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  Highway Hieroglyphics

As a now retired individual, I drive 
around the Phoenix area freeways when 
there is less traffic and congestion than 
the normal  commuting hours.  I have 
fewer “near misses” and dodge fewer 
bullets, so to speak.

I now have time to notice things that 
have probably always been there, but 
not noticed or put into their proper 
perspective.  I find myself visualizing 
something that took place by simply 
interpreting a message left behind by an 
unknown person.  I call  these messages 
“Highway Hieroglyphics” or by modern 
terms, “skid marks”.

We all  know the term “hieroglyphics” – 
refers to markings on the walls of 
ancient Egyptian tombs left by workers 
as they buried their dead.  When the 
first robbers of the tombs discovered 
these writings, they had no idea what 
the pictures of birds, snakes and other 
scratches meant and probably didn’t 
care.  It took many centuries for 
scholars to attach meaning to these 
cryptic messages.

“Skid marks” are messages left by 
drivers who were out of control at the 
time.  We need to understand that there 
is a serious message left there for us to 
interpret.  Over the last couple of years, 
I have tried to put these marks into 
categories.  I immediately wondered 
why and how did the driver get into a 
situation that would produce such a 
graphic  mark.  It is really sad to see 
these marks and think, “Boy, that must 
have hurt a lot!!”

Here are categories along with some 
possible meanings.  First we need to 
consider the things that a driver might 
be doing that get them into trouble, 
causing them to make a sudden move 
and lose control.  This action also 
creates a semi permanent record of 
their driving ability or lack of, for all to 
see.
Types of skid marks include:
Straight lines:  there doesn’t appear to 
be a loss of directional  control.  The 
probable cause is excessive speed and 

the sudden realization that there is a 
problem ahead.  We need to always 
have plenty of space between us and the 
vehicle ahead.
Spin out:  Probably, it started like the 
incident described above, except with 
more steering input from the driver 
causing the vehicle to go into a violent 
rotation.  This full  lock steering plus full 
lock braking will cause total  loss of any 
directional control.  This was probably 
caused by high speed, inattention, 
following too close and panic.  The end 
result can be a multi  vehicle wreck which 
could eventually result in an abrupt stop 
at the cement center dividing wall.
On/Off ramps:  Another good source of 
marks left by drivers who find themselves 
in the wrong lane when their exit ramp 
appears suddenly.  Or, they enter the 
freeway using a higher speed than 
present freeway conditions will permit.  
Did you ever notice all of the markings 
left on the short cement walls on the 
perimeters of ramp curves, especially on 
some of the fly-overs?  It makes you 
wonder if the vehicle actually went over 
the wall and into outer space.
All  of these examples and many more, 
not listed, can happen anywhere and 
anytime.  You can take advantage of 
these messages [hieroglyphics] left by 
others to warn you of imminent danger.  
The secret to interpretation of these 
marks is the frequency in which you see 
them.  In other words, if the road surface 
looks like the landing zone of an airport 
runway, it should offer you a clue that just 
a little way ahead, a whole bunch of 
dumb stuff goes on at a frequent rate.  
This is an advantage warning sign that 
you need to be cautious and reduce your 
speed.
You can be grateful that someone has 
driven this route before you and applied 
“warning labels” to all of these potential 
danger areas.  You need to watch for 
these “marks”, interpret their danger and 
drive accordingly.
“Ride with Pride and Confidence”
Gene Ellsworth
AZ. Educator Emeritus
Former AZ. District and Region 
“F” Educator
Life Grand Master #490
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RIDING SMARTER

Ace H. Peterson
Region F Educator

After reading Nick Hoppner’s last 
two articles I found myself looking 
at a glowing light bulb mentally.  
The last one on “Fear” really hit 
home, especially after taking the 
ERC course a few weeks ago.  
More on that later.  But the idea 
came to me that there is an easier 
way (other than getting rid of the 
motorcycle) of doing things to 
ensure we ride smarter and safer.
It come to that I am indeed not as 
young as I once was so to speak.  Of 
course the brain, who attempts to 
rule the body, still insists I can do all 
the things I used to do.  Of course 
the body does not always go along 
with that philosophy.  I especially 
learned that this past weekend while 
taking a Dirt Bike riding course!  
Perhaps more on this later. And it 
has been said “you can’t teach an 
old dog new tricks”, however, 
perhaps the “old dog” can learn to 
modify the tricks which is where 
riding smarter comes into play.
Take the last ERC for instance; not 
having had a riding course for some 
three and a half years, all the 
confidence in some maneuvers had 
long since left the building in a 
sense.  Oh yes, the mind said no 
worries mate!  That is until mind 
and body got crossways with each 
other and I found out just how hard 
this makes things in riding.  Things 
went somewhat okay until the side 
hill “box”.  Fighting the fear of 
falling, which I did, made this 
obstacle impossible for my eroded 
skills.  Now the “old dog” would 
have set back, analyzed the situation 
and said “sit this one out”.  That is 
where riding smarter comes in once 
again.
So how do we ride smarter than we 
once did?  Analyze the situation 
before getting to deep into what 

