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Emily Challen never got to 
see Mamma Mia. 

It was going to be a sur-
prise for her 18th birthday. 

Her mum and dad, Keith and Jen, 
had it all worked out – whisk her 
off to London, take in the sights, do 
some shopping, see the hit musical. 
Emily was incredibly excited about 
what her parents had in store for 
her to mark the occasion.

But four days before her birthday, 
Emily died in a car crash. On the 
day that would have been her 18th, 
what should have been one of the 
happiest the family ever had, her 
parents formally identified her body 
in a chapel of rest (they were advised 
not to do it before this time because 
of the injuries she’d sustained).

“We have bad days and we have 
horrendous days,” says Keith. “She 
had her whole life ahead of her.”

Emily had been studying busi-
ness studies, art and English liter-
ature at Kesteven and Grantham 
Girls’ Grammar School. Her family 
describe her as “beautiful both inside 
and out, a very happy, kind and 
compassionate girl, with an infec-
tious enthusiasm for life”. Emily 
loved to spend time with family and 
friends, but also took her studies seri-
ously – she worked hard, was a house 
captain and a grade-A student. 

her dream
In fact, one of the reasons Emily 
hadn’t learned to drive was precisely 
so she could concentrate on her A-lev-
els. She was determined to get the 
grades to get to uni and achieve her 
dream of studying a degree in fashion 
management. She’d had offers from 
four unis, but had her heart set on 
Leeds. As soon as she visited the city, 
that had been it. Decision made. 
“Her eyes lit up,” recalls Keith.

“I’ve always loved the business 
end of farming – aspects like prices 
and currency – and in some ways 
that was mine and Emily’s common 
ground,” he says. “She loved fashion, 
but had a great business brain.”

Emily was in the passenger seat 
of a car that was in a collision with 
a stationary heavy goods vehicle on 
the slip road of the A1 southbound 
near Grantham. She was in the 
vehicle with three friends, travelling 
to what should have been another 
ordinary Friday at school. The three 
other girls survived with minor 
injuries. The collision occurred just 
after 8am on 15 February, less than a 
mile from the family house at Long 
Bennington. At the moment it hap-

‘When your child dies, a 
part of you dies with them’
A son or daughter dying on the road is every parent’s worst 
nightmare. One farming couple living that nightmare share their 
story and call for law changes to make roads safer. Tim Relf reports

ated driver licensing (GDL) scheme, 
which already exists in many coun-
tries. The organisation suggests a 
12-month “learner” period and a 
two-year “novice” period when 
you can drive independently – but 
with certain restrictions. They say 
this would ensure young drivers 
develop skills and experience on a 
structured and gradual basis, while 
less exposed to danger. 

“Nationwide, are we equipping 
our youngsters with the skills they 
need for today’s motoring?” asks 
Keith. “At 17, you’re not old enough 
to vote or drink, but you can go out 
in a car, which is potentially a killing 
machine. You think you’re bullet-
proof at that age – you’re not.”

The couple highlight research 
showing that a “restricted” system of 
learning could save 200 lives annu-

ally and prevent 14,000 non-fatal 
injuries, plus save the UK economy 
£890m through the prevention of 
costly casualties. “It will save lives 
and money and it will prevent other 
families from having to go through 
the terrible ordeal that we are now 
experiencing.”

They are aware, however, that 
not everyone will back their calls 
for graduated licences. “I passed my 
test as soon as I could,” says Keith. 
“Life started the moment I got a car. 
I’d have hated being told I couldn’t 
drive at that age, but I don’t see the 
proposal of GDL as robbing young 
people of their freedom, I see it 
as making them safer and help-
ing them stay alive. What’s more 
important than that?”

write to mps
The Challens are calling on Farm-
ers Weekly readers to write to their 
MPs asking them to back GDL, to 
support the National Federation 
of Young Farmers’ Clubs’ Drive it 
Home campaign (the couple met at 
Young Farmers) and are encourag-
ing parents to talk to their teenagers 
about the risks.

“Every parent is worried when 
their 17-year-old gets into a car and 
we had these very fears. We even 
talked about it. Now our biggest fear 
has come true and we don’t want 
others to have to go through that.”

Jen hasn’t gone back to work, 
but Keith has returned to his job 
at Belvoir Fruit Farms where he 
manages 800ha. A distraction, he 
knows, and while immersing him-
self in his work offers some sort of 
comfort, the stark reality is always 
present. “It still sometimes doesn’t 
feel real,” Keith says. “It’s like we’re 
just going through the motions of 
everyday life. Farming is the best 
job in the world, I’ve always loved it 
and never had a problem getting up 
and going to work, but some morn-
ings now I lie in bed and think: 
What’s the point?”

