
Introduction
People don’t think it is wrong to take prescription drugs and drive. They think, “I’ve got 
a prescription, so it’s okay.”

Fifteen years ago, the problematic drugs were marijuana, cocaine, and heroin; now a lot of 
prescription pills are opiate derivatives, so they are the new high-tech heroin.

The number of people prescribed these medicines is just exploding, and often times when 
two drugs interact they have a multiplier e�ect. A lot of times these people, who get 
hooked on prescription pills, doctor shop. The best patient would tell their pharmacist 
everything they are prescribed, but the addicts won’t.

People are on these drugs for so long that it becomes their new normal.

Driving is a complex skill. Many take it for granted. Some drive while on powerful prescription 
medications, often in potentially deadly combinations – creating a “pharmaceutical 
cocktail.” Physicians and pharmacists strive to inform, and labels warn of the dangers of 
driving impaired, but often patients either ignore warnings or believe if a drug is prescribed – 
not illegal – then it is safe to use and continue to drive. Many do not really understanding 
how prescription drugs a�ect reaction time, judgment, vision, and focus. When a driver’s 
ability is impaired everyone is put at risk. The drugged driver could be anyone...the victim 
could be anyone. 

This exhibit, through words and images, portrays people whose lives were put in danger 
by someone’s choice to mix prescription drugs and driving. It focuses on fateful events in a 
forensic style. As you tour and re�ect, get to know these people and their stories. They had 
everything to live for, but the activities of everyday life met a culture of the extreme and in 
one second, everything changed.
– Introduction crafted with the assistance of Michael Finn, First ADA for Allegany County, New York, 12.31.12 and 
Judge Stephen W. Herrick’s comments during sentencing proceedings, The People of the State of New York v. LuAnn 
Burgess, pg. 7 & 9, 01.11.13
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In Harm’s Way
Joel Melniko�, 49
“He ran a number of marathons. We would do the triathlon together; Joel 
doing the running, me the swimming, and [our friend] Darryl was the 
bicyclist. Matthew and Abby could be spotted either on shore cheering me 
on, running alongside their father for the �nal sprint to the �nish line, or 
with arms extended with a drink for Darryl to grab as he cycled through 
his �rst lap. As a family, our vacations were around races. He did the New 
York Marathon many times. He was active in the local Hudson Mohawk 
Running Club.”
– Interview with Sue Burke Melniko�, Joel’s wife, Delmar, New York, 12.03.12

Cheyenne “Shy-Shy” Wolfer, 11
“Cheyenne is a real pleasure to have in class. She is always prepared and 
ready to add to class discussion... Is courteous, cooperative, and displays a 
good attitude.” 
– W. Morgan and T. Howe, Cheyenne’s teachers’ comments on her high school report card, Cuba-Rushford 
Central School, Cuba, New York, 11.12.10

“Once we were at Letchworth State Park and Cheyenne met a little girl from 
Japan. Shy taught her how to play Frisbee and soccer that day; the little 
girl was so happy... Shy was full of love and her smile just lit up the world.”
– Email correspondence with Julie Wolfer, Cheyenne’s mother, Belmont, New York, 08.08.13 
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Photo of Joel courtesy of Sue Burke Melniko�, 
photo of Cheyenne courtesy of Julie Wolfer.
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Dozy Dose Alert; FDA: Restrict Use of Ambien by Bill Hutchinson (01.11.13)
© Daily News, L.P. (New York). Used with permission.

 

HERE’S SOMETHING to lose sleep over. 
 �e feds issued an Ambien alert 
�ursday, warning millions of sleep-
deprived people across the country that 
the popular sleep aid leaves women too 
drowsy to drive in the mornings.
 �e Food and Drug Administration
is requiring doctors to cut in half doses 
of Ambien and similar sleeping pills 
containing the active ingredient zolpidem.
 �e new requirements also pertain to 
Edluar, Zolpimist and AmbienCR.
 “Patients who must drive in the 
morning or perform some other activity 
requiring full alertness should talk to their 
health-care professional about whether 
their sleep medicine is appropriate,” said 
Dr. Ellis Unger, a director in FDA’s 
O�ce of Drug Evaluation.

 �e feds said the drugs 
will also be relabeled to tell 
doctors to consider prescrib-
ing lower doses to men.
 �e warnings come about 
six months a�er Gov. 
Cuomo’s ex-wife, Kerry  
Kennedy, was charged with 
driving while impaired a�er 
swerving into a big rig    
on Route 684 in northern  
Westchester County.
 Toxicology reports found
traces of zolpidem in   
Kennedy's blood.
 Witnesses said Kennedy, 
the daughter of Robert F. 
Kennedy, was seen swerving 
in and out of tra�c before 
the accident and the cops 
found her slumped over the 
wheel at an o�-ramp �ve miles 
from the accident scene.

With News Wire Services

 An estimated 60 million 
prescriptions of sleeping pills 
were written in 2011 in 
the U.S., according 
to the health care 
and technology 
company I.M.S. 
About 40 million 
of those sleep 
aids contained 
zolpidem.
 Unger said the 
FDA has received a 
startling number of reports 
of car crashes and “sleep 
driving” linked to zolpidem 
over the years.
 He said the drug appears
to stay in the bloodstream
of women longer than it
does in men.
 Laboratory tests showed 
that eight hours a�er taking
medication containing zolpi-
dem, 10% to 15% of women
had enough of the drug in
the blood to impair driving. 
Only 3% of men had 
driving-impaired levels in 
their systems a�er a night’s 
sleep, research showed.
 �e FDA is asking doctors 
to lower the standard dosage 
of immediate-release medi-
cation they prescribe to 
women from 10 milligrams 
to �ve milligrams.
 For women taking 
extended-release sleeping 
pills, doses should be cut 
from 12.5 milligrams to 6.25 
milligrams, the FDA said.
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Prison for deadly crash linked to pill
Judge Stephen Herrick called it the 
state’s �rst conviction of a fatality 
attributed to a prescription sleep 
aid. “�is was not a simple acci-
dent,” Herrick told Kawczak, as her 
and Melniko� ’s relatives sat in 
Albany County Court. “It was and 
it is a criminal act. 1 don’t think 
you have accepted that fact.”

