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“Few facts are more important to the future of our country and our understanding of the nature of our species than the identities and motives of the persons responsible for the assassinations of Martin Luther King, Jr, President John F. Kennedy, Robert F. Kennedy and Malcolm X. These deaths have affected more than mere events. They have torn our people between belief and disbelief. Conscious, persistent pursuit of the truth of these assassinations is essential to our character and faith.

“No one has done more than Dr William F. Pepper to keep alive the quest for the truth concerning the violent death of Martin Luther King who in courageous and important words once said ‘The greatest purveyor of violence on earth is my own government.’ In An Act of State, Bill Pepper argues that very government violence was turned on America’s greatest prophet of non-violent change.”

Ramsey Clark, 1 November 2002 (Ramsey Clark was appointed Assistant
Attorney General by John F. Kennedy in 1961 and was Attorney General under
Lyndon Johnson from 1967 to 1969, during which King was assassinated)

“Dr Pepper, a trusted associate of my father in the anti-war movement and a dedicated follower of his teaching, has conducted exhaustive research and shed new light on all of the critical questions including the extent of the involvement of government intelligence agencies, military units and organized crime in the assassination, the motives behind it, and the individuals who ordered and participated in it.”

Dexter King

“William Pepper’s book is by far the most thorough critique of the official story of the King assassination. The result of Pepper’s decades of determined investigative efforts, it should be carefully read by every serious student of King’s life and his tragic death.”

Professor Clayborne Carson, Director, Martin Luther King, Jr., Papers Project

“One juror, David Morphy, said after the trial, ‘We all thought it was a cut and dried case with the evidence that Mr Pepper brought to us … everyone from the CIA, military involvement, and Jowers was involved.”
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1

THE BEGINNING

In spring 1966, US carpet-bombing had systematically devastated ancient village-based rural culture in South Vietnam as napalm rained from the sky, slaughtering helpless peasants. As a freelance journalist, I had witnessed and chronicled these atrocities and in early 1967 opened my files to Dr Martin Luther King Jr, who had been awarded the Nobel Peace Prize two years earlier.

At this time when I discussed the effects of the war on the civilian population and the ancient village road culture of the Vietnamese people with Dr King, he was already inclined to formally announce his position on the war. He had previously voiced his growing concern about his country’s ever greater role in what appeared to be an internal struggle for control of the nation by a nationalist movement seeking to overcome an oligarchical regime in the south, which was previously beholden to western economic interests.

It occurs to me that he would likely react in much the same way today, opposing American, unilateral opposition to nationalist revolutionary movements around the world, which ostensibly is being mounted against terrorist organizations.

In the Museum of History in Hanoi is a plaque with the following words: “All men are created equal. They are endowed by their creator with certain inalienable rights; among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” It was with these words and pro-American spirit, which Ho-Chi Minh said he took from the Declaration of Independence of the United States of America, that he proclaimed the Democratic Republic of Vietnam on 2 September 1945.

It was not lost on Martin that Ho-Chi Minh’s reverence for Jefferson, Lincoln, and American democracy, as he idealized it, made him the legitimate father of a unified Vietnam. So, on April 4 1967, Martin declared his formal opposition to the increasing barbarities in Vietnam. By July 1967, against the disastrous backdrop of the Vietnam War, America began to burn not only through enemy attack but from racial tensions and riots sparked by mounting anger over living conditions at home.

At the Spring Mobilization anti-war demonstration in New York on April 15, before 250,000 cheering and chanting citizens, after I had advanced his name as an alternative presidential candidate to Lyndon Johnson, Dr King called on the government to “stop the bombing.”

He was emerging as a key figurehead in a powerful coalition of the growing peace and civil rights movements, which were to form the basis of the “new politics.” The National Conference for New Politics (NCNP) was established to catalyze people nationwide. I was asked to be its executive director. From this platform, Dr King planned to move into mainstream politics as a potential candidate on a presidential ticket with Dr Benjamin Spock in order to highlight the anti-poverty, anti-war agenda. He called for conscientious objection, political activity, and a revolution in values to shift American society from materialism to humanism. As a result, he came under increasing attack.

During the Second World War, Ho-Chi Minh parachuted, as part of an American OSS team, behind Japanese lines to supply his nationalist Vietminh forces. Only when America turned its back on his nationalist-anti-colonialist movement against the French, did he seek help elsewhere. Eventually, of course, the Americans, whom Ho-Chi Minh saw as being an anti-colonialist republic and very different from the Europeans, replaced the French, and mounted their own effort to control and rule Vietnam.

During the years of that futile and wasted effort which resulted in a humiliating defeat for the United States, it dispatched its greatest ever land army to Vietnam, dropped the greatest tonnage of bombs in the history of warfare, forced millions of people to leave their villages and homes and by accrual bombardment used chemical agents in a way which devastated and altered the exposed environmental and genetic structures, virtually petrifying some of the most beautiful and lush lands in the world. In excess of 1,300,000 people were killed (I estimated over a million by 1967) and many others were maimed for life; of these 58,022 were American.

By 1970, Vietnamese babies were being born without eyes, with deformed hearts and stumps instead of legs. Six pounds of toxic chemicals per head of population were dumped on the people of Vietnam. President Reagan referred to this as a “noble cause.”

Therefore, when in 1967 I confronted King with the devastating effects of napalm and white phosphorus bombing which had been unleashed on the young and the old of that ancient land, his prodigious conscience compelled him not only to formally announce his opposition to that war but to actively work and organize against it in every corner of America he visited.

There was great concern in the halls of power in America that this most honored of black Americans had decided to use the full force of his integrity, moral authority, and international prestige to challenge the might and moral bankruptcy of the American state, which he freely characterized as the “greatest purveyor of violence on earth.”

His formal announcement of opposition and condemnation of his government generated serious apprehension in the boardrooms of the select list of large American corporations which were receiving enormous profits from the conflict. These, of course, included the range of armament, aircraft, and chemical manufacturers as well as favored construction companies (like Texas and Lyndon Johnson’s own Brown and Root) which had multi-billion-dollar contracts, and the oil companies, again including those owned by Texans Johnson and Edgar Hoover’s friends, H. L. Hunt and Clint Murchison.1 It is hard to imagine oilmen becoming more upset about this threat to public policy which had benefited them since John Kennedy’s commitment to end the 27.5 percent oil depletion allowance. This list, of course, should not omit the powerful multinational banks, who are the bankers to these corporations and which arrange financing so that they themselves greatly profit from the loan syndications and leasing contracts. And there are the large law firms who advise and provide legal services on every aspect of every deal, contract, lease, and sale.

When one assesses this awesome array of private established, nongovernmental, institutional power, it is eminently reasonable to consider those in government decision-making positions as being compelled to listen to, protect and serve the unified interests of this corporate establishment. When business speaks with one voice, as it did in respect of the war or the purported extreme threat of war at the time when Martin King set himself up in opposition, the relevant government agencies and their officials become mere footsoldiers for the mighty economic interests. Out in front in time of war are the armed forces, the intelligence and law enforcement communities. Not far behind are the executive, the legislative and the judicial legitimizers, who sanction the necessary actions, and the media conglomerates who, as the publicists of government policy, posing as independent voices of the people, vigorously support and defend the official policy in serious national security instances of significant concern to the corporate establishment.

