Getting A Grip

Kinder, Gentler behavior behind the wheel best hope in snow
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When it comes to driving, the key to being a lion in winter is to behave like a lamb.


In short, gentleness is the key to surviving on slippery surfaces, according to experts at the Bridgestone Winter Driving School in Steamboat, Colo.


The basic problem is that, during the summer, drivers become accustomed to being harsh with their steering, accelerator and brakes said Mark Cox, the director of the school.


On dry pavement, most cars handle so well that drivers can get away with such beastly behavior.  "But those habits are really magnified when the ice and snow hit," said Cox, the result often being a loss of control.


The idea is to avoid violent movements with the steering wheel, gas or brakes to keep the vehicle's weight balanced evenly over all four wheels, thus maintaining maximum traction.


The other big mistake made by drivers is that they "overestimate their ability and the ability of their car to maintain contact with the road," Cox said.


For example, they don't realize that on ice or snow, it can take four to 10 times' as long to stop a car as on dry pavement.  "They just don't adjust their speed to the driving conditions," he said. No gas is good gas

Hard acceleration, for example, causes the nose of the vehicle to lift as weight transfers to the rear.  That shifts the weight off the front tires and reduces their grip.


In a front-wheel-drive Vehicle, such behavior may lead to getting stuck, since the front tires are no longer making effective contact with the ground.  This often comes as a surprise to people who think front-wheel drive guarantees surviving snowy weather.

In a rear-wheel-drive vehicle, the reduction in traction up front obviously reduces the effectiveness of the steering.  The unfortunate bonus is that the rear of the car may slide as spinning tires create small patches of watery snow or ice.


An all-wheel-drive vehicle has the power more evenly distributed, and hard acceleration may be easier to get away with.  But it is still asking for trouble.  One reason escapes many new four-wheel-drive owners until it is too late.  That is, although they may be able to accelerate more quickly than those with two-wheel drive, they cannot stop any faster.

Brake dancing

Hard braking also unbalances the car, but this time it is by shifting the weight to the front, reducing the grip of the tires at the rear.


This can cause the tail to slide, particularly if the braking takes place when the vehicle is turning.  Abruptly shifting into a lower gear can have the same effect.


Anti-lock brakes can be an enormous help on slippery surfaces, assuming the driver understands their operation.


Basically, anti7lock brakes use sensors on each wheel and a computer to determine when a wheel stops turning, or locks up, under braking.


Locking up the rear wheels can cause the tail of the vehicle to skid, although most cars today are designed to make sure the front wheels lock before the rear.


Locking up the front wheels means loss of steering.  If the front wheels are locked, the driver can merrily twirl the steering wheel all day long, and the vehicle will continue, majestically, in the direction in which it was pointed when the brakes were locked.

Avoiding wheel lockup is the reason generations of drivers have been told to pump the brakes.  The nifty thing about anti-lock brakes is that they detect impending lockup and the computer pumps the brakes for the driver, often as quickly as 15 times per second.


Usually that pumping is accompanied by a pulsing-feel through the brake pedal, and it is not unusual for a noise or shudder to go through the vehicle.  This is normal, and drivers must remember not to let up on the brakes or to try pumping them.  That defeats the system.


Instead, keep pressure on the, brake pedal, and remember that a key advantage of anti-lock brakes is the ability to maintain steering.  Even if the driver cannot stop in time, there is a chance to drive around the obstacle, which can be equally rewarding.


In an emergency, anti-lock brakes may also give the driver the chance to brake in a turn and get away with it.  They key word there is "may." The outcome depends on the speed, how slippery the surface is, and the sophistication of the anti-lock system.  The Bosch anti-lock V system, for example, can tell when the brakes are applied during a turn, and it automatically reduces the braking at the rear of the car to try to keep the rear wheels from losing traction.


Anti-lock brakes, however, are not perfect and do not confer invulnerability.  What the car can do is still based on how much traction the tires have.


Some experts believe cars without anti-lock brakes can stop a little more quickly in deep snow because the wheels pile up wedges of snow in front of them.  But that means the loss of steering.

Skids
There are two basic kinds of skids.  The first is called understeer, and it involves the front wheels losing traction first.  That means the vehicle plows ahead, allowing the driver a spectacular view of the object about to be hit.  It is called understeer because the vehicle steers less than the driver wants.


Reasons for such a skid include entering a turn, too quickly or braking too hard and locking the front wheels (without anti-lock brakes).


I Experts warn that understeer is particularly hard to handle, but there are several things to try.  The natural tendency when the car starts understeering is to turn the steering wheel more.  But that is a mistake because it can reduce the grip.  The best thing is to lift off the gas, which transfers some weight back to the front wheels, hopefully increasing the grip. In addition, the driver should straighten out the steering to give the front tires a better chance at regaining grip. Then, try turning again, hoping traction has improved.

The second kind of skid is called oversteer, and it involves the rear of the vehicle sliding around.  This allows the driver to see where the car has been as it goes backwards down the road.  It is called oversteer because the driver gets more steering than was desired.


Oversteer
is caused by excessive speed
entering a turn or more often changing directions too quickly, causing the rear of the vehicle to break loose.


To handle an oversteering car with front-wheel drive, accelerate gently. The idea is to shift some weight to the rear wheels.


Handling oversteer with a rear-wheel-drive or four-wheel-drive vehicle is similar, and depends on what started the skid.  If the skid resulted from accelerating from a stop, simply ease off the gas and try again.  But if the skid started because the driver changed lanes too quickly (or, heaven forbid, changed lanes and got off the gas completely or even touched the brakes), the solution is to accelerate a bit to try to restore traction to the rear wheels.


At the same time - with front-, rear- or four-wheel drive - turn the steering wheel in the direction of the skid.  That means if the rear of the vehicle is sliding to the right, turn the steering wheel to the right.  If the rear of the vehicle is sliding to the left, turn the steering wheel to the left.


The driver must act quickly with the steering to have a chance of stopping the slide.  Once the skid gets past a certain point, it is no longer possible to correct, and the driver is along for the ride.  In addition, the driver should be ready in case the vehicle slides in the opposite direction. 

Varieties of slippery

All snow is not created equal, at least when it comes to how slippery a road can be.


The rule is that the warmer the temperature, the more slippery the snow.  The reason is that the snow turns more easily to water as the tire passes over it. It is the water than makes the surface slippery.

In fact, grip on a snow-covered road at temperatures such as 40 degrees below zero can be surprisingly good.


Snow tires


Americans have pretty much forgotten about snow tires.  Instead, we have become accustomed to the idea that, with allseason radials and front-wheel drive, we no longer have to go through the winter ritual of tire changes.

For many People, that works fine.  However, four good snow tires can still be a splendid investment.  They can be a particularly good investment for people with rear-wheel-drive cars, who may think the mere fact that the power goes to the rear wheels spells doom. It does not.  Common sense and four good snow tires make rear-wheel drive a viable way to motor through the winter.


