
King's Convicted Assassin Dies 
Claims of Innocence Were Gathering Newfound Support 
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James Earl Ray, the convicted 
killer of the Rev. Martin Luther King 
Jr., died yesterday, almost exactly 
three decades after the assassination 
and just as his latest claims of inno-
cence were drawing new support 
from the slain civil rights leader's 
family andaewaffention from federal 
officials • • - 

,.-Ray, 70, had been gravely ill for 
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disease and had long been confined 
to a hospital in Nashville. Iewas from 
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Just thiS month, in an unusual 
meeting with Attorney General Janet 
Reno, King's widow, Loretta Scott 
King, urged the Justice Department 
• to investigate what she termed "new 
evidence" that supports some of 
Ray's claims. The session repre-
sented the most serious interest that 
Washington has shown in looking 
anew into King's murder since the 
1970s, when a congressional inquiry 
concluded that Ray had shot King as 
he stood on the balcony of a Mem-
phis hotel in April 1968 but left open 
the possibility that he had assistance. 

In a statement from Atlanta yester-
day, the King family said it was 
"deeply saddened" by Ray's death, 
reasserted his innocence and vowed 
to press for a new federal investiga-
tion into whether Ray was set up as a 
patsy in the murder. The Justice 
Department said yesterday that it 
was reviewing that request_ 

it is regrettable that Mr. Ray was 
denied his day in court, but the 
American people have a right to the 
truth about this tragedy," the state-
ment from the King family said. 

But in Tennessee, prosecutors 
called Ray's death yesterday a "fitting 
end" to a case that has consigned 
their attention repeatedly for the past 
30 years. State officials recently con- 

ries',  on the . Inurd0r, and why his 	''with 	divas, :Would he get 
,fingerprints:iliere .found on the rifle coniah4: :itie'eend of his firee. 
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one point Ray accused members of no.. 
King's inner circle of hatching the 
assassination plot. He also has 
claimed he was framed by a mysteri-
ous gunrunner he knew only as 
"Raoul." 

From his jail cell, Ray also wrote 
two books on the subject, and his 
various lawyers have written at least 
three books on purported plots to kill 
King. But through the years, Ray has 
repeatedly altered key details of the 
alleged conspiracy. 

The latest round of controversy 
over King's murder began last year 
when the civil rights leader's son, 
Dexter King, asserted for the first 
time publicly that he believed Ray 
was innocent and that the assassina-
tion may have been part of a govern-
ment plot.  

Shortly before heanacle that star-
tling statement, Dexter King had 
visited the ailing Ray in prison in 
Nashville and also met with his 
attorney, William Pepper. In court 
papers and in a book called "Orders 
to Kill," Pepper has . claimed that 
King's murder was the culmination 
of a plot involving the...  FBI, the CIA 
and the Memphis police department. 

Over the years, other civil rights 
leaders and King associates have 

Staff writer Michael Fletcher 
contributed to this report. 
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In March 1997, Dexter King, right, son of the slain civil rights leader, met with convict lames Earl Ray in Nashville. 



Jan
ies E

arl R
ay:, 70, a career. 

petty 
petty crim

inal w
ho w

as the convict-
ed

 k
iller of legen

d
ary civil righ

ii 
leader M

artin L
uther K

ing Jr., diedt 
of liver failure A

pril23 at C
olum

bia 
N

ashville .. #
474orial 	

, in 

H
e w

as serving : a 99-year prison 
sentence for the 1968 slaying, after 
pleading guilty in M

arch 1969 and 
avoiding a possible death sentence. 
M

r. R
ay, w

ho had been A
l and out of . 

hospitals since 1998 for treatm
ent 

for liver disease, later recanted his 
confession, saying he w

as coerced 
into pleading guilty. 

K
ing w

as killed by a sniper A
pril 

4
, 1

9
6
8
, w

h
ile sta

n
d

in
g
 o

n
 th

e 
b

alcon
y of th

e L
d

rrain
e M

otel in
 

M
em

p
h

is. T
h

e civil righ
ts lead

er 
an

d
 n

oted
 p

reach
er h

ad
 gon

e to 
M

em
p

h
is to len

d
 h

is su
p

p
ort to 

striking sanitation w
orkers. 

T
h

e ech
oes of th

at rifle sh
ot 

ign
ited

 riotin
g in

 m
ore th

an
 100 

cities, including W
ashington, and 

seem
ed

 to d
im

 th
e sp

irit of th
e 

en
tire cou

n
try, w

h
ere K

in
g h

ad
 

becom
e a leading civil rights figure 

by w
inning stunning victories for 

racial ju
stice th

rou
gh

 m
ilitan

tly 
nonviolent m

eans. 
O

nly w
eeks later, Sen. R

obert F
. 

