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Every day, several people are killed on the UK's roads. With each casualty
there is a tale of lives shattered. As part of a special report on the BBC
News website on fatal road crashes, Adrian Brown pieces together the
events leading up to and resulting from a single, fatal road collision.

Wednesday 3 January 2007 began much like any normal day for Anji Archer and her
partner, Shaun Henderson, and their two young children. It's a day Anji has played
over in her mind countless times since.

"We did the usual things. Shaun got up, had breakfast, helped get the children ready
and then he left for work," Anji begins. "It was his first day back after the Christmas
and New Year break."

Anji and Shaun had both been looking forward to the coming year after going
through a tumultuous time.

In less than three years, they had gone from being good friends to being in a
relationship and becoming parents of two small boys, both of whom had difficult
births.

They had met a decade earlier through Stevenage's arts scene and become firm
friends. They talked often and Anji, an established artist, discovered Shaun's talent
for art and writing poetry.

Then, one day, out of the blue, Anji received a letter. It was from Shaun.

"It was just an amazing hand-written letter. It was beautiful, absolutely beautiful.
Basically, he was saying, 'I am in love with you and if I don't say it, I'll live to regret
it'".

Within months, they'd moved in together and soon afterwards along came their first
son.

"When Malackay was born he was the spitting image of Shaun. I couldn't ask for a
more perfect baby. I remember thinking, 'I've got my family now'. This is it. This is
all I wanted," Anji says, her voice catching slightly with the memory.

Within a year, a second son, Reilly, had arrived. The family was complete.

Later, in the afternoon, on that ordinary Wednesday, Shaun returned from his job as
a chef at a local cafe.

"Considering it was his first day back at work, he came back," she says, suddenly
hesitating, before continuing, "just full of life."

'I didn't say goodbye'



"After dinner it was bath the children, read them a story and put them to bed. Shaun
was a very, very hands-on father, very practical, very helpful."

Just before 7.30pm, Shaun said he had to go and meet some friends.

"I said, okay. That's all I said," she says with regret in her voice.

"I heard him get himself ready, he walked down the stairs. I picked up Reilly from
the cot as he was a bit disturbed, so I didn't go downstairs, I didn't follow Shaun to
say goodbye. I heard him go."

Shaun left on his silver classic Vespa scooter. He'd been into scooters since he was a
teenager and was a member of a local scooter club. Though at the time, he rarely
travelled beyond Stevenage on his bike.

It's likely that Shaun rode little more than a mile before the crash.

To reach the spot where it occurred, Shaun would have threaded his way through
the residential area where the family lived to reach a roundabout before turning left
on to Six Hills Way, one of Stevenage's main roads.

After Shaun rode away, Anji came downstairs and got on with the household chores.

Phone call

"I remember as I was ironing, I could hear the wind outside and thinking to myself,
'that doesn't sound very nice out there. I hope Shaun's okay on his scooter'."

At around the time Shaun was leaving home, the driver of a Citroen van had pulled
over into a lay-by on Six Hills Way to make a mobile phone call.

When he had finished, he pulled the van forward to get back on to Six Hills Way. As
he did so Shaun was travelling up the hill towards him on his scooter. His lights were
on and he was probably travelling no faster than 30mph on the 40mph limit road.

Though it was raining, visibility was good. At night, the street lamps along this
stretch cast an orange glow over the road. The van's windows were clean and being
high up, the driver should have had a good view of the oncoming traffic.

When Shaun's scooter was approximately 20m away, the van driver pulled out into
his path. Assuming Shaun's reaction time was the single second it typically takes to
react to the unexpected, he'd have travelled a further 13m towards the van before
responding.

According to the police accident investigator, Shaun emergency braked, causing the
front wheel to lock up. Unlike in a car, on two wheels this can have a dramatic
effect, instantly throwing the bike onto its side - which is exactly what happened.



The police crash investigator estimates Shaun and the scooter slid along the wet
tarmac together at between 23 and 28mph until his scooter hit the van. As it did so
Shaun's head struck the van's front off-side wing.

Immediate response

At 7.41pm, a 999 call was received at Ambulance control in Kempston. The call was
immediately relayed to Hertfordshire police headquarters in Welwyn Garden City
who contacted all police units in the area.