Virtually unanimously, and with one voice, the mass media condemned Dr King’s opposition to the war. In the shadows were the forces they serve.

When one understands this context and those times, more than three decades ago, it is understandable that when Martin King began to crusade against the war, he would cast a long shadow over the economic forces of America. Little wonder that they shuddered at the possibility that his efforts might result in the tap of the free-flowing profits being turned off. Should the American people come to demand an end to the war and should the war end, the losses were not something they could accept.

Perhaps it was for this reason alone that King had to be stopped.

If this was not reason enough Dr King gave these awesomely powerful forces another inducement to eliminate him. He had been wrestling with the problem of economic injustice for some time. It was, he said, one thing to gain the civil right to eat at a formerly segregated lunchroom counter but quite another to be able to pay the bill. This was the next and, in a capitalist society, an essential component of freedom and equality, and one which was the essence of the movement for social justice. The war had made things worse. Not only were a disproportionate number of blacks being sent 10,000 miles from home to serve as cannon fodder, but the cost of the war increasingly required that essential social services and programs in their communities be curtailed. The poor knew better than anyone that President Johnson’s commitment to “guns and butter” could not be fulfilled. In effect there was an undeclared cease in the “war on poverty.”

So, for Martin King, opposition to the war against the people of a poor, non-white ancient culture was in harmony with, and a natural extension of, the civil rights struggle against oppression and the denial of basic freedoms and essential services at home.

By mid-1967, he began to formulate a strategy to address the widening gap between the rich and the poor. The project gradually took the form not of a march by itself but the extensive Poor People’s Campaign and mobilization culminating in an encampment in the shadow of the Washington Memorial. The projection was for the establishment of a tent city of some 500,000 of the nation’s poorest and most alienated citizens, who would regularly lobby their elective officials for a range of socio-economic legislation. They would remain as long as it took to get action from the Congress.	

If the wealthy, powerful interests across the nation would find Dr King’s escalating activity against the war intolerable, his planned mobilization of half a million poor people with the intention of laying siege to Congress could only engender outrage – and fear.

They knew that it was not going to be possible for the Congress to satisfy the demands of the multitude of poor, alienated Americans led by Dr King, and they believed that the growing frustration could well lead to violence. In such a situation with the unavailability of sufficient troops to control that mass of people, the capital could be overrun. Nothing less than a revolution might result. This possibility simply could not be allowed to materialize, and neither could Martin King’s crusade against the war be permitted to continue.

When the NCNP convention was held on Labor Day weekend, many of us believed that nothing less than the nation’s rebirth was on the agenda. But a small, aggressive group had urged each arriving black delegate to join an obviously planned Black Caucus which at one point threatened to take Dr King hostage. He made a spirited speech, calling for unity and action, after which I had to arrange for him to leave the stage quickly under guard for his own safety. Black Caucus delegates voted en bloc. There were walkouts, hostilities, and splits. Though we didn’t admit it at the time, the NCNP died as a political force that weekend. We had not realized the power of the forces ranged against us to divide the emerging coalition and to infiltrate and manipulate movement organizations.

Dr King stepped up his anti-war efforts and threw himself into developing the Poor People’s Campaign which was scheduled to bring hundreds of thousands of the nation’s poor blacks, Hispanics, whites, and intellectuals to Washington in the spring of 1968. He would, of course, not live to see it.

Since their plight was the very epitome of the condition of the wretched of America, Dr King lent his support to the Memphis sanitation workers’ strike by predominantly black non-union workers. On March 18 1968 he addressed a meeting at the Mason Temple and called for a general work stoppage in Memphis. He agreed to return to lead a march and did so on March 28. Chaos descended, and the march was disrupted. Because he was determined to lead a peaceful march, it was rescheduled for April 5. He returned to Memphis on April 3, checking into room 306 at the Lorraine Motel. At 6:01 PM the next evening, he was shot dead on the motel balcony.

The FBI hunt led to fingerprints on a map of Atlanta found in a room in the city hired by a man calling himself Eric S. Galt. They matched those of a fugitive from a Missouri penitentiary – James Earl Ray. He fled to England, but eventually, on Saturday June 10, he was arrested at Heathrow Airport and extradited to the United States.

The case never came to trial because James Earl Ray entered a plea of guilty on Monday March 10 1969. He was subsequently sentenced to 99 years in the state penitentiary. Within three days of arriving there, Ray had written to the court requesting that his guilty plea be set aside and that he be given a trial.

Any reservations I had about another lone-assassin explanation for the removal of a progressive leader were sublimated by the combined feelings of grief, sadness and disgust with all politics.

During the next nine years, I had virtually nothing to do with the civil rights and anti-war movements. I had no hope the nation could be reconstructed without Martin King’s singular leadership. Then, in late 1977, Ralph Abernathy, who had succeeded Dr King as the President of Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) but had been replaced in 1976 by the Reverend Joseph Lowery, and who had been a close friend of Dr King, told me that he had never been completely satisfied with the official explanation of King’s murder. He wanted a face-to-face meeting with the alleged assassin. Although I was surprised by his interest I told him that I had assumed that the right man was in prison and that I knew very little about the case. If I was to help him, I would need time to catch up on the facts.

In the absence of a trial, the prosecution’s scenario had been put out to the world as the final word, bolstered by books written by publicists of the official story and media coverage. To the general public, Ray was a loner, motivated by race hate, who sought to make his mark in history.

The state claimed Ray began stalking Dr King on the weekend of March 17 in Los Angeles, arriving in Memphis on April 3 with the murder weapon and booking into a seedy rooming house above Jim’s Grill. It had a bathroom overlooking the Lorraine Motel balcony, where Dr King was standing when he was killed. Ray, according to the state, locked himself in and fired the fatal shot.

Then, in haste, he neglected to eject the spent cartridge. Straight afterwards, he gathered up a few belongings from his room and ran down the front stairs, allegedly seen by rooming house tenant Charles Stephens who became the state’s chief prosecution witness. Supposedly seeing a police car parked near the sidewalk of the fire station, Ray allegedly dropped the bundle in the recessed doorway of the Canipe Amusement Company on South Main before jumping into his white Mustang and heading for Atlanta, where he ditched the car. He then made his way to Canada. His prints were found on the gun, scope, binoculars, beer can, and copy of the Memphis Commercial Appeal dropped in the bundle.

During this period, the House Select Committee on Assassinations (HSCA) had been set up to investigate the murders of President Kennedy and Dr King. Following Ralph’s request, I began to read everything I could about the killing. Meanwhile in early June 1977 after a failed escape attempt, James Earl Ray was returned to his cell at Brushy Mountain Penitentiary.

Finally, on October 17 1978, with Ralph Abernathy and a body language specialist in attendance, I met Ray. He told us he had been set up, his actions leading up to the assassination coordinated through a shadowy figure called Raul. He had met this man in the Neptune bar in Montreal in August 1967 while on the run, looking for a way to leave North America.

