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We dedicate this work to the Reverend Edwin King. His courage and open mindedness in revisiting the most painful periods of his life, involving violence against him and the murders of his colleagues and friends as they fought for basic human rights, has continually inspired our search for the truth in the murder of Martin Luther King, Jr.






 FOREWORD

During the mid-1990s, while teaching at Hood College, I happened to live only four minutes away from Harold Weisberg, one of the best-known citizen critics of the Warren Commission and giant in the studies of the both the Kennedy and King assassinations. Weisberg had used his legal skills and the Freedom of Information Act to amass a huge document collection, containing some ninety thousand pages of King case files. For a time he served as James Earl Ray’s investigator and eventually published his own book on the King assassination.

It was Harold who suggested that I undertake a study of Dr. King’s Poor People’s Campaign and he gave me free access to the FBI files housed in his basement. I was excited about pursuing a topic that involved a tragic episode in the civil rights movement and I submitted my own Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) request on POCAM (the FBI’s designated name for the Poor People’s March) to the Justice Department. Justice responded to my request as if I had committed lese majesty—effectively questioning whether I was in the grip of some fantasy life that somehow entitled me access to government documents. The Department of Justice’s FOIA section effectively told me to either take a hike or get a lawyer.

Well, I did get a FOIA lawyer and sued for access to the POCAM files. The Friday before the Monday when my case was scheduled for a hearing, Justice capitulated—leaving me with several thousand dollars in lawyer’s fees, the money I had planned to use to gain access to the FBI’s field office documents which I needed to tell the full story of the Poor People’s Campaign. I felt gratified that I had won the battle with Justice, but disappointed because I would be unable to write the most complete story of Dr. King’s final project.

I mention this in detail because I can appreciate the effort that the authors of this book put into their work, which is also heavily based in government files. I am also concerned that the entire Freedom of Information Act is under the political gun and that constant government invocations of “State Secrets” is effectively gutting that law and destroying the government transparency it was supposed to produce.

Given my own studies on him, I would recommend that anyone with an interest in the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. should have a copy of this work in their library. Wexler and Hancock’s book is a major work, grounded in impressive research.

The Awful Grace of God opens by reminding us of exactly what happened in America with the onset of the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s and moves through that period with a focus on violence targeting Dr. King, who had emerged as the symbol of peaceful protest.

Wexler and Hancock demonstrate that officialdom missed the ominous, larger picture in its investigation into the King murder. It failed to deal with the implications of a movement of ideological terrorists who had been waging a campaign of violence, a targeted campaign of bombings and shootings calculated to ignite a state of chaos which would force harsh, repressive measures by the government and in the end actual race war. The ultimate goal of the campaign was to be the literal extermination of both the black race and their alleged enablers—the Jews.

The National States’ Rights Party, the White Knights of the Ku Klux Klan of Mississippi, and affiliated leaders of the Christian Identity religious movement were all linked in a plan to ignite a racial Armageddon. In furthering their effort toward a race war, these extremist elements were involved with a series of murder contracts on Dr. King. By 1967, the price on Dr. King’s head was up to $100,000 in some offers and news of the bounty was circulating through a number of federal prisons.

Wexler and Hancock make a persuasive argument that James Earl Ray first heard talk of such a bounty while in the Jefferson City prison and that eventually, after months of being on the run and pursuing other options (including fleeing overseas) in Canada, Mexico and the United States, was recruited into a plot against Dr. King when his options and money began to run out in Los Angeles. 

The Awful Grace of God presents the view that James Earl Ray was aware of and involved to some extent in the conspiracy against Dr. King. The authors do not pretend to fully resolve Ray’s actual role, while considering arguments both for and against his possible act as Dr. King’s killer. They also present evidence suggesting that Ray did not go to Memphis knowingly planning to kill Dr. King himself and that a different plan and a different “patsy” were actually in play.

In addition, what the authors do with consummate skill is to dismiss the diversion of “Raoul,” a mysterious figure introduced by Ray himself, by making a convincing case that “Raoul” was Ray’s own creation, intended to divert guilt from himself as well as from the actual individuals behind the attack. In addition to their examination of “Raoul” the authors also address the allegation that King’s murder was the work of elements of the American government—a conspiracy presented in King assassination literature as an alliance of the CIA, and a collection of secret, highly covert military intelligence groups—with the actual assassination alleged to have been performed by or coordinated by military personnel observed and reported in Memphis on the day of the murder.

In March of 1979, the House Select Committee on Assassinations released its report on President Kennedy’s and Dr. King’s assassinations. The report, submitted to Congress, concluded that the committee found evidence of conspiracy in both cases. The committee requested the Justice Department to accept its findings and open its own investigation. Neither Congress nor the Justice Department chose to act on the committee’s findings and recommendations.

The Awful Grace of God is a major contribution by private citizens to throw light on the still-unresolved and paramount issue of who, and with what motive, was actually involved in the murder of America’s most renowned and universally admired private citizen of the twentieth century.

 

—Gerald K. McKnight 
Hood College, Professor Emeritus, 2012






 INTRODUCTION

On April 4, 1968, a single shot from a .30-06 rifle killed the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. as he stood on the balcony of the Lorraine Motel in Memphis, Tennessee.

At the time, Robert F.Kennedy was campaigning for the Democratic presidential nomination and learned of King’s death as he landed in Indianapolis to deliver a campaign speech to a predominantly black neighborhood. Aides feared a riot, and the chief of police told Kennedy that he could not guarantee his safety, but rather than inciting a riot, Kennedy’s brief, heartfelt speech was credited with helping to prevent racial riots in the aftermath of King’s assassination and is widely considered one of the best speeches in American history. From the back of a flatbed truck, Kennedy offered the following words:In this difficult day, in this difficult time for the United States, it’s perhaps well to ask what kind of a nation we are and what direction we want to move in. For those of you who are black–considering the evidence evidently is that there were white people who were responsible–you can be filled with bitterness, and with hatred, and a desire for revenge.

We can move in that direction as a country, in greater polariza-tion–black people amongst blacks, and white amongst whites, filled with hatred toward one another. Or we can make an effort, as Martin Luther King did, to understand and to comprehend, and replace that violence, that stain of bloodshed that has spread across our land, with an effort to understand, compassion, and love.





And then Kennedy quoted his favorite poet, Aeschylus:Even in our sleep, pain which cannot forget falls drop by drop upon the heart, until, in our own despair, against our will, comes wisdom through the awful grace of God.1





We chose “the awful grace of God” as the title for this book because it captures not only the enormous feeling of loss at the death of Martin Luther King Jr., but also the need for an understanding of what happened that fateful day in Memphis. Who murdered King? Was there a conspiracy? What was the motive? And what do the answers to those questions mean for our nation’s history and our future? Forty years after King’s assassination, we are still looking for that wisdom.

The day following the assassination, while criminal investigations were just beginning, United States Attorney General Ramsey Clark stated to the press that there were no indications of conspiracy in the shooting, “all of our evidence at this time indicates that it was a single person who committed this criminal act.”2 Within two weeks of the killing, the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s manhunt had begun to focus on James Earl Ray, an escaped convict with a long history of theft and armed robbery. Ray had never been involved in militant racism, and his history revealed only a single constant—a continuing quest to score big money. At the time of the King shooting, Ray had been on the run for over a year. He had traveled to both Canada and Mexico in unsuccessful efforts to continue his escape overseas. Almost two months to the day after King’s assassination, Ray was taken into custody at a London airport.

Both the director of the FBI and the attorney general of the United States singled out James Earl Ray as the lone killer of Dr. King. No motive was ever given for his act. Ray avoided trial with a guilty plea, which he later claimed had been orchestrated by his attorney as the only option for his escaping the death penalty. Ray’s own remarks, his lack of any apparent motive, and the fact that he had no personal history of racist activism or  connection to racist groups left much of the public with the impression that there must be more to the King assassination, that the story had not been fully told.

That view was solidified by the findings of the House Select Committee on Assassinations (HSCA), formed in 1976 to reexamine the assassinations of President John F. Kennedy, and Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. The committee’s report on Dr. King’s death was presented in 1978. Their wording was precise; their message clear:The committee believes, on the basis of the circumstantial evidence available to it, that there is a likelihood that James Earl Ray assassinated Dr. Martin Luther King as a result of a conspiracy. . . .

