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“I just can’t bring myself to believe that Brother Berrie murdered his wife,” said an anonymous member of the Cumberland Presbyterian, gossiping with a reporter on the porch of a house across from the church in Muskogee, Oklahoma. “How could a man poison her in the parsonage there on a Sunday, listen to her screams of agony all night and watch her die, and then the very next Sunday get up in the pulpit and pray and preach as he did? It doesn’t seem possible.”

Another brother piped in, “But twelve men of this county, all good men and true, called as a grand jury and sworn to their duty have indicted him for murder, and he is over there in the jail, locked up, charged with murder in the first degree and held without bond.”

The arrest of the Rev. Steve Althea Berrie in August, 1932, was the talk of Muskogee as it seemed to be the next natural step in a monumental fall from grace.

Brother Steve Althea Berrie was a successful hymn writer, with over 100 published songs and two books under the names “S.A. Berrie” and “S. Althea Berry”. His biggest hit was “In Beulah Land.” Other titles included “I’ve a Precious Saviour,” “We’ll Live Again,” “Over in Glory Land” and “I Will Wear a Crown Someday.” His hymns had a dominating theme of hope for an afterlife and the rewards of the hereafter. He was a top-notch singer and musician with a charismatic presence, which made his services popular, entertaining affairs.

He was especially popular among the women of his congregations for—in addition to his musical talent—he was a tall, handsome man, careful about his appearance, with a thick shock of hair that he kept dyed dark brown to mask his 52 years. His detractors would say that he was an egoist, domineering and driving, but even they would say he was “a positive thinker” and an inspiring leader. His personality was strong and forceful and he imposed his will on his congregations and “brooked no opposition.”

He worked his way up the Presbyterian ladder starting in 1918, and in a dozen years had occupied pastorates in as many places, including California, Texas, Arkansas and Tennessee. Some said the hymnist had the restless spirit of a poet. Others said he moved a lot because he could only sell so many hymnals to a church before he had to move on. But the hymnist and his family left Searcy, Arkansas, in 1930 under the shadow of a scandal. The pastor was called before the elders to answer charges that he had been seen in the company of a younger woman. Berrie said they were just getting on a train together.

“Things like that usually reach the ears of pastors’ wives,” he said later. “I went indignantly before the elders and told them that a girl took my valise to the train at Kensett, Arkansas, as I left for Olney, Texas. But gossip can’t be downed with explanations. When the elders were airing the charge, I asked them if they believed the gossip. The spokesman replied, ‘Well, it’s a report.’ Then I said, ‘I resign.’ Another pastorate was behind me.”

It was about that time his wife, the former Fannie South, fell ill from the stress and worry brought on by the gossip. She stood by her husband, but began suffering from kidney problems and debilitating headaches. Her treatment included sweet spirits of niter and aspirin. She carried capsules with her to ease the pain as the headaches would often leave her bound to her bed.

In 1930, Berrie found a position with the Cumberland Presbyterian, Muskogee’s largest church,. In addition to his wife, Berrie’s grown son Iliff, 24, his wife Ruth (who had been Fannie’s nurse in Searcy) and their two children, all of them living in the little white house Berrie called “the manse.”

After the first year, discontent began to foment, both between Berrie and his wife and Berrie and his church. 

“The trouble with the Muskogee congregation dates back to what may appear to be a trivial disagreement,” Berrie said. “It started about Christmastime [1931] when I preached that the emphasis on Santa Claus at Christmas is a pagan idea and not in keeping with the spirit of the Child in the manger. Dissension grew when I preached that a man who repents can be saved. They said it was contrary to the confession of faith. It is a doctrine I have preached without question for many years. The issued a blanket report on me and a committee was named to make an investigation. They didn’t come and talk to me.”

Rather, they took exception to his preaching that even after wandering away from the church, a person might be converted and still be wholly saved, “doctrines contrary to the Presbyterian faith.” The charge also said the pastor told an assembly of children that Santa Claus was a myth, and while acknowledging that this did not constitute heresy, it complained that the pastor should not “disillusion children that way.”

As in Searcy, his troubles also caused trouble with his wife.