At the end of the interview, Abernathy and I agreed. Ray was not the shooter. As we left the prison, Ralph Abernathy told waiting journalists that Ray’s answers to questions convinced him more than ever a conspiracy had led to Martin Luther King’s death and Ray should get a trial. I was troubled by the discrepancy between the public image of James Earl Ray and the person we interviewed, as well as by the unanswered questions of which I became aware. The more I thought about the issues, the more concerned I became. I decided to quietly probe the official story. It was the beginning of a quest that was to last more than a quarter of a century and which would ultimately expose the dark underbelly of American government and the covert activities of its military and intelligence organizations and their fealty to corporate interests and organized crime.


The House Select Committee on Assassinations report

In January 1979, the House Select Committee published its final report on the assassinations of John F. Kennedy and Martin King. It found no evidence or complicity on the part of the CIA, the FBI, or any other government agency in the assassination of Martin King. Ray, it concluded, was a lone gunman. Raul did not exist, so Ray couldn’t have been a fall guy manipulated by others (even though racism was not the motive). The report itself was widely publicized, but the accompanying thirteen volumes had a very limited distribution. Only the interested few would learn that information buried in these documents frequently conflicts with conclusions in the report itself.

The volumes provide a detailed account of the FBI’s wide-ranging legal and illegal communist infiltration organization (COMINFIL) and counterintelligence programs and activities (COINTELPRO) conducted both before and after the assassination. They were designed to tie Dr King and the SCLC to the influence of the Communist Party and to discredit Dr King.

Way back in 1957, when the SCLC was founded, FBI supervisor J. K. Kelly stated in a memo that the group was “a likely target for infiltration.” As the SCLC mounted an increasingly high-profile challenge to segregation and the denial of voting rights to blacks across the South, the Bureau began actively infiltrating meetings and conferences.

On October 23 1962, Hoover sent a memo authorizing the Atlanta and New York field offices to conduct a general COMINFIL investigation of the SCLC and asked the New Orleans office to explore COMINFIL possibilities. COINTELPRO activities specifically targeted against Dr King began in late October 1962. The Bureau’s campaign embodied a number of felonies according to a Justice Department report in 1977. This was noted in the HSCA report.

In December 1963, less than a month after the assassination of President John F. Kennedy, Bureau officials met in Washington to explore ways of “neutralizing King as an effective Negro leader.” The conference focused on how to “produce the best results without embarrassment to the Bureau.” Officials agreed that hidden microphones be placed in Dr King’s hotel rooms as he traveled in an effort to pick up evidence of extramarital sexual activity which could be used to tarnish his reputation or even to blackmail him. Numerous hotels nationwide were bugged from late 1963 to the end of 1965.

Documents reveal wiretaps on the SCLC’s Atlanta office ran from October 1963 to June 21 1966. Dr King’s home was tapped from November 8 1963 to April 1965 when he moved. In 1966, FBI director Hoover, fearful of a congressional inquiry into electronic surveillance, ordered that the monitoring of Dr King be discontinued. When Dr King and the SCLC turned their attention to Vietnam and the Poor People’s Campaign, a request to Attorney General Ramsey Clark to approve renewed telephone surveillance was refused. We would learn that surveillance never ceased.

The Bureau also engaged in surreptitious activities and burglaries against Dr King and the SCLC. The HSCA estimated 20 such events took place between 1959 and 1964. The Bureau would maintain that Dr King was not officially a COINTELPRO target until late 1967 or early 1968. In fact, a massive campaign was under way from 1964 aimed at destroying him through dirty tricks and media manipulation.

The HSCA revealed FBI infiltration of the SCLC through a “black probe” operation. Former agent Arthur Murtagh, assigned to the Atlanta field office between 1967 and 1968, testified that the office’s primary informant was a member of the SCLC’s executive controlled by agent A1 Sentinella. The informant was, said Murtagh, also embezzling organization funds. He informed on the SCLC right up to the assassination, providing details of Dr King’s itinerary and travel plans.

The HSCA firmly rejected the FBI’s contention that Ray was a racist and that was why he shot Dr King. But it advanced a convoluted scenario that he carried out the killing to collect a bounty from two St Louis racists, both dead by the time the committee reported.

The report accepted the fingerprint evidence of the dropped bundle but also noted that there were many unidentified prints in the rooming house and on Ray’s white Mustang.

The Memphis City Engineers analysis of the fatal bullet’s trajectory could not conclude whether it came from the bathroom window of the rooming house attached to Jim’s Grill or the brush area behind the building. But the HSCA dismissed the possibility that the shot had been fired from the brush area. It concluded that the bullet had been fired from the bathroom, ignoring the statement from witnesses including Solomon Jones, Dr King’s Memphis driver, that it came from the brush area, where he saw someone right after the shooting. Any person seen in the brush, the HSCA concluded, must have been a quick-responding Memphis Police Department (MPD) policeman already on the scene. It also concluded no cutting back of the brush had taken place after the killing – and did not interview Reverend James Orange who said he saw smoke “rise from bushes right by the fire station” seconds after the shot.

MPD undercover agent Marrell McCollough said he was the mysterious figure kneeling over Dr King after he was shot on the balcony. He had infiltrated the Invaders, a black group trying to address local needs in the city, supplying Lieutenant Eli Arkin, his MPD intelligence division control officer, with regular reports. He subsequently acted as an agent provocateur in activities as a result of which members of the Invaders were convicted and sentenced. He has never admitted that he was recalled to military service on June 11 1967 and assigned to the MPD from the 111th Military Intelligence Group, as I learned years later.

Several conspiracy theories, some implicating the Mafia, were covered and dismissed in the HSCA report. It strengthened my growing conviction that Dr King’s murder had not been solved. It also provided me with leads.

In early 1979, I traveled to Memphis to follow up some issues touched on by the HSCA. John McFerren, a civil rights leader in 1968, eventually told me how he had heard Frank Liberto, president of the Liberto, Liberto and Latch Produce Company in Memphis, shouting down the phone on the afternoon Dr King was killed. McFerren, who was at the back of the store, heard Liberto say “I told you not to call me here. Shoot the son of a bitch when he comes on the balcony.” Liberto told the caller he should collect his money – $5,000 was mentioned – from Liberto’s brother in New Orleans. McFerren had heard Liberto had underworld connections – and was astonished when, an hour later, he learned of Martin Luther King’s assassination.

McFerren told Baxton Bryant, Executive Director of the Tennessee Council on Human Rights, who insisted that he tell the FBI. McFerren was reluctant until Bryant promised his name would be kept secret or he and his family would receive protection. In the early hours of April 8, he told his story to Frank Holloman, Director of the Memphis Police and Fire Departments, MPD homicide chief N. E. Zachary and FBI agent O. B. Johnson at the Peabody Hotel. They taped McFerren’s account, got him to sketch the scene, and promised to check it out thoroughly. Three days later, Bryant was told that the FBI believed that if McFerren had heard the call at all, it was not related to the killing. McFerren was left feeling like a criminal.

The HSCA had similarly dismissed allegations from Louisville police officer Clifton Baird that there was an attempt to assassinate Dr King in 1965, emanating from named Louisville police officers collaborating with FBI agents. The claim, backed up with a tape recording he took, mentioned a $500,000 contract to kill Dr King. It was another glaring instance of the HSCA’s failure to follow leads and solve the crime. Since Martin’s brother A. D. lived in Louisville, Martin visited that city from time to time. In a lengthy meeting in a darkened bar Baird shared his evidence with me. He impressed me as an honest, courageous policeman.


