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Elliotts fulfill their lifesaving promise

By PETE McALEER Statehouse Bureau, (609) 292-4935

CAMDEN - Mission accomplished for Bill and Muriel Elliott.

The Egg Harbor Township couple fulfilled a promise Wednesday, one they made more than three years ago at their son's funeral.

U.S. Navy Ensign John Elliott was 22 when a drunken driver took his life. His car collided head-on with a car driven by Michael Pangle, who had been detained by State Police earlier in the night and released into the custody of a friend.

The friend drove Pangle back to his car, and less than an hour later, both Pangle and Elliott were dead.

It has been three years since the Elliott family got the news. Since then, they have sat through two highly publicized criminal trials for the man who turned over the keys to Pangle, lobbied heavily to reform the state's drunken-driving laws and staged a ubiquitous designated-driver campaign in their son's honor.

"The first question we asked ourselves is how we would live without John," Bill Elliott said. "All these activities have been the answer to that question."

In 2001, New Jersey passed John's Law, which allows police to impound a drunk driver's vehicle for as long as 12 hours.

John's Law II, signed by Gov. James E. McGreevey on Wednesday, goes a step further by giving municipalities the power to enact laws that require authorities to keep a drunk driver in protective custody for eight hours or until the driver's blood-alcohol level drops below .05 percent.

McGreevey signed the new law on the deck of the USS New Jersey in Camden. The Elliotts held hands as they listened to the governor praise their son and praise them for "making sense of tragedy."

Then Bill Elliott took the microphone, telling his son's story to the television news cameras one more time.

"You would have liked him," said Elliott, a tall, white-haired man with a deep, distinguished voice. "He always had a ready smile, always laughing. He was very humble."

The Elliotts stayed on the battleship and conducted interviews for close to two hours. The cameras have helped the Elliotts spread their message and advance the causes that have kept them so busy the past three years.

A city councilman in Boston saw the Elliotts on national television one morning and then led the effort to get John's Law passed there. 

But the cameras will not stick around forever.

"Interest will wane," Bill Elliott said. "It already has."

For a family that has grieved every day of the past three years, anything that demands time and attention is a blessing. More free time is not necessarily a good thing.

"We're a strong family," Bill Elliott said. "We have a strong network of friends and a strong faith. We do know this is not the end of the story. John's permanent legacy is yet to come."

The new goal for the Elliotts is to get other states to pass similar John's Law legislation - and to spread the word about the importance of designating a sober driver.

"Laws alone cannot stop people from driving drunk," Muriel Elliott said.

The Elliotts started the Hero campaign in John's memory.

The campaign's posters can be found in bar windows and storefronts all over Atlantic County. 

During the summer, a Hero Campaign banner is flown over the beach from Brigantine to Cape May every weekend. A Hero Campaign booth is set up at the Meadowlands. On the campus of Maryland University, John's sister, Jennifer Elliott, organizes an annual designated-driver awareness campaign.

"It's been a success," Muriel Elliott said. "And it's comforting to (Jennifer.)"

Much has changed in the world in the three years since Ensign Elliott's death. Bill and Muriel imagine their son might have been sent overseas, to the Persian Gulf, where so many of his friends in the military have gone.

"He'd definitely be serving right now," Muriel Elliott said. "Instead he's serving his country in a different way."

There is no way to tell if the Hero Campaign or the laws passed in John Elliott's name have saved lives or will save lives in the future. But the Elliotts felt comfortable Wednesday that they had done their best to fulfill their promise to their son.

"Mission accomplished," Bill Elliott said. "But there is still an emptiness that nothing will ever fill."
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