Herrick told Kawczak she was in 
a denial, something highlighted 
by Melniko� ’s widow, Susan, in 
her statement read by Sgt. Lenny 
Crouch, the Albany County 
sheri� ’s anti-DWI coordinator.

Melniko�, a Queens native and 
father of an adult son and daugh-
ter, was a physical therapist at 
Stratton VA Medical Center in 
Albany for more than 20 years. 
He belonged to the Hudson-
Mohawk Road Runners Club and 
o�ciated at high school track 
meets. He was an “experienced and 
careful bicyclist,” his widow wrote.

“He didn’t deserve to lose his life 
in this way from someone still in 
denial about the part she played 
in robbing my children of their 

Darlene Kawczak, 52,
who took sleep aid, hit
cyclist, gets 6 months

By ROBERT GAVIN
Sta� writer
_______________________________________

ALBANY –  
A Feura Bush 
woman was 
sent to prison 
for six months 
�ursday for 
killing a 49-
year-old bicy-

clist last summer while driving 
under the in�uence of a prescribed 
sleep aid – the �rst conviction of 
its kind in New York.

Darlene Kawczak, 52, struck Joel 
Melniko� of Slingerlands along 
Route 32, dragging him 250 feet on 
the morning of July 3, 2006.

Kawczak’s driving ability was im-
paired not by the half-dozen beers 
she drank the night before, but by 
Ambien, a sleeping pill, prosecu-
tors said. �ey said she had twice 
the legal dose in her system a�er 
the 10:45 a.m. crash.

father,” she stated. “And the system 
was sometimes more supportive of 
her than the victims.”

Kawczak “never even said she was 
sorry for all she will continue to 
be responsible for,” her letter con-
cluded.

A few minutes later, just before the 
judge’s sentence, Kawczak’s attorney 
read her statement, saying, “I will 
live the rest of my life in a prison of 
my own.”

Outside the courtroom, Melniko� ’s 
widow said she was pleased to see 
Kawczak begin to show account-
ability.

Kawczak’s attorney, Stephen Co�ey, 
argued Crouch should not have 
been eligible to read the wife’s state-
ment. Herrick rejected the request, 
calling it “insensitive, to say the 
least.” Co�ey, in turn, objected to 
Herrick’s remark.

_________________________________
 Robert Gavin can be reached at 
434-2403 or by e-mail at rgavin@ 
timesunion.com.

Photo courtesy of the Times Union.

Albany, New York                           AROUND THE REGION            Friday, August 17, 2007



Joel Melniko� – An Athlete and a Father

“Joel was a true cyclist. He was concerned with safety. He was a safe rider and taught me the 
need to be aware of tra�c, your position in relation to tra�c and signaling, and the quality 
of the road surface you’re riding on. He was very safety conscious. He wanted me to get that 
message because I was a novice in long distance cycling or riding with groups of cyclers.”
– Interview with Jeannette Rice, Joel’s friend and cyclist, Rensselaerville, New York, 12.07.12

“On Monday, July 3, Joel Melniko� of Slingerlands was enjoying a bicycle ride on a rural stretch 
of NY Route 32 in Feura Bush that’s popular with cyclists. It was a gorgeous day to be preparing 
for an upcoming bicycle tour. We know he was training for this event because we spoke 
just three days earlier, when he called Darryl to get his advice on choosing the right tour. 
With Darryl’s input, Joel decided on the Bon Ton Roulet through the Finger Lakes and was 
preparing for the seven-day, 350-mile endeavor...
The loss of Joel is a tragedy. As cyclists (or runners), we can be doing everything to be safe 
and obey the rules of the road, but unfortunately when we head out, we are at the mercy 
and whim of whomever decides to get behind the wheel. The only solace we can �nd is that 
Joel was optimistic about life and was doing something he enjoyed.”
– Excerpt from Goodbye Joel created by Darryl & Mona of Adirondack Sports and Fitness, 
http://ghostbikes.org/albany/joel-melniko�.
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Joel with his daughter, Abby, on her �rst bike ride without 
training wheels.

Joel taking a scenic break during a ride around Acadia Park.

Photos courtesy of Susan Burke Melniko�.

Tucker Wenk Triathlon Team, Chatham, NY 1991: Darryl Caron, 
bicyclist, Sue Melniko�, swimmer, Joel Melniko�, runner. 
Team medaled 2nd place for age group.
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Photo 1 courtesy of Susan Burke Melniko�, photo 2 courtesy of Denis Foley, 
crash photos courtesy of the Bethlehem Police Department.

Route 32 N The crash vehicle, a 1995 Ford Explorer First responders at the crash scene

“Is he going to be ok? Is everything going to be ok?” – Darlene Kawczak, State of New York against Darlene Kawczak, 710.30 Notice, Albany, New York, 10.05.06

Driver: Darlene Kawczak, 51     Victim: Joel Melniko�, 49

Darlene Kawczak has 
“5-6 Miller [beers at] home.”

– Excerpts taken from The People 
of the State of New York 

against Darlene, G. Kawczak, 
Supporting Deposition and 

DWI Bill of Particulars, 07.03.06

Drinking at Home
Sunday, July 2

Monday, July 3
9:00 am

Joel Trains on his green 
Fuji Road Bike 

“On July 3rd [Joel] was training for a 
long distance race. 

He was riding along one of his usual routes 
which was beyond Five Rivers, 

down Meads Lane, past Delaware to Route 32.”
– Interview with Sue Burke Melniko�, Joel’s wife,

Delmar, New York, 10.18.12

“The bicyclist, MELNIKOFF, was traveling north on SR-32 
using the northbound shoulder. He was operating a road-style bicycle with 

bullhorn step handle bars that causes the rider 
to lean forward to decrease wind resistance.

