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FROM DAN RATHER'S ‘THE CAMERA NEVER BLINKS'

The FBI 'tape’ on Martin Luther King
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Maybe—Dan Rather thinks now—he should have followed up on
that story of the “bedroom” tupes on Martin Liuther King. But he
found the idea of taping, and the tape ltwelf, 5o repulsive, he couldn’s

even bring himselt to lsten to it all
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FHERE WAS ONLY ONE

white face In the room ann
it was mine. The time, the sum-
mer of 1842, I had wallied intn
8 privats home In Albany, Geor-
gia, datermined to mee! the man
wha had shaken America's con-
cept of Itsalf as u fair and benav.
olent society: the Reverend
Martin Luther King Jr.

The civil rights movemant kad
begun Alabama in the Jate
1850s, King had angered many
whites, and disconcertad others,
with his talk of squality now and
passive resistance, But they did
not mark nim ss dangerous until
he lad his followers into tha
streeis. This country will tolerate
almost anything as long as you
don't blosk traffic

That day in Albany the scena
was chaotic, telephones ringing,
somedns trying to arrange bail
lor an undetermined number af
people, someone else attampting
0 work out a statement with a
spokesman for the police ohief
sbout what would happen the
next day. I coulda't see Dr. King
through the layers of peopie
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around L
1 recognized Andrew

Finally
Young, talking with a baby-faced
young black whose name, I learned
iater, was Julian Bond. I tried to
introduce myssif to Young., Ha
didn't even turn his head. T way
Just another reporter. I finally
reached out and grabbed his shirt
sleeve and sald, “Hey, I want
you to listen to mwe for fiftesn
seconds. That got his attention.

Meets King

"I want to msst Dr. King”
gald. “My nams is Rather. With
CB3. I'm golng to he hers for
however long it takes to cover
this story and I'm not about to
begin my work without knowing
one of the prinvipal figures. And
I'd like your halp."

He studied me. "Okiy," Young
said, “I heard you out Right?
And I can tell you, it isn't going
to happen.”

I walted & moment, then sald,
“Now let me tell ynu. I don't
want any trouble. But I am
Ing to maet him. What I'd really
like to do is meet him under the
best circumstances. But if you
inslst, T'll maks my own arrange-
ments.”

Young cocked his head. He
walked away from me, and In u
moment he was back with Dr.
King. To my surpriss King sesmed
genuinely Intersstsd when wa
wern introduced. IX was more
than, heilo, how are you, glad to
Sea you here. He said, “Lat'z sit
down and talk for a moment.”

We fotind a couch and sat down.
My tirst Impression was that in
the midst of all the disorder Dr,
King was sesurs within himself,
under control. He had his own
Lhoughts together, know what he
was doing, He often talked, as I
got to know him, about a quality
he called “pesce st the centsr,”
He had it. If you had walked Inta
that room, that day, and looked
&t him, you would have thought
this was tha only man in that
house, maybe In the entire coun-
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try, who had n sanse of peace.
1 Inter came to feal that this image
was studied on his part. I think
he knew the value of projecting
an aura of calm.

Ha had another capacity that
Inpressed me. He listened. Later,
T would sée him in a erowd with
a hundred or more people milling
mround, tugging, trying to shaks
his ‘hand, get his ear, all talidng
at once. If he and I were talking
even for only a few seconds. I
knew I had his full attention. .

It 1a poasible, of course, that T
am making hls courtesy sesm
more than it was. Maybe he just
wanted to get out of the middie
of the maelstrom. But T found
Dr, King asking three questions
to evary ona of mine. He asked
whare T was from, how long T had
been in television, how I happaned
to be assigned to Albany,

I tola him I was relleving
someone else. Then the next qurs-
tion seemed to pop out of no-
where. He asked me what denom-
Ination T was. Not what religion.
He took it for granted I was a
Christian. T sald, “Lutheran T
was raised a Baptist but my wife
converted me."”

. He chuckled a littls and said,
“That’s the usual way, Women
convert men, rather than ihe
other way around*

All  the while Dr. King pald
attentlon. ‘His eyes wers not flit-
ting around the room. His mind,
i3 far as T eould tell, was not on
something eise. He wasn't just
golng through the motions, Soan
one of his aldes appeared and Dr.
King wtood and sald, very formal-
Iy, “I'm sorry, but T have to go
now, Mr, Rather”

Our contacts woud become less
eeremonious over the vears. But
though 1 Interviewed him several
times that summer, in Albany, T
was never able to talk to Dr. King
2lone,

In view of the disciosures that
peited the news throoghout 1975
1076, many of Dr. King's suspi-
cions of the FBI evidently were
justified. Tt would be difficult,
I think, to ovarstate his suspiclons.
As for the now infamous “bed-
room” tapes that purport to ex-
pose Dr. King in a series of — in
the Victorian term — compromis-
ing positions, I heard the first of
them (n 1984. T doubted their pu-
thenticity then and still do.

The fact Is, I know nothing of
Dr. King's sex life, didn't want to
know then and don't want to know
now. The subject is not one I
have any taste for, and I consider
the tapas largely ths product of
J. Edgar Hoover's warped fealings
about Dr. King.