K
ennedy (D

-N
.Y

.), brother of the 
slain president, w

as gunned dow
n 

in
 th

e m
id

st of celeb
ratin

g h
is 

victory in the C
alifornia D

em
ocrat-

ic presidential prim
ary. T

o m
any, 

th
e tw

o 1968 slayin
gs m

ark
ed

 a 
w

atershed in U
.S. history. 

M
r. R

ay w
as an escaped convict 

w
ith a lifelong list of crim

es and a 
d

istin
ct p

en
ch

a
n

t fo
r g

ettin
g
 

caught. H
e quickly becam

e a sus-
pect in K

ing's slaying after the gun 
w

as traced to him
 and his finger- 

1
7
; 
	

UPI PHO
TO

 

JA
M

E
S

 E
A

R
L R

A
Y

 

. . . pleaded guilty, then recanted 

p
rin

ts w
ere fou

n
d

 in
 th

e room
 

w
h

ere th
e sh

ots w
ere fired

. T
h

e 
room

, in
 a ch

eap
 room

in
g h

ou
se 

across from
 K

ing's m
otel, w

as reg-
istered to M

r. R
ay. 

M
r. R

ay m
an

aged
 to lead

 au
-

thorities on a 25,000-m
ile chase. H

e 
d

rove ou
t of M

em
p

h
is th

rou
gh

 
police roadblocks; took a bus from

 
A

tlanta to C
anada, w

here he got 
false identification papers; then fled 
to B

ritain
, P

ortu
gal an

d
 b

ack
 to 

B
ritain

. H
e w

as ap
p

reh
en

d
ed

 at 
L

on
d

on
's H

eath
row

 A
irp

ort on
 

June 8, 1968, tw
o m

onths after the 
d

eath
 of K

in
g an

d
 on

 th
e d

ay of 
K

ennedy's funeral. 
H

e eventually w
aived extradition 

and returned to the U
nited States. 

H
e fired his first attorney the day 

before his trial w
as to begin and 

instead hired P
ercy F

orem
an, the 

noted T
exas trial law

yer. 

- 	
ri 	

d
 	

•
 -

 -
 

B
y R

IC
H

A
R

D
 P

E
A

R
SO

N
 

tr
'' 

f
"

a-o
 

 

W
ashington P

ost S
ta

ff W
itte

r 

Jam
es-  Earl 
	K

iller of K
ing, 	

at 
- 	

. 	
- 	

- 	
, 

F
orem

an perSuaded 	
R

ay to 
four children, m

et M
r. R

ay in 1997 tiarY
 in Jefferson C

ity. H
ii odY

sseY
, 

plead guilty to the shooting, saying • and said he w
as convinced that M

r 	
as it w

ag later reconstructed,' ,in- 

th
at th

e evid
en

ce w
as overw

h
elm

- R
ay d

id
 n

ot k
ill h

is fath
er. O

th
er elu

d
ed

 C
h

iC
ago,.'w

h
erri• h

e 'iork
ed

 

ing and that the m
edia had already 1- doubters ,included the R

ey. Joseph as a busbpy; B
irm

ingham
, vi,T

here be 

con
victed

 h
im

. A
 trial cou

ld
 w

ell E
 L

cn
i:rery4.1i.; a fou

n
d

er_ of ;th
e—

:.-':obteitied allriyees 	
thok. 

end 'w
ith': a: death sentence, but *a K

ing-led Southern C
hristian L

;itcli: darkinkleSsO
ii:s; arid'V

og A
ngeles, 

gu
ilty p

lea w
ou

ld
 resu

lt in
 a life ersh

ip-  C
on

feren
ce; w

h
o said

.  h
e w

h
ere h

e-  took m
ore-  dancing les- 

sentence. 
...rff 

•
 •

 	
never believed M

r. R
ay, w

as sm
art :sonslithdied bartending, had plas.: 

M
r. R

ay p
lead

ed
 gu

ilty to m
u

r- en
ou

gh
 tom

aS
term

in: d
 th

e 	
O

lt • tic su
rgery' d

on
e on

 h
is n

ose an
d

 

d
er; got a 99-yeir p

rison
 sen

ten
ce n

ation
.' 1, 	

.12 	
r 	

underw
ent hypnosis:-  

and, thiee'doiA
later, tried to recant 	

R
ai,  

his story. H
e 'alsh began a tortured and W

as a high'iC
hool rirO

pO
tit H

e A
tlanfa'and' C

anada.; ;w
h

ere ; 	
•• 

an
d

 d
istu

rb
ed

 d
ecad

es-lon
g p

rison
 rob

b
ed

 gas station
s an

d
 stores,. claim

ed
 h

e .took
 p

art in
 sm

u
gglin

g 

incarceration. - 	
an 

served
 p

rison
 sen

ten
ces in

 Illin
ois op

eration
s m

asterm
in

d
ed

 b
y a 

O
ver the years, he w

as attacked and nearby M
issouri and received a "blond L

atin" nam
ed R

aoul. In late 

several tim
es b

y fellow
 in

m
ates, su

sp
en

d
ed

 sen
ten

ce in
 L

os A
n

geles. M
arch

 1968, M
r. R

ay w
as b

ack
 in

 

once receiving 22 stab w
ounds. 	