The Department of Justice and Federal Bureau of Investigation performed a thorough investigation into the responsibility of James Earl Ray for the assassination of Dr. King, and conducted a thorough fugitive investigation, but failed to investigate adequately the possibility of conspiracy in the assassination.3





The HSCA tried to move beyond the FBI conspiracy investigation, but its resources were limited, its timing perhaps ten years too late. In many instances HSCA investigators were thwarted by the fact that key individuals were deceased. Witnesses who provided reports in 1968 were too frightened to even confirm their original stories, much less expand on them, and named suspects were simply unwilling to talk. And although the HSCA had subpoena power, they lacked the leverage that came with the realistic threat of jail time, perjury charges, or negotiated immunity to get results.

Beyond that, the HSCA inquiry also suffered from some of the same fundamental problems that prevented the FBI from adequately investigating Ray’s possible involvement in a conspiracy in the first place. In 1968 and well into the 1990s, many key informant files were held in strict confidence, not available for exchange between individual FBI field offices, not available to local or state law enforcement or prosecutors, and not offered to the  HSCA. Director J. Edgar Hoover had an established policy of not sacrificing informants in civil rights cases that he viewed as being unwinnable in southern courts.

It has only been through a series of successful cold-case prosecutions over the last decade that we have come to realize the extent of such information and its implications for the King investigation. Reports that the FBI produced in the King murder investigation suggest that the local offices had little understanding of the background and associations of the information they produced. Challenges such as compartmentalization of information; the inability to correlate names, aliases, and organizations; and the lack of any of today’s data-mining capabilities all fundamentally handicapped individual field offices in the pursuit of leads suggesting any potential conspiracy in the murder of Dr. King.

With access to FBI files and oral histories that only became available over the past decade, with information from successful cold-case prosecutions, and with our own primary source interviews, we are now able to relate a much more comprehensive view of the events that we feel led to Dr. King’s assassination.

Part I: The Conspirators exposes an insidious subculture that was united in the goal of killing Dr. King and whose efforts we follow over a period of some five years. It reveals that certain individuals involved in that effort were far more organized, disciplined, and shrewd than had been commonly pictured in existing literature. We trace the efforts of that network by examining several plots against Dr. King, which were deadly serious and, in some cases, quite sophisticated.

The individuals and groups you encounter in this book had indeed been targeting Dr. King for years. They viewed King as the ultimate target because his death represented their best opportunity. Their goal was massive riot and bloodshed, racial violence on a national scale. They wished to kill Dr. King in a dramatic and symbolic manner, a killing that would put an end to any thought of compromise and concessions between liberal white America and an increasingly nationalistic and frustrated black America.

There is no longer any doubt about the existence of such a network or of its ongoing effort to kill Dr. King. What remains are questions about its direct or indirect connection to the actual murder of Dr. King in Memphis, about the role of James Earl Ray, and the possibility of conspiracy in the assassination.

In Part II: The Accused, we closely follow James Earl Ray from his escape in 1967 from the Missouri State Penitentiary to the steps that seem to have brought him in touch with an offer he couldn’t refuse, an offer that led him to begin stalking Dr. King in Selma, Atlanta, and finally Memphis. We explore a number of bounties offered on Dr. King’s life, raising the possibility that James Earl Ray may have been only the final individual to respond to such an offer.

And in Part III: The Crime, we examine the possibility that nothing in Memphis actually came about, for either Ray or the plotters, as was intended. And we direct our attention toward investigations and existing FBI documents that might well help resolve the issue of conspiracy once and for all.

If we are right, our conclusions likely point to a group of violent individuals who saw King’s murder through the eyes of a much more vengeful God than the one that inspired the slain civil rights figure to continually risk his life in the name of peace and mutual understanding. If the Sermon on the Mount was the religious inspiration for Dr. King, then, for these calculating, violent men, the book of Revelations was the guiding scripture. But their version of the end-times was far different than anything one would hear from most preachers on a Sunday. Their hope was for a race war that would bring on Armageddon itself. For these men, God’s grace had run its course, and Bobby Kennedy’s soothing words must have seemed like the calm before the awful storm they desired.






 PART I

 THE CONSPIRATORS





CHAPTER 1

 TARGETING MARTIN LUTHER KING JR.

On April 3, 1968, an American Airlines flight from Atlanta to Memphis was stuck at the departure gate. The pilot made a general passenger announcement that the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was on board and that the airline had received a bomb threat. For everyone’s safety, they would have to delay their takeoff until all the baggage had been examined.1

Only a week earlier, King had arrived late in Memphis to join a protest march for striking African American sanitation workers who were paid lower wages than their white coworkers and who were forced to work in the worst of weather. The protest began to turn violent, and one of the marchers was shot and killed. Now King was returning to deliver a speech at Memphis’s Mason Temple, the world headquarters of the Church of God in Christ, and to lead another protest march. As his flight finally departed, Dr. King was once again reminded that his life was continually at risk.2

King was booked at the Lorraine Motel in Memphis, sharing a room with his longtime friend Reverend Ralph Abernathy. They had stayed in room 306 so often that it was jokingly referred to as the “King-Abernathy Suite.” A thunderstorm brewed that evening as King left for the Mason Temple to deliver an address that would be remembered as one of his greatest—and one that was eerily prescient.3 As his speech drew to a close, he referred to the day’s earlier bomb threat:And then I got to Memphis. And some began to say the threats. . . or talk about the threats that were out. What would happen to me from some of our sick white brothers?

Well, I don’t know what will happen now. We’ve got some difficult days ahead. But it doesn’t matter with me now. Because I’ve been to the mountaintop. And I don’t mind. Like anybody, I would like to live a long life. Longevity has its place. But I’m not concerned about that now. I just want to do God’s will. And He’s allowed me to go up to the mountain. And I’ve looked over. And I’ve seen the promised land. I may not get there with you. But I want you to know tonight, that we, as a people, will get to the promised land! And so I’m happy, tonight. I’m not worried about anything. I’m not fearing any man. Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord!4





The next day, April 4, 1968, James Earl Ray, a forty-year-old escaped convict from Jefferson City’s Missouri State Penitentiary, rented a room at Bessie Brewer’s rooming house, located across the street from the Lorraine Motel. Whether Ray came to Memphis with King’s murder as his goal, or whether he was, as he later claimed, manipulated by outside forces to come to Memphis, his name would soon join those of the most notorious criminals in American history. He had brought with him a recently purchased Remington 760 Gamemaster rifle, which would be found within minutes of King’s shooting in an alcove of a store adjacent to Bessie Brewer’s rooming house.5

That fateful day was filled with meetings and phone calls for Dr. King, and he and his circle were once again late—this time for a dinner at the home of his good friend, Reverend Billy Kyles. Kyles was at the Lorraine, hurrying King along. In good spirits, King came out of room 306 onto the balcony and bantered over the railing with Jesse Jackson and others waiting in the parking lot. At exactly 6:01 PM, King was struck by a single .30-06 bullet, and was rushed to Saint Joseph’s Hospital, and was pronounced dead at 7:05 PM.6

Shortly after the shooting, witnesses saw a man race down the hall of Bessie Brewer’s rooming house across the street. In the doorway of Canipe’s Amusement Company, Memphis law enforcement officers found a green blanket packed with the Gamemaster rifle, ammunition, and a pair of binoculars,  as well as assorted personal items. In his original signed statement, the owner, Guy Canipe, said the package was left there within minutes of the shooting. Police found witnesses who said they saw a white Mustang race away from the curb not far from Canipe’s store. The FBI traced fingerprints on the binoculars and other items to James Earl Ray, whose 1967 white Ford Mustang was later found abandoned hundreds of miles away in Atlanta, Georgia.7

Eventually James Earl Ray would be captured in England, extradited to the United States, and indicted as the sole killer of Dr. King—based on means and opportunity; but the question of his motive was never adequately resolved, allowing for years of assertions, including by Ray himself, that conspirators had killed King and framed the escaped fugitive. There was no shortage of powerful individuals and violent groups who detested King—from FBI director J. Edgar Hoover to the Ku Klux Klan. Ray’s supporters would claim that a massive conspiracy organized by the military and intelligence community killed King. But many of these claims rested on the word of Ray himself, a dubious practice when dealing with a career criminal serving a life sentence.