Vehicle #1 [a blue 1995 Ford Explorer operated by Darlene G. Kawczak] was 
traveling north in the northbound lane on SR-32. 

The operator of V-1 left her lane of travel, 
crossed over the white fog line onto the northbound shoulder, 

continued northbound and approached the bicyclist from behind. 

The lack of physical evidence and corroborating witness statements 
indicates KAWCZAK made no evasive maneuvers.”

– Tra�c Safety O�cer Je�rey M. Vunck, Town of Bethlehem Police 
Department, Collision Reconstruction Report, Case# 06-10867, 07.03.06

Pre-Impact
10:45 am

Route SR-32, Bethlehem, NY, Crash Timeline, July 3, 2006
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10:46 am 
CRASH

“V-1 struck the bicyclist from behind as was evidenced by the tire print 
on the right front bumper of V-1 from the rear tire of the bicycle. 

Additional evidence indicating V-1 impact with the rider can be seen 
at the leading edge of the passenger side of the hood.” 

– Tra�c Safety O�cer Je�rey M. Vunck, 
Town of Bethlehem Police Department, 

Collision Reconstruction Report, Case# 06-10867, 07.03.06

“Around 10:45 am, Joel was riding when a drunken driver 
drove onto the shoulder and smashed her SUV 

into him and the guardrail. 
Her Ford Explorer dragged and pinned him down.”

– Excerpt from Goodbye Joel, by Darryl & Mona 
of Adirondack Sports and Fitness 

http://ghostbikes.org/albany/joel-melniko� 

“The bicyclist was accelerated forward to the speed of V-1... 
The bicyclist disengaged from V-1, fell to the pavement and was 

subsequently run over by the vehicle and became entangled 
in the undercarriage and right front wheel well... 

V-1 continued north on the shoulder with MELNIKOFF entangled 
under the wheel well and undercarriage. V-1 continued until the 
guide rails and the e�orts of a witness, who pulled in front of it 

and stopped their own vehicle, brought it to a stop...
no e�ort of attempt by KAWCZAK to take evasive or 

emergency braking action prior to, during, or after the collision.”
– Tra�c Safety O�cer Je�rey M. Vunck, 
Town of Bethlehem Police Department, 

Collision Reconstruction Report, Case# 06-10867, 07.03.06

“I put my vehicle past hers because I thought she was leaving the scene or 
didn’t realize what she did. Then I saw the body under the car.”

– Juanita Wagner, Deposition of Witness, Section 100.20 CPL, 07.03.06

Post-Impact
10:47 am

10:49:54 am
Emergency Medical Units Arrive

“Blood stains were observed leading to the underneath of the vehicle 
where a male subject was observed to be trapped underneath the vehicle’s 

undercarriage. He was observed to be pulse-less and breathless.”
– O�cer Adam Hornick, Bethlehem Police Department, 

New York State Incident Report, Narrative, pg 1, 07.03.06

“At 10:50, I got out of my police car...I concentrated on the operator 
and brought her back to my car. I could see immediately that 
her motor coordination was a�ected, as she was so lethargic.

I said, ‘Darlene!! Are you there?’ It was almost as if she was sleepwalking. 
I knew she was impaired on something...I knew her because 

I went to school with her kids from elementary to high school.
She called to me when we got back to the station. 

She’d ask, ‘Adam, is that you?’ ”
– Interview with O�cer Adam Hornick, 
Bethlehem Police Department, 04.22.13

Joel providing support to his wife, Sue, 
along the Mohawk Hudson bike trail as 
she runs her �rst marathon.
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Photo 1 courtesy of Thomas He�ernan, photos 2 and 3 courtesy of Bethlehem Police Department,
courthouse photo courtesy of Denis Foley.

Darlene Kawczak taking �eld 
sobriety test

Joel’s bike Crash scene with Darlene Kawczak’s
Ford Explorer in foreground

Albany County Courthouse

 “Kawczak was observed to have blood shot, 
watery eyes and her speech was slightly slurred. 

She exhibited poor motor coordination in her 
movements and acted very lethargic...an odor of 

an alcoholic beverage [was] emanating from 
Kawczak’s breath...Kawczak stated she was on 

numerous medications. [After failing several �eld 
sobriety tests,] Kawczak was arrested for DWI.” 

– O�cer Adam Hornick, 
Bethlehem Police Department, 
New York State Incident Report, 

Narrative, pg 2, 07.03.06

At the Scene
10:51 am

11:50 am 
Joel Melniko� is 

Pronounced Dead 

“The Slingerlands Fire Dept. & Delmar Fire Dept. did extricate 
the male subject from under the vehicle...
and removed to Albany Medical Center...

Melniko� was pronounced dead at the scene.”
– O�cer Adam Hornick, Bethlehem Police Department, 

New York State Incident Report, Narrative, 
pg 3, 07.03.06 & Certi�cate of Death, 07.03.06

“At 7:30 we were still playing golf and my sister, 
Teri, called my sister, Judy, and told her 

that Joel was in an accident. 
I was told there had been an accident 

and Joel may be dead. 
I didn’t want to believe that. 

I had thought that Joel may have been in an 
intensive care unit, and though seriously hurt, 
thought that because he was so healthy and 

athletic, he would be �ne.”
– Interview with Sue Burke Melniko�, Joel’s wife,

Delmar, New York, 12.18.12

Joel’s Wife Learns 
of His Death

7:30 pm

Route SR-32, Bethlehem, NY, Crash Timeline, July 3, 2006
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July 7
Joel’s Funeral in the 

Mendelson Chapel at Beth 
Emeth Cemetery in 

Loudonville

“There was an overwhelming show of support 
from so many family members, friends, neighbors, 

co-workers, all of Matt and Abby’s friends, 
and local bicycle club members 

at the memorial service. 
It was standing room only, which was a testament 

to Joel’s kind and generous nature.”
– Interview with Sue Burke Melniko�, Joel’s wife,

Delmar, New York, 12.18.12

“I was happy with the plea bargain. 
It went before Judge Herrick, and I was in the court. 

