C R O S S R O A D S   R E P O R T
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Longtime Robertson County residents over 50 years old likely recall the day the Sugarland Express stopped at a farmhouse between Hearne & Wheelock.  Many local residents younger than fifty or newcomers may not even know about the connection with Robertson County.

The 1974 movie “Sugarland Express” was director Steven Spielberg’s theatrical feature film debut.  A year later, Spielberg became a household name with the release of “Jaws.”

Spielberg’s first Universal Pictures’ film was based on a true story about a husband & wife trying to outrun the law & a mother trying to claim custody of her children.  Movie posters proclaimed:  “A Girl With A Great Following,” “Every Cop In The State Was After Her,” & “Everybody Else Was Behind Her.”

The saga began in the wee hours of Friday, May 2, 1969, when authorities started chasing a speeding 1963 sports car in Port Arthur.  In Winnie (25 miles to the southwest), the car was abandoned under police gunfire.  

While authorities searched some woods, Robert Samuel Dent, 22, & his wife of less than a year, Ila Faye Dent, 21, commandeered a DPS state trooper, Kenneth Crone, 27, & his car.  Holding the kidnapped & handcuffed trooper at gunpoint & threatening to kill him, the couple took Crone & law enforcement authorities on a 300-mile O. J. Simpson-style chase from outside Port Arthur, through downtown Houston, up to Navasota, through Bryan, & then to the farmhouse outside of Hearne.

Chase speeds ranged from 40 to 95 mph.  The Dents & their captive stopped several times for gasoline & food.  More than 150 vehicles were sometimes involved, including DPS, local police, television crews, radio & newspaper reporters, interested bystanders in vehicles & along the route.  

 Robert Dent had helped seal his own fate when he told a DPS trooper over the radio in Crone’s stolen cruiser where he & his wife were going.  While Dent listened to one police frequency, pursuing law enforcement authorities used another.

Ila Faye Dent feared losing custody (of her two children from a previous marriage) to her mother, Mrs. Wilmer Holliday.  Husband Robert had never met his step children.  Hours before the couple & their captive state trooper arrived, Ila Faye’s mother & children had been spirited away to Franklin.

FBI agent Bob Wiatt, Robertson County Sheriff E. P. “Sonny” Elliott, & Hearne Police Chief R. L. Perkins had been dropped off at the clapboard house several hours before the entourage arrived.  They were waiting inside.  Brazos County Sheriff J. W. Hamilton & Texas Ranger O. L. Luther were hiding in the woods outside the house.

According to Wiatt, “We knew they were close because we could see a dust cloud from the cars coming down the road & could hear the helicopters approaching us.”

With a gun in his back, Crone led the way into the house.  When he came through the front door, Officer Crone was startled to see the lawmen waiting inside.  
As Crone got out of the way, both Elliott & Wiatt fired.  Sheriff Elliott hit Robert Dent with a 12-gauge shotgun blast to the face & neck.  A later autopsy revealed that Dent’s fatal shot to the neck was delivered by FBI agent Wiatt’s .38 caliber pistol.  Dent fell backwards out the door towards his approaching wife.

Ila Faye, who had a pistol in her hand, was tackled & captured.  

The Hillier ambulance dispatched from Bryan got lost & arrived an hour late.  Dent was still alive.  He lay mortally wounded, coughing up blood.  Dent died about an hour after arriving at St. Joseph’s Hospital.

Ila Faye was sentenced to five years in prison but got out in five months to take care of her mother & children.  She died in 1992.

Wiatt, now in his eighties, recalls the crisp Spring day’s events like they happened yesterday.

“The movie,” he says, “was not accurate. It makes Robert & Ila Faye Dent look like heroes & law enforcement officers look like villains.”

“They named it ‘Sugarland Express’ since Robert Dent had been paroled a year earlier from a state prison in Sugar Land on burglary convictions & parole violations.  This thing started in Winnie & ended outside of Hearne.  It had nothing to do with Sugar Land,” Wiatt added.

Sugar Land (the city) is two words, not one (like the movie).
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