Relocation and more investigations

I moved to England in 1981 and engaged in the practice of international law. Though I did some work in my practice during this time, it was primarily concerned with attempting to understand what role, if any, James Earl Ray had played. I was driven to uncover the truth behind King’s murder. James Earl Ray was desperate to get a trial. He had been denied an evidentiary hearing by the Memphis federal district court magistrate, but was convinced he’d have a chance with the Sixth Circuit Court of Appeals. Hugh Stanton, co-defense counsel in Ray’s court case, was appointed to represent Charlie Stephens, the prosecution’s chief witness, when the state sought a protective custody order against him. Stephens had also applied for the publicly offered reward for identifying James. Thus we had a defense co-counsel who had, in the same case within the same six months, represented the primary prosecution witness against the defendant. Vigorous cross-examination of Stephens would obviously be required to mount an effective defense. This meant the case couldn’t go to trial. Stanton would be precluded from examining Stephens because he had no waiver from him. James would thus be unable to confront the man the prosecution was putting forward to accuse him. This appeared to be a blatant violation of James’s Sixth Amendment rights to independent counsel and his right to confront an accuser. James’s lawyer in 1988 decided he didn’t want to handle the appeal. Having become convinced of his actual innocence, I reluctantly agreed to take it on myself. I thus voluntarily placed myself in a bizarre situation, for I would be defending the man who was officially legally guilty of killing my friend and colleague. In October 1988, I formally filed Ray’s appeal and continued investigating.

I tracked down former taxi driver James McCraw who had refused to transport a drunken Charlie Stephens sometime before the assassination. He told how, when he arrived to pick up Stephens sometime before 6:00 PM, he’d noticed a delivery van and two white Mustangs parked within a 50 yards of each other, one in front of Jim’s Grill, the other just south of the Canipe Amusement Company.

On entering Stephens’s room, he saw his fare slumped on the bed. The hall bathroom door was open, and the bathroom apparently empty, both as he approached and as he left the drunken man’s room. As he drove away, it was not very long after he heard instructions over the radio to avoid the downtown area because of the shooting.

This was an exciting discovery. If true, the MPD, FBI, and HSCA conclusion that the shot came from the bathroom made no sense at all. Confirmation that Stephens was drunk shortly before the shooting and that the bathroom was empty supported Ray’s contentions that he wasn’t there and contradicted the official scenario.

In a meeting in Columbus, Ohio, Myron Billet, occasional driver for mob leader Sam Giancana in the 1960s, gave me a chilling description of the working relationship between the mob and the federal government. In January 1968, his boss and fellow mobsters Carlo Gambino and John Roselli met with three federal agents in Apalachin, New York. One of the “feds” announced there was a $1 million contract on Dr King’s life. Giancana immediately said “no way,” making it clear he wanted nothing to do with that job. Billet’s story was also dismissed by the HSCA. I came to believe that his description of how the mob works with the federal government was disturbingly accurate.

The MPD investigation concluded there was only one white Mustang in the area near the shooting as, by implication, did the HSCA. I gained first-hand evidence that this conclusion was wrong. Charles Hurley told me how he arrived to pick up his wife from a company directly opposite the rooming house at around 4:45 PM on April 4. He remembered pulling up just behind a white Mustang with Arkansas plates parked in front of the rooming house but south of Canipe’s amusement store. Hurley said that a young dark-haired man was sitting inside the Mustang just in front of him. Ray’s Mustang, of course, had Alabama plates, and he was dressed in a dark suit, white shirt, and dark tie that afternoon. Ray had always maintained that he didn’t move the white Mustang he parked outside Jim’s Grill (north of Canipe’s) until he finally left the area.

I learned that the paid informer on the SCLC’s executive staff was James Harrison, who joined the staff in 1964. Harrison reported to agent Al Sentinella, Atlantic field office from Autumn 1965, and was still doing so on the day Dr King was shot. On that day he was in Memphis, checking in with the Memphis FBI Special Agent in charge, Jensen, when he arrived.

A BBC documentary on the assassination researched in 1989 included an interview with Earl Caldwell, then a young reporter covering Dr King for the New York Times in 1968. He was staying at the Lorraine Motel on April 4 and said he saw the figure of a white man crouching in the bushes behind Jim’s Grill and the rooming house. No one from the FBI, MPD, or HSCA had ever tried to talk to Caldwell. His observations also directly contradicted the official position that the shot came from the bathroom window.

Program researchers unearthed another key lead. Taxi driver James McCraw casually mentioned a gun being in Jim’s Grill around the time of the murder. McCraw later told me that late in the morning after the shooting, Loyd Jowers, the grill’s owner, showed him a rifle in a box on a shelf under the counter. Jowers told him he found it “out back” after the killing. He said he was going to turn it over to the police. I found this disclosure startling. Was the second gun in fact the murder weapon? If Jowers was telling the truth to McCraw it was becoming increasingly clear the shot came from the brush area, not from the rooming house inside. Police swamped the murder area within minutes – why had they not found the gun? I had met Jowers numerous times before, and he had not mentioned the gun. And why was there no mention of it in the HSCA report? I set out to try and get answers.

Meanwhile, the Sixth Circuit Court of Appeals denied the appeal I had filed on James Earl Ray’s behalf. As a last resort, on June 19 1989, I filed a petition for a review by the US Supreme Court. This was denied. The trial James Earl Ray had so long been denied seemed as far away as ever.
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THE TELEVISION TRIAL OF JAMES EARL RAY

I had to find another way to get the case heard and began fleshing out the bones of an unscripted TV trial, featuring real evidence, witnesses, judge, and counsel before an independent jury. It would be conducted strictly according to Tennessee law and criminal procedure. James liked the proposal from the outset, believing if he could tell his story to an independent jury, he had a good chance of winning, though material evidence in the files of the federal government was sealed and unavailable to the defense.

In 1992, I signed a contract with Thames Television in London. Former US Attorney Hickman Ewing agreed to be the prosecutor; Marvin E. Frankel, a former federal district court judge, now practicing law in New York, the judge. I would lead the case for the defense. The jury was selected from a pool of US citizens initially secured by a consultant research group. Hickman and I agreed on twelve jurors and two alternates. In putting forward our case, we intended to go well beyond the actual murder and demonstrate the existence and extent of a cover-up.

The evidence we unearthed strengthened and tied together earlier findings. There could no longer be any doubt the prosecution chief witness was drunk, and that Dr King’s room at the Lorraine Motel was switched from one on a secluded ground-floor courtyard to a highly exposed one with a balcony.

Eyewitnesses Solomon Jones, Dr King’s driver in Memphis, James Orange, SCLA field organizer, and journalist Earl Caldwell said the fatal shot was fired from the brush area, not the bathroom. Reporter Kay Black and James Orange both alleged the brush area had been cut and cleared back the morning after the shooting, possibly along with an inconveniently placed tree branch. I learned from Maynard Stiles, deputy director of the Memphis City Public Works Department in 1968, that the predawn clean-up request came from the Memphis Police Department early on the morning of April 5.