Though Kawczak seemed to show very little remorse, 
it had and continues to be my hope that she will use her 

community service platforms to share 
the consequences of her experience and prevent 

even one person from making a poor decision 
around drugs and driving.”

– Interview with Sue Burke Melniko�, Joel’s wife,
Delmar, New York, 12.18.12

Darlene Kawczak is Sentenced
August 16, 2007

September 25
Darlene Kawczak 

is Charged

“Based on blood results and the investigation 
into this incident, Kawczak was charged with 

PL 125.12(1) vehicular manslaughter 2nd, 
PL 125.10, Criminally Negligent Homicide and 

VTL 1192.4, operating a motor vehicle 
while impaired by drugs.”
– O�cer Adam Hornick, 

Bethlehem Police Department, 
New York State Incident Report, 

Narrative, pg 1, 09.25.06

“Toxicology report indicated no presence of 
alcohol, but 280 ng/Ml of Zolpidem (Ambien) 

in defendant’s blood.”
– Indictment Flow Sheet, 12.21.06

 
“I had learned that Ambien was responsible for 

Kawczak’s impaired driving at a meeting at 
the Bethlehem Police Department 

with Mary Tanner Richter 
[Albany County Assistant District Attorney] 

and involved Bethlehem police o�cers. 
It was then that Richter agreed to move forward 

and prosecute before a Grand Jury.”
– Interview with Sue Burke Melniko�, Joel’s wife,

Delmar, New York, 12.18.12

Ambien was Involved
September 6



Joel Melniko� – Aftermath

“Joel Melniko� was a very special person, remembered with love and admiration by his 
family, friends and colleagues, veteran patients and athletic community. He was an 
experienced and careful bicyclist who was killed here by an impaired motorist. He did not 
deserve to die this way.”
– Quote attached to Joel’s Ghost Bike by Sue Burke Melniko�, Joel’s wife, Route SR-32, Bethlehem, New York

“He was employed as a physical therapist at the Stratton VA Medical Center in Albany for 
more than 20 years. He cared deeply for his patients. One of his responsibilities was teaching 
disabled veterans how to drive with a modi�ed car. He felt that greater independence was 
important for their healing and quality of life.”
– Excerpt from Goodbye Joel created by Darryl & Mona of Adirondack Sports and Fitness, 
http://ghostbikes.org/albany/joel-melniko�

“He was taken away too suddenly and too soon, and none of us got to say goodbye or tell 
him how much he’s meant to us...and how great it would be to have one more chance.” 
– Excerpt from Jay Naparstek’s eulogy for Joel Melniko�, Levine’s Funeral Home, Albany, New York, 07.04.06
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Three views of the crash site ghost bike memorial

Photos courtesy of Cindy Kimmey. 
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Photo courtesy of the Wellsville Daily Reporter.

Thursday, April 21, 2011                              Wellsville Daily Reporter       wellsvilledaily.com

Not guilty plea in Nov. 19 accident

“Lester and Julie Wolfer, Cheyenne
Wolfer’s parents, chose not to attend 
the arraignment, Allegany County 
Victim Services Coordinator Shannon
Ozzella said a�erwards. ‘I speak to  
the mom quite frequently. �ey just 
want to be kept informed of what’s 
happening,’ Ozzella said.”





Cowgirl Up!

“Cheyenne’s favorite saying was ‘Cowgirl Up’. “ 
– Email correspondence with Julie Wolfer, Cheyenne’s mother, 08.20.13

“Cheyenne was raised in Rushford, played soccer and attended daycare in Franklinville, and 
went to school in Bolivar for 3 months when we lived there. My family is from Lackawanna 
and her dad’s family is from Delevan. 

Shy loved animals, and being in 4H and FFA made her extremely happy, because she got to 
be around animals a lot. We lived across the street from a farm... and Cheyenne would go 
over there every morning before school and every afternoon when she got home to see what 
needed to be done and who was new in the barn... Shy and her father just got miniature 
horses the summer of 2010 and her Dad was teaching her how to pull with them.

Shy got her little chihuahua, Sissy, from Ada, an Amish girl we became very close to. On long 
trips with the Amish, they taught Shy some of their songs and she would sing along with 
them. She also got babysat by the Amish a few times and experienced life with 11 children, 
ages 2 to 16... Cheyenne brightened up everyone’s life.”

– Email correspondence with Julie Wolfer, Cheyenne’s mother, 08.08.13
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Cheyenne “Shy-Shy” and her mother, Julie

Photo courtesy of Julie Wolfer.
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Photo 1 courtesy of Julie Wolfer, 
photos 2-4 courtesy of the Allegany County District Attorney. 

Cheyenne at the fair Julie Wolfer’s van At crash scene with Cheyenne seated 
in the rear of the van

First responders

“I had at least three cups of co�ee 
with my breakfast... A little while after that 

I took my prescription medications: tramadol, 
cyclobenzaprine and alprazolam.”

– Robin Drouin, Statement to 
New York State Police Investigator 

Steven F. Dibble, 
Town of Amity, New York, 11.19.10

Morning Medications
9:00 am

10:00 am 
Breakfast and Shopping

“Myself and Shy drove to Hornel 
to Dunkin' Donuts 

for breakfast and to shop at Wal-Mart. 
We talked about her 

birthday party the next week. 
At Wal-Mart, Shy-Shy bought 

a little jacket and sweater 
for her three month old chihuahua, Sissy.”

