Farewell to an officer and 'good father'
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An 11-year-old girl walked to a lectern that overshadowed her to talk about a Saturday night car accident that will change her life.

"I just wanted to say he was a good father," Deandrea Jones said Wednesday about the death of her father, Sgt . Joe Jones . The girl then ran to her grandmother and cried for a man who tried to help 80 of Collier County's toughest young criminals change their lives while they were in the Sheriff's military-style boot camp. 

The girl addressed a crowd of about 450 law enforcement officers from several counties as well as paramedics and firefighters who gathered for a memorial service at First Baptist Church in Immokalee. 

The 35-year-old deputy will be buried Saturday in Plant City, where his parents live. The DRILL instructor also leaves behind a 22-month-old daughter, Detric, and six sisters. 

Jones was killed in a two-car collision when another driver ran into his cruiser at the intersection of Immokalee Road and Everglades Boulevard, reported the Florida Highway Patrol. 

Jones died at the site of the accident. Troopers from the FHP said they will conduct an investigation that could last 30 to 60 days. Investigators are waiting for blood test results, which are expected to show if Steven Sills, the driver of the other vehicle, had any alcohol or drugs in his system at the time of the accident. 

Sills, 26, who was in good condition Wednesday night at Naples Community Hospital, has not been charged in the accident. A woman who answered the telephone in his room said Sills will not talk about the accident with the media. 

Deandrea Jones ' tears were some of the many that fell Wednesday afternoon during the hour-and-a-half service in which graduates of the Sheriff's DRILL (Discipline, Respect, Integrity, Learning and Leadership) Academy, along with friends, family and neighbors, spoke of Sgt . Jones ' commitment to his job and how much they cared about him. 

"When he drove by my house, he would honk," said Robert Gurdian, who lived near Jones for three years in their East Naples neighborhood. "And when he honked his horn, I knew we were safe." Gurdian then began to cry. 

Sgt . Glendell Edison, a DRILL instructor who knew Jones for the past 13 years, also spoke. 

"He was my brother," he said of the Arcadia native. "I'm going to miss him." 

Edison said he and Jones wanted to work with troubled teen-agers because they understood some of the problems they face, such as gangs and drugs. Edison said they both grew up in low-income areas. 

"He taught them discipline," Edison said after the service. "He told them there was light at the end of the tunnel." 

Michael Camps, 17, also attended the service in the church where some DRILL graduates meet weekly to talk about faith. Camps will graduate from the academy's after-care program Friday. The teen-ager was expecting Jones to say how proud he is of the 15 teens who entered DRILL a year ago. 

"It's not going to be as joyous," Camps said after the service. "It's going to be sad because we couldn't have made it without him." 

Camps, who used to steal and use and sell drugs, said Jones encouraged him to change his bad habits. Jones once gave him a pamphlet listing some high-achievers throughout history who overcame obstacles. Camps said the pamphlet helped him follow the program. 

Jones worked for the Sheriff's Office since 1986 and was one of the first DRILL instructors at the Immokalee academy when it opened in March 1996. He also worked as a road patrol deputy for the Sheriff's Office, and served in the Vice and Narcotics Bureau and on the SWAT team. 

He was a corrections officer for Hendry County in 1985 before working for the Collier Sheriff's Office. He also served in the U.S. Marine Corps from 1980 to 1984. 

Donations for the Jones family may be sent to: Collier County Sheriff's Office, Community Services Division, 3301 U.S. 41 E., Building J, Naples, Fla. 34112. Checks may be made payable to the CCSO Benefit Fund and should list Jones on the memo sections. For more information, call 793-9505. 