A number of suspicious events were confirmed. The only two black firemen were ordered on the night before the killing not to report the next day to their posts at fire station no. 2, overlooking the Lorraine. Black detective Ed Redditt was removed from his surveillance post about an hour before the event. The MPD failed to form the usual security squad of black detectives for Dr King. The emergency TACT support units were pulled back and TACT 10 was removed from the Lorraine to the fire station.

Evidence emerged that the CB hoax broadcast, which drew police attention to the northeastern side of the city, had been transmitted from downtown, near the scene of the killing. A former FBI agent confirmed harassment and surveillance of Dr King by the Bureau, and MPD special services/intelligence bureau officer Jim Smith confirmed Dr King’s suite at the Rivermont where he usually stayed was under electronic surveillance by federal agents.

There were increasing indications that members of the Liberto family in Memphis and New Orleans were implicated in the killing. Jim’s Grill owner Loyd Jowers seemed increasingly likely to have played a role. Taxi driver James McCraw’s earlier claim that Jowers showed him a rifle under the counter in his grill was corroborated by Betty Spates, a waitress at Jim’s Grill, who implicated Jowers, her former boss and lover, in the murder, admitting that after hearing what sounded like a shot she saw him run into the kitchen from the brush carrying a rifle. Her sister Bobbi told of having been driven to work by Jowers the next morning. He admitted finding a rifle out the back. She also pointed to some sinister activity going on upstairs on the day of the killing and having been told by Jowers not to take food up to the recuperating Grace Walden, Charlie Stephens’s common-law wife. The death of Time magazine stringer and investigative reporter Bill Sartor in 1971 was confirmed to be murder. He was on the trail of the Marcello/Liberto organized-crime connection to Dr King’s murder.

In the trial, the prosecution made great play of James’s “racism” and that he had supposedly stalked Dr King. Great parts of our evidence were excluded. Betty Spates and her sister were too terrified to testify, and John McFerren fled in fear. In my closing speech, I said the prosecution hadn’t introduced a shred of evidence of any motive. I went over the many holes in the prosecution’s flimsy case. These included the failure to match the evidence slug to the rifle at the scene, the fact that none of James’s prints were found in the rooming house, that the state’s chief witness was falling down drunk, the bathroom was empty just before the shot was fired, and there were three eyewitnesses to activity in the bushes and two eyewitnesses who saw James’s white Mustang being driven away from the rooming house minutes before the shooting.

I then catalogued strange events surrounding the case, including apparent tampering with the evidence slug, the cutting down of the tree and the bushes, the change of motel and room, the removal of security and standing down of black officers. Could James alone really have arranged these events? The program aired on April 4 1993 – the twenty-fifth anniversary of Dr King’s death. The jury found the defendant not guilty.

The silence from media organizations was deafening. No major media outlets reported on this verdict. Despite this, I considered it a success, providing a springboard to open up the case as never before.
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THE CONTINUING INVESTIGATION: LOYD JOWERS’S INVOLVEMENT

In the trial’s aftermath, I began to focus on Loyd Jowers. I wanted to find a way to put on the record the evidence that we had uncovered about his involvement. I thought it would be sufficient to prove James’s innocence. To secure his freedom, we also needed to learn as much as possible about what Jowers knew to get to the bottom of the conspiracy in Memphis.

Wayne Chastain, a reporter with the Memphis Press Scimitar in 1968 and later an attorney in Memphis, knew Jowers’s lawyer, Lewis Garrison. The two frequently discussed the case. Garrison, a man of formidable conscience, told him that his client had dropped hints that he knew much more about the events of April 4 than anyone else and seemed to be looking for a way to open up.

Memphis private investigators Ken Herman and John Billings had worked for me on the television trial. Now they were acting on their own. Herman went to see Garrison about Jowers’s involvement in the killing. Garrison somehow learned we had unearthed evidence of Jowers’s involvement and told him not to say anything until a grant of immunity was obtained. He undertook to approach the district attorney general to this end also on behalf of Jowers’s “heavy” Willie Akins, Betty Spates, Bobbi Smith, and James McCraw. I didn’t see how, apart from Jowers, any of the other clients could be charged with any crime. The statute of limitations had run on any criminal acts committed after the crime.

Billings asked his next door neighbor – black judge and founder of the National Civil Rights Museum, D’Army Bailey – to quietly ask the attorney general to review the request for immunity, which would shortly be submitted. I was annoyed Herman and Billings had acted without instructions. They had a continuing legal and ethical responsibility to James, which derived from their association with his defense and myself as his lawyer. They had indirectly tipped off Jowers and Akins to what we knew, and it was quite possible they had put at risk already fearful essential witnesses. If Betty and Bobbi knew that Jowers and Akins had become aware of their cooperation with us, we had little chance of convincing them to cooperate further.

I didn’t expect Attorney General Pierotti to approve the request for immunity since he and his office had long been closely associated with the official “solution” of the case. I had no involvement in Garrison’s request but was anxious for the truth to come out. It was obvious, however, that Jowers would not reveal what he knew unless some sort of satisfactory immunity or plea arrangement could be obtained.

There were any number of plea bargaining possibilities open to the prosecutor and Garrison. I discovered an alternative route for obtaining immunity. A little-known Tennessee statute provision would allow us to sidestep the attorney general’s office and approach the Grand Jury directly and ask that body to hear evidence on the case. Garrison insisted on going the conventional route, believing the story was too big for Pierotti to suppress.

Garrison met with Pierotti on June 3 and laid out the request, stating that his unnamed clients wished to provide specific evidence pertaining to the killing of Martin Luther King in exchange for a grant of immunity from the state and federal governments. Pierotti asked Garrison for a brief statement outlining the evidence. Garrison submitted the formal written request on June 22 1993.

Meanwhile bits and pieces of Jowers’s and Akins’s story began to be passed on to me, usually through Wayne Chastain, to whom Herman and eventually Lewis Garrison would talk. Supposedly, Frank Holt, a black produce-truck unloader, was hired to do the shooting. We wanted him as a witness in our pre-trial investigation, but Herman couldn’t locate him. Jowers also told Garrison that Frank Liberto had given him the contract to murder King, thus apparently independently confirming John McFerren’s story.

Jowers apparently acknowledged having seen James in the Grill on April 4 seated at a table with a dark-haired Latino. This chimed with James’s account of meeting with Raul on the afternoon of the killing. Jowers also indicated that the money for the contract came from New Orleans and was delivered to Memphis in a M. E. Carter Produce Company truck. Herman reported that Jowers had confirmed Betty’s story about the events of April 4 to the last detail.

There was no indication where and with whom the contract originated. Jowers may have only known local details of the killing, and he wouldn’t reveal all he knew until he was granted immunity. Akins, it emerged, only became involved with Jowers about a year after Dr King was shot. While Jowers might have revealed information to him, he did not know him at the time of the killing.

Two and a half months after Garrison met with Pierotti, there was no sign that the attorney general was going to act or even that he was seriously considering Garrison’s request. I had therefore begun to think about ways of applying pressure in an attempt to force his hand.

