Driving in England
The perils of the British Countryside
A guide for visitors

Part 1 of an occasional series.

Fields of Northumbria

It is generally thought that driving in cities is stressful, with the congestion and
the need to be constantly alert. The urge to get into the countryside for an
altogether more pleasant driving experience is strong, but this brings a
different set of considerations.

The countryside is not vast parkland, but a working environment. Whether you
are driving through the Honister Pass, over the North York Moors to Pickering,
or in the wilds of Northumbria, take care! It is the feeding ground for both
domestic and wild animals, none of which have read the Highway Code.

Firstly there are sheep. Sheep can be categorised into two basic types. Forget
about whether they are bred for meat or wool. Forget whether it's a Herdwick,
Cheviot or a Masham. All you need to know while you are attempting to
progress along the back roads of Britain is that sheep are either nonchalant
or skittish . And they are easy to identify.

The nonchalant sheep stands in the middle of the road, usually at its
narrowest point, completely oblivious to your intentions. It will almost surely be
chewing, which means there will little mental activity in reserve for considering
its position. The best policy is to slowly ease forward to encourage the sheep
to move to one side. At the last second, the sheep will turn tail and dawdle
along the road ahead of your vehicle, instinct telling it that you pose no threat
at that speed. Patience is vital. Eventually some succulent piece of greenery
will encourage it onto the verge when you can make good your escape.




Sheep and lamb — off road!

The skittish sheep is completely different. It will stand at the edge of the road
with a wild look in its eye. It will not be chewing. It will be terrified that your car
will hunt it down; the instinct to bolt will become so overpowering that as you
approach it will tense in readiness for a frantic leap. And as a higher
intelligence you know its trajectory will take it into the path of your car.

The skittish sheep of course has no idea where it will leap. There could be
huge moorland behind it, offering easy flight, but the sheep will not focus on
this. It is subject to blind panic. Your course of action is to stop and call at it, or
sound your horn, hoping that this will alarm the sheep into fleeing away from
the road. Patience is vital. Eventually the fear in the sheep will subside, the
animal will become less tense and the need for food will be stronger than any
residual fear. The sheep will then proceed to amble along the road until some
succulent piece of greenery tempts it off the road and allows you to progress.

Now, don’t towns with their traffic lights seem so much easier to handle? Next
time you are driving in the shadow of Ingleborough through the Yorkshire
Dales, or winding through Borrowdale Valley, remember to think sheep!