Others tried to thread the needle, to argue that Ray was a witting participant in a broader conspiracy. Congress, in their late-1970s reinvestigation of King’s assassination, argued that Ray was responding to a bounty offer on King made by a group of right-wing businessmen from Ray’s hometown of Saint Louis, Missouri.8 But these businessmen had no record of or connection to violence, including against Dr. King. Those who specifically had a connection to a series of attempts to kill Martin Luther King Jr. before 1968 were dismissed as suspects. These groups had the motive, some argue, but not the sophisticated means to succeed in such a conspiracy, nor did they have the opportunity to collaborate with James Earl Ray. Had investigators looked more carefully, they would have found a good deal of evidence to believe that these groups that had been seriously trying to kill King for almost a decade were, in fact, the best suspects in his actual assassination.




 THE MORE THAN NINE LIVES OF MARTIN LUTHER KING JR. 

For Dr. King, the April 3 bomb threat was just one more warning. In the thousands of pages of files the FBI collected on Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. there are dozens, if not hundreds, of reported threats against Dr. King’s life. Almost all were similar to the plane threat: menacing but harmless. They came mostly by phone, often to newspapers, often anonymously. When law enforcement could trace these threats to their source, they often led to drunks and mentally disturbed individuals. Yet in some cases, such as the January 1956 bombing of Dr. King’s home in the midst of the successful Montgomery Bus Boycott, the attempts were far from innocuous.9 Indeed, from the time of that first bombing until his assassination in 1968, law enforcement investigated serious threats against King, some foiled only by the vagaries of chance.

In one sense, these ongoing public threats simply constituted a constant level of “noise”; Dr. King had no choice but to live with them if he wanted to continue his mission.10 When asked a question about when he had personally been most frightened, King replied that it had been during a visit to Mississippi. His visit was not only to mourn the victims of the Mississippi Burning murders but also to bring public scrutiny and pressure on law enforcement to pursue justice in what history now calls the Mississippi Burning killings, the brutal slayings of three young civil rights workers. King offered a prayer in which he had said, “O Lord, the killers of those boys may even be within the range of my voice.” At that moment, he overheard a big burly sheriff standing near him say, “You’re damn right they are.”11

At the time Dr. King had no way of knowing that the individuals who had killed the young civil rights organizers were associated with the White Knights of the Ku Klux Klan of Mississippi and that the order for their murders had come from its leader, Samuel Holloway Bowers. King had no idea that Sam Bowers had himself targeted King for murder and that Bowers was part of a network that had incited and planned attacks on King over a period of years. King also did not know that a local Mississippi sheriff’s deputy would eventually be one of those convicted in the murders of Andrew Goodman, Michael Schwerner, and James Chaney—the three young men for whom King had prayed. As we shall see, King’s visits to Mississippi, to bring national attention to these murders and to the 1963 assassination of his National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) colleague Medgar Evers, brought King into the crosshairs of committed radicals.

The nature of the radical network that was targeting Dr. King was more national in scope and more united in purpose than has been previously thought. There was a series of systematic attempts on his life by a little-known subculture that was obsessed with King’s murder. These efforts to kill King provide the best window into the likeliest conspiracy behind King’s murder in Memphis. But when examined in depth for links and commonalities, these plots also reveal a glimpse into a sinister, clandestine movement within American history, one that entwined religious zealotry, reactionary politics, and out-and-out hatred, a story that—if told at all—is often disconnected from the tumult of the 1960s or, just as important, from the twenty-first-century terrorism to which it bears such a close resemblance.




 THE FIRST CONTRACT: BIRMINGHAM, ALABAMA, 1958 

Alabama was the scene for one of the first serious recorded efforts to kill King, one that came against the backdrop of the heated civil rights battles that engulfed Birmingham, Alabama, in the late 1950s. This plot did not even originally target King but rather the Reverend Fred Shuttlesworth, president of the Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights, who was arguably even more defiant and strident in his efforts to desegregate Birmingham than King was in Montgomery. Shuttlesworth famously said of the repeated attempts to “dissuade” him (including beatings, bombings, and general harassment 12), “We mean to kill segregation or be killed by it!”13 Having seen that the local white establishment, led by Birmingham’s notorious commissioner of public safety, Eugene “Bull” Connor, could not deter the indefatigable Reverend Shuttlesworth, the state’s Ku Klux Klan sought another avenue to stop him: a contract killing.

For this, they summoned Jesse Benjamin “J. B.” Stoner, a Georgia native who supported the Nazis during World War II for their stance on racial purity and anti-Semitism and who was the founder of the new and virulently racist and anti-Semitic National States Rights Party (NSRP) Stoner, who earned national attention for a public feud with Nation of Islam leader Elijah Muhammad (famously telling Muhammad that “you want white blood pumped into your race”14), had originally been contracted by local Klan leader Hugh Morris to bomb Shuttlesworth’s Bethel Baptist Church.15 But Stoner offered to include the contract killing of Shuttlesworth and other civil rights leaders, with Dr. King notably at the top of the list. Stoner offered a special reduced rate of $1,500 to kill King and only failed because law enforcement—in conjunction with the FBI—had been running a sting against the Klan and stopped the plot in advance.16




 BIRMINGHAM AGAIN, 1963 

Birmingham continued to be a flashpoint in the civil rights struggle and was the scene for two other attempts on King—one involving another bombing and the other a planned shooting.

In the spring of 1963, a large dynamite bomb was thrown at room 30 at the A.G. Gaston Motel where King had set up the headquarters for his efforts to integrate Birmingham’s eateries and businesses. An apparent response to countless King-led sit-ins, marches, and protests—efforts that scandalized the local business community into reaching a prointegrationist agreement with King and his aides-the bomb left a five-by-five-foot hole in the motel wall and destroyed two adjacent house trailers. King narrowly escaped death, as he had unexpectedly abandoned plans for a celebration at the motel and had left Birmingham. Law enforcement strongly suspected that the bombing was the work of the Eastview, Alabama, Klavern known as “The Cahaba River Group” or “The Cahaba Boys,” a militant KKK subgroup that J. B. Stoner heavily influenced.17

Another attempt on King occurred as the nation once again turned its attention to segregationist violence in Birmingham, this time in the wake of  the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church bombing that killed four young girls in September 1963.18

The four men who reportedly plotted this attempted assassination of King included William Potter Gale, a Californian who organized racist and anti-Semitic paramilitary organizations on the West Coast; Admiral John G. Crommelin, a National States’ Rights Party luminary who would one day run as a vice presidential candidate on their national ticket; Sidney Crockett Barnes, a suspected serial bomber who fled a crackdown on racial violence in Florida to settle in Alabama; and Noah Jefferson Carden, a violent racist from Mobile,

Alabama.19 The plotting against King—which involved cooperation with local extremists—actually started just before the Sixteenth Street Church bombing and was among the first plots the House Select Committee on Assassinations (HSCA) considered when Congress reinvestigated the King murder in the late 1970s. The plot apparently continued into 1964, and though details of the exact murder scheme are somewhat sketchy, conversations secretly taped by the Miami Police between Barnes and police/FBI informant William “Willie” Somersett suggest that Carden may have received a rifle from Gale, who hoped that Carden would do the deed. Police even arranged to provide Barnes with a rifle so as to trace it back to the extremist colonel from California .20

Birmingham was apparently one of several sites in Alabama considered for a King attack, with Mobile being another preferred location21. In fact, the four men even planned a larger wave of statewide violence to lure King to these other areas, notably the sites of the first experiments in school desegregation in Alabama.22 King may well have been saved from these attempts by another act of violence in Saint Augustine, which drew him to Florida and away from Alabama.




 “NOTHING LEFT BUT WHITE FACES . . . ”: SAINT AUGUSTINE, FLORIDA, 1964 

In 1964, civil rights activist Robert Hayling and others were kidnapped at a Klan rally in Saint Augustine, Florida, beaten unconscious, and nearly burned to death. This drew King and his focus away from Alabama and toward  Florida. In fact, it was King’s response to the growing civil disorder in Saint Augustine, Florida, that triggered the next major attempt on his life.

After four sit-in organizers had been badly beaten and guns fired into their homes, Saint Augustine protests degenerated into serious racial violence, extending over several months in 1963 and 1964 as civil rights activists battled against southern reactionaries. Some of this antagonism was stoked by J. B. Stoner and his erstwhile friend the Reverend Charles “Connie” Lynch from California, a minister in a white supremacist church with nationwide reach who, commenting on the four young girls who died in the Birmingham bombing, said that they were not children, but “little niggers . . . and if there’s four less niggers tonight, then I say‘Good for whoever planted the bomb!’”23

Stoner and Lynch, known as a two-person “riot squad,”24 consistently followed King and staged counterrallies, where they inflamed white audience members, often to the point of violence. In one Saint Augustine rally, Lynch promised, “There’s gonna be a bloody race riot all over this country. The stage is being set for a bloodbath. When the smoke clears, there ain’t gonna be nothing left but white faces!”25 The aftermath of this rally sent nineteen blacks to local area hospitals.

