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What Caused An SUV To Strike A Tree Head-on On Highway 59, South of 

Tavistock, Ontario 

Posting Date: 14 December, 2011 
 

The majority of rural, two-lane, single-vehicle, loss-of-control collisions are accompanied 
by a very common set of physical evidence. A vehicle travels off the paved surface of a 
road and partly onto a gravel shoulder. The vehicle begins to "fishtail" or yaw. It 
eventually reaches a point where it is almost 90 degrees with respect to its travel 
direction and then it begins to rollover. Often it may strike something before reaching 
that point of rollover and the collision involves an impact with a fence, utility pole or tree. 
When such physical evidence is different then we begin paying closer attention to what 
other factors may have been involved. 

Such would appear to be the case involving the collision of an SUV with a tree on 
Highway 59, south of Tavistock and north of Hickson, Ontario. It was reported that on 
Monday morning, December 12th, 2011, a male driver was driving his silver SUV 
southbound on Oxford Road 59. The roadway surface was reportedly dry and it was 
sunny. As the vehicle approached a driveway on the west roadside leading to a 
commercial farm the vehicle suddenly drove toward the east roadside. There was no 
evidence of any "fishtailing" or yaw, it seemed to just drive straight head-on into a tree. 

In these circumstances many investigators begin to evaluate whether this could have 
been a suicide since there was no apparent evidence that the driver attempted to avoid 
striking the tree. Although police have not yet revealed the results of their investigation it 
has only been slight more than 48 hours since the occurrence so that information may 
still be forthcoming. In the meantime we can explore some of the evidence at the site to 
consider some possible scenarios. 

First let us look at the site slightly more than 24 hours after the occurrence. On the 
following page is a view looking southbound along Highway 59 from approximately 300 
metres north of the point where the SUV struck the tree. At a speed of 90 km/h the 
vehicle would reach the tree from this location in about 12 seconds. At a speed of 120 
km/h that distance would be travelled in about 9 seconds.  

Note some of the features of the roadway. It looks generally straight and level although 
in fact there is a slight upgrade until just past the area of impact. Note, for northbound 
drivers there is a passing zone that has just come to an end, while for southbound driver 
that passing zone is just beginning. The bottom photo on the following page shows the 
roadway from the same location but from the position of the west shoulder. The line 
freshly scribed in the gravel is approximately 300 metres from the tree impact. Note that 
there is no evidence of an edge drop-off between the edge of the pavement and the 
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gravel shoulder. So this common source of a vehicle's loss-of-control is not present in 
this case. 
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As we progress further southward the photo below is from a position about 150 metres 
south of the area of impact. Here you can see the driveway on the west roadside 
leading to the commercial farm. In the distant background you should be able to 
distinguish the position of my car, parked on the east roadside. This car is just south of 
the area of impact with the tree. The centre-line of the driveway is about 144 metres 
north of the area of impact with the tree. 

 

Certainly there does not appear to be any evidence in the driveway that would suggest 
some kind of involvement of another vehicle but that we would not expect such 
evidence to be present regardless of whether this was a factor. 

On the following page we show another view, still looking south, but from a position 100 
metres north of the impact with the tree, showing the east shoulder. If there were any 
signs that the vehicle was involved in a pre-crash yawing motion then we would expect 
to see that evidence in the northbound lane and/or on the east shoulder. The point 
when the tire marks first became visible is at about 53 metres north of the tree impact, 
or as the vehicle entered the east grass roadside. So there was no evidence of any 
upheaval in the gravel of the shoulder so it would lead us to believe that the vehicle was 
simply driving straight ahead. This is confirmed in the bottom photo of the following 
page when we reach the point on the roadside when the tire marks first become visible. 
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The orange cone in the above photo is the point where the tire mark caused by the left 
side wheels of the vehicle first became visible in the grass of the east roadside. And the 
two orange cones in the background show the position of the tire marks caused by the 
left and right side wheels of the vehicle. Note that the tire marks travel in a straight line 
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although moving at a diagonal off the roadway. In the photo below we turn the camera 
around to face northward from the same cone that you saw in previous photo on the 
previous page. So now we are looking northward and the SUV is coming toward the 
camera. Note that there are not visible markings on the gravel shoulder and if the 
vehicle had been yawing or "fish-tailing" as it moved through this shoulder then we 
would expect to see that upheaval in the gravel. 

 

In the large vertical photo on the following page we bring the camera down low to the 
ground so that you can examine the character of the tire mark left in the grass by the left 
side  tires of the vehicle. Note that the grass is compressed but there are no signs of 
any tearing of the grass blades that would signify that there was some sliding between 
the tires and the surface.  

For comparison, we prepared an article just a few weeks ago about a loss-of-control 
collision (November 27, 2011) where a pick-up truck entered into a clockwise rotation 
before rolling over in a farm field south of Tillsonburg, Ontario. Before rolling over that 
Pick-up truck produced some tire marks in the grass  where the grass was torn out. The 
evidence of that tearing is shown again in the photo on Page 7. 

When comparing the two types of tire marks I am sure you will agree that the tire mark 
in on Page 6 shows very little or no evidence of tearing of the grass and therefore it 
suggests that little, if any braking was occurring as the vehicle passed over top of the 
grass. 
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Let us also examine some numbers regarding the angle of the tire marks as they enter 
the grass because we often use that angle to explore whether a driver simply allowed 
the vehicle to drift of the road similar to a condition of being asleep or medically 
incapacitated. 

The angle of the tire marks at point where they are visible is about 6 degrees with 
respect to the length of the road. Somewhat shallow, and not that much different from 
the 2 to 4 degrees we typically associate with someone falling asleep. 

In the photo on the following page (Page 8) we see the angle of the tire marks as they 
approach the tree and it would appear as if that angle changed, as if to line the vehicle 
up in preparation for striking the tree. For example we took another set of 


