
It fo
u
n
d
 a sig

n
ifican

t lik
elih

o
o
d
 

th
at M

r. R
ay

 an
d

 h
is relativ

es b
e-

lieved that a S
t. L

ouis-area conspir-
acy of virulent segregationists w

ould 
p
ay

 h
an

d
so

m
ely

 fo
r D

r. K
in

g
's 

d
eath

, an
d
 it stressed

 th
at "R

ay
's 

persistent refusals to identify his co-
conspirators in the years follow

ing 
the assassination w

ould be m
ost eas-

ily understood if his evidence im
pli-

cated fam
ily m

em
bers." 

J
am

es E
arl R

ay does not need a 
trial to choose to tell the full 
truth about the killing of D

r. 
K

in
g
. B

u
t d

o
n
't h

o
ld

 y
o
u
r 

b
reath

; 2
9

 y
ears o

f h
isto

ry
 

show
s there's no reason to be-

lieve M
r. R

ay w
ill ever betray 

his confederates. 
T

ragically, the only betrayal here 
involves D

r. K
ing's ow

n legacy. F
or 

D
exter K

ing to call M
r. R

ay innocent 
is to deny w

hat w
hite terrorists have 

d
o

n
e to

 b
lack

 A
m

erica fo
r d

ecad
e 

after decade. D
exter K

ing m
ay have 

shaken Jam
es E

arl R
ay's hand, but 

he cannot erase the aw
ful record of 

w
h

a
t M

r. R
a
y

 a
n

d
 h

is a
llie

s 
w

rought. 	
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T
he A

ssassin's N
am

e Is Jam
es E

arl R
ay 

B
y D

avid J. G
arrow

 

A
TLA

N
TA

 
w

enty-nine years after 
J
a
m

e
s
 E

a
rl R

a
y

 
k
illed

 th
e R

ev
. D

r. 
M

artin
 L

u
th

er K
in

g
 

Jr., D
r. K

in
g

's so
n

 
D

ex
ter h

as sh
ak

en
 

M
r. R

ay's very hand, looked him
 in 

the eye and declared his belief, w
hich 

h
e asserted

 is sh
ared

 b
y

 th
e K

in
g

 
fam

ily, that Jam
es E

arl R
ay is inno-

cent of any involvem
ent in the assas-

sination. 
S

urreal —
 as w

ell as sad —
 hardly 

ev
en

 b
eg

in
s to

 d
escrib

e th
is scen

e 
last w

eek at the state prison in N
ash-

v
ille w

h
ere M

r. R
ay

 is serv
in

g
 h

is 
sentence. D

exter S
cott K

ing's con-
duct is so m

isinform
ed and irrespon-

sib
le th

at it th
reaten

s to
 b

etray
 h

is 
father's legacy. 

F
o

r m
an

y
 A

m
erican

s, in
clu

d
in

g
 

m
ost of D

r. K
ing's form

er aides, any 
crim

e as h
u
g
e as M

artin
 L

u
th

er 
K

ing's assassination m
ust have its 

roots in som
e large, perhaps official, 

conspiracy. U
nfortunately, an A

m
er-

ican
 taste fo

r co
n
sp

iracy
 th

eo
ries 

allow
s even outlandish tales of A

rm
y 

intelligence and M
afia collaboration 

to gain a public airing: 
In this case, how

ever, the bizarre 
su

g
g
estio

n
s are all w

ro
n
g
. Jam

es 
E

arl R
ay

 m
u
rd

ered
 M

artin
 L

u
th

er 
K

ing because of intense racial hatred 
and an expectation of cash rew

ards 

D
avid J. 

G
arrow

, 
a professor 

at 
E

m
ory U

niversity L
aw

 School, is the 
author of 

"T
h
e F

.B
.I. a

n
d
 M

a
rtin

 
L

u
th

er K
in

g
 Jr." a

n
d
 "B

ea
rin

g
 th

e 
C

ross," a P
ulitzer P

rize-w
inning bi-

ography of D
r. K

ing. 

from
 segregationists. 

T
he evidence of his guilt com

es in 
three pieces: his conduct before the V

 
killing, his actions on A

pril 4, 1968,V
 

the day of the killing, and his behav-
lor from

 that tim
e to the present day. 

T
ak

en
 to

g
eth

er, th
e ev

id
en

ce is so
 

overw
helm

ing as to be beyond any 
reasonable doubt. 

In the days before A
pril 4, M

r. R
ay, 

w
h
o
 h

ad
 escap

ed
 fro

m
 a M

isso
u
ri 

H
as K

ing's fam
ily 

fallen victim
 to 

disinform
ation? 

prison, stalked D
r. K

ing from
 city to 

city across the D
eep S

outh. In B
ir-

m
ingham

, A
la., using an alias, M

r. 
R

ay purchased the .30-06 R
em

ington -• 
"G

am
em

aster" rifle he later aban-
doned near the scene of the killing. 

