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 Big Love in Little Egypt

 


 


If not for all the gossip, the “Poison Pair”
might have gotten away with it.

With so much at stake, the little pastor
might have been more careful about his attraction to the pretty
married parishioner. True, they had developed a set of discrete
signals to send little love messages or to make arrangements to
meet. But people still saw them together in suspicious
circumstances, and it was only a matter of time before small-town
tongues started wagging.

The first wave of gossip began with a
wink.

Early in the summer of 1924, the Reverend
Lawrence Hight was finishing up services in the tiny Methodist
church of Ina, Illinois. He was a circuit rider, and Ina one of
four churches he served in the Southern Illinois area known as
“Little Egypt,” presumably because it came to a point in Cairo
(which, unlike the city in Egypt, was pronounced “KAY-ro” by
locals). When he closed his Bible and stepped down from the pulpit,
Hight took out a handkerchief and mopped his brow. Under the cover
of the hanky, he quickly winked at the attractive 31-year-old
mother of three in the front row. Elsie Sweetin, looking away from
the pastor, raised her right hand and rested it over her heart. The
pastor lowered his head in an almost imperceptible nod and hurried
to take his place at the front door to shake hands with the
departing congregation.

The wink and the nod, subtle as they were,
did not go unnoticed. Tongues began wagging. Ina was a small
village, not more than 400 souls, with a railway station and a few
ramshackle one-story shops. The Methodist church was the only place
of worship in town. It was, in short, the kind of place where a
clandestine love affair, especially one involving the sole
clergyman, could not remain a secret for long. The people were of
old pioneer stock who crossed the Cumberland Gap with Daniel Boone.
“The Ina villagers are a people strangely taciturn and
unemotional,” the Chicago Tribune would note. “Their eyes are
cold.”

After Hight’s arrest for the arsenic murder
of his wife, the cold eyes began to see significance in previous
actions that did not seem so sinister at the time.

Brother Hight was small in stature. He once
raised horses in Johnson County, Illinois, and rode as a jockey
until the Lord called him to the pulpit. He was a fiery preacher
with penetrating blue eyes. Sometimes at revivals, when the spirit
truly got hold of him, he would laugh hysterically, and the
laughter was contagious. He would soon have the whole gathering
giggling like children, but no one louder than the firecracker
preacher. He and his wife, Anna, had recently taken up residence in
Ina’s parsonage with two of their three children. They also had a
married daughter. The minister’s wife was a large woman, weighing
more than 200 pounds, sensitive about the appearance she made
standing next to her jockey-sized husband, so they were seldom seen
together in public.

Elsie Sweetin was of medium height and
weight, neither stout nor slender, the papers said, “more average
than pretty”. Her features were regular: a square chin, a straight,
distinctive nose, and clear gray eyes that danced when she talked.
Her bright white teeth gleamed between ruddy, olive cheeks. She
never wore much make-up but had a sparkling, up-beat personality
that made her popular in the community.

Elsie had a rough upbringing. She began
working at the age of 11 at various odd jobs, and continued to work
until she married Wilford Sweetin at age 17. They lived and worked
on a farm for a while, then Wilford took a job at a mine in Mason,
over an hour’s drive away, and moved his wife and three boys into
the village, renting a small yellow cottage alongside the railroad
tracks.

A loyal wife and a loving mother, Elsie’s
reputation was spotless.

That began to change shortly after a Sunday
service in December, 1923, when Eva Miller introduced Elsie Sweetin
to Pastor Hight, the new circuit rider, in the aisle of their tiny
country church.

His affection for his wife had already
started to wane when he found his “natural mate” in Elsie
Sweetin.

“I felt myself slipping,” Hight would later
confess, “and I went the way of all flesh. I learned from Mrs.
Sweetin and others that she did not love her husband. I did not
love my wife. My wife nagged me. She was never satisfied with
anything I bought her, and I learned from Elsie that Wilford was
indifferent to her.”

The town gossips soon started comparing
notes. One had seen the minister perched on top of a pile of
railroad ties, waving a handkerchief in the direction of the
Sweetin home. After a short time, Elsie emerged from her home and
walked to a nearby orchard. The preacher got off the stack of ties
and headed in that direction. One lady forget her umbrella in the
church and when she went back after it, she saw the pastor talking
earnestly to Elsie, her hands cupped inside his own. The taxi
driver Ashbury Bumpus, Elsie’s brother-in-law, would sometimes take
Brother Hight to a corner near the Sweetin home and drop him off.
Bumpus noticed that the preacher would linger on the sidewalk and
watch the cab drive out of sight.

Because Anna felt conspicuous about her size,
she never accompanied her husband on his circuit, but Elsie Sweetin
once rode with him to Spring Garden to watch him preach. Elsie
would later say that it was during this trip that the Reverend
Hight first expressed his love for her. “I would rather ride with
you than anyone I know. I like you,” he told her, then took her by
the hand and revised: “I love you.” Gossip had it that the trip,
whatever happened, caused quite a row between Elsie and her
husband, and that Wilford reprimanded her fairly severely, though
no one ever accused him of beating his wife.

People frequently saw Hight coming out of the
Sweetin home on the hard road that ran along the railroad tracks.
He told the clucking tongues that he had been praying with Mrs.
Sweetin “to bring her the faith” and to convert her.

After hearing the rumors, Elsie’s great aunt,
Frances Fisher, tried to give her a word of warning.

