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WASHINGTON — The world
waited expectantly for the cur-
tain to rise in Memphis when
James Earl Ray faced trial
March 10, 1969, in the slaying
of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther
King Jr.

| the murder details and more |
| importantly,

was a conspiracy;to cut down
the Negro leader with a single
.30 caliber rifle bullet 11
months earlier.

It learned no such thing.

Instead, the prosecution and-
-defense won Judge W. Preston

Battle’s approval for Ray ‘to
plead guilty in exchange for a
99-year prison term, The entire

whether there -

"trial,

w:th Ray, pointing out his
rights to a full trial, avenues of
appeal and that he was agree-
ing to a 99-year term. “Is this
what you want to do?” he
asked.

“Yes, I do,” said Ray.

By so pleading, the judge
warned, Ray was waiving for-
mal trial, a motion for a new

\

~ Ray plea foiled plot quiz

BATTLE reviewed the plea

courts. “Has anything besides
this sentence of 99 years in the -
Penitentiary been promised
you by anyone?”

“No, it has not,” rephed '
Ray.

“Has any pressure of any
kind by anyone in any ‘way
been used on you to get you to

BATTLE did not repeat the

It- would learn, it thought,
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‘proceeding took 144 minutes,

‘'plead guilty?” the judge con-

tinued.

“Now, what did ynu say?” :

asked Ray,

question, but put it differently .

“Are you pleading guilty . . .
because you killed Dr. Martin
‘Luther King . . . under

such eircumstances that it
‘would make your legally guilty ©

of murder in the first degree

under the law, as explained to

you by your lawyers?”

“YBS
said, a- three-word reply - call-
ing — in retrospect — for more

explanation, if not hinting at a.

story he held back.
Then the noted Percy Fore-
man, hired as Ray’s attorney

five months earlier, and Shelby |

County Atty. Gen. Phil M. Ca-
nale, the prosecutor, began ad-
dressing the jury before stat-
ing the case: There was no
evidence tying Ray to a con-
spiracy, they said,

* actor, who was supposed to re-
main passive, Startled every-

one. In the midst of a script’

" calling for-no “unseemly con-

.duct on your part” — as Fore-
man told Ray in a letter only a |

day earlier — he rose, and in
the next few moments possibly

““¢ame-closest to giving the na-
tion an opportunity to-explore
12 conspiracy theory.

SYour honor,” he began
tensely, “I would like to say
something.”

- AN I'lght,
" Battle.

agreed Judge

legally, yes,” Ray !

Battle

. Ray
T don’ want to change any-

thing. I have said I don’t want .

i+0 add anything onto it, either,
The only thing I have to say is
I don’t exactly accept the theo-

ries of Mr. Clark, .
“Who & Mr. CIark'?” asked"-
Foreman. - -
“Ramsey Clark,” replied_

‘Ray, referring to the U.S. at-

.torney general who has denied

any evidence'of a conspiracy.
1 “and Mr Hoover,” added Ray.
BUT THE drama’s central ||

_“MR. WHO?” asked Fore-
man. - ' _
“Mr. I, Edgar Hoover. The

only thing, I say I am not—I |
‘agree to all these stipulations. .

Iamnottrymgmchangeany-
thing. T just want to add some-
‘thing onto it,” continued Ray.

“You don’t agree with those

theories?”” the judge pursued.

“] meant Mr. Canale, Mr. |

Foreman, Mr. Ramsey Clark,
(another transcript shows Ray

| ‘Tespending “Mr. Canale’s, Mr. |
'J. “Edgar 'Hoo-.
ver’s.) I mean on the con-
| spiracy thing. I don’t want to’

Clark’s, Mr.

“add something onte it which I

| haven’t agreed to in the past.”

| FOREMAN then added: “I
‘think that what he is saying is
that he. doesn’t think that |
Ramsey Clark’s right or J. Ed-
gar Hoover is right. I didn’t

argue them as evidence in this’

itase. I simply stated that un-

derwriting and backing up the
 opinions of (Afty. Gen.) Ca-
male, that they had made the

same statement.

and appeals to hjgherj

Foreman

“You are not reqmred to
agree or withdraw or anything
‘else,” he told Ray.

. When Battle again asked
Ray if the answers to his. pre-
- viously ‘asked :questions would
‘be the: same, Ray said, “Yes,”
and the hearing resumed to its
pre-determined end — Ray in
prison by nightfall.

T WAS A curious episode
and John Siegenthaler, a for-
‘mer top aide to the late Atty.
Gen, Robert Kennedy, and now
editt}r of the Nashville Tennes-
' sean, commented peroeptwely
-on it in his “Quest for Jus-
‘tice,” an inquiry on whether
“the U.S. criniinal trial system
reaches the root of truth.

- He 'said: “Judge Battle

.prbhed no further, he searched

1o «deeper Jameés Earl Ray
tried to tell Battle in open
_court that while he was legally

gu:Ity of :murder as Foreman |

‘had explained the charge to

-him, he still ‘had been 1nv01ved'

in a conspiracy.

“Here was:a chance for the
court to delve into Ray’s
claims of conspiracy, an ‘op~
portunity to find out what, if
anything, Ray was keeping
secret. Here was a chance to

move'to put down all the ru- |~

mors-and reports and theories
about a conspiracy, which J.
Edgar Hoover, Ramsey Clark,
Phillip Canale, and most of all,
Percy Forema.n said never oc-
curred.

“But J udg'e Battle was inter-
ested in the narrow issue of le-

gal guilt .

 part of his opinion!
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he could have
then and there ordered Ray to
take the stand and tell what he
was talking about.

“He did not have the pre--

- sence ‘to suggest that the de-
' fendant, having waived his im-

munity by pleading’ guilty,

: mlght be called before a grand
- jury to see if others were, in
- fact, involved.

~“The admmlstratwn of jus-
tice succeeded in punishing a
guilty man, But it made no
pretense of initiating a search |
for truth or putting down what
very well may have been a lie
'by Ra}’ b

IT BECAME apparent at the
hearing’send that Judge
Battle, who was found dead of .
natural causes in his office 20°
days later, may have been un-

j-certain hiniself that justice

had been served.

' “How ‘about conspiracy and
the punishment of any co-con-
spirators?”” Battle asked, as
“It has
been established that the pros-
ecution at this timeis not in
possession of enough evidence
to indict anyone as a co-con-
spirator in this case. Of course
this is not conclusive evidence

“that there was no conspiracy.
" “However, if this defendant

was a member of a conspiracy
to.kill (Dr.- King) no member
of such conspiracy can ever |
live in peace or security, or lie
down to pleasant dreams, be-
cause in this state there is no
statute of limitation in cap:tal
cases such as this. . :

“Hamlet was _nght, wh_en he
said: ‘For murder, though it
have no tongue, will speak
with most miraculous or-
gan'! »

NEXT: The ‘Patsy’ theory.