1 happeried to hear another re-
porter talking one day about “the
tape.” I sald that T had naver heard
of Its existence and that nothing
in my experiente, my contasts
with ‘King, wouid lead me to be-
lieve that such activities could
heve happaned. This reporter, safe
to say, was not an admirer of
King. He was pleased to aceept
anything about him that was de-
rogatory.

I was nol exactly rising to the
defense of King, I simply said,

“Lat's-not=talk- from—smotiom. -

Andrew Young (foreground, right
photo) and Martin Luther King Jr.
marching in Salma, Ala, in 1965,
Above, MHoover two ysars later n
routs to testify on civil disorders
befors a prasidential commission.

Let's talic about facta” T said
flatly that T did not belisve the
tape existed

The next day he brought a copy
around and with somae ‘ glesful-
ness played it. T asked where the
tape came from, and he said fram
another reporter, and that report-
er had gotten It from another,
About a third of the way through
T just said, "Bhut it off."

The tape was so completely re-
pulsive that T eould tolerate no
mors, and I'm not being pious.
T will say this. I fault myself for
not following up on what was a
valid story — true or not. The
source should have been
It developed, at tha least, that the
FBI distributed and may even
have manufactured the tape.

I don't know that the tape was
a fake But it would have bewn
#asy enough to do; certainly, It
you wanted to discredit someons
as badly as Hoover did Dr. King,
The sad fact is that, althongh
J. Edgar Hoover was a religinus
and a moral man, he had a meist

strain in his character, From the
outset Dr, King belleved himself
to be a target of the FBI. But he
did not have a deep-rooted dis-
trust of all whites, as soms of
those around him dld. He certain-
ly didl not fael hatred, Mors than
that, his basic philosophy was to
see each Individual as a human
being.

I.wag n the CBS studios in New
York on April 4, 1968, the night
the bulletin from Memphis hit the
wire that Martin Luther King had
been shot. T had long sinee left the
civil rights beat, had servad a turn
at the White House, mone aver-
sens, and oovared the war in Viet-
nam.

But I remembered Meémphis,

The instant someone tors the
copy off the wire and read the
paragraph out loud, I picked up
the phone and dialed from mem-
ory the police station in Memphis.
There wasn't time to look up the
number or go through an operator.
I harkened back to Dallas and
Kennady, The switchboard would
be jammed almost immenlately. T

. TOMORROW:

JFK and Dallas.

had to get and kesp an open line,
if 1 could,

A reportar half ran through tha
newsroom asking if anyons had
any sources. I shouted back, “T'm
on the line to the Mamphis nolics
now. The cop on the switchboard
knew nothiag. When [ said, “This
is Dan Rather, with CBS News, in
New Yark," he almost hung up on
me. Ha didn't want to be involved,
New York., CBS. Red flags every.
where,

Finaily he said, “I oan't keep
this line open. If you want to talk
to someone, tell ma now.'

Isaid, “Give me the police chisl,"”

“He's not here”

“Then give me homicide.”

The questions

What went through my mind
was this: If T could talk to some-
one who knew what had hap-
pened, I thought I could judgs
whether ha was telling me the
truth and how serious the situa-
tion was, The questions were lika
a stepladder. Was Dr. King seri-
ously wounded? If so, was he
critical? If critical was he now
dead? You ran it up just that
way. The police-beat experienca
came inta play automatically, like
2 computer tape activating,

I was switched to homicide, T
identified myself. The ecop at tha
other end sald, “There is not a
thing I can tell you”

L said, “T know that. But I oniy
want to know one thing. Is he
dead 7"

He repeated, “There’s not a
thing I ean tell you."

The second time he said that,

knew was dead. I asked
him to tranafer me to the chief's
office. A spokesman assizned to
handie calls from the press zot
on the line. I told him, “I know
Martin Luther King is dead and
I simply nesd to verify that fact.”

He said, “I'm not the ona to
verify "

T said, “In that case T must
#sk you to A

He said, very quickly, “I'm not
denying it."

“Then it Is true, T take it*

“¥You take it any way you want."

In the meantime I had obtained
the name of the hospital from tha
officer in homicide, and T had an-
other reporter contact the doo-
tors, Wa soon verified that King
was dead.

A bulletin

I walked over to Casey David-
son, who was helping superviss
the newsroom. [ said, “Casey,
here's the situation: King is dead,
but T don't think we ought to go
with that as step one. You hetter
prepare a bulletin though, hecause
I'm talling you he's dead”

He asked me how I knew, T
told him I had talked with two
people at the police station, no
denials, Another reporter had re-
ceived the same response from the
hospital. Casey started to turn
to someone to ask them to pre-
pare a standby bulletin—we had
writers on duty for that sort of
thing—but I said, “No, Tl write
one.” And I did, very straight.

We ware the first to confirm
on the air the death of the man
who had led the battle to win the
vightas promised his people 100
years before, He had died as
tnany, including Dr. King, had ex-
pected ha would.
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