4-Way and All-Way Stops
February 29, 2012 
The invention of the four-way or all-way stop is one of my pet peeves and I just realized that I have not yet written about it. I did mention the 4-way stop in a 2008 blog titled "A Graphics Lesson," but I really need to cover this subject better.  
When you see a familiar 8-sided sign with bold white letters on a red background at an intersection of two or more roads, it is what they call a "Stop Sign." 
The stop sign is octagon-shaped so you can recognize it from both sides. When you approach an intersection and there is no stop sign facing you, you have what is called "right-of-way" unless a drunk driver has knocked down the stop sign that should be facing you. If this is the case, the back side of a stop sign on the other side of the intersection gives a clue.  
If you come upon an intersection that has no stop sign facing you and you don't see the back side of a stop sign for opposing traffic, you may proceed cautiously on the assumption that you have the right-of-way. It is of course possible that both signs were knocked down by drunk drivers. For this reason it is a good idea to look for stop signs on the side roads. Unfortunately, stop signs are very thin and difficult to see from the side view. 
A stop sign means "stop," but it can also mean STOP!" If you don't see, understand or obey the stop sign, always look up. If another car is coming, it may be too late to prevent an accident but the airbag won't hit you in the face. If nothing happens, you will feel better knowing that you didn't see any cameras mounted on poles.
Because of the above mentioned problems and because stop signs are in English and half the drivers are not fluent in English, someone invented the 4-way stop. The theory is that someone will probably stop. 
My wife was born and raised in Pennsylvania where an intersection is a place where two roads cross. Soon after we married, she observed that New Jersey has many 5-way and 6-way intersections. Having grown up with them, I never thought that they were that special. This is probably why NJ built so many traffic circles back in the '40s and '50s. 
In recent years, the shortage of tax dollars due to citizens fleeing the state and accentuated by politicians stuffing their pockets, has caused officials in Trenton to do some serious thinking about roads and traffic. The state has had many famous inventors and one of them invented the "Jersey Barrier." I don't know who invented the 4-way stop, but New Jersey obviously invented the all-way stop. Even with the additional signs that say “All Way”, these are much cheaper than traffic lights or circles – and more profitable.
The small sign that says "4-way" or "all-way" is attached to the post beneath the stop signs at this type of intersection. I have observed that many of these small signs tend to disappear, but why would anyone steal little pieces of aluminum when they could just as easily steal the entire sign? The only ones who profit from their removal are members of the police department and owners of body shops, but I hardly suspect them. 
Because there were no all-way or 4-way stops when I got my drivers license, I had to learn the rules from observation and experience. 
Whenever you come to a stop sign, you are supposed to stop and wait until no cars are visible to the right or left before proceeding. If there is good visibility in both directions and no car is approaching, most drivers don't come to a complete stop but drive through slowly with caution. This is logical and economical because it saves time, gas and brake shoes. But it is illegal and the police know about the practice. They find a hidden spot to wait and then pounce on the unsuspecting motorist. After one or two donations, a motorist learns to stop and wait until the driver of the car behind honks his or her horn. 
Back in the good old days, they had yield right-of-way signs. These were triangular in shape so they could not be confused with stop signs. If no one else was approaching the intersection, a motorist could legally do what he is now tempted to do illegally. Some states even created all-way yield intersections. If more than one car was approaching the intersection, the car to the right had the right-of-way. This concept was soon abandoned and New York State even made the all-way-yield intersections illegal. A law was passed that states, "Yield signs shall not be used on all approaches to an intersection." Today, yield signs are apparently used only at traffic circles where dealing out tickets is difficult and dangerous.. 
Most people are accustomed to normal stop streets, so when they come to a 4-way or all-way stop, they react automatically and stop. If they are responsible motorists, they are observing traffic and not looking for some tiny rectangular sign fastened to the post below the large red STOP sign, partly hidden by tall weeds. Or maybe someone stole the little sign so they don't realize that this is no ordinary stop street. 
If you see another car approaching the intersecton, you have choices to make. If you prefer to be on the safe side, you slow down and wait for the other guy to stop. If, however, you notice that the other driver is doing the same thing, you may be inclined to step on the gas to get there first. You must come to a complete stop before proceeding however. If the other driver does the same thing, the “All-Way Car Dance” begins. This consists of both drivers alternately stepping on the gas and brake pedal until both vehicles bounce into the center of the intersection. That is when a third car drives through and the others merely need to determine who goes next. No one knows for certain how or when the dance may end. Many accidents happen at All-Way-Stop intersections, but because all parties claim to have right-of-way, the police rule it a “no fault” incident. This means each party pays his own damages or hires a lawyer who charges even more. 
Traffic tends to pile up at these intersections because motorists forget who was there first. Finally, some irate driver points a finger at his forehead and steps on the gas, all the while shaking his fist out the window and yelling obscenities at the other drivers. 

In case you are preparing to write me an email, explaining that the All-Way-Stop intersections have saved lives, I want to assure them that I am well aware of this fact.  I am convinced that most fatalities that occur at All-Way-Stop intersections are caused by bullets fired by and at other drivers. 

Traffic jams save even more lives and a complete ban of cars would save the most lives. A better argument for the All-Way-Stop is that it keeps body shops and car dealerships in business and saves insurance companies a sizable bundle. 
