal, have his attention momentarily occupied with some other detail and, therefore, if you give your signal at the very last instant, when you are on the point of carrying it into effect, he may not receive it until a fraction too late.
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British direction signs.

[image: Image Missing]

British prohibitory signs.
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International signs, used on the Continent.
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British informative signs, which differ in some respects from the international code.
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