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How to

g 73 S it o

cope when
you’re on skid row

Most of us don't know what to do when those back wheels go. Jane Hughes finds a man who does

CY winter roads have a

nasty way of reminding

even most skilful drivers

about skidding. So what

should you do when the
rear wheels start (0 oo off on their
own? Hit the brakes? Spin your
steering wheel in the opposite
direction? Panic?

The answer is none of the above.
To regain control, says advanced
driving instructor Mike Reed, you
need to do three things ar the same
time: case off the acceleralor, steer
into the skid and ook ahead to
where you want to go.

If. like me, you worry about
remembering all this in real life,
there is an alternative. Driving
Management, an  independent
driving skills company run by
Reed, offers half and oneday
oourses in skid prevention and
control at skid pans in Hampshire
and Staffordshire.

The pan at the Thruxton race
circuil near Andover is a gemly
sloping tarmac surface awash
with an alarming mix of oil and
water, It was even more alarming
o hear we would be driving old
bangers with hald ryres.

The skid pan lets you experience
what a skid feels like and so learn
o comtro] it “Then,” says Reed,

“wou will be less Tikely to frecze up
ar overreact if it happens for real. ™

My threc-hour session staried
with a half-Hour briefing from
instructor Paul Coombs.  Our
group included lan Barker and
Rohann Chapman, both 24. from
Partsmouth who had been given
the session us a present: Andrew
Honan, 31, whose company was
paying and Vicky Whitham, 45,
who had come along at her hus-
hand's suggestion,

This is quite common, says
Reed, although the women often
lurmeout 1o be better than their hus-
bands because they are less likely
to think they know it all already.

Coombs introduced us to the
basics, using model cars to dernon-
strate various driving faux-pas:
“People  like to blame other
things,” he boomed, “hut most
skids are cuused by human error.™

Four things cause skids: going
too fast, braking or accelerating
oo hard and crratic steering, 1T
vour car beging to skid, vou need
to remove the cause, steer into the
slide until you regain a grip on the
road and look for an escape route,

“If you Took ar the ohstacls you
are moving  towards,”  says
Coambs, “you will probably hit it

Once on the skid pan, Coombs

bundled a couple of us into a
battered Sierra and drove us
round, first slowly and then at
increasing speed. As he cut a
corner more aghrly, the back of the
car whipped round. Someone {pos-
sibly me) shricked very loudly but
I seemed o be laughing at the
saAme 1me so it cam’t have been
that scary.

Al the next corner, Coombs
contralled the skid by steering to-
wards the direction in which the
back wheels had swung out. The
little part of me that hadnt ex-
pected this 1o work breathed again
as 1 fell the car begin w hold the
road again and straghien up.,

After o few more demo rounds
and a spectacular 360-degree spin,
it was my turn. My fear had heen
replaced by nausea but 1 found |
was enjoying myself, As 1 hil
20mph and rightened my corners,
I discovered [ was also rather pood
at steering out of trouble,

“Get off the clutch,” yelled
Coumbs, reminding me of one of
my most entrenched  driving
habits — and one that would
increase the likelihood of stalling
ina skid,

Mext we maved on 1o emergency
stopping technigues, aceelerating
down the pan and then, as we

passed a cone marker, pumping
the brakes while depressing the
clutch fo stop the car without
stalling or skidding. That was easy
uniil Coombs moved the cone 5o
far away that it was impossible 1o
stop before hitting a second bne be-
yond it, representing a stray car,
The idea was o come off the
brakes and steer round the second
cone before stopping.

Finally, Coombs bhecame a
himan cone, raising his hand ar
the last minute 1o tell us when to
start hreaking and then pointing
in the direction he wanted us to
steer. This got a bit hair raising,
particularly when he landed on
my bannet — luckily it was only
Joke to signily the end of the
session, :

For Vicky Whitham, it was a
marning well spent, “I enjoved it
and I feel less worried that T would
freeze up in a real skid now.”

lan Barker agreed: “You get a
real feel for what you can control
and what vou can’t and what will
upsel the balance of the car,”

In addition w the skid pan.
Driving Management also runs
courses for new and advanced
drivers. Sarah Rosling, |18, a
student  from  High  Wycombe,
came for a day of tuition after

being involved in two accidents,

“"On both occasions my car
rolled over, and | had completely
lost my nerve,” she said. "The skid
pan helped my confidence hecause
I'was able o practise in a protected
environment. Alse, in the driving
lesson | was taught how 1o do g
running commentary to myself on
what was coming up on the road
ahead, which has really increased
my awareness of potential hag-
ards.” Rosling was also hunching
over her steering wheel — a com-
rmon habit among young women
drivers, says Reed, who encour-
aged her to sit back and relax. *1[
you sit forward like this. you have
less control and risk being injured
if the car stops suddenly.” he says.

Some advanced driving courses
may gualify drivers for reduced in-
surance — a powerful incentive for
some. But as [ar as Reed is con-
cerned. the hest way to minimise
your insurance palicy is to aviid e
cidents hy driving safely. Whether
you're 18 or 48, he says, there is
always mare to learn.

® Driving Manzgement, Thruxton
Race Circuit, Andover (01264
TT1074), Skid pan sessions cost from
£65 for a half day or fram £190
inciuding a half-day road lesson