The Challens are a close family, 
a big family: 16 of them round the 
table at Christmas. How can 

Other general pointers for parents

Drive It Home with Young Farmers

 The National Federation of 
Young Farmers’ Clubs (NFYFC) is 
running a campaign to reduce the 
number of youngsters dying or 
seriously injured on rural roads. 

The initiative is educating 
members about how to stay safe 
and change attitudes so everyone 
can become a better driver.

It includes establishing 
“champions” who can promote 
safer practices in their 
communities and peer groups, 
plus facilitates training to improve 
driving skills. 

“Everyone in Young Farmers 
knows someone who has been 
involved in a collision or been hurt 
in a car,” says NFYFC chairman 
Milly Wastie.

“When I was 17 years old, I lost 
a friend in a rural road incident. 
It was the first funeral I had ever 
attended and to be for someone 
my own age was heartbreaking.

“Most of our members drive on 
country roads on a daily basis, but 
for young drivers these roads can 
be lethal. Many YFCs will have lost 
members in tragic accidents and 
statistics show that rural young 
drivers are 37% more likely to be 
injured in a road accident than 
those who live in urban areas.”

The NFYFC is planning to work 

with the Association of British 
Insurers on communicating 
the positive effects of GDLs. “In 
other countries that operate the 
scheme, the positive impact has 
lowered serious injuries and road 
deaths dramatically, as well as 
reducing insurance premiums by 
as much as 20%,” says Milly.

❱❱ Farmers Weekly is the  
official media partner of the 

Drive It Home campaign – find  
out more, plus read potentially  
life-saving advice, at www.fwi.
co.uk/driveithome

If you’re a YFC member, you 
can also find out what your club 
can do to support the campaign at 
www.nfyfc.org.uk/driveithome

Q EVERY PARENT 
IS WORRIED 
WHEN THEIR 
17-YEAR-OLD 
GETS IN A CAR
Keith Challen

Emily was described by her 
headmaster as an ‘iconic figure’.

pened, farm manager Keith was at 
work and Emily’s sister, 14-year-old 
Harriet, was on her way to school on 
the bus. Jen was at home getting the 
couple’s son, 11-year-old James, ready 
for the day ahead. Their routine was 
shattered by a call from one of the 
other girls in the vehicle informing 
her there’d been an accident. She  
immediately jumped in her car and 

headed to the scene. Amid the many 
thoughts racing round her head, 
she kept coming back to one: Why 
wasn’t it Emily who called?  

“The day our life sentence began,” 
is how Jen describes 15 February. 
“The senselessness of it is something 
we can’t – and possibly never will – 
come to terms with. It’s a death that 
shouldn’t have happened.”

The Challens are trying their 
best to channel some of their grief 
positively by working with the road 
safety charity Brake. They’ve already 
raised more than £3,000, and are 
hugely grateful to the many people 
who’ve donated this money. 

They are supporting Brake’s 
2young2die campaign, which is call-
ing for the introduction of a gradu- ➜p70

Supported by FARMERS WEEKLY

A National Federation of Young 
Farmers’ Clubs’ campaign

 �One idea the AA suggests 
parents consider is a “Mum 
and Dad rescue service”. 
Youngsters can find 
themselves facing a choice 
between the wrath of their 
parents or driving home drunk 
or getting a lift with a bad or 
drunk driver. An “I’ll collect you, 
no questions asked” approach 
may be the safest way, they 
say, as it removes temptation 
to drive home or be driven 
home drunk. 

 �While it is reassuring for  
young drivers to have a 
mobile phone with them, it is 
dangerous (and illegal if held) 
to use it while driving. Stress 
to your son or daughter the 
importance of only using it 
while parked with the engine 
turned off, says the Royal 
Society for the Prevention of 
Accidents (RoSPA). Discuss 

 �Considering carefully who 
teaches your child to drive is 
one aspect of the safe-driving 
advice issued by Bedford 
Borough Council. “A huge 
number of driving instructors  
are competing to teach your 
child to drive,” it says. “Like 
all businesses offering a 
service, cost and quality can 
vary enormously. The cost of 
learning to drive is high, but 
remember you are trusting the 
driving instructor to teach your 
offspring a skill that should be 
carried out with the right attitude 
for a lifetime. It’s not just about 
passing the test…”

other distractions, as well, 
such as playing loud music, 
eating, drinking and smoking 
to ensure they are aware of the 
implications of dividing their 
attention when they’re behind 
the wheel.
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Animal 
manoeuvres 
Q Firefighters in Shropshire 
underwent training at Harper 
Adams to help them develop 
further skills for handling large 
animals in emergency situations. 
About 40 Fire and Rescue Service 
personnel took part in a new 
two-day course at the university, 
helping them deal with situations 
involving horses, bulls, cows, 
sheep and pigs, whether at 
the scene of an accident, at 
barn fires or as part of a rescue 
operation.

they ever, they say, enjoy Christmas 
again without their daughter?