In response to the ongoing violence, Dr. King visited Saint Augustine in May 1964 and announced his support for demonstrations, even telling President Lyndon Johnson that “all semblance of law and nonviolent order had broken down in Saint Augustine.”26 King was tempting fate once again in his trips into Florida. Although little is known as to the exact identities of those who did the deed, a suspected group of Klansmen opened fire on King’s rented beach cottage near Saint Augustine, perforating walls and shattering the furniture inside with their bullets.27 King had been in California at the time, having been warned of plots against his life in Florida.28




 ENTER THE WHITE KNIGHTS: JACKSON, MISSISSIPPI, 1964 

The next reported effort to kill King came in the spring and summer of 1964 and involved a new and very serious group of players in the white supremacist movement, the White Knights of the Ku Klux Klan of Mississippi.

The White Knights formed in the cauldron of anti-integrationist resistance that was Mississippi in the early 1960s. As one of the few states with a majority nonwhite population, Mississippi’s white establishment vigorously opposed efforts to give equal rights to minorities. Yet some white Mississippians did not feel that the reactionary moves made by the wealthy White Citizens’ Councils and the government-backed Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission went far enough. To some, even the existing Klan regime in the Magnolia State was too passive, and they abandoned their Klaverns in large numbers, coalescing to form the White Knights, led by the devilishly brilliant Samuel Holloway Bowers and eventually becoming the most successfully violent KKK subgroup in the nation. The FBI would connect the White Knights with more than three hundred acts of racial violence, including the Mississippi Burning murders of three civil rights workers and the murder of voting rights activist Vernon Dahmer.29

In one 1964 incident, however, FBI reports indicate that the White Knights sought outside criminal help to try to kill King. Specifically, the White Knights contracted with a bank robber and highly respected contract killer from Oklahoma, Donald Eugene Sparks, to eliminate King if he came to Mississippi, as he eventually did in July 1964 in response to the Mississippi Burning murders. According to the FBI sources, Sparks waited at a motel in Jackson, Mississippi, to conclude the deal but backed out of the plot when the White Knights could not raise their promised bounty. Two separate sources described this earlier plot to the FBI after King’s murder, but the FBI did only a superficial investigation. Although they found that Sparks was known in White Knights circles, they dismissed the bounty reports because they could not find Sparks’s name in any motel registry in Jackson at the relevant time. Beyond having failed to look for any one of his many aliases,30 they also missed a report in their own files from 1964 that strongly corroborated the story.

White Knights Grand Dragon Billy Buckles told a group of Klansmen (which apparently included at least one FBI informant) that the White Knights were contracting with a criminal to perform an act of violence that would “make the death of Medgar Evers look sick [by comparison].”31 There are other reports  in the FBI files that describe additional King murder plots for June/July 1964, but they presently lack the level of corroboration and specificity available for the Sparks effort in 1964. However, it appears that these later reports convinced at least one very important person that King was in danger. President Lyndon Johnson personally ordered additional federal security for King in response to these Mississippi threats as well as those from Alabama.32

In response, one Mississippi sheriff, Lawrence Rainey, openly protested the additional federal guards. Within a matter of weeks Rainey himself would become infamous for his suspected role in the conspiracy behind the Mississippi Burning murders. Rainey had, in fact, been an active member of the Mississippi White Knights when he wrote to the government claiming that his officers—some of whom were later convicted for their roles in the Mississippi Burning murders—could provide all the protection King needed while he was under threat of assassination.33




 THE WHITE KNIGHTS TRY AGAIN: SELMA, ALABAMA, 1965 

An account from the FBI’s most trusted inside source on the White Knights indicates that they tried once again to kill King in early 1965. This time the plot was targeted for the state of Mississippi, and the White Knights apparently planned to handle it themselves.

The location was in Selma, where Dr. King had been leading a voter registration drive, without much success. The primary attack was to be by snipers, with a backup plan of rigging a highway bridge with explosives if King escaped the shooting. Advanced word of the attack appears to have come from a deep informant named Delmar Dennis, a minister who had been close to Klan leader Samuel Bowers but who turned on Bowers because of his suspicions of Bowers’s patriotism and reservations over the White Knights’ excessive violence. The attack did not occur, but only because King’s route was changed at the last minute. We are still searching FBI files for further details on this plot.34

Dennis’s informant file deals mainly with administrative matters related to paying him for his services, and available files on Bowers and the White Knights  do not directly mention the plot. But most of the three hundred acts of violence the FBI officially attributes to the White Knights are not directly mentioned in these summary reports, which consist of small vignettes aggregated from local field office files. But in addition to the autobiographical account from Dennis, one of the FBI’s most trusted informants, there are strong hints in the FBI files that something bigger was brewing in Selma. Reports emphasize that at this same time, Bowers was questioned for housing explosives in Alabama. This came just as other, simultaneous in format reports show that Bowers was asking his White Knights to bury their weapons in preparation for a future major insurrection. This mystified his followers but is consistent with a larger strategy Bowers contemplated—his belief that a major provocation, such as murdering Dr. King, would result in federal intervention and ultimately a race war.




 ATTACK ON THE PALLADIUM: LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA, FEBRUARY 1965 

On one of the few occasions where an arrest was made in connection with a King plot, right-wing extremist Keith Gilbert was captured in late 1965 trying to evade arrest by fleeing to Canada after authorities found large quantities of stolen dynamite among an arsenal of weapons (including a 60-mm mortar) and right-wing paraphernalia in his Glendale, California, residence. Gilbert had been on the run since February 4, 1965, when he was reported to have been involved in the dynamite robbery that eventually led to his conviction. The robbery came as threats began to pour in that King would be killed on February 25 at the Palladium theater in Los Angeles when he came to speak, in honor of his Nobel Peace Prize. One report in particular, that the entire theater would be destroyed in an explosion, caught the attention of not only authorities but also the local papers.35

Authorities received general information that the bombing was to be attributable to the Christian Nationalist State Army, while the day after King spoke, the Los Angeles Herald Examiner received information directly tying Gilbert to the threat. The paper reported the six-foot twenty-two-year-old as a racist member of the militant antigovernment group the Minutemen, who was heavily armed  and a direct threat to Dr. King (as Gilbert was not yet captured). The report did not highlight the most salient aspect of Gilbert’s biography—that he was a committed member of the Church of Jesus Christ Christian whose views on the superiority of the white race would continue to inspire racist extremists on through the 1990s, thanks in part to Gilbert himself.36 In referring to the failed effort to kill King the day before—probably due to tight security precautions-the paper’s source also ominously promised that the mistake would be fixed the next time, when King would be killed with a “high-powered rifle.”37




 THE OHIO PLOT: YELLOW SPRINGS, OHIO, JUNE 1965 

In a series of events reminiscent of the Gilbert crime and occurring only a few months later, Daniel Wagner was arrested on suspicion of armed robbery with weapons, including dynamite, that he later testified were to be used in a provocation to “start a civil war within this country” between blacks and whites.38 Wagner also described two closely connected plots to kill Martin Luther King Jr. and other public officials. The more sensational of these schemes involved Wagner shooting King when he was set to speak at Antioch College in Yellow Springs, Ohio, in June 1965.

Wagner testified to the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) and in a ten-page letter described the plans that ten other men would detonate explosives while attendees fled the shooting. The nineteen-year-old Wagner said Eloise Witte, a bleached-blonde forty-year-old Grand Empress of the Ku Klux Klan in the Cincinnati, Ohio, region, approached him for the plot. The plot failed because Witte could not convince ten other people to join Wagner as a unit.39 Witte, a rare female in a leadership position within the KKK, denied these reports to HUAC, but a second eyewitness, a young National States’ Rights Party member named Richard Hanna, corroborated Wagner’s story.

