The right side is the left side

Having just finished a wonderful vacation in Ireland I have a few observations to offer about driving there. At some point in the distant past, someone, somewhere in the British Isles decided that people should drive on the left side of the road. I don’t know who this person was. But I would like to develop a time machine so that I can go back in time and shoot him. When you have spent your entire life driving on the right side of the road, driving on the left side for the first time is a wildly exhilarating and life threatening, yours and others, experience. The roads are so narrow that, at first, you cringe away from the center line to avoid the oncoming traffic only to smash into things on the left side like curbs, construction cones and the occasional pedestrian. The fact that you keep hitting things on the left means that the left front wheel takes a terrible beating. You can tell the American rental cars because they are all missing the left front hubcap. We lost ours on day 2.

In Ireland, there are some very good two lane, and even four lane highways. And after that, there are three grades of roads: 

(1) Barely passable one-and-a-half-lane roads, 

(2) Mostly impassable one-and-a-quarter-lane roads, and 

(3) “Oh my God, we’re going to die!” one-lane-or-less roads.

The scariest part of the whole experience is the fact that there are CARS COMING IN THE OTHER DIRECTION. Because the roads are so narrow, cars on the barely passable or mostly impassable roads miss each other by about 6 inches. This is such a small margin of error that if you cough while passing another car, you will end up in the hospital or worse. The one-lane-or-less roads require that one car come to a complete stop, back up or pull into a driveway, ditch or bog and let the other car go by. Scientists have recently recovered a perfectly preserved VW beetle from an Irish bog where they pulled over a little too far.

The Irish roads have more twists and turns than any other road system in the world. I swear I saw a road sign warning against “dangerous curves ahead,” that had a diagram with a Celtic knot on it. Every turn is a little surprise, kind of like opening Christmas presents in hell. There are four possible surprises. (1) there is no car coming in the other direction – the possibility that you dearly hope for (2) there is another car coming that is going slowly and staying mostly in its lane (3) there is another car coming that is going too fast and is mostly in your lane or (4) there is a gigantic tour bus or 16 wheel tractor trailer taking up whatever lanes there are and some of the surrounding countryside. You never know what you’re going to get. A trip of 50 miles might include hundreds of these curves, at the end of which your white knuckles must be physically pried from the steering wheel and you require counseling, several pints of Guinness or both. There is no question that the reason so much Guinness is sold in Ireland is the roads.

And now we come to the circles. I’m not talking about crop circles. I’m talking about traffic circles. These are used instead of traffic lights, and the idea is a good one. The continuous flow of cars around a circle moves traffic along, saves gas, and saves time. The only problem is that IT’S EVERY MAN FOR HIMSELF. At busy circles in the cities, there is an unending stream of cars, buses, trucks and bicycles speeding around. You have to wait for a small opening and plunge into this flow. Now what you need to know is that there is an inner lane, an outer lane plus an indeterminate number of in-between lanes. If you are unfortunate enough to get stuck in the inner lane of a busy circle, you can’t get out until traffic starts to thin out around 2 AM. And it wouldn’t be half so bad if you were on the right side of the circle, although circles don’t have sides. But you’re on the left or wrong side of the circle competing with people who have a lot more experience than you. And it’s almost a dead certainty that when you do finally get out of the circle, you’re headed in the wrong direction, sometimes even the direction you just came from. 

And let’s talk about signs. I mean road signs. Or really the lack of road signs. In cities and town, the streets are (a) not marked at all, or (b) marked on the sides of buildings in very small print. Mostly you have to figure out street names by interpreting the names of the stores on the street. So, “Chemist on James” could mean it’s a pharmacy on James street or one in a chain of “Chemist on James” pharmacies, where the original pharmacy was once on James street in the 19th Century in a different city. All this detective work must be done while driving too fast dodging pedestrians and other cars. So getting lost in cities is pretty much a sure thing. The countryside is just as bad or worse. The road signs in the country consist of a pole with a dozen markers pointing in different directions, sometimes directly into fields or lakes. Most of these markers are for local tourist attractions like the Gablarnach (Gezuntheit) Castle or the Dairy Queen. In most cases they don’t tell you what town you’re in or where the next town is. This absence of town pointing signs is particularly problematic when you get to an important intersection with a line of impatient drivers behind you and must make an immediate decision. In this case, the rule is simple: No matter what you do, it’s wrong. 

It is inevitable that you will get lost. So stop and ask for directions. The people are very friendly and will gladly try to help you. But the road network is so complicated that it’s likely that the directions you get are (a) completely wrong, (b) almost right except for one crucial detail, or (c) completely right but given in such a way that you can not possibly understand, sometimes in Gaelic. The one sure sign you are getting bad advice is if the directions include the phrase “you can’t miss it.” You will definitely miss it. The basic approach to driving and navigation in Ireland is trial and error. So don’t worry, be happy. Sooner or later you get the hang of driving on the left. And one road or another will eventually get you where you want to go, just in time for your hotel reservation to be cancelled.
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