On August 16 (my birthday), I wrote to him, informing him that I was aware of Garrison’s petition, calling on him to grant it or make a plea bargain arrangement with Jowers. I pointed out its potential impact, both in setting the record straight and in bringing about the release of a man who had been unjustly imprisoned for almost a quarter-century. The attorney general tried to fob off the request. On September 8, he wrote that he couldn’t consider granting immunity until he had “evidence, which can be proven beyond reasonable doubt and to a moral certainty.” On September 15, he even denied having anything to consider, saying he had not been presented with “any document requesting formal immunity in the case nor any summary of evidence that might cause him to consider immunity should such an application be made.” It became clear he had no intention of considering the request.

On October 4, at the request of Lewis Garrison and Ken Herman, Wayne Chastain met both men in Garrison’s office. Garrison gave him a copy of the actual request for immunity submitted to the attorney general on June 22. Despite Pierotti’s letter to me of September 15, the request was indeed a document asking for immunity containing a summary of the evidence on which it was based.

It stated that Jowers (designated as “Witness Green”) was approached before the assassination and offered money to locate a person to assassinate Dr King. The funds would come from another city through a local person or persons. Jowers, who had close contact with some persons in the MPD, was advised that he was in a strategic location to assist and that Dr King would be a guest at the Lorraine Motel from a certain date. Jowers was to be provided with a weapon. Jowers located a person to do the job, and funds were delivered to Jowers before the assassination in volumes of large bills. At the time of the shooting, Jowers was stationed close to the assassin, and once the shot was fired, the weapon was passed to Jowers who disassembled it and wrapped it in a covering. Jowers had been advised by other conspirators that there would be a decoy following the assassination.

Betty Spates (designated as “Witness Brown … a close acquaintance of Jowers”) would state that she was “within a few feet of the location where the shot was fired.” Betty would also testify that she saw Jowers with a rifle immediately after hearing the shot. She would state that previously she saw a large amount of money that had been delivered to Jowers. The money was in stacks of large-denomination bills. McCraw, “Witness Black,” stated that on the day after the killing, Jowers showed him the gun and told him it was the one used to assassinate Dr King. Willie Akins, “Witness White,” would testify that he was asked, after the fact, by Jowers to take care of certain people “who knew too much.” Jowers told him he’d received the gun after the killing from the actual assassin.

Bobbi Smith, “Witness Gray,” would testify she was aware of the large amount of money paid to Jowers just before the assassination and that she had knowledge of other details about the actual killing. The submission ended with a formal request for immunity for all five people.

Jowers’s story, as summed up for Chastain by Garrison, was that he had agreed at the request of produce-man Frank Liberto to hire a man to kill Dr King on his last visit to Memphis, and that he was paid $100,000 which he passed on.

Since I had no doubt that the attorney general would continue to stonewall any action based upon this evidence, I had to take steps on behalf of James. I instructed Chastain as local counsel to approach the Grand Jury on James’s behalf. I planned to ask the Grand Jury to subpoena attorney Garrison at which time, if he so chose, he could request immunity for his client(s) in exchange for their testimony. I also formally asked the governor’s counsel to ask the governor to hold off on issuing any ruling on our Motion for Exoneration since new evidence was forthcoming. I suggested that the governor could look foolish if he went ahead and ruled against us in light of information that would shortly be revealed.

We delayed our actual submission hoping to maximize the possibility of the members taking our submission seriously. Acting independently we began briefing certain representatives of the American mass media.

By the beginning of December, I was increasingly frustrated. There was no progress on the request for immunity and the media were unwilling to take up the issue and consequently there was no public pressure. On Tuesday evening December 7, I gave Wayne the go-ahead for the Grand Jury submission.

He was to deliver a letter and an affidavit to testify the next day. He rushed it in and, on his own initiative, attached the names and addresses of the people to be subpoenaed. I was concerned that we had provided Pierotti with the names of the witnesses and warned him any contact with these witnesses outside of the Grand Jury room would be closely scrutinized. Earlier, when Betty Spates had tried to come forward and get the truth out to clear James, she was visited unofficially in her home and, the record indicates, then called in officially and interrogated. Frightened off, it took 20 years for her to begin to come around again.

I called Andrew Billen at the London Observer, one of England’s oldest and most reputable broadsheets. Initially skeptical, Billen had covered the TV trial and had a good working knowledge of the case. He was excited. So was his editor. Convinced no American media entity would break the story, I gave the Observer the go-ahead.

I learned from a source that Jack Saltman, the Thames Television producer of The Trial of James Earl Ray, was talking to various people, trying to break the story and name the witnesses, whose names I had stipulated from the outset had to be confidential. I was appalled. It was clear that Ken Herman had been working with Saltman for some time and that they had made an arrangement. In confidence, I had disclosed the existence of the “security” witnesses and the nature of their testimony. I believed that my trust was being flouted. Such a disclosure was likely to drive all of the witnesses away, and James would be the loser.

I confronted Herman. Our relationship, which had been strained since the trial, was now severely damaged. I instructed Wayne to add the names of Ken Herman and Jack Saltman to the list of those persons to be subpoenaed. The next day, Thursday December 9, Wayne delivered the names directly to an attendant at the entrance to the Grand Jury room and waited. He was not called. On Friday, the attorney general and his number two were closeted together continually and the local FBI Special Agent in Charge had also been in for meetings. Wayne’s request to appear before the Grand Jury was making them anxious. The pressure was building.

Next, I became specifically aware of and increasingly concerned about the “rogue” efforts of Herman and John Billings to locate the man, Frank Holt, whose name had surfaced as the possible shooter. We all believed that Holt was now in the Orlando area. I told them that I would go to Orlando to approach and personally interview Holt if he could be found. I also sent them formal notices asserting my attorney’s privilege, on behalf of James, over everything they knew or had connected with the case.

The Observer article was released around 10:00 PM on Saturday evening, and I fielded calls for a few hours. Around 2:00 AM Wayne called, saying that the London Sunday Times and the Commercial Appeal had called him. The Memphis Commercial Appeal quoted Pierotti as having denounced both Garrison and me, calling the entire story a “fraud” or “scam.” On the morning the Observer hit the newsstands, I caught the flight to Orlando. We had an address for Holt supplied by Buck Buchanan, an Orlando private investigator hired for the purpose.

Memphis investigator Cliff Dates met me in Orlando, and we went to 32 North Terry, a small transient boarding house. Herman and Billings were also chasing the story and had got there first. Later, as we drove around, we saw a gray Cadillac approaching. We both recognized Ken Herman in the back, sitting between a black man in a baseball cap and John Billings seated on the other side. I was hindered in my search for Frank Holt by having to spend part of the next two days (December 14 and 15) negotiating with the ABC Prime Time Live producers. I had learned that Jack Saltman had sold the story and his counseling services to them.

I saw the program as potentially being useful to the effort to free James, but I was afraid that they might name the witnesses. If Betty and Bobbi were named without their consent and before their statements could be heard in a courtroom, they would probably repudiate earlier statements or not discuss the matter at all. This, of course, is exactly what happened before.