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of Wagner’s account to HUAC relates to an earlier plot that inspired Witte to recruit Wagner. Wagner said that when Witte recruited him for her own effort against King, she referred to a recent $25,000 bounty offer on King emanating from the KKK in Georgia.40 Though this component is close to hearsay, there is some corroboration. First, police  did confirm that the dynamite that Wagner and a colleague obtained to spur the hoped-for civil war did indeed come from Klan sources in Georgia, notably from Klan associates of Imperial Wizard James R. Venable.41 Moreover, Witte’s immediate connections were to Venable, who had far-reaching influence as leader of the National Knights of the Ku Klux Klan (NKKKK).

In 1915 Venable’s family had supplied the land used for the cross-burning ceremony that launched the modern KKK revival in Stone Mountain, Georgia, where the NKKKK headquarters continued to serve as a symbolic Mecca for the “Hooded Order.”42 In 1965 Venable, a lawyer who with fellow racist J. B. Stoner represented individuals accused of racially motivated crimes (and who shared an Atlanta legal office with Stoner), launched an outreach program to place several additional out-of-state Klans in the Midwest under the umbrella of his organization, including Witte’s Klavern.43 Witte’s story, as Wagner related it, of a $25,000 bounty offer is also consistent with the available records. An FBI memorandum of February 8, 1965, from their Atlanta office warned bureau field offices in Mobile, Alabama, and Washington, DC, (locations where King was expected to travel) that Venable was actively involved in organizing plots to kill Dr. King, and other FBI reports from the same period implicate Stoner in those efforts. Venable will eventually be tied into a specific White Knights bounty that will prove to be integral to deciphering the true circumstances behind Dr. King’s murder on April 4, 1968.44




 MANUFACTURING A PRETEXT: THE WHITE KNIGHTS’ EFFORTS IN 1966 

In two of the previously described assassination attempts, white supremacists planned to take advantage of acts of violence committed in conjunction with King’s travels to protest racial injustice. They saw that even attempting to kill King could escalate the violence that could be expected in response to efforts at public integration. In 1966 the White Knights decided to reverse that tactic, performing acts that would lure King to a “kill zone” in Mississippi.

King came to Birmingham in the wake of the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church bombing; he came to Jackson after both the Medgar Evers assassination  in 1963 and the Mississippi Burning murders of three civil rights workers in the summer of 1964. Most recently he had come to Mississippi in the wake of the attempted murder of James Meredith, the man who had desegregated the University of Mississippi by being the first black student to apply to and attend the school in 1962 and who in 1966 was leading his March Against Fear to encourage blacks to register to vote despite racist intimidation.45 That King, as a national figure, would respond in person to well-publicized injustices would be obvious then to anyone who wanted to strike at him. With that in mind, Bowers appears to have conceived of one of the more hideous acts of his violent reign of terror-killing a perfectly innocent black farmer in hopes of luring King into a shooting gallery in Mississippi.

The victim was Ben Chester White, who agreed to help three unassuming white men look for their supposedly missing dog when he entered their car, never to be seen alive again. His body was found battered and riddled with seventeen bullet holes in a creek near a national forest in Natchez, Mississippi. The three men who were arrested-Ernest Avants, Claude Fuller, and James Jones-escaped justice for decades. Jones admitted his guilt and implicated the other two, but Avants’s claim that he only shot White’s already-dead corpse earned him an acquittal, while Fuller (the accused triggerman) was never even tried. Even Jones (in the face of his own admission) was set free by a hung jury. Justice was only served in 2003, when Avants was finally convicted for his role in the crime. It was at that later trial that previously unreleased FBI documents showed that the three men were members of the White Knights of the Ku Klux Klan and that Samuel Bowers put them up to killing White in hopes of enticing King into a death trap.46




 AN OPEN CONTRACT: THE WHITE KNIGHTS BOUNTY OFFER IN 1967 

The White Knights were not deterred by their previous failures to kill King. Motivated by forces much stronger than just maintaining the culture of Jim Crow, the White Knights appear to have accelerated their efforts to murder Dr. King even as their leading members were finally going to prison for crimes such as the killing of activist Vernon Dahmer.47

Driven by the increased scrutiny of law enforcement on a national as well as local level, the White Knights increasingly turned to outsiders for acts of violence. At a time when similar offers appear to have been circulating in a number of different prison systems, a Leavenworth penitentiary prisoner-Donald Nissen-reported being approached by an openly prejudiced fellow inmate with a $100,000 White Knights-sponsored bounty on King’s life.48 The inmate knew Nissen was leaving Leavenworth penitentiary and would make his way to King’s home base of Atlanta and told him to contact a series of intermediaries, known in the criminal and intelligence world as “cutouts,” to confirm his role, which would involve both scouting King’s movements and (if Nissen wanted) actually assassinating the civil rights leader. Nissen remained quiet for fear of upsetting the inmate but revealed the details of the offer to the FBI several months before King was murdered.49

There is considerable corroboration for Nissen’s story-which includes names of conspirators-and it provides the key to understanding the forces that led to King’s death in Memphis. According to the HSCA, similar offers were circulating in the federal penitentiary at Jefferson City, Missouri, and likely caught the attention of a soon-to-be escapee, James Earl Ray, the only man arrested and convicted for King’s murder.




 TACTICAL SOPHISTICATION 

Similarities between the above plots are certainly worth exploring. Notably, the record shows that each of these ultraright groups were more tactically sophisticated than has been commonly assumed. Most of the plots showed a penchant for what intelligence agencies call “plausible deniability.” In that context, deniability involves protecting an operation by creating buffers between the “mechanics” who carry out the plan and the higher-ups who plan it-in other words, go-betweens. This allows higher-ups to deny involvement if the plan is discovered before its consummation and also provides buffers in the event a “mechanic” is caught after the deed. Investigators and analysts would have to go through more than one layer of culpable persons before, if ever, they reached those at the top.

In several of these plots, Klan leaders brokered deals with criminals or with out-of-state extremist groups in hopes of insulating themselves from law enforcement scrutiny both before and after the operation. The open King bounty in 1967 illustrates a level of deniability that would have impressed even intelligence professionals and suggests the most persistent group-the White Knights-were learning from their past efforts. This bounty offer extended to criminals who in turn had to contact cutouts before they could be approved for the King assassination operation. The cutouts in that instance may have included a Mississippi businesswoman and even a member of law enforcement, and they appear to have quite effectively served their purpose of concealing the plot from law enforcement after it was reported. The groups trying to kill King were using tactics far different than the brute violence that appeared in magazines and on television screens.

In that sense, these right-wing militant groups also realized the importance of studying the tendencies of their intended victim. At first this seems obvious: If King were coming to stage a public protest, it would seem fitting that his enemies would capitalize on the circumstance and attempt to kill him. But the recorded plots hint at a more sophisticated, evolving effort to target King. Finding and blowing up King’s home in 1956 did not take much creativity. Planning a sniper shooting on King’s route with a backup plan to bomb him if the sniper shooting failed-as was included in later plots-shows much more attention to detail. The FBI’s February 1965 warnings about Venable suggest that the National Knights were plotting against King in several of the cities that he intended to visit. The Ben Chester White murder in 1966 even showed that the White Knights were willing to create an incident in anticipation of King’s tendencies to visit and stage protests in order to bring national attention to racial violence. Most notably, the White Knights bounty of 1967 even included provisions (and a payment as part of the bounty) for individuals to carefully watch King in anticipation of his murder.50




 CONFEDERACY OF CONSPIRATORS 

In addition to tactical sophistication, a common thread that weaves together most of the listed attempts is the bonds between the plotters. From plot to plot, there appears to be only one to two degrees separating the prime movers from each other.

Every one of the nine attempts evidencing means, motive, and opportunity-including some of the actual attacks-involved right-wing extremists. Those who, in modern, popular treatments of the King assassination, have chosen to implicate other groups, such as the American intelligence community, therefore have a problem: None of their proposed suspects had any history of trying to kill King. There is no hint of Mafia efforts or attempts by individuals with national intelligence connections to kill King. If the FBI was trying to kill Dr. King (as has been argued by several authors), they could have simply let him die in 1965 in the plot in Selma rather than warn him in advance, as Delmar Dennis indicates in his book.

It would be easy to say that what united those who made serious efforts to kill King was a deep reactionary form of racism, a combination of contempt and fear seen manifested in the brutal beating of peaceful activists at the Woolworth’s lunch counter in Jackson, Mississippi. But while this has an element of truth to it, it is also an oversimplification. By 1966 King had achieved almost all his goals in ending de jure racial discrimination and was shifting toward deeper issues of economic and social justice. Killing King remained a top priority for these same people, however, and not as a matter of pure revenge for his past successes. At the planning level of each of the major assassination efforts from 1958 onward were individuals devoted to a hateful Christian denomination led by the Reverend Wesley Swift, who insisted that “pure-blooded whites are the lost children of Israel.”51 They joined Swift in promoting the idea of an apocalyptic race war, and killing King was the best means to that end.