“They never had any cross words,” Ruth said. “He called her ‘sweetheart’ and ‘sugar’.

“She brooded over trouble,” Ruth said. “She was proud and reserved in disposition. She lost 25 pounds worrying over some trouble in Searcy. She had chronic sick headaches. She worried night and day over the church trial.”

One day when she was too ill to get out of bed, she told Ruth, “They’re persecuting my husband. It’s killing me. You promise me you’ll take care of him if anything happens.”

“You’re just worried too much,” Ruth told her. “I think you’re just having a nervous breakdown.”

“Yes,” Fannie said. “I guess that’s it.”
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The trouble in the Berrie marriage was compounded by the constant presence of the pastor’s secretary, Ida Bess Bright, an attractive 17-year-old high school student who was a Sunday school teacher when the Berries came to Cumberland Presbyterian.

“Ida Bess started working for me about November, 1930,” Berrie explained. “She was in our home a great deal and Mrs. Berrie was very fond of her. She realized our relationship was that of pastor and secretary and was not critical until my trouble at the church was driving her crazy.

“Then she made two or three remarks to me to the effect that I was going to keep on having Ida Bess working there until somebody would start a scandal, like they did at Searcy, Ark. I replied to Mrs. Berrie that all the other members of the church had the same privilege of coming to the manse as Ida Bess. Then I dismissed the matter from my mind.”

Fannie persisted, but he refused to turn the girl away, telling his wife that if she wanted Ida Bess to stop coming to their house, she would have to tell the girl herself.

So she did. According to her daughter-in-law, Fannie called Ida Bess down to the manse and told her that she shouldn’t act so friendly with the pastor.

“You know what the neighbors will say,” she told the girl and began to go upstairs, turning her back on the girl and effectively putting an end to the meeting by snapping, “and I am tired of it.”

Just a few days after this incident, on March 20, 1932, while Berrie was under formal charges from his church and under investigation by the Cumberland Presbytery, his wife had a fatal attack.

She had gone to Sunday school that morning, but started suffering a headache. She was due to go to a temperance meeting that afternoon at the First Christian Church with some lady friends, so she took an aspirin capsule from her purse before she left.

Before the lecture was over, she went into convulsions. An ambulance took Mrs. Berrie back to the manse in great pain.

“She turned blue,” said her son, Iliff. “She had a spell before we got her off the ambulance cots. We took the rings from her hands, rubbed her and we thought for a moment she had gone.”

“You could have heard her screaming a block away,” said another witness. “She screamed all night in her agony and all the next forenoon, going into one convulsion after another, and in her lucid moments crying aloud to God to relieve her, crying ‘Have I been poisoned?’”

At times, she seemed to rave. “What on earth is the matter with me? Am I going mad?”

She was treated by three different physicians who gave her various hypodermics and other prescriptions. The first doctor appeared to be drunk, so when she did not get better after his injection, they called for another physician, who recommended that she be sent to the hospital. No one—not even the patient—wanted that, and declined his advice. The doctor excused himself from the case. 

Dr. W.S. Osgood, who made the first of five trips to the Berrie home late Sunday evening, gave her two different medicines, including an herbal remedy called passi-cola (primarily an extract of passion flower that contained, among other things, the herb ignatia which has trace amounts of strychnine). Dr. Osgood said she should dose on passi-kola every two hours.

Fannie was apprehensive as she lay in her bed and would be thrown into convulsions by the least noise or least touch, as when they tried to undress her. The creak of a stair, the whistling of a train, the touch of her grandchild also set her off. She was conscious during and between her convulsions, but her pupils were dilated.

Her dear friend Mrs. Hensley, who attended the lecture with Fannie and stayed by her side to the end, said that just before she died, Fannie said to her husband, “Sweetheart, I’m going. Be true to me and keep good care of the children.”

While friends and family flocked to her bedside, the Rev. Berrie’s behavior raised a few eyebrows—especially his familiar rapport with his secretary, who was present throughout the 30-hour vigil. At one point, Berrie gave Ida Bess some forms to fill out regarding his wife’s life insurance policy, an instruction that many of Fannie’s relatives felt was in poor taste.
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