“It’s not something you ever get 
over – perhaps you learn to adjust 
to it, perhaps one day you just learn 
to manage your grief. From emails 
we’ve received from other bereaved 
parents, it seems we have to strive for 
a new kind of ‘normal’.”

What’s happened has shocked the 
whole community. The headmaster 
of Emily’s school, Graham Burks, 
paid tribute to her: “Emily was one 
of our house captains, an iconic 
figure the girls admired and aspired 
to be like. She was very bright, very 
kind, a true leader among our stu-
dents, a truly beautiful young person. 
We were all immensely proud of her. 
She was greatly loved throughout 
the school community.”

incredibly brave
Meanwhile, of all the exchanges 
Keith had with his daughter, he 
remembers one now in particular. 
She was sat in the living room doing 
an essay, so excited about the pros-
pect of hitting 18, and he’d said, “I 
wish I was 18 again.” She replied: 
“You don’t, Dad, because if you were 
18 again you wouldn’t have me!” 

“And now we haven’t got her 
anymore,” says Keith. “In addition 
to what we have lost, there is also the 
‘what would have been’. I always said 
I’d cry for her twice – once at her 
graduation and once at her wedding. 
I’ll never get to do either now.”

Jen adds: “As a parent when your 
child dies, a part of you dies with 
them. The thought of never seeing, 
hearing or touching Emily ever 
again breaks our hearts. It’s mental 
torture. I’ve lost a daughter but also 
one of my best friends.”

The couple’s main priority now 
is looking after James and Harriet. 
“They are being incredibly brave and 
are keeping us going,” says Keith.

“I’m dreading our other kids get-
ting to 17. We want to wrap them in 
cotton wool. If would be fantastic 
if we could help change the law 
before Harriet is 17. We’ve got three 
years to make it happen.”

Q Book commentators are 
tipping a Fife farmer to take the 
publishing world by storm, even 
though the launch of his first 
book clashed with the end of the 
lambing season.

James Oswald, who runs a 
140ha livestock farm, realised 
a lifelong dream when his novel 
Natural Causes was released 
recently by Penguin.

Set in Edinburgh, the Inspector 
McLean thriller focuses on a 
60-year-old unsolved murder 
case – and could appeal to 
readers of Ian Rankin and Val 
McDermid.

“My advice to other livestock 
farmers considering pursuing 
a career as a writer would be 
to make sure your publisher is 
in tune with the farming cycle. 
Having a book launch 
while lambing is 
still ongoing is not 
exactly the best 
idea,” he joked.

Penguin UK 
acquired Natural 
Causes for “a good 
six-figure sum” 
after it was a self-
published ebook hit, 
and rights have now 

been sold in six countries outside 
the UK.

The agriculturalist-cum-author, 
who writes in a static caravan at 
his farm, sold almost 350,000 

ebook downloads of 
the title and his second 
novel, The Book of 
Souls, is due out  
in July.

As for what James 
spent the proceeds from 
his ebook sales and 
publishing contract on, 
well, it was only ever 
going to be one thing, 
wasn’t it? A new tractor.

farmlife

Q �One in eight licence holders is 
under 25, yet one in four fatal 
and serious injury crashes 
involves a driver this age

Q �One in five new drivers has 
a crash within six months of 
passing their test

Q �With two or more passengers, 
the fatal crash risk for 16- to 
19-year-olds is more than five 
times than when driving alone

Q �Find out more about GDLs at 
www.brake.co.uk

Source: Brake

crash facts

Q Local youngsters are among those looking 
forward to the Newby Hall Tractor Fest – one of the 
biggest events of its type in the country.

Taking place from 8-9 June, it gives visitors 
to the North Yorkshire venue the chance to see 
more than 1,000 exhibits including 500 tractors 

– old and new – as well as cars, trucks, working 
machinery and barn engines.

Among the rare exhibits will be 
a Yuba Ball-Tread Crawler 

– one of only a few left in the world. There will also 
be a large display of Nuffield tractors, the iconic 
British brand manufactured by Morris Motors’ 
Wolseley Division.

Pictured on a vintage Case tractor are (right to 
left) Brian Chester, Harry Smith, Isabel Smith, Clara 
Scott, Archie Mardon, Reuben Johnson and Charlie 
Wright. The tractor is owned by Brian, working 
steward of the Yorkshire Vintage Association, 
whose members organise the annual Tractor Fest.

Locals line up to see rare farm kit

‘Thrilling’ lamb launch