becomes an impossible task.  Do 
gravel parking lots terrify you?  
Sometimes we have to park there 
regardless of our wishes.  So, 
riding smarter, we make as few 
maneuvers as possible; straight in, 
straight out if at all possible.  How 
about those sharp corners on our 
highways for instance in making 
the heart beat a little faster.  You 
know those speed cautionary signs 
in yellow that say 25 mph for 
instance?  Where does it say we 
have to ride those at 10 mph over 
that posted recommendation?  Ride 
it at 25 mph or a tad slower if that 
makes you feel more comfortable 
and to heck with the ego.  And 
those tight turns in parking lots 
which seem to get tighter each year 
we ride.  Again, make the least 
operations necessary, even to 
stopping safely, back around and 
so forth to get where you need to 
be.  What about parking on a 
slanted parking lot or street?  Past 
experience has told me to avoid 
these by riding on by to a much 
more level place to park to avoid 
dropping the bike.  The “old dog” 
system you see.   In other words, 
let’s put all the wisdom we 
supposedly gained all these years 
to work for us instead of letting 
our younger ego get us in trouble.  
These are just a few situations we 
all encounter, and you can fill in 
the blanks of your own problem 
areas.  Think things out, and adapt 
your riding to make the ride in all 
aspects more trouble free for you 
and your co-rider.
The last part of this lesson 
revolves around practice.  There is 
a saying that “if you do what you 
have always done, you will get 
what you always got.”  Another 
one I like is this; “we are what we 
repeatedly do.  Excellence then, is 
not an act, but a habit.”   You can 
credit Aristotle for that verse.  In 

these words of wisdom, do not 
refuse to take any and all riding 
courses or other instruction 
courses that are available, or else 
another little saying may come 
into play.  That one is 
“experience is a great teacher.  
However, it often gives the test 
before the lesson”.  If we have 
indeed gotten wiser in our later 
years, then at least experience 
should allow us to recognize past 
mistakes when we do them again!  
Practice may not make perfect, 
but it beats the alternative.  So we 
often say to ourselves, “well, I 
don’t have time or a place to 
practice”.  Wrong motorcycle 
rider!   If you live on a street 
without a lot of traffic, practice 
U-turns in front of your house.  If 
you live on a cul-de-sac that is 
even better.  I often use vacant 
areas of parking lots to do this by 
riding my turns as tight as 
possible into parking places for 
those hard right or left turns, 
180’s and so on.  Manhole covers 
make a great obstacle practice for 
swerving; again making sure one 
does not stray into traffic.  In 
other words, think about all the 
lessons we do in a riding course 
that apply to our daily riding in 
and around town, and we will 
find that we can practice every 
item everywhere we ride 
somewhere.  Except for that 
infernal sloped box!
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 This is a terrible story with a good 
ending. 
The month of May 2008 will hold some 
different memories for Iowa Chapter P, 
especially for five couples who struck out 
for the Missouri Rally at Branson. We 
left Page county about 9AM on Thursday 
with camp trailers in tow traveling mostly 
two lane roads so as to bypass KC traffic. 
I want to say at this point that it is my 
observation there is no shortage of motor 
fuel in the U.S. and fuel is obviously cheap. 
I could not tell from the amount of traffic on 
the roads and the speeds being traveled that 
many people are concerned about fuel 
availability and cost. Now on with the story. 
 Our convoy consisted of Larry & Linda in 
the lead, me- Marv & Jackie next, Dick & 
Marlene in the middle, Frank & Tammy 
fourth and Senior Chapter Directors Craig & 
Sharon in the drag position. We didn't plan it 
but we pulled off of Highway 13 onto I-44 
north of Springfield at rush hour. Barely a 
quarter mile down the road we came upon 
traffic at a stand still and braked to a very 
slow pace. It was then I heard those two 
words that bring wingers instantly to 
attention. A familiar voice yelled WE'RE 
DOWN! followed by a woman's scream. 
Craig & Sharon had gone down hard. I know 
it was only a matter of seconds but it seemed 
like it took forever to get to the shoulder, 
shut down the engine and get back to the 
scene. At times like this you can't move fast 
enough. Sharon was under the trailer with 
her legs pinned under the bike. A passing 
trucker had stopped to assist and the trailer 
was lifted, then the bike had to be picked up 
and turned upside down to free Sharon 's 
legs. Tammy, being a nurse began to assess 
the situation, 911 was called and help on the 
way. We later discovered that traffic had 
been backed up due to a car crash some 
distance on ahead.  
Later in the hospital we found Craig's 
injuries to be relatively minor, cuts, scrapes 
and bruises. Sharon however had suffered a 
crushed left shoulder and a metal plate was 
to be installed the next day. EMT's, Police 
and medical personnel remarked at the fact 
that all of us were wearing helmets and 
safety gear and without that, the Leigans 
injuries might have been much worse. Craig 
and Sharon will need new helmets and safety 
jackets as the ones they had on, had served 
their purpose.  

 Today, (Wednesday) Craig brought 
Sharon home and she is doing quite 
well. Sharon will have a long rehab 
period but at least she is able to talk 
about it. We were lucky, it could have 
been so much worse. 

Marvin Adcock, RE--           
Remember safety gear saves lives!!!! 

Sent to my by Kenton Cole 

 

The Dirt Bike experience taught me a 
whole new set of meanings for age 
versus youth.  It was loads of fun, and I 
found out that fear can indeed be put 
away even if not conquered.  This course 
was one of those smart decisions on my 
part because of some ulterior motives.  
However, in riding many of the same 
ERC lessons in dirt, I found I can handle 
a motorcycle in some adverse conditions.  
Call it cross training if you will, but I 
came out of that course feeling like a 
pretty smart “old dog”.  Of course there 
is a big difference in motorcycles and 
technique, but the cross over of the 
lessons learned definitely applies to my 
riding. 
 Perhaps you the reader get the message 
to analyze your riding habits, skills, and 
training plus where you ride and how 
you ride.  If there is a trick to all this it is 
that by recognizing our limitations and 
mind sets, we can overcome those 
impediments with some thought and 
planning.  Think, decide, execute (or in 
some instances don’t execute), or if 
needed, stop and rethink the situation 
before executing the action. Remember, 
the choice of what we do or do not do is 
ours alone. Ride smarter, ride safer and 
therefore-
RIDE WITH PRIDE AND 
CONFIDENCE.
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