– Interview with Julie Wolfer, 
Cheyenne’s mother, 

Belmont, New York, 07.31.13

“I left my house at about 10:30 am 
to do some shopping 

before I picked up my husband.” 
– Robin Drouin, Statement to 

New York State Police investigator 
Steven F. Dibble, 

Town of Amity, New York, 11.19.10

Robin Drouin 
Around the Town

10:30 am

Andover Road, Wellsville, NY, Crash Timeline, November 19, 2010
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12:10 pm
Oxycodone

“I arrived at the VA Hospital in Bath, NY 
at about 12:10 pm to pick up my husband... 

I did take one of my husband’s 
prescribed oxycodone 

before we left the hospital, 
I know I should not do that, 
but I was in so much pain. 

I then drove my husband from the hospital 
to a store, Everything Medical, in Bath 

and then started directly home.”
– Robin Drouin, Statement to 

New York State Police 
investigator Steven F. Dibble, 

Town of Amity, New York, 11.19.10

“Two Amish couples were 
coming home from a wedding. 

I asked them which way they wanted to go, 
on W 86 or on the back roads [of 417], 

which were more scenic.”
– Interview with Julie Wolfer, 

Cheyenne’s mother, 
Belmont, New York, 07.31.13

Julie and Cheyenne 
Pick Up Passengers

1:30 pm 

“I hung back…”
2:53 pm

“I was travelling behind a larger pickup truck 
for about 5 minutes. 

As I was behind the pickup, 
the driver would be going about 55 miles per hour 

and then decrease to 40-45 miles per hour. 
The driver then would speed back up 

to 55 miles per hour... 
This happened about twice, but enough that I noticed it. 

I hung back behind this pickup because of this, 
as I continued I observed the

yellow �ashing lights of a school bus 
in our lane a couple vehicles ahead of the pickup... 

I slowed down because 
the school bus was going to stop.”

– Excerpt from Ashley L. Soit, Supporting Deposition, 
New York State Police, Troupsburg, New York, 05.19.11

“I was driving on State Route 417, 
also known as Andover Road 

in a west direction. 
I remember looking at the pond 

and seeing about a hundred ducks, 
it was amazing.”

– Robin Drouin, Statement to 
New York State Police investigator 

Steven F. Dibble, 
Town of Amity, New York, 11.19.10

2:54.30 pm
On 417

2:55 pm
CRASH

“The pickup hit full force into the back of the [Wolfer’s] van. 
The pickup truck did not slow down. 

We were going about 40 mph as I started to slow. 
The pickup truck did not stop or attempt to stop 

for the vehicles in front of her. 
I never saw brake lights on the pickup 

and it never skidded to a stop.”
– Excerpt from Ashley L. Soit, Supporting Deposition, 
New York State Police, Troupsburg, New York, 05.19.11

“As the two Briggs boys were getting o� the bus, 
I heard a tremendous noise. 

I had not heard any tires squealing 
so I didn’t know what happened. I told the boys to run.”

– Excerpt from school bus driver Alan J. Woodworth, 
Supporting Deposition, 

New York State Police, Scio, New York, 05.16.11

“People don’t think it is wrong to take prescription drugs and drive. [Robin Drouin] freely admitted to anyone and everyone, ‘Yea I took a, b, and c, d and e. 
But I’ve got a prescription, so it’s ok’... The thing that made this case criminal was that when she picked up her husband at the Bath VA, she took her husband’s Oxycodone...” 
– Interview with Allegany County Assistant District Attorney Michael Finn, Belmont, New York, 07.31.13.

Driver: Robin L. Drouin, 54     Victim: Cheyenne “Shy-Shy” Wolfer, 11



Copyright © 2013 by The Lewis Henry Morgan Institute at SUNY-IT, Utica
Funded by the National Highway Tra�c Safety Administration with a grant from the New York State Governor’s Tra�c Safety Committee

Photos 1 and 2 courtesy of Allegany County District Attorney, 
photo 3 courtesy of Denis Foley, photo 4 courtesy of Julie Wolfer.

Crash scene Wellsville Rescue 2 prepares to 
extricate Cheyenne

Allegany County Courthouse Cheyenne’s memorial at Cuba-Rushford 
Elementary School

“‘My daughter! My daughter!’ 
I was yelling as soon as the lady hit me,
 I got out of the car and started trying 

to break the window.”
– Interview with Julie Wolfer, 

Cheyenne’s mother, 
Belmont, New York, 07.31.13

Julie Panics 
2:56 pm

2:57 pm
Emergency Services 

are Noti�ed

– New York State 
Department of Motor Vehicles, 

Police Report for Fatal 
Motor Vehicle Accidents, 

Wellsville, New York, 11.19.10

– New York State 
Department of Motor Vehicles, 

Police Report for Fatal 
Motor Vehicle Accidents, 

Wellsville, New York, 11.19.10

First Responders 
Arrive,

EMS Rush to Scene
3:02 pm 

Andover Road, Wellsville, NY, Crash Timeline, November 19, 2010

 First the Crash, Then the Impact:
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3:04 pm
The Jaws of Life

“I [had] punched at the window with my �sts 
to try to get to my daughter, 

but [EMS] had to use the Jaws of Life 
and cut the seats out 

to get to Shy and Sissy. 
Sissy got through 

under the seat in front of her. 
Before the crash, 

Shy-Shy was holding Sissy. 
The paramedics had heard the dog, 

but did not know that 
Cheyenne was in the back too.”
– Interview with Julie Wolfer, 

Cheyenne’s mother
Belmont, New York, 07.31.13

– New York State 
Department of Motor Vehicles, 

Police Report for Fatal
Motor Vehicle Accidents,

Wellsville, New York, 11.19.10

Injured Arrive 
at Jones Memorial 

Hospital
4:22 pm

4:46 pm
Cheyenne Wolfer Dies 

of Multiple 
Blunt Force Injuries

– New York State 
Department of Health, 

Certi�cate of Death, 
Jones Memorial Hospital, 

Wellsville, New York, 11.19.10

“I observed that Robin Drouin had glassy eyes 
and slurred speech... 