This bond between conspirators can be seen if one simply traces a social network from retired Colonel William Potter Gale, the vituperative racist and anti-Semite from California. One month after reportedly plotting to kill King  in Birmingham, Gale addressed a private gathering of extremists at the William Penn Hotel in Whittier, California; attendees included California NSRP leader James Paul Thornton, Atlanta’s White Citizens’ Council activist Joseph Milteer, and racist evangelist Connie Lynch. Thornton, Milteer, and especially Lynch were close associates of Stoner, and all were devotees-like Gale-of Swift. The Californians Lynch and Gale, while also members of Stoner’s National States’ Rights Party, were in fact ordained ministers in Swift’s Church of Jesus Christ Christian, as was Keith Gilbert.52 In his church role, Gale was personally invited (by Sidney Crockett Barnes) to administer the memorial services for Kathy Ainsworth, a White Knights terrorist who may have had inside knowledge of aspects of the King murder.53

Gale’s connection to Mississippi racists likely stemmed from the active part he played in what many historians view as ground zero in the southern counterrevolution against integration and multiculturalism: resistance to James Meredith’s admission to and integration of the segregated University of Mississippi in 1962. Gale played a major role in fomenting the one-sided violence that required federal intervention and spurred a proliferation of white supremacist organizations.54 In fact, documents from the time describe an unknown, out-of-state military figure recruiting veterans across Mississippi into a mysterious, more militant racist organization (clearly the White Knights).55 These references raise the possibility that Gale, who as a World War II officer organized guerrilla operations for General Douglas MacArthur in the Philippines, may have been important in helping to actually form the White Knights.56

Georgia Klan leader James Venable’s connections to this coterie of radical extremists involve his connection to the California Knights of the Ku Klux Klan (CKKKK). As with Witte’s organization in Ohio, the CKKKK was an offshoot of Venable’s umbrella organization, the National Knights of the Ku Klux Klan. Venable even spoke to the CKKKK in 1967 at the invitation of its California leader, William V. Fowler, at a common meeting place for Reverend Swift’s religious sermons.57 Fowler, in fact, was a devoted minister in Swift’s church.58 Although Fowler handled the day-to-day operations of the CKKKK, FBI informant reports indicate that Swift had strong and direct influence on the group and that members were told to attend Swift’s religious meetings at least once a month.59

Venable liked to portray himself as someone above the fray, sympathetic to the political goals of the Klan but ambivalent, at best, to its more radical features. Yet, an informant described Venable as saying, in 1961, that he “did not believe in violence, but the time had come . . . when we have to do it.” The comment came after Venable insisted that “Martin Luther King Jr. should have been dead long ago and that he had to be killed.”60 Perhaps Venable’s urgency in wanting King killed reflected the same worldview as Swift, for Venable’s religious and historical writings make it clear that he shared the same antagonism toward Jews.61

The notoriously racist Reverend Swift, for his part, was so close to many of these individuals that he was investigated in connection with their various King plots. The FBI looked at Swift when investigating the Crommelin/ Carden/Gale/Barnes plot in the early 1960s, as each of these men were Swift devotees.62 The FBI even raided Swift’s church in connection with the Gilbert plot in 1965.63 Of course in each instance, the accused men themselves (much less their religious leader) were never actually charged for attempting to assassinate King. And while the FBI may not have looked at Swift in connection to Stoner’s plots against King, Swift and Stoner clearly shared a lot in common. Swift kept a flag with a thunderbolt symbol in his office until the day he died;64 this was the logo for the National States’ Rights Party’s publication The Thunderbolt, a paper that was largely created by Stoner. Swift’s ministers were among the most active members of Stoner’s NSRP movement.

These cross affiliations between anti-King agitators illustrate the limits of the conventional historical picture of the white supremacist subculture in America. Without question, as HUAC detailed after its investigation of extremist movements in 1967, the Klan and similar groups were highly decentralized even if they were under the umbrella of several different multistate operations such as Venable’s National Knights of the Ku Klux Klan.65 Even within states, much less at the top of the organizations, it was common for infighting-over power and money-to fragment various Klans. That said, within these groups  were a subgroup of people who were united by something far more potent and salient than simple resistance to integration. While they had their own separate organizations to run-Bowers with his Mississippi White Knights, Gale with the racist paramilitary California Rangers group, Stoner with the National States’ Rights Party-they all subscribed to a religious worldview that captured their imaginations and inspired them to greater and greater levels of violence.




 RACISM OR RELIGION? 

Much of the investigation into Dr. King’s murder has been undermined by a narrow-minded view of what one author called “redneck violence.” Under this interpretation, the southern “way of life” came under “attack” in the 1960s, and white supremacists reacted violently. Academic treatments have thus placed Klan and racial violence during the civil rights movement in the category of “vigilante terrorism,”66 defined as “terrorism initiated by private groups . . . aimed at other private groups in resistance to threatening social change.”67 Others might argue that these attacks were often instigated or abetted by bigoted local law enforcement officials with the consent of local elites and government officials-as in the Mississippi Burning murders-and hence should qualify as vigilante state terrorism.68

Scholars and law enforcement have failed to recognize that a religious terrorist network within the white supremacist movement dominated some of these conventional, seemingly autonomous racist groups. In fact, the leaders of some of these extremist organizations were harnessing the raw anger of their rank-and-file members for the purpose of covert religious terrorism. People like Samuel Bowers used Kluckers (rank-and-file Klansmen) to advance a much more ideological agenda, and they did so in a Machiavellian fashion that covered their tracks. Bowers told informant Delmar Dennis that “the typical Mississippi redneck doesn’t have sense enough to know what he’s doing. I have to use him for my own cause and direct his every action to fit my plan.”69

White supremacists who plotted to kill King were motivated by a strong religious impulse, and at least some of those in the white supremacist movement in the 1960s should be viewed more as religious terrorists than as political  reactionaries. The upper echelons of these groups were motivated by the white Christian separatism espoused by the Reverend Wesley Swift and his Church of Jesus Christ Christian. Swift had founded the Church of Jesus Christ Christian in 1946, and tapes of his white separatist sermons were literally being played at parties of like-minded extremists in places like Jackson, Mississippi, in the early to mid 1960s.70 The power and reach of Swift’s sermons cannot be understated.

Would-be King killer Sidney Crockett Barnes, one of many people across the country on Swift’s mailing list, hosted listening “parties” in Mobile, Alabama, that drew attendees from as far away as Miami, Florida. In preaching that Jews were Satan’s offspring who manipulated blacks and other races into a communist conspiracy against the white race-God’s true “chosen people”-Swift struck three major chords that resonated with extremists like Barnes, especially in the South. In one stroke, Swift gave Christian religious justification for beliefs in white supremacy and for the associated antigovernment communist paranoia appearing in many forms around the country, the latter casting the civil rights movement as a secret Soviet subversive operation. This also had an obvious appeal to those resisting integration as simply a threat to their way of life, giving cover to their violence. At times individuals would start as mere segregationists, only to become sucked into Swift’s vortex.

One woman’s unfortunate story illustrates the power of Swift’s appeal to such people. Married to a mild-mannered man who was concerned, as were many southerners, with the changes wrought by integration, she was worried (but not enough) when he started to listen to Swift’s religious sermons. Before long, the husband began to violently insist that she and their children also listen to the tapes. He held listening sessions and meetings in their house, involving some of the most violently racist figures in their state, including Sam Bowers. Eventually the husband joined the White Knights and was investigated for bombings. It reached a point where his wife was forced to escape her husband’s grip, with her children in tow, never to rejoin him. Swift’s tapes had literally brainwashed her husband and ruined her family in a matter of a few years.71

In the opinion of people like this woman’s husband, the civil rights movement and the surrounding violence was more than an attack on  southern tradition. It was a divine foreshadowing of an end-times race war where God’s true chosen people-Anglo-Saxons-would purify the world from the grip of Satan’s offspring (Jews) and his minions (blacks and other minorities). This radical variation of Christianity inspired highly devoted followers from around the nation even as the larger white supremacist movement lost its secular motivation following the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. They formed something akin to a national militant network under the informal influence of Swift. And while political causes die or evolve with new laws and elections, ideological causes-especially religious causes-can have a very long shelf life.