Sgt Toni Hall was out on patrol in Stevenage when the "immediate" call came in. "I
responded, saying that I was available, put my blue lights on and made my way to
the scene," she says.

Others also heard the call. Traffic police officer Pc Vicki Richards was in another
patrol car.

"It was a horrible night, January, and it was raining. The roads were very greasy",
she remembers. She and her police partner turned their car in the direction of the
incident and sped off, sirens blaring.

A paramedic fast response car was also dispatched from Stevenage ambulance
station.

Severely injured

Sgt Hall was the first police officer to arrive. A crowd had gathered, illuminated, she
recalls, by the street lights. Traffic was backing up but the road was still open.

"The first thing I did was to partially block the road with my car, I then ran up the
road towards the crash. I shouted at a member of the public to move his vehicle to
block the road on the other side.

"When I got to Mr Henderson I could see he was severely injured, there was a lot of
blood. A nurse who happened to be in a car just behind the accident was giving him
heart resuscitation." She felt for his pulse but couldn't find one.

Four minutes (7.45pm) after the 999 call first came in, the paramedic arrived.

"The bike was on top of Mr Henderson, so we had to lift it off, to get him out and
ready for the ambulance," Pc Hall remembers. Someone mentioned to her that the
driver of the van had been drinking.

"He'd parked his van by the side of the road. I shouted at the guy to get in his
vehicle and stay there," she recalls.

Soon, others from the police and emergency services were arriving at the scene.
Another member of the ambulance service, Communications manager Gary
Sanderson, came from his home nearby after taking a call out. He called in two
ambulances and helped get Shaun ready to be taken to hospital.



Trauma team

Three miles away at the Lister Hospital, A&E consultant Carolyn Meredith was
coming to the end of her shift when the "red call" alerting her of Shaun's imminent
arrival came in. There are four or five of these calls on any typical day, around a
quarter of them for traffic crashes.

"We quickly assembled a trauma team - an anaesthetist, general surgeon, an
orthopaedic surgeon, two registrars, and three nurses. I briefed them on what we
knew, which was that we had a patient with serious head injuries."

On Six Hills Way, it was still drizzling as police officers closed the road and secured
the area. The ambulance had arrived and Shaun was loaded into the back.

"The casualty was rapidly treated, put on a spinal board and taken to the Lister. You
do your quick stabilisation at the scene and then get them to hospital as soon as you
can," Mr Sanderson explains.

Bee-line

Ten minutes after the paramedic arrived, traffic officer Pc Richards' patrol car pulled
up at the crash scene. Every serious road crash has an investigating officer assigned
to it, and this one was to be hers.

After a quick brief from a colleague on the scene, she made "a bee-line" for the van
driver.

Her memory of their first encounter is very clear. "He was with another officer sitting
in a police car. I remember getting into the car and immediately smelling alcohol.
The driver was very quiet, very shocked."

As she talked to the driver, the ambulance left with Shaun on board. On the way to
hospital, the ambulance crew reported that Shaun's heart had stopped.

By now, other police officers were on their way.

Twelve miles away at Hertfordshire police headquarters, collision investigator, Pc
Roy Ward, was working in the Road Death Investigation Unit, a drab, blue
temporary building sitting on the edge of a windswept car park.

"I was in the office doing paperwork. I took the call on the 24-hour phone. I left
immediately in one of the two special vehicles we have on constant standby.

Breathalysed

Before Shaun reached hospital, Pc Richards had breathalysed the van driver who'd
given a positive breath test. She arrested him for driving while over the limit, and
took him off to Stevenage police station together with Sgt Hall.



As Pc Richards arrived at the station, she spotted the custody sergeant and called
out: "He's blown 48 and someone's dead", signalling that she wanted the driver
booked in rapidly so that a second, more accurate, reading could be taken.

"I knew we had a gentleman who was seriously injured if not already dead and a
man who's failed a breath test. The evidence is in the body and we're potentially
losing it the longer we delay," she explains.

It was six minutes past eight, when the ambulance carrying Shaun arrived at the
Lister and he was quickly brought into the resuscitation bay. Dr Meredith's team
gathered around Shaun who was being kept alive by cardio respiratory resuscitation
(CPR).