“I told her I had heard things and I thought
it was my duty to speak to her about it,” she would later
testify.

According to the aunt, Elsie broke down and
cried, saying that she had troubles the aunt could never
understand.

Then one night in the middle of July, Wilford
Sweetin came home from work injured. The nature of the accident was
never made clear in the press reports, but he had hurt his arm and
succumbed to stomach pains during his lunch break. he. His
condition did not seem serious, but on the advice of doctors he
took some time to recover. One day during his hiatus from the mine,
the Sweetins and their three boys went for a ride to Benton, in
Franklin County, to visit some friends. Elsie drove.

“We stopped at a drug store and had some
Coca-Cola and ice cream,” Elsie would recall in court. “Then we
bought some chocolates and some peanut candy for some children we
were going to visit.”

The people they were going to visit weren’t
home, and Elsie suddenly became sick to her stomach. The ice cream
─ or something they ate ─ had spoiled, she presumed. When they got
back to Ina, she went straight to bed and stayed there for two
hours. Wilford got sick later that evening, much more severely.
They called for a doctor, who said he had ptomaine poisoning.

Wilford did not recover from the severe
nausea and the cold sweats that drenched his bed. His skin turned a
sickly blue-gray color. Elsie tended to her husband constantly,
coaxing him to take food, wearing herself down to the verge of
collapse.

Four different doctors came to see him, but
none made a definite diagnosis. Each thought that Sweetin was
either suffering from ptomaine poisoning or from internal injuries
from the accident at work. Perhaps it was acute gastritis, one
said. None prescribed any medicine.

He remained ill for a week, some days better
than others, going on two weeks. His wife remained constantly at
his side, ministering to his every want and brushing aside those
who insisted that she must rest and share the burden.

Two of Wilford’s best friends, William S.
Moreland and Robert F. Taylor, came by to visit on the tenth day of
his illness and watched Elsie coax her husband to eat some tomato
soup. “It will settle your stomach,” she told him. He resisted,
saying he was too ill to swallow, but she insisted. The state of
Illinois would later contend that Elsie Sweetin had served her
husband a final fatal dose of arsenic in that bowl of tomato
soup.

“He took some of it,” Moreland said. “I
remained about one half-hour and then went away. In the afternoon I
went back. Sweetin was very much worse.”

Hight came to the home and sat with Sweetin
twice daily. He alone seemed able to persuade Mrs. Sweetin to lie
down and let him keep bedside watch. The word went around that the
minister was making every effort to convert Sweetin before it was
too late. One of Sweetin’s doctor said he would recover, but Hight
shook his head.

“Something tells me the man is going to die,”
he said. Lon Gossman, one of Wilford’s visiting friends, was
stunned to hear him say that.

“I took Elsie out of the room,” Gossman said,
“and told her not to pay any attention to what Hight said.”

When they went back into the room, Hight kept
repeating, “He’s about gone.”

Hight was right.

Sweetin died the next night, July 27, 1924,
his hand in that of the minister who had knelt and prayed aloud at
the sick bed for two days. In the dying man’s final moments, the
preacher broke into a spiritual ecstasy because his effort had been
successful and Sweetin had been saved. He again reveled in this
salvation when he officiated at Sweetin’s funeral from the little
church in which the victim had never set foot when alive. The theme
for the sermon was the verse, “Let not thy heart be troubled,” and
he painted the death-bed conversion as his reason for being in
Ina.

“I never wanted to come to Ina,” he said,
“but something led me on, kept drawing me on. It seemed like some
power outside myself, but I could not understand it then, and I
never knew what it was until after I got here, not until the day I
met this good man who lies cold in death before us here now. But
when I met Brother Sweetin, it came over me just as the great light
first called me to give my life in the service of good came over
me. I knew when I met him that I was sent here to convert him to
the true faith and to save his soul for the Lord.

“Brother Sweetin was an unbeliever of Jesus
Christ and God, and I was sent here that he might be redeemed and
that I might redeem him.”

The preacher paused, as if choked with
emotion, but in retrospect, many claimed it seemed far too
dramatic. Still, there were many tears in the audience.

“On his last night I sat up with Brother
Wilford, reading the Bible to him and praying,” Hight told the
funeral audience. “He asked me for a glass of water, and I gave it
to him. After he drank it, I told him to get right with God. He
dropped back on his pillow and told me I had won. He gave his soul
to God. He was saved. We prayed together for a few hours and then
God called him home.

“But I saved his soul,” he then said, looking
down at the face of the man in the coffin. “I saved his soul and he
is now in the eternal light of the gracious countenance.”

He then looked over at Elsie Sweetin and her
three sons with sorrowful eyes, his voice still choked with
emotion: “This widow and children have suffered a great
bereavement. Brother Sweetin was one of the real good men that I
have known in my life.”

By the time he finished a closing prayer,
Elsie Sweetin was so bereft she had to be carried to the home of
her father-in-law, Christopher Columbus Sweetin, and put to
bed.

Not everyone was moved by the preacher’s
drama. Christopher Columbus Sweetin ─ known around Ina as “Old Lum”
─ declared that Hight had admitted to him that he had given a glass
of water to his son while he was lying sick and just the night
before he died.

“My son died, I believe, of foul play,” said
the aged man, “and I want to stand on record as saying that I will
spend my last cent in the world prosecuting the guilty man. I have
taken my son’s wife into my home and I am confident she had nothing
to do with the death of her husband. They were a splendid couple
and she bore him three sons. Yes
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