Martin Luther King, Jr.’s victories for integration had substantially decreased overall Klan membership, and a sharp increase in successful prosecutions and federal surveillance had dramatically reduced what little remained of the white supremacist movement by the late 1960s. But for those who were motivated by religion-and the tapes and sermons of Wesley Swift-this pressure simply changed their tactics, as they increasingly turned to outsiders and core true believers to carry out even more provocative acts of extremism. Unfortunately, law enforcement in the 1960s, not yet attuned to ideological /religious terrorism in general and lacking the resources to deal with issues of conspiracy, was not as discerning as modern counterterrorist units in pursuing the informal Swift network of religious extremists prior to King’s murder or in following its trail after April 4, 1968. Modern counterterrorists use advanced data-mining tools to sift through vast amounts of information in hopes of predicting acts of religious terrorism. J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI often lacked communication even between field offices, much less with state and municipal police agencies. However, even if data sharing had been perfect, the King investigation suffered in two key respects: It failed to recognize the role that religious fanaticism played in the violence predating King’s murder, and thus it also underestimated the sophistication and determination of those groups who would not stop until King was dead. Their obsession with assassinating King would become a holy cause, an act of civil war meant to spark a racial and religious Armageddon.





CHAPTER 2

 HOLY CAUSE AND DEVILISH DISCIPLES

In the evening hours of April 4, 1968, as news of Dr. King’s assassination spread from Memphis to the entire country, lingering racial animus and frustration incubating from the time of the New York race riot of 1964 through the Newark race riot of 1967 spawned a crescendo of violence. Over the next week, new race riots hammered 125 American cities. More than five thousand fires damaged almost two thousand homes and businesses. Two thousand people were injured, most of them blacks. In aggregate, almost twenty-four thousand people were arrested in what Time magazine described as a “shock wave of looting, arson and outrage” that “exceeded anything in the American experience.1

Possibly at no other time in United States history had the nation’s racial climate been so tense. Anger flared, radicalizing even some of the most committed nonviolent advocates in the civil rights movement. James Meredith, the man who desegregated the University of Mississippi, spoke out in anger: “This is America’s answer to the peaceful, nonviolent way of obtaining rights in this country!” Julian Bond, leader of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), said, “Nonviolence was murdered in Memphis last night.”2

If some in the white supremacist movement cheered the news on April 4, many could not have been pleased with the scale of the federal response. Almost seventy-three thousand Army and National Guard troops were called into service nationwide to help quell the violence, the largest domestic deployment of the national military since the Civil War. Bitter memories  of “government intrusion” during Reconstruction, passed down for generations, had helped motivate resistance to federally mandated integration in southern cities like Memphis, Tennessee, and Jackson, Mississippi, just a few years before. Now the nation was closer to martial law than at any time since the 1870s.

But not everyone who openly fought with the National Guard at the University of Mississippi during the Meredith admission were as hostile to federal intervention as is commonly thought. The white supremacist movement was not a monolithic constituency committed to the same goals. Yes, there were those who were in the movement simply to stamp out communism, to resist the changes to their perceived southern way of life, or for motives of pure prejudice. But a cadre of extremists in the upper echelons of some of the most well-led groups shared an extremist commitment to an apocalyptic vision for a race war. To these individuals, the riots from April 4 to April 11 would be as close as they ever came to fulfilling this end-times goal, one that they had been working toward for years. These individuals had not been deterred by the successes of the civil rights movement nor satiated by any prototypes of Richard Nixon’s “southern strategy” to win elections below the Mason-Dixon Line by exploiting anti–African American racism. They harnessed what remained of the white supremacist movement and manipulated even their own followers, when necessary, to try to kill Martin Luther King Jr. As we have shown, the influence of these individuals and their religious ideology could be seen in almost every plot and bounty leading to King’s murder on April 4, 1968.




 A HOLY CAUSE 

Understanding the basic religious beliefs of people like Wesley Swift, J. B. Stoner, and Sam Bowers and their religious subculture is critical to fully comprehending both their core motivations and their actions. Wesley Swift’s ministry and messages—delivered in services and radio broadcasts, through an extensive audiotape distribution network, and by aides and ministers such as Connie Lynch, William Potter Gale, Sidney Crockett Barnes,  and James Warner—helped mold this subculture. It clearly incited militant actions against both blacks and Jews throughout the country. The actions of men such as Sam Bowers can only be understood by realizing that they viewed themselves as zealots, as holy warriors. Theirs was a common crusade, a common tradition, a vision that saw the zealot as a redeemer cleansing the nation of evil by violence that was absolutely necessary to save the nation and ensure its triumphant destiny.3 Their worldview would be called the Christian Identity movement, and it continues to have an echo in domestic U.S. terrorism to the present day.

The roots of the Christian Identity movement that would eventually come to influence those wanting to kill Dr. King lie in a blend of British Israelism—a Victorian-era view that Anglo-Saxons were the true lost tribes of Israel—and a particularly virulent strain of anti-Semitism put forward in the early 1900s by Howard Rand, an attorney and small businessman in Massachusetts. Rand became a writer and publisher for the movement and was the first to use the term “Christian Identity” in regard to his new religion’s views. Rand promoted the belief that God’s chosen people were not, as legend would have it, the people self-proclaimed as Jews but a different people entirely, Anglo-Europeans—presumably all white. Followers of his belief proudly proclaimed themselves “Israelites” but most definitely not Jews. They were firm in their belief that the people claiming themselves to be Jews were actually impostors.

This worldview and belief system spread to Canada, where it apparently matured considerably within a group in Vancouver, whose anti-Semitism was especially strong and open.4 They incorporated much of their developing beliefs in a novel, When Gog Attacks, supposedly prophetic of the very near future, published in 1944 by the British Israel Association of Greater Vancouver.5 Through the story of a fictional British intelligence officer, the true divine history of man is discovered. This revelation, as described by Christian Identity expert Michael Barkun, was that Cain, the descendent of Satan and Eve,founded a secret society to do the Devil’s work on earth and had in fact been so successful in this endeavor that everyone on earth with  the exception of Noah and his family “appears to have come under the control of Satan.” Unfortunately, Noah’s line was poisoned when Ham married a descendent of Cain’s, and thus the “contaminated blood was brought through the Flood.” Cain’s conspiracy continued on through history, controlled by “certain of the Ashkenazim Jews.”6





This more militant strain of Christian Identity became more obvious after it spread from Vancouver; the next locus for development of these beliefs was Southern California, particularly the Los Angeles area. The view of Jews as “impostors” became a critical element of Louisiana clergyman and Nazi sympathizer Gerald L. K. Smith’s ministry; it also became a central theme of his Christian Nationalist Crusade.7 Smith became known as the most prominent anti-Semite in America, and much of his outreach was toward the political right.

A good deal of Smith’s energy went into agitation against Jews and their purported plan for political conquest and domination of the United States and the world. Smith’s contribution to the story of Martin Luther King Jr.’s assassination, however, was the creation of an activist network, not a specific congregation or national church. His message was taken up by many individual ministers, among whom Wesley Swift was the most prominent.

Swift took the strain of anti-Semitism in the Christian Identity belief system to another level. He began to describe Jews as the actual offspring of Satan who carry out his will against the true God.8 Blacks and other races were pre-Adamite “mud people” whom Jews manipulated in a war against whites. Their fundamental belief that Jews were an evil force, the “quintessence of evil, the literal offspring of Satan,” became central to the evolving ministry of Christian Identity.9 Beyond his “two-seed” theory that posits whites as the true descendants of Adam and Eve but Jews—referred to as Ashkenazim Jews—as descendants of Eve and Satan, Swift’s Christian Identity believers distinguish themselves in another, very important regard.10 They are like many Christian millennialists who believe that the return of Jesus Christ will be preceded by a time of tribulation, one where famines,  earthquakes, and wars will plague humanity. But unlike many of those groups, Swift believers do not believe in a rapture that will save the believers from torment by bringing them into the Kingdom of God. Instead, Israelites will remain on earth and be called to violently fight off the evil forces of Satan. That so many Christian Identity believers stockpile weapons and train in armed combat is an obvious extension of this belief.