"We kept CPR going while we examined Mr Henderson, checking his airways,
breathing and circulation. There were no reversible causes for his cardiac arrest that
we could treat because sadly, brain and spinal injuries that are enough to stop your
heart are usually always overwhelming and unfortunately, this was the case here,"
Dr Meredith recalls.

"The brain stem and spinal cord are responsible for keeping your heart beating. If
you damage these structures seriously enough, your heart stops and that is likely to
be what happened with Mr Henderson."

Shaun was declared dead at 8.20pm.

The agony message

Family Liaison Officer Pc Felicity Moody reached the scene an hour after the crash. It
was her job to find Shaun's next of kin and break the news to them. This is a
delicate and difficult task and not just a case of knocking on someone's door.

"I've been punched and thrown up on. Others have fainted on me, it's not
uncommon to have a severe reaction to our arrival," she says.

Before delivering what's known as the "agony message" Felicity will routinely
research the background of the road victim.

"We need to know who's likely to open the door before we actually knock," she
explains. "None of us like doing it, so we prepare ourselves as best we can for how
someone might react."

After getting briefed on the crash and doing her research, she and a colleague made
their way to Anji and Shaun's home.

Meanwhile at Stevenage police station, Vicki Richards was in the intoxicator room
getting ready to conduct an "evidential" breath test on the van driver. As she did so,
another officer put his head round the door and indicated that Shaun had died.

His death changed what was already a very serious incident into a fatal collision
investigation, equivalent in many ways to a murder investigation.



Evidence that can stand up in court was now needed, along with a thorough
examination of where the crash occurred if charges were to be brought.

Knowing this, Pc Richards called in another police office to witness the "evidential"
breath test.

"I wanted to ensure that the evidence I collected was the best and of the highest
quality as it will be tested in court," she explains.

The test read 54 micrograms of alcohol per 100ml of breath, considerably over the
prescribed limit of 35 micrograms per 100ml of breath. Three minutes later a second
test produced an identical reading.

Cowering

Some two hours after the 999 call to report Shaun's crash, Anji heard a knock on her
door.

"I saw two female police officers at the door," Anji recounts. "They didn't have to
say anything. I knew something was wrong. They asked if the owner of a Vespa
lived here. I said yes, and said Shaun's name.

"They asked if they could come in and actually I didn't allow them in at first, I just
screamed, I said, 'no, I want you to tell me now'".

At that point it was clear Anji was going into shock.

Soon after, Anji recalls, the police came in. "They were very careful and gentle. They
said Shaun had been in an accident and that he had died. I just went hysterical.

"I just remember cowering in the corner. I didn't want to be touched or anyone near
me because I wanted to be near him."

Because Shaun didn't have any identification on him, the police needed Anji to go
and identify him.

"Anji very bravely came to the hospital with her dad," Pc Moody says. This is never
easy, but she and her colleagues try to comfort bereaved relatives by explaining
what they can expect at the hospital.

They might, for example, need to forewarn about certain serious injuries. Pc Moody
also says she tries to arrange for a hand of the victim to be visible on top of the
sheet covering the body in case a relative wants to hold it.

Wanting to be invisible

Anji's recollections of these moments are still immensely upsetting. Her voice falters
as she recalls the visit.

"I remember getting to the hospital and wishing that none of it was real. It felt very
surreal. Very, very sterile, very, very cold. I also remember suddenly getting very



practical and thinking about all the people that ought to be told. I was suddenly very
concerned for them."

Walking down the hospital corridors was unnerving. "People were looking at me. I
wanted to be invisible.

"I walked into the room and saw Shaun lying there. All his clothes were in a bag. He
just had a sheet over him. I remember thinking, 'he's still warm, he can't be dead,
he must just be asleep'. I remember screaming and just saying to him 'you said you
were going to stay with me for ever'. And that was it.

"I remember looking at his injuries and thinking what must he have gone through.
Was he in pain? Because I couldn't bear that. The nurse was very caring and said he
wouldn't have felt anything. It was obviously very quick."

The aftermath

While Pc Moody comforted Anji, crash investigation officer Pc Ward spent several
hours scouring the crash scene for clues as to what happened.

