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There is no anger behind the promise Bill and Muriel Elliott made the day their 22-year-old son was killed by a drunk driver.

The couple just firmly believe legislation could have prevented the crash that took John Elliott's life two months after his graduation from the U.S. Naval Academy.

So they're taking their pledge on the road -- from their home in Egg Harbor Township, N.J., to Annapolis, where legislators will consider "John's Law" this session.

"All we're trying to achieve is to make sure that the circumstances that killed our son will never be repeated, because why should it be?" Bill Elliott said.

Although it has been 2 1/2 years since the crash, he can still vividly remember the sight of his clock at 4 a.m. and the sound of his wife's terrible scream.

Police at the front door said John had been involved in a head-on collision with a drunk driver. Both drivers were killed, and John's girlfriend -- driving to New Jersey with him for his mother's birthday party -- was in a coma.

"Our whole world felt like it ended at that moment," Bill Elliott said.

The Elliotts later learned the driver, Michael Pangle, had been arrested for drunken driving three hours before the fatal collision. Police released Pangle to the care of his best friend, who drove Pangle back to his vehicle. Pangle's blood-alcohol level exceeded twice the legal limit by the time his car crossed the center line and crashed into John's.

Eight months after the crash, the New Jersey legislature passed John's Law, which allows police to impound the vehicles of those charged with drunken driving for up to 12 hours. Last week, a similar version of John's Law became a city ordinance in Boston.

The Elliotts wanted to see legislation passed in Maryland, where their son was in the Naval Academy's 24th Company before graduating in the Class of 2000. He was a popular midshipman who served as a peer counselor for underclassmen.

Although the bill was unanimously approved in Maryland's House of Delegates last session, the Senate Judicial Proceedings Committee killed it in March. Some legislators were concerned it would be impractical and too restrictive to impound cars in Maryland, said Del. David G. Boschert (R-Anne Arundel), the bill's sponsor.

Boschert has drafted a revised bill requiring that anyone caught in a vehicle 12 hours after an alcohol- or drug-related offense be arrested immediately and get eight points on his or her driver's license. Under Maryland law, drivers can have their license revoked after 12 points, Boschert said. He added that insurance companies often raise premiums after a large number of points are added to a license at one time.

Boschert thinks the bill's new version has a good chance of being signed into law this session and will help to curb drunken driving crashes.

"This is a no-nonsense bill, in my opinion," Boschert said. "The whole idea of this thing is that when a person is impaired like that by alcohol or drugs, they stay home."

There are no statistics yet on the impact of John's Law in New Jersey. Yet Edward Petrini, president of the New Jersey State Association of Chiefs of Police, thinks it is making a difference.

"It causes the offender to realize that he is under supervision of some sort," Petrini said. "We do think it has helped a lot."

The Elliotts also have designed a campaign to promote designated drivers. The Hero Campaign works with bars, taverns, colleges and community organizations to keep drunk drivers off the road. Hundreds of participating businesses across the country hang posters with John Elliott's picture and offer free soft drinks to designated drivers.

Kristen Hohenwarter, John's girlfriend, recovered from her crash injuries and now leads the campaign's efforts in the Baltimore area.

"It's basically the message that there's a hero in all of us," Elliott said. "Laws can only do so much. We have to make the difference."
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