The tests were observed by Trooper Tavernier... 
One Leg Stand-Failed, Walk and Turn-Failed, 

Rhomberg-Failed, Finger to Nose-Failed. 
During the testing, 

Drouin was extremely unsteady on her feet 
and nearly fell several times. 

Drouin had to use the hospital bed 
for support in standing. 

Drouin was arrested for DWAI-Drugs 
and was given 

her Refusal Warnings and Miranda.”
– New York State Police Trooper Scott A. Cicirello, 

NYSP Investigative Report, 
Jones Memorial Hospital, 

Wellsville, New York, 11.19.10

Robin Drouin Fails 
4 of 6 Sobriety Tests

8:31 pm

April 13, 2011
Robin Drouin is Indicted

“A grand jury indicted a Wellsville woman Wednesday 
on four felonies in the death of 

Cheyenne E. Wolfer, 11, of Rushford. 
Robin L. Drouin, 55, was indicted in County Court 

for second-degree vehicular manslaughter, 
second-degree manslaughter, 
criminally negligent homicide 

and �rst-degree reckless endangerment.”
– Driver in fatal accident in Wellsville indicted, 

Wellsville Daily Reporter, 
Wellsville, New York, 04.13.11

“Hopefully, everybody will hear about this case 
and they’ll think before they take drugs and drive. 

I’m just so upset that my daughter had to be a victim 
and that this lady did this to her. 

That she did it to us...my whole world is gone. 
She was my only child.”

– Julie Wolfer, Cheyenne’s mother, as quoted by 
WIVB news correspondent Jacquie Walker, 

Allegany County Courthouse, 
Belmont, New York, 05.17.12

“It is not a crime to take your doctor-prescribed 
muscle relaxer medications. 

It is, however, a crime to take these medications 
to such a level that you are impaired 

and can’t operate a motor vehicle safely 
on a public highway.”

– Excerpt from summation of 
Assistant District Attorney Michael Finn, 

Allegany County Courthouse, 
Belmont, New York, 05.17.12

“My whole world is gone.”
May 17, 2012
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In Harm’s Way

Rosemarie Hume, 79
“Our mother was... an amazing source of strength and love... My mother left a message 
on my answering machine the night before and we weren’t home. Of course the next 
thought is to call her tomorrow. That last conversation never occurred. Our mother was 
not planning on walking that day with her dedicated group of friends, but changed 
her mind early that morning. We will never know why.”
– Eileen Stewart, Rosemarie Hume’s daughter, Victim Impact Statement, Albany, New York, 01.06.12

Carol Lansing, 66
“Our mother was the most sel�ess and loyal person we have ever known. The only 
thing she did for herself was walk. She proudly joined the Volkssporters’ group and 
would look forward to her Wednesday morning walks. She loved going to di�erent 
sights with her friend, Mrs. Brown. However, we could not wait for her to return home. 
She was the center of our family who kept everything together.”
– Email correspondence with Carol A. Casale, Carol Lansing’s daughter, 06.03.13

Frances Pallozzi, 81
“My mother loved life. We would speak weekly about everything going on in her life... 
She would help me with a recipe, �nding balance in life and listening to all the stories 
of her grandson.”
– Tess Pallozzi, Frances Pallozzi’s daughter, Victim Impact Statement, Albany, New York, 01.06.12

“Mom was the �rst one you called when something great happened. She was so proud 
and so excited for you.”
– Deborah Pallozzi, Frances Pallozzi’s daughter, Victim Impact Statement, Albany, New York, 01.06.12

“I went to her for everything... She always had a smile on her face and more love for 
my children than I could have imagined.”
– Tina M. Burns, Frances Pallozzi’s daughter, Victim Impact Statement, Albany, New York, 01.06.12

 First the Crash, Then the Impact:
PRESCRIPTION DRUGS

Photo of Rosemarie Hume courtesy of Timothy Hume, photo of Carol Lansing courtesy of Carole A. Casale, 
photo of Frances Pallozzi courtesy of the Empire State Capital Volkssporters Club.
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Photo courtesy of the Times Union.



Fun, Fitness, Friendship: Volkssporters

“Every Wednesday from May to August, the Volkssporters meet in a di�erent community 
around the Capital Region to take a planned walk, which often includes historic sights and 
pleasant scenery. Begun 24 years ago, the area group is affiliated with the national American 
Volkssport Association. Volkssporting was brought to America in the 1940s from Germany 
by returning servicemen. The idea is that people get together to walk and take a closer look 
at communities. The organization’s motto is ‘Fun, Fitness, Friendship.’ ”
– Comments of Lea Darling, President of the Empire State Capital Volkssporters Club (ESCV), Three walkers killed 
when SUV crashed into church, The Altamont Enterprise, 08.11.11

“The Volkssporters that my mom absolutely loved, she walked twice a week with them, 
their Wednesday and Saturday walks. She was a 5k walker, she was a 10k walker, she walked 
every day of her life, and she was vibrant. I think one of the things that angered me the most 
is that the news stated that they were three elderly women, and while the age may have 
somehow indicated elderly, how they lived their life was not.”
– Interview with Catherine Pallozzi, Frances Pallozzi’s daughter, Albany County Courthouse, Albany, New York, 03.13.13
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Empire State Capital Volkssporters Club (ESCV) memorial walk

Photo courtesy of Empire State Capital Volkssporters Club. 
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Photos 1, 2, and 4 courtesy of the Albany County Sheri�, 
photo 3 courtesy of the New York State Police, Troop G. 

St. Matthew’s Church Church entrance Crash reconstruction, aerial view Crash scene

“I’m not aware of a case with similar facts and circumstances in New York State or elsewhere. 
There is absolutely no alcohol involved in this case. There is absolutely no use of illegal drugs.” 
– Hon. Stephen W. Herrick, excerpt of sentencing proceedings, The People of the State of New York v. LuAnn Burgess, pg. 4, 01.11.13

Driver: LuAnn Burgess, 56  Victims: Rosemarie Hume, 79;  Carol Lansing, 66;  Frances Pallozzi, 81

“I did take my medications this morning 
around 8:00 am.” 