O
ver the years, those w

ho knew
 B

irm
ingham

 and bought tw
o rifles 

O
nce, he escaped from

 B
ushy him

 painted a portrait of an alm
ost at a m

arine supply store. T
he second 

M
ou

n
tain

 P
rison

 in
 T

en
n

essee, com
ically in

ep
t crim

in
al w

h
o, w

h
en

 gu
n

 w
as th

e d
eer rifle b

elieved
 to 

elu
d

in
g au

th
orities for 54 h

ou
rs im

p
rison

ed
, sp

en
t h

is tim
e p

lan
n

in
g h

ave b
een

 u
sed

 to slay K
in

g. M
r. 

before being recaptured in another great escapes. . . •
 	

R
ay had been serving his sentence at 

on
e of th

e greatest m
an

h
u

n
ts in

 , H
is first ,erim

in
al'fatIn

ie.  w
a
s in

 
R

iverbend M
axim

um
 Security P

ris- 

m
od

em
 m

em
ory. ' ' 	

• • 	
1949, w

hen' his holduP
 otifeabdriv- on in N

ashville•w
hen he, entered the 

M
r. R

ay constantly changed his er ended ingloriously after' he w
as hospital in 1996 w

ith liver ailm
ents. 

story ab
ou

t th
e assassin

ation
, at ch

ased
 an

d
 fell th

rou
gh

 a b
asem

en
t 	

O
n

 D
ec. '24, 1996, h

is b
roth

er, 

tim
es saying that he w

as p
art of a w

in
d

ow
. T

h
e secon

d
 m

ay h
ave Jerry, told

 rep
orters: "

I'm
 n

ot goin
g 

con
sp

iracy an
d

 oth
er tim

es sayin
g b

een
 in

 1950, w
h

en
 h

e received
 a to sit h

ere an
d

 say Jam
es is an

 

he acted alone. B
y 1974, at his first 90-day jail sentence for stealing a angel, because he's been in trouble._ 

p
arole h

earin
g, h

e said
 h

e h
ad

 n
ot typ

ew
riter. 	

T
he fam

ily still supports him
. T

he 

killed K
ing at all. H

e did not w
in 	

L
ater b

ru
sh

es w
ith

 th
e law

 in
- fam

ily k
n

ow
s h

e's in
n

ocen
t? 

parole. 	
eluded an incident in w

hich he leapt 	
T

h
e b

roth
er also d

ep
lored

 th
e 

M
an

y of th
ose su

p
p

ortin
g M

r. in
to a p

olice car, th
in

k
in

g it w
as a ju

stice of M
r. R

ay d
yin

g of cirrh
osis 

R
ay's calls for n

ew
 trials or in

vesti- taxi, to escap
e a crim

e scen
e. A

n
- of th

e liver, as h
e su

p
p

osed
ly h

ad
 

gation
s w

ere p
eop

le w
h

o really d
id

 oth
er tim

e, w
h

ile rob
b

in
g a d

ry- n
ever d

ru
n

k
 alcoh

ol or sm
ok

ed
- 

not like M
r. R

ay. C
ivil rights lead- cleaning establishm

ent, he fled the 

ers, jou
rn

alists an
d

 con
gression

al store after d
rop

p
in

g h
is w

allet on
 

in
vestigators q

u
estion

ed
 w

h
eth

er th
e floor an

d
 severely cu

ttin
g h

im
-

an
 in

ep
t p

etty crim
in

al cou
ld

 h
ave self on

 th
e glass h

e h
ad

 b
rok

en
 to 

m
asterm

inded the shooting of K
ing enter the building. 

or the subsequent chase that ended 	
H

is early prison escape attem
pts 

in E
urope. K

ing's killing eventually also w
ere unsuccessful. H

e m
ade 

took on the air of a possible conspir- several attem
pts, once m

anaging to 

acy, m
uch as did the assassination nearly suffocate him

self in a heating 

of P
resident John F

. K
ennedy. 	

vent and another tim
e receiving a 

A
m

on
g th

ose w
ith

 d
ou

b
ts ab

ou
t seriou

s in
ju

ry w
h

en
 h

e fell on
 h

is 

M
r. R

ay and the shooting w
ere the head after clim

bing halfw
ay up a 

K
ing fam

ily. K
ing's w

idow
, C

oretta prison w
all on a m

akeshift ladder. 

Scott K
ing, recently called for a new

 	
B

ut, in A
pril 1967, he escaped 

trial. D
exter K

ing, one of the K
ings' from

 the M
issouri State P

eniten- 