Having first got a sense of how the van and the scooter were positioned when they
collided, he set about looking for clues that would explain what had happened.

Lying flat on his front, he closely scanned the road surface for scrapes and tyre
marks. He also searched for any crash debris that could tell him whether for
example, Shaun's lights were on at the time of the collision.

Since it had been raining, finding skid marks was difficult. But where Shaun's scooter
pitched onto its side after braking, there were marks on the road. Pc Ward also
found tiny pieces of the filament from the scooter's headlamp which had smashed
on impact. These were all bagged up, numbered and sent off for analysis at a
forensic laboratory.

The results of lab tests on these and other evidence was presented in the
subsequent court trial to prove Shaun had been riding with his headlamps on at the
time of the crash, a crucial part of the case against the van driver.

By midnight, the driver who caused the crash that killed Shaun had been formally
interviewed with a solicitor present and bailed. He was later charged with causing
death by careless driving whilst over the prescribed limit.

By then Anji was at home but couldn't sleep. The next day was to be no less
overwhelming.

Year in a blur

"I was numb, speaking to Shaun's mum and relatives, my relatives, and friends. I
must have been on the phone all day."



Pc Moody came round to see Anji and told her more about the accident and that the
driver had been bailed for drink driving.

"When I heard that I was just devastated. Absolutely devastated. You start to think,
why, why? Why Shaun? Why did he have to be there at that time? It was very
difficult to hear."

Shaun's two funerals in Stevenage and in Scotland, where he was born, proved
fitting tributes to a popular and gifted man, but for Anji the loss continues to be a
challenge, nearly three years on from his death.

"It's strange," she says, "but there are some days when I feel exhilarated. It's when
I've achieved something in the day, I've managed to go to work, or get the boys to
school.

"Sadly, I don't remember much about Reilly's first year. It was all such a blur. There
were days when I felt I was coping. There were days when I wasn't coping. And it's
still very much like that now.

"I had two children under the age of two on my own. Suddenly, I had to do
everything and that's a very hard lesson to learn when you had someone who was
there all the time and wanted to be there.

"I have to financially support them, physically support them, emotionally support
them. I have to keep on top of everything, their schooling, making sure that they
get what they need, managing the house, decorating the house. I have to do
everything. It's exhausting.

Precious letters

"But I look at them and I just think, 'You are my life'. I remember thinking the next
day after Shaun died, looking at them and thinking: 'That's it. They've got me. They
haven't got anyone else.' I have to be well. I can't lie in bed. I can't rest. I have to
get up. I want to go to bed. I want to sleep. I can't do that.

"That's what's been taken away from me. It's not just about losing that person that
you love. It's about your life being completely toppled upside down and having to
deal with that massive, massive drastic change."

Anji is lucky that her immediate and extended family support her. But she also relies
heavily on a counsellor and other support from specialist charities that help those
coping with bereavement.

She also finds comfort in Shaun's writings and his art work that is displayed on the
walls of her home.

"When we were living apart, Shaun used to write me letters. Always handwritten, on
a postcard, or a bit of paper. I have them all in a box. They are very precious to me.
Sometimes I do read through them.



"It's very painful to do that but it's also a reminder of just how much in love we
were. I'm glad I have them, that they're there and also for the children. It says a lot
about him. They're just so intense but in a very, very beautiful way. They were so
poetic. He just swept me off my feet. There are really poignant things in there."

Of the driver who killed Shaun, she has tried to shut him out of her thoughts.

"I made a decision, that I don't want him to take up my time, my energy. If I allow
that to happen, which it has done at times, it's very bitter and I am very, very
angry," she says. "I can't allow anger to show in front of my children. We can't help
our emotions but I am just numb."

The van driver received a two-year prison sentence for his role in causing the crash.
The court case was traumatic for Anji and Shaun's family, including his two other
children, Chris, who was 16 at the time he died, and Eve, who was 12.

It reopened memories of the crash and the justice system felt confusing and
insensitive.

"The driver was given the maximum sentence under the law which felt like it was
nothing," she says. "How can you justify someone's life being taken for a minimal
sentence for two years when he only served 12 months."

Find out more: www.bbc.co.uk/crash