– LuAnn Burgess, Supporting Deposition, 
Albany County Sheri�’s Department, 

Village of Voorheesville, New York, 08.10.11

Morning Medications
8:00 am

8:20 am
The Empire State Capital 

Volkssporters 
Gather at 

St. Matthew’s Church

“This morning I drove my foster child to 
Voorheesville Elementary School 

for his half day of day care...
Then I drove home. 

I turned down Mountain View St. in Voorheesville.”
– Excerpts from LuAnn Burgess, 

Supporting Deposition, 
Albany County Sheri�’s Department, 

Village of Voorheesville, New York, 08.10.11

LuAnn Drops O� 
Her Foster Child

8:25 am

St. Matthew’s Church, Voorheesville, NY, Crash Timeline, August, 10, 2011

 First the Crash, Then the Impact:
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8:44 am
Speeding Vehicle

“I stopped into St. Matthew’s Church 
in Voorheesville for the food pantry...

Before leaving, [St. Matthew’s Church parking lot] 
I stopped to send a text message. 

While I sent the message I saw a vehicle 
that had sped past my car...

I could hear the loud sound of the engine. 
It sounded that the RPM’s were too high and 

I could tell that it wasn’t slowing down. 
It was heading toward the church.”

– Excerpts from Nancy L. Ware, Supporting Deposition, 
Albany County Sheri�’s Department, 

Village of Voorheesville, New York, 08.10.11

 “I was walking a few feet ahead of 
[Carol Lansing, Fran Pallozzi, Rose Hume]. 

We had just crossed the street 
and I heard a loud noise...” 

– Excerpts from Kathleen A. Brown, 
Supporting Deposition, 

Albany County Sheri�’s Department, 
Village of Voorheesville, New York, 08.10.11

“I heard a loud noise.”
8:44:30 am

8:45 am
CRASH

“Operator [Burgess] of V1 traveling east 
of Mountainview Street lost control of the vehicle. 

V1 drove right o� the roadway, into the church parking lot, 
up the walkway, into a covered vestibule of the church, 

then stopped when the vehicle hit the church bell tower. 
Along that path, V1 struck and killed three pedestrians 

that were on the walkway.”
– Deputy Tracy Henry, New York State 

Department of Motor Vehicles, 
Police Accident Report, pg 1, 08.10.11 

“When I turned, I saw a car up next to the church 
and the bushes were moving... 

I looked around for the three girls that I had come with 
and was walking with and I didn’t see them... 

I saw one person that I didn’t recognize 
laying behind the car. 

Someone stopped me from going any further 
at this point and took me inside.”

– Excerpts from Kathleen A. Brown, 
Supporting Deposition, 

Albany County Sheri�’s Department, 
Village of Voorheesville, New York, 08.10.11

“I didn’t see them...”
8:45:05 am

8:46 am
Emergency 

Medical Units 
Dispatched

“At approximately 0846 hours 
a report of a personal injury auto accident 

was dispatched to patrol units...”
– Captain Michael Monteleone, 
Albany County Sheri�’s O�ce, 

Village of Voorheesville, New York, 08.10.11
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Photos 1 and 4 courtesy of the Albany County District Attorney,
photos 2 and 3 courtesy of Albany County Sheri�.

LuAnn Burgess at Albany Medical Center ER Crash scene Clearing the crime scene District Attorney, David Soares, meets 
with Press

“I...headed toward the vehicle. 
I saw a woman on the ground that had been hit. 

I went to her and saw that her legs had been badly injured. 
I checked for a pulse and did not �nd one. 

I went to the driver of the vehicle. 
The woman was approximately in her 50’s 

wearing a bathrobe and nightgown. 
She said her �ip �op had gotten caught.”

– Excerpts from Nancy L. Ware, Supporting Deposition, 
Albany County Sheri�’s Department, 

Village of Voorheesville, New York, 08.10.11

“I saw the driver with blood on her face and her leg. 
That’s when I noticed red nail polish 

on a limb laying under the car.”
– Excerpts from Deborah D’Arcangelis, 

Supporting Deposition, 
Albany County Sheri�’s Department, 

Village of Voorheesville, New York, 08.10.11 

The Tragedy Unfolds
8:47 am

“My children and I... 
were at the park in Green Island 

when I received a phone call 
from my sister, Tina, stating 3 women 

from mom’s walking group were killed...
I told her I would call Ma’s cell phone. 

I did, several times, and there was no answer...
It was about 10:30 and I remember thinking 

if the accident occurred 2 hours ago 
we would have known 

if it was my mom by now.”
– Carol A. Casale, Carol Lansing’s daughter, 

Victim Impact Statement, 
Albany, New York, 01.06.12

“There was no answer...”
10:30 am

St. Matthew’s Church, Voorheesville, NY, Crash Timeline, August, 10, 2011
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11:00 am
Albany Medical Center

The bodies of Carol Lansing, Rosemarie Hume 
and Frances Pallozzi arrive at Albany Medical Center.

– Deputy Tracy Henry, 
New York State Department of Motor vehicles, 
Police Report for Fatal Motor Vehicle Accidents, 

pg 1 & 2, 08.10.11 

“I receive[d] a telephone call from my father...
He was upset, crying – stating that a newspaper reporter 

called him asking him if he had any comment 
on the accident in Voorheesville 

involving Frances Pallozzi. 
I asked Dad, ‘Did you get any other details?’ 

‘No...I don’t know what to do...

I am still on the phone with my father –
I hear his doorbell ring. I hear the whole conversation; 

‘Mr. Pallozzi, I am O�cer Williams 
of the Waterford Police Department. 

There has been an accident involving your wife.’ 
My father says, ‘Is she dead?’ 

