A whole handful
of wrecks?
Ashore’s graphic
artist, Patricia
Eaton, gives the
author a high-five
for surviving and
hopes she
doesn’t have to
use the other
hand to count any
more.

By Barbara Preston
Occupational Safety and Health Specialist
NNMC, Bethesda, Md.

en | read in your Summer 2000 issue
that you wereinviting readersto tell
about their car wrecks, | just had to

respond. Actually, I’ m embarrassed to admit (espe-
cidly considering my occupation) that I’ ve had so
many wrecksthat | can’t choosea“favorite.”
However, each onedefinitely taught mealesson. |
hopel’ velearned al that | can viathismethod and
want to pass on my lessonslearned to your readers.

Wreck #1 The year was 1986. | was a
sophomorein high school, and lifewasgood. | had
gotten my driver’slicensetwo weeksbefore. My
father let medrivethe car to alate afternoon class,
even though the brakeson it were past duefor
servicing. It was starting to snow when | left. My
routetook medown alargehill withabridgeat the
bottom. At the end of the bridgewasared light. |
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panicked and stomped on the brakes, which locked
up my wheels. Onthewet, icy road, my car fish-
tailed and jumped the curb. | ended up on asidewak
against the concretewall of thebridge. Sincel was
wearing aseatbelt, | wasn’t hurt. The car wasn’t so
lucky. Threewheelswere wherethey were sup-
posed to be, but the fourth wheel was nowhereto be
found.

Lesson learned: Bridgesreally do freeze
before therest of theroad. Bad brakeswon'’t stop
you. Red lights at the bottom of dippery hillsare
treacherous. Seatbeltsare good. Two weeksisnot a
lot of experience.

Wreck #2 It was1987. | wasajunior. The
two speeding tickets| had gotten amonth ago had
made no differencein my behavior. | wasdriving
through the country to meet my father. | sort of
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knew theroad. Sowhat if thesign said | should take
the curveat 30 mph. | wasonly going 45. Close
enough. Did you know you can fishtail afront-
wheel-drive car?| remember seeing lots of green
flying by, and all of asudden, | wasontheceiling
insidethe car, looking up at the seats. Oops. | hadn’t
worn my seatbelt thistime. Although every part of
my body hurt, | crawled out of the car. That'sasfar
as| got beforel collapsed. Several other drivershad
seen me disappear into theravineand had called for
help. | was bruised everywhere, but had no other
injuries. The car wasatotal loss. | found out | ater
that | had flown over theravine, flipped afew times,
then cameto asudden, upside-down stop against a
large oak tree.

Lessons learned: A sign that says 30 mph
means 30 mph. You can do less, but you shouldn’t do
more. Seatbeltsarereally agood idea, becauseif |
try tofly acar again, | probably won't walk away.

Wreck #3 Theyear 1988 rolled around. (Do
you see apattern here?) | had been in the Navy for
four monthsand at hospital-corps school in Great
Lakes. Sinceit wasonly three hoursfrom home, |
had spent the weekend there. | wasdriving my
boyfriend’s car. We had just stopped for ice cream,
and | waseating and driving. | was concentrating on
my coneinstead of traffic, and | droveright into the
back of apickup truck. Seatbeltswere on (Yay!).
Therewasn’t adent on thetruck, but thefront end
of my boyfriend’s car was crunched. The police
officer wasvery polite, and | got only two pointson
my license.

Lessons learned: Don't eat ice cream while
driving. Actualy, any distraction can causeyouto
have awreck. It'simportant to watch whereyou're

going.
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Wreck #4 Fast forward to 1993. Five
accident-free yearshad passed. No ticketseither. |
wasdtill intheNavy, driving to work. The speed limit
was 35 mph, but everyoneelsewasdoing 45, so |
wastoo. | cameover ahill inalong lineof cars,
driving alittletoo closeto theguy in front of me.
Someone stopped suddenly, and it wasachain
reaction. Bam...bam...bam...bam! Four of uspiled
up withmeinthemiddle. My seatbelt wason. (I had
learned that lesson by now.) The car was history. |
had only two more paymentsonit. Again, the police
officer wasnice. Three of usreceived tickets.

Lessons learned: Speed limitsarefor
reasons. Tailgating can lead to trouble.

Wreck #5 Itwas1996. | wasacivilian
working for theNavy. | wasdriving amid-size sedan
(because| felt it was one of the safest cars on the
road) at the posted speed limit—55 mph. Theroad
had traffic lights here and there. As| approached
one, it turned yellow. | decided | didn’t havetimeto
stop and zoomed through the intersection—at the
sametimeaguy crossing theintersection thought he
had timeto turn left in front of me. His poor little
Hondalost itsentirefront on the side of my big, bad
sedan. | didn’t get aticket, and hisinsurance paid the
wholebill. But did | really not causethat crash?

Lesson learned: Ayellow light means
caution; it doesn’t mean speed up and crossthe
intersection at full speed. Now, | ammorelikely to
sgueal my tires stopping instead of hitting the gas.

Hereitis, theyear 2000. I’ ve been ticket-free
since1993. Every day, | apply thelessons|’ve
learned. | awaysbuckle my seatbelt and focuson
what isgoing on around me. g
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