A
fter follow

ing D
r. K

ing to M
em

-
phis, M

r. R
ay used a different alias 

to rent a bedroom
 in a flophouse w

ith 
a view

 of the m
otel w

hich that m
orn-

ing's new
spaper had identified as D

r. 
K

ing's lodging. A
t 6:01 P

.M
., from

 a 
perch in the adjoining bathroom

 w
in-

d
o

w
, M

r. R
ay

 fired
 th

e o
n

e fatal 
bullet that struck D

r. K
ing in the jaw

 
a
n

d
 th

e
n
 in

 th
e
 n

e
c
k
. M

r. R
a
y
 

d
ro

p
p

ed
 h

is rifle, alo
n

g
 w

ith
 th

e 
m

o
rn

in
g
 p

ap
er an

d
 sev

eral o
th

er 
identifying item

s, in a neighboring it 
doorw

ay before fleeing in his car. 
T

h
e rifle an

d
 th

e p
ap

er h
ad

 h
is ✓

 
fingerprints on them

. (N
ew

 claim
s 

that M
r. R

ay's rifle did not fire the  

fatal bullet obscure the fact that no V
 theory then im

agined. T
he com

m
it-

technology can conclusively link such tee's conclusion: "Jam
es E

arl R
ay 

a heavily dam
aged bullet to one rifle.) w

as the assassin of D
r. K

ing." 
A

fter driving to A
tlanta, M

r. R
ay took 	

B
u

t th
e p

an
el fu

rth
er co

n
clu

d
ed

 
a bus to C

anada and flew
 to E

urope. that M
r. R

ay the triggerm
an alm

ost 
H

is goal w
as safe haven in then w

hite- certainly acted on behalf of a larger 
ruled R

hodesia, but he w
as later ar-  co

n
sp

iracy
 o

f race-h
aters w

h
o

 m
o

st 
rested at H

eathrow
 A

irport in B
ritain. likely included at least one or m

ore 
O

n M
arch 10, 1969, M

r. R
ay plead-  o

f h
is relativ

es. E
x
ten

siv
e ev

id
en

ce 
ed

 g
u

ilty
 to

 D
r. K

in
g

's m
u

rd
er in

 in
 th

e co
m

m
ittee rep

o
rt d

o
cu

m
en

ted
 

exchange for a sentence of life im
-  M

r. R
ay's repeated contacts w

ith his 
p

riso
n

m
en

t. H
is co

u
n

sel, th
e w

ell- b
ro

th
ers Jerry

 an
d

 Jack
 b

efo
re D

r 
know

n crim
inal defense law

yer P
er-  K

in
g

's k
illin

g
, an

d
 d

ism
issed

 .his 
cy

 F
o

rein
an

, h
ad

 M
r. R

ay
 sig

n
 each

 claim
s to

 th
e co

n
trary

 as "ch
arac-

page of the letter in w
hich M

r. F
ore- teristic of the evasive and illogical 

m
an recom

m
ended the plea: "In m

y / nature of m
uch of his testim

ony be-
o

p
in

io
n

," it said
, "th

ere is a little fo
re th

e co
m

m
ittee." 

m
o
re th

an
 a 9

9
 p

ercen
t ch

an
ce o

f 
your receiving a death penalty ver-
dict if your case goes to trial." 

T
o

 m
ak

e su
re M

r. R
ay

 h
ad

 n
o

t 
been railroaded, Judge P

reston B
at-

tle questioned the defendant careful-
ly and repeatedly about the truthful-
ness and voluntary nature of his.plea, 

"H
as any pressure of any kind of 

anyone in any w
ay been used on you 

toget you to plead guilty?" the judge 
asked. 

"N
o, no one in any w

ay," M
r. R

ay 
responded. 

T
h

ree d
ay

s later,. M
r. R

ay
 p

eti-
tioned to w

ithdraw
 his guilty plea on 

the ground that he had been under 
d
u
ress fro

m
, am

o
n
g
 o

th
ers, M

r. 
F

o
rem

an
. B

u
t T

en
n

essee co
u

rts 
found no truth to his claim

, and re-
p
eated

 rev
iew

s b
y
 F

ed
eral co

u
rts 

reach
ed

 th
e sam

e co
n

clu
sio

n
: M

r. 
R

ay
's ad

m
issio

n
 o

f g
u

ilt h
ad

 b
een

 
know

ing and utterly uncoerced. 
In 1978, the H

ouse Select C
om

m
it-

tee on A
ssassinations conducted a 

painstakingly thorough review
 of all 

aspects of D
r. K

ing's assassination, 
including the F

.B
.I.'s earlier harass-

m
ent of him

 and every conspiracy 