‘Yes, sir, I am very sorry.’”
– Catherine Pallozzi, Frances Pallozzi’s daughter, 

Victim Impact Statement, 
Albany, New York, 01.06.12

“I don’t know what to do…”
12:04 pm

August 9, 2012
Charges

“After 364 days of speculation, 
interview with witnesses, 

accident reconstructions and 
several grand jury hearings, 

Burgess was charged with felonies 
in connection to the crash, 

including aggravated vehicular homicide.”
– Hard decision in fatal crash case, 

Bryan Fitzgerald, Times Union, 12.23.12 

“Mrs. Burgess formally 
accepted responsibility 

for her actions and entered pleas 
of guilty to the three counts of 

Criminally Negligent Homicide...” 
– Hon. Stephen W. Herrick, 

excerpt of sentencing proceedings, 
The People of the State of New York 

v. LuAnn Burgess, 
pg. 3, 01.11.13 

November 9, 2012
Guilty Plea

January 11, 2013
Sentencing

“O�cials determined Burgess’ erratic driving 
was caused by a ‘cocktail’ of medications 
she was taking for Parkinson’s disease...”

– Sadness, grief, anger, loss, 
Bob Gardinier, Times Union, 01.13.13

“Albany County Judge Stephen Herrick 
sentenced Burgess to �ve years’ probation and 

600 hours of community service, 
sparing her a recommended six-month jail term 

that was part of the plea deal. 
‘How many more people 

are getting behind a wheel every day 
while under the in�uence of prescription medications 

that might also prove fatal by reducing response time?’ ”
– Hon. Stephen W. Herrick, excerpt of 

sentencing proceedings, The People of the State 
of New York v. LuAnn Burgess, 01.11.13

8:49 am
Emergency Medical Units 

Arrive

“When I was walking along the side of the church, 
I noticed several shoes 

and another body in the bushes. 
I advised an EMS person that there was 

another casualty in the bushes 
and he came and covered it with a yellow sheet.”

– Excerpts from Gary G. Nelson, 
Supporting Deposition, 

Albany County Sheri�’s Department, 
Village of Voorheesville, New York, 08.10.11



Drug Recognition Expert: Observations

“A drug recognition expert or drug recognition evaluator (DRE) is a police o�cer trained to 
recognize impairment in drivers under the in�uence of drugs other than, or in addition to, alcohol.”
– De�nition provided by www.decp.org

“The Assistant District attorney called me on my cellphone. Doctors were coming in and out. 
I checked [LuAnn Burgess’] pupil size and blood pressure. She told me she was on prescription 
drugs. She was awake and lethargic and slow. She had not received any medication from the EMS 
or doctors. I expected her to be �lled with adrenaline after the crash. I expected her to ask me 
what happened concerning the crash. She had just killed three people. She did not have a lot 
to say on her own. She answered my questions however. LuAnn Burgess had no awareness of 
what had taken place. She did not refuse to answer any questions. She was lethargic and not too 
‘there.’ My interview was called o� because the doctors were going to treat her with medication.

She was, in my opinion, under the in�uence of central nervous system depressants. Xanax is 
a central nervous system depressant. It was consistent with her anti-anxiety medication. 
She never asked why I was there and why am I talking to the police. She had no knowledge 
of the circumstances of the crash. The only thing she remembered was she was driving to 
drop o� her son to school.”
– Interview with Lt. Todd Waldin, DRE, Cohoes Police Department, Cohoes, New York, 04.22.13
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Governor’s Tra�c Safety Committee public service campaign

Photo courtesy of Denis Foley. 



A Daughter Questions Physicians 
and Pharmacists

“We have a lot to do; we as a society have a lot to do.” – Cathy Pallozzi

“Advanced as we are, we are very far behind in what needs to happen in regards to the 
medical professions and the pharmaceutical professionals having the records in front of them. 
If [LuAnn Burgess] was going to the same pharmacy for all of her medication, I would look 
to the pharmacy to say, ‘We’ve got some bells and whistles here, especially because we also 
have Parkinson’s [disease].’ 

Where I fail to really understand is, I do not know what the pharmacist’s responsibility is as 
far as noti�cation. I know when I go to the pharmacy, the �rst thing they ask me is, ‘Do you 
have any questions?’ and I have been told by some, but this has not been consistent, as far as, 
‘This drug may cause drowsiness.’ ”

– Interview with Catherine Pallozzi, Frances Pallozzi’s daughter, Albany County Courthouse,       
Albany, New York, 03.15.13
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Pharmacy safe

Photo courtesy of Four Corners Pharmacy, 
Delmar, New York.



“No One Told Me…”

“A psychiatrist told me I went into shock. How can you kill three people and not remember? 
How did I get over to the bell tower? I did not see anyone. Where were these people? Did they 
have a chance to move? The judge said no. I asked God to take me and bring the three women 
back. They have children and families. 

My doctor told me not to drive after the accident because I was too emotional. I need to know 
how after I reached for my �ip �op, I hit a brick wall. How could I hit those people? I would 
have swerved. I’m even scared of hitting a squirrel. I rehash it over and over, when I am alone 
at the house. I wish I could explain how I hit three people at the door of the church.

At sentencing Judge Herrick mentioned a ‘pharmaceutical cocktail.’ I did not know what he 
was talking about because I do not drink. My husband said to me, ‘When you put many pills 
together it is a cocktail.’ The medication that I have been on for so many years, I’ve never had a 
bad reaction to them. You have to ask your doctor questions if you take depression medication. 
No one told me all these years not to drive. You should get a note to not operate a motor 
vehicle at your pharmacist. I do not take my medication unless I talk to a pharmacist.”

– Interview with LuAnn Burgess, Albany County STOP-DWI O�ce, Albany, New York, 04.09.13
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LuAnn Burgess’ sentencing

Photo courtesy of The Altamont Enterprise. 
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