I contacted the ABC producer. Eventually, he promised that only the witnesses they actually interviewed would be named. On the program, which aired nationwide on Thursday December 16 1993, Loyd Jowers cleared James Earl Ray, saying that he did not shoot Dr King but that he, Jowers, had hired a shooter after he was approached by Memphis produce man Frank Liberto and paid $100,000 to facilitate the assassination. He also said that he had been visited by a man named Raul who delivered a rifle and asked him to hold it until arrangements were finalized.

Jowers’s “clean-up man” Akins confirmed he was ordered to kill the unnamed “shooter” who ran off to Florida before he could “pop” him.

The producer’s promise was worthless. Betty had been surreptitiously filmed leaving her place of work. Though partially obscured, she was recognizable, and she was named.

The next morning I asked Cliff Dates to contact Betty. She was hurt, hostile, and blamed me. She didn’t realize that Herman and Saltman hadn’t worked with me for eight months. Since she wouldn’t talk to me, I sent her a letter explaining the facts.

The morning after the Prime Time Live broadcast, there was no news coverage of the previous night’s program; not even on ABC. There was a small mention in USA Today and the Washington Post, which featured Pierotti’s new willingness to investigate the case further, though not to reopen it. Here was a confession, on prime time television, to involvement in one of the most heinous crimes in the history of the republic, and there was virtually no American mass media coverage.

I had concluded that the governor would not seriously consider the basis for the motion for exoneration. I filed a petition on James’s behalf seeking a trial on the basis of the new evidence discovered during the course of our investigation as well as the sensational public admissions of Loyd Jowers. On the night the program went out, John Billings, who was trying to keep lines of communication open, called to tell me that they had still not found Holt. When they found him, I would be the first to know. I just listened. Earlier that morning, I had learned it was all over Memphis that Holt was the person implicated in the killing.

I was scheduled to fly back to London on Friday December 17. About an hour before the flight I learned that Dwight Lewis of the Nashville Tennessean newspaper had left a message on the office answering machine: they had found Frank Holt, and he wanted to get my reaction to Holt’s statement. My heart stopped. I called Lewis, who told me that two of the Tennessean’s reporters and a photographer had located Holt that day at the men’s homeless center on Central Boulevard in Orlando, one of the shelters where I had “hung out” earlier in the week. He would move from shelter to shelter – long stays were not allowed. He apparently said that he had been inside Jim’s Grill on the afternoon of April 4 but knew nothing about the assassination. The Tennessean had flown him to Nashville, where he took and passed a lie detector test.

The paper published a feature article on their interview of Frank Holt on Sunday December 19. That morning, I learned that Lewis had gone to the airport to put Holt on a plane bound for Orlando. I asked Buck Buchanan to meet the flight and offer Holt a temporary safe house. Though the Tennessean had not printed Holt’s address, his name and general location were public, and he had publicly refuted all allegations that he was the shooter. I thought his life might very well be in danger.

Buchanan met the plane, and Frank Holt accepted the offer of protection and temporary safe house accommodation until I could arrive to interview him on Wednesday. On Tuesday, Buchanan was contacted by the Tennessean and by investigators from Attorney General Pierotti’s office. He had left his name at the homeless center the previous week when searching for Holt, and both the newspaper and the Shelby County officials had become aware of his interest.

The prosecutor had had five witnesses under his nose for over six months and had made no move to interview them, yet the Tennessean’s story was not even two days old, and Pierotti had already sent a team to another state to search Buchanan out to, as he put it, “shoot full of holes” the story told by Loyd Jowers.

Buchanan met me on my arrival in Orlando on Wednesday December 23, and we took Holt out to dinner. He was a generally placid, almost expressionless man, concerned about his safety, and wanting to leave the Orlando area. The next day, I interviewed Holt for four hours at my motel. Though I questioned him repeatedly, his story never varied. He said that he had left his home in Darling, Mississippi in the mid-1950s and ended up in the Jacksonville area, which he had come to regard as a second home. In the early 1960s, he went to Memphis and eventually took a job at the M. E. Carter Produce Company as a driver’s helper, going on deliveries to towns in Arkansas and Mississippi. Occasionally, he would travel to New Orleans to bring back produce to Memphis. This was the job he was doing in 1968 at the time of the assassination.

He had the impression that Frank Liberto, who had his own produce business (“LL & L”) also had some interest in M. E. Carter. Occasionally, he overheard conversations between Liberto and the “big wheels” of M. E. Carter, and on one occasion during the sanitation workers’ strike, he heard Liberto say, “King is a trouble-maker, and he should be killed. If he is killed, then he will cause no more trouble.”

Holt said that he drank beer at Jim’s Grill two or three times a week. He recalled going upstairs in the rooming house to visit and drink beer with two friends – “Apple booty” and Commodore. Apple booty had worked the warehouse at M. E. Carter. The last time Holt remembered being upstairs in the rooming house was before Commodore moved, sometime before the shooting. From his description of the layout, it appeared clear that Commodore had occupied room 5B, the room rented by James on the afternoon of April 4, under the name John Willard.

Holt said that on the day before the shooting, he had gone on a delivery run deep into Mississippi and did not return until late morning or early afternoon of the following day. When he reached Memphis, he made the rounds of a few bars and eventually ended up in Jim’s Grill late in the afternoon. To the best of his recollection, he was inside the grill at the time of the shooting and could not explain the reference in the FBI report that he was passing the grill on his way to work. He did not recall ever being interviewed by the police or FBI. This could have been explained by Holt’s own faulty memory, the passage of time and alcohol abuse.

When asked why Loyd Jowers named him, he was puzzled. “He probably thought I was dead,” he said. Holt had left Memphis in late 1969. He had no interest in notoriety and abhorred being linked to the assassination. He seemed credible and a most unlikely assassin. That afternoon, he took another lie detector test and underwent hypnosis. Both the hypnotist and the polygrapher concluded that Frank Holt was not involved in the crime. Late in the afternoon of December 23, I shook hands with Frank Holt and said goodbye. He had, I said, further assisted in clearing his name.

I returned to England believing that Jowers was lying about Holt’s involvement and was either covering up his own role as the shooter or was protecting someone else by implicating Holt. Even his claim that he had asked Akins to find Holt and kill him in 1974 was incredible. By that time, Holt had been gone from Memphis for five years.

In 1994, Jowers may have been constructing one of his self-protective stories, for around this time James was about to obtain a habeas corpus hearing. When threatened by events over the almost 26-year history of this case, Jowers had always developed such stories.2 It would take time to discover why.


Breakthroughs, January-April 15 1994

In an interview with the Tennessean on January 7 1994, Attorney General Pierotti said that he was going to tell the Grand Jury to go ahead and listen to what Chastain had to say. The foreman, Herbert Robinson, said that even though Chastain “was a pain,” they would hear him sometime after January 18 when the new Grand Jury was formed. He was still waiting to be called in 1995. I found this appalling. When James had pleaded guilty on March 10 1969, Attorney General Canale pledged on the record of that hearing that “if any evidence was ever presented that showed there was a conspiracy, he would take prompt and vigorous action in searching out and asking that an indictment be returned …”

Fortunately, we had already decided to proceed with filing a petition for trial. I flew to Nashville to meet James who was in good spirits and interested in the possibility of using the imminent petition to obtain declassification of relevant documents, files, and reports.

