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DRIVING on the LEFT or RIGHT 
 
Often thought to be peculiarity of the British Isles, in fact 35% of the world's population drives on the left side of 

the road, with the driver seated on the right side of the vehicle ("right-hand drive"), facing the centre of the road, 

so that he has better vision when overtaking another vehicle. 

 

Most people are right-handed, and from long before the Romans built their legendary roads across the empire, 

horses were controlled with the left hand, leaving the right hand free to hold a defensive weapon, both when 

riding and when driving a wagon. On the road, it was safest to pass on the left side, able to use a weapon in the 

right hand, as defence against an attacker approaching from the opposite direction. This practice was the same 

for the Samurai of Japan, which is why the Japanese now also drive on the left. 

 

In much of Europe, passing on the left prevailed throughout the centuries until the mid 1930s and in Sweden 

until 1967. It still prevails in the British Isles and in many former British colonies, including India, Pakistan, in 

southern Africa, Australasia and in the Caribbean. 

 

After the era of the sword as the principal defensive weapon, a different method of controlling wagon horses 

was developed in the United States, which favoured passing on the right. In France, the revolution of 1789 

arbitrarily changed to the right to be different from the aristocrats' riding and driving on the left, which was then 

imposed by Napoleon on European countries which were occupied by his French armies. 

 

Railways were invented by the British, and followed the road tradition of passing on the left, but naming 

directions towards London as "up" lines and away from London as "down" lines, rather than use left and right to 

describe track positions. The British then exported railways to many other countries and left-hand rail traffic 

consequently prevails in a much larger proportion of the world than left-hand roads, including in France and 

much of the USA. Right-hand driving of a steam locomotive not only copied the roads, but it was also easier for 

the driver to stand to the right of a right-handed engineer stoking coal on the left. Right-hand drive continues to 

dominate both left- and right-hand rail traffic systems. 

 

However, maritime boat and ship traffic on rivers, canals and at sea travels historically and uniformly to the right, 

all over the world. This is because the rudder was traditionally controlled from the right, or "starboard", from Old 

English and Norse "steor (styr) bord", meaning rudder (steer) side, now indicated with a green light. To avoid 

damaging the rudder on the right side of a vessel, it would be docked on the left side for loading, from which 

came the name "larboard" (from laddebord, meaning load side). But in 1844 the British Navy decided that the 

sound of larboard and starboard were too easily confused, and the name of the docking left side in port was 

renamed as the "port" side, now indicated with a red light.  

 

Air traffic copies the rules of the sea, with aircraft passing on the right, also using the names port and starboard, 

with red and green lights respectively. 

 

Starboard, green and right are all longer words than port, red and left, so easy to remember. (As it happens, 

water taps can be similarly remembered, with hot, red and left all short words and cold, blue and right all 

longer). 
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