On Monday January 10, Wayne filed the petition for the trial along with five volumes of exhibits and two video exhibits. We then drove out to Jim Lawson’s old church, Centenary Methodist, where a press conference had been scheduled to call for an independent Grand Jury investigation. When we got there a number of participants including Reverend Lawson, who had flown in from Los Angeles, had already arrived. I briefed the group, which included several prominent church leaders (amongst them the Reverend William Sloane Coffin, whom I had long regarded as one of the most articulate preachers in America), and we answered questions before the two-hour press conference. This focused on the group’s commitment that a Grand Jury should independently investigate the murder of Dr King under the leadership of its own foreman and an independent prosecutor not associated in any way with the Shelby County district attorney general. All agreed that he couldn’t be regarded as an objective, impartial investigator.

We left the meeting feeling uplifted. Later that day, we learned that the petition had gone to the court of Judge Joe Brown, with the hearing scheduled for the following morning. When we arrived at the Criminal Justice Center, television cameras were already there. During the brief hearing, the judge raised the question of whether or not our petition could prevail because of prior decisions that had been reached on some of the issues, primarily related to overturning a plea of guilty. We argued that those prior decisions were made without the benefit of the new evidence we now sought to produce, which proved James’s actual innocence of the crime. The judge asked both sides to prepare memoranda of law on the issues, scheduling a hearing for April 4, the twenty-sixth anniversary of the assassination.

Early that afternoon we met John McFerren, who on April 4 1968 had overheard Frank Liberto calling for King to be shot on the balcony and who promised that this time he would not “chicken out.” He recalled hearing from a local man, Tommy Wright, that on Saturday mornings Liberto would meet regularly with a high-level Tennessee state official at his law office in Fayette County. Alarm bells went off. James had found a government business card with the name Randy Rosenson scribbled on the back in the white Mustang before crossing the border from Mexico to California. Raul, who had paid for the car, kept a spare set of keys. Randy Rosenson had insisted that in 1978, around the time of his interviews by HSCA staff, he had been visited by the same high-level Tennessee state official who tried to get him to say that he had been acquainted with James Earl Ray. If Rosenson had known James, then he could have dropped the cigarette pack containing the card himself. If he didn’t know James, then someone else had to have left the pack and card behind. James had always stated that he believed the card was linked to Raul. The state and the HSCA had taken the position that Raul did not exist, so any evidence to the contrary had to be a problem for them.

The connection being alleged between Liberto and the official could explain why pressure was put on Rosenson to say that he knew James. McFerren said that another source of information was his lawyer from Jackson, Tennessee, Mr H. Regan. He had told McFerren quietly, years ago, that the same state official “handled” matters and looked out for the interests of organized crime in Tennessee. Retired MPD Captain Tommy Smith confided that various senior officers of the department were regularly on the take back in 1968, but he didn’t know any details. He was out of the loop. He also said that the police officers who went to the FBI Academy – N. E. Zachary, Robert Cochran, Glynn King, and others – formed a special clique.

In late January, I was finally able to speak again with Betty Spates. She said that Jowers, Akins, and others were interested in doing a book or movie about the case. They wanted her to change her story to say she saw a black man handing the rifle to Loyd in the doorway of the kitchen seconds after the shooting. Willie Akins came around with a tape recorder and she was supposed to listen to help her get the story straight. When she refused to go along with this farce, Akins told her that she had “blown it” for all of them. They could have split $300,000 if she had cooperated.

Betty totally refuted the story involving Frank Holt and strongly insisted, as before, that when she saw Jowers running toward the back door of Jim’s Grill’s kitchen there was no one with him. In mid-January, Betty told me that the Tennessee Bureau of Investigation had called her and wanted to interview her. I advised her to see them and answer their questions truthfully. Over the last weekend of January, John Billings told me that he had learned that Pierotti had asked the TBI to conduct an investigation into the new Jowers evidence. He said that they had already spoken to McCraw who was sticking to his story. Billings offered to be interviewed by the TBI, and Ken Herman was also willing to throw new light on the case. Billings was told that the attorney general would have to agree. The impression Billings received was that they wouldn’t be interviewed and that by using the TBI, Pierotti was distancing himself from direct responsibility for the investigation while still controlling the inquiry. They were never interviewed.

I wrote to Pierotti offering any reasonable assistance to the FBI investigation of the new evidence. I told him James was interested in being released and not in solving the murder. If released, James intended to leave the country, but while he stayed inside the investigation aimed at establishing his innocence would, of course, continue.

On March 7, 8, and 9, I spent a total of 13 hours with Betty Spates. She agreed to tell me her story from the beginning, adding that she had been racking her brains, trying to remember each detail about what she observed on April 4 1968. I met her in her darkened home on Roland Street. She told the story of her involvement with Jowers and the grill as she had always told it, adding details. There were a few surprises, however, when she related the events of April 4 1968.

Now Betty remembered going over to the grill just before noon on that day and noticing that Loyd was nowhere around. Somewhat nervous, and always insecure in her inter-racial, extra-marital relationship with Jowers, she went back to the kitchen at the rear to look for him. The door was slightly ajar. She was only in the kitchen for a short time when Loyd came through the back door carrying a rifle. The gun had a fairly light brown stock and handle and a barrel that appeared to be of normal length; she did not remember seeing a scope. She said that Loyd did not appear to be in a hurry or under stress. He was almost nonchalant. She was startled and asked, “Loyd, what are you doing with that gun?” He replied, half jokingly, “I’m going to use it on you if I catch you with a nigger.” She said, “Loyd, you know I wouldn’t do that,” and he said he was only kidding, that she knew he’d never hurt her.

He put the gun down alongside a keg of beer and then, as though he had second thoughts, picked it up again, and proceeded to break it down in front of her. He then carried the pieces through the Grill, went out the front door, and turned left, walking several feet to where his old brown station wagon was parked. As she watched through the window, he put the broken-down rifle into the back of the wagon, looking around afterward to see if anyone was watching. Then, he came back inside. She confirmed that during the course of that afternoon, she was in and out of the grill. Although Jowers always discouraged her from being around on Thursdays when his wife would drop by, that Thursday, he seemed especially ill at ease and kept chasing her out. That only made Betty more suspicious that he was cheating on her, and she was in the grill when Jowers’s wife came in around 4:00 PM. Mrs Jowers walked straight up to her and called her a whore and told her to get out. Loyd intervened, telling his wife to get out herself and directing Betty to get behind the counter. Sullen and speechless, Loyd’s wife stalked out.

After a while, Betty went back across the street returning to the grill to check on Loyd sometime before 6:00 PM. She believed that Bobbi was still there. Loyd, however, was again nowhere in sight. Eventually, she went back toward the kitchen, noticing that this time the door between the restaurant section and the kitchen was tightly closed. Thinking that this was unusual, she made her way into the kitchen, where she noticed that the door leading to the backyard was ajar. Soon after she recalled hearing what sounded like a loud firecracker, and then within seconds, she looked out, and saw Jowers rushing from the brush area through the door carrying another rifle. When she first saw him, he was about 10 to 15 feet from the door. He was out of breath, she said, and white as a ghost. His hair was in disarray, and the knees of his trousers were wet and muddy as though he had been kneeling in the soggy grass or brush area.
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