The activists who followed Swift, both those who could be considered members of his network and others, were motivated by common beliefs and incited by Swift’s messages. His followers were part of something that in today’s terms we would characterize as a social network, unified by his traveling ministers, his audiotape distribution, and a series of designated couriers. They were affiliated with a number of different racist and reactionary groups such as the United Klans of America and the National States’ Rights Party and gathered at regional meetings, bringing with them (often quietly) their apocalyptic goals and agendas. But these sycophants were not in any sense a formal, structured organization, nor did all of them officially belong to any organized Christian Identity congregations.

As perhaps the most compelling proponent of Smith’s message, Wesley Swift combined the belief in an eternal struggle between God’s people (white Anglo-Saxons) and Satan’s (the Jews) with his own well-established racial bias. Smith had been an early and vigorous advocate of the Klan and had reinvigorated Klan activities in Southern California. Swift characterized blacks as the tools of Jewish masters in the cosmic battle; he translated the eternal struggle into a call for white supremacy and a total rejection of civil rights for nonwhites.11 Anyone not participating in this struggle of good versus evil was sinful and committing an offense against God.

As an extension of that belief, Swift encouraged his ministers and aides toward more political agitation and military preparedness. This was not simply in anticipation of a communist takeover, but in anticipation of the final race war that would bring about Armageddon and God’s victory. The message of the final conflict was published in 1963 in William Potter Gale’s The Faith of Our Fathers, which related contemporary, militant activism against  Jews and blacks as part of a cosmic battle that allegedly began “before the world was made.”12

The FBI’s Project Megiddo, a report on domestic terrorism, provides the following summary of these apocalyptic views of Christian Identity:Christian Identity also believes in the inevitability of the end of the world and the Second Coming of Christ. It is believed that these events are part of a cleansing process that is needed before Christ’s kingdom can be established on earth. During this time, Jews and their allies will attempt to destroy the white race using any means available. The result will be a violent and bloody struggle–a war, in effect–between God’s forces, the white race, and the forces of evil, the Jews and nonwhites. Significantly, many adherents believe that this will be tied into the coming of the new millennium.13





Around 1962, Gerald Smith broke with Wesley Swift for personal reasons, stating that he felt that Swift had obligations to people who were not cordial to Smith. There is no obvious explanation for this remark, but there is some indication that the two had begun to compete for financial sponsors and that some donors were beginning to favor Swift and swing funding in his direction. This break seems to have occurred at approximately the same time that Swift moved into a much more militant phase, supporting the formation of both the virulently anti-Semitic Christian Defense League and the California Rangers—a secret, underground guerilla force.14 In 1956 Swift ordained retired army colonel William Gale, who had a number of political, social, and financial connections that were important to Swift’s success, and Gale led the paramilitary expansion of Swift’s network, possibly with help from an engineer working at Lockheed who became the first president of the Christian Defense League.

It is important to note that no single Christian Identity church or congregation has been proven to have actively translated these beliefs into specific acts of violence. On the other hand, it is a matter of record, supported with criminal convictions, that certain of its ministers and believers  did commit violent acts. As Barkun writes in Religion and the Racist Right, those individuals formed a “minority ... [that has] taken Identity beliefs to their logical political conclusions.”15




 A NEXUS FOR VIOLENCE 

The man at the center of this violent religious network in the 1960s and a major player in the Christian Identity movement was the Reverend Wesley Swift, working through his Church of Jesus Christ Christian. It was Swift’s charismatic leadership and theological ideas that motivated the most committed racists in the fight against civil rights. His ministry espoused extreme racism and anticipated, and hoped to foment, extreme race-related violence.16 At one point, the minister traveled almost four hundred miles from his home in Lancaster, California, to the state capital of Sacramento to testify against a resolution simply condemning genocide. A survey of many of the most violent civil rights confrontations in 1963–1964 (University of Mississippi, Saint Augustine, Birmingham) shows that Swift’s adherents, whom Swift heavily influenced, including Lynch, Stoner, and Gale, were active in inciting militancy and violence in all of them. In Saint Augustine, Florida, for instance, Gale and Lynch joined forces with the local NSRP representative, the Reverend Oren Potito, another Christian Identity minister and president of the Eastern Conference of Swift’s Church of Jesus Christ Christian, to stoke the hatreds in that city. They were, like many others, inspired by Swift’s weekly sermons that were broadcast over radio, taped, and mailed to his followers across the nation.

The following passage from Swift’s “The Seal of God” sermon from 1963 gives a feel for the cohesion and reach of Swift’s network.

We got a call very early this morning from the East Coast, and they told us about 12,000 Clansmen [sic] in one meeting and 7,000 in another, and the whole state of Florida is just sweeping back into the state of euphoria. But these events of the last few weeks have helped stir them up until lawyers and judges and professional people are listening. This clergyman who called me said, “Dr. Swift, everyone is  playing tapes and they must know, and they are reaching out.” And then he gave us an address as to where to send more tapes to help spread the message.

Last evening Connie Lynch spoke to about 7,000 Clansmen in one meeting alone in Florida. So don’t think that there is not something going on all over. You can’t pick up your newspaper and find out what is going on from one state to another because they isolate this by news control. Not only in Florida, but in Georgia and in Alabama, a great awakening, and they say they expect to see two million clansmen soon, because the movement is unprecedented. 17



It seems apparent that Wesley Swift was very much committed to the escalation of events in Florida and elsewhere, even as he lurked in the background. The telephone report from Lynch was not unusual. Like Gale, Connie Lynch had joined Swift’s Church of Jesus Christ Christian after World War II and spent most of the ’50s in California. In the early ’60s, he began to hit the road as a traveling parson spreading the message that “all nonwhites are Satan’s children—devil worshipers.”18 By 1963 Lynch had become a full-time traveling representative for Swift, carrying a shared ministry and message from California to the South, personally inciting extreme violence in his travel and public appearances.19 Lynch was most famous as a comrade-in-racial-agitation with J. B. Stoner. Stoner, Bowers, Gale, and others attended meetings together, exchanged Swift’s tapes, and preached the same racist view of Christianity. They formed something akin to a modern-day electronic social network, one that seemingly held, among its other beliefs, some very radical views about Martin Luther King Jr.




 TWO DISCIPLES 

While Swift had connections to many of the most violent white supremacist organizations in the country, the two that are most relevant and illustrative to a discussion of the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. are J. B. Stoner’s National States’ Rights Party and, even more so, Samuel Bowers’s White Knights of the Ku Klux Klan of Mississippi. Both men and their groups had, as discussed in chapter 1, attempted to kill King on repeated occasions. Both men and their groups were considered strong suspects at the time of the initial investigation of King’s murder in 1968, as well as in 1977 when Congress reinvestigated the crime. And both men and their groups were eliminated from consideration as suspects, in part because of misconceptions about, and ignorance of, their geographical scope, their connections to each other, and their allegiance to the larger Swift network.

That the greater religious goals of each man were lost upon federal investigators, and even academics who examined the Christian Identity movement, is not entirely the fault of the observers. Both Stoner and Bowers sought to hide their greater purpose not only from federal law enforcement but also from their very own members. While using rhetoric that certainly spoke of “saving White Christian civilization,” Stoner also admitted that the very name of his group—the National States’ Rights Party—was deliberately chosen to obscure its mission. The name had been intentionally selected to create a political image for the organization and to minimize its radical and militant nature. Bowers, for his part, told one informant that he had little respect for his own recruits, whom he viewed as rednecks who could not understand his larger goals; he simply “used them for my cause and direct[ed] every action to fit my plan.”20




 SAM BOWERS, THE MOST DANGEROUS KLAN IN AMERICA, AND “THE PLAN” 

Officially formed in late 1963 from disillusioned Mississippi racists belonging to the Original Knights of the Ku Klux Klan, the White Knights of Mississippi became, according to the FBI, the most violent Klan in history, owing in large part to the Machiavellian leadership and vision of its first leader, Sam Bowers.21 One of Bowers’s operatives, Thomas Tarrants, who years later would renounce the Christian Identity belief system and become a mainstream Christian minister, described his one-time leader in hindsight as  “indoctrinated, brainwashed . . . absorbed into an ideology that took on the awe of a holy cause, with the sanction of God.”22

Samuel Holloway Bowers Jr. had been born in New Orleans in 1924. His father was a salesman and his mother the daughter of a wealthy planter.23 His parents divorced when he was fourteen, and as a teenager he displayed considerable resentment and self-described rage against authority figures.24 He grew up on the Gulf Coast and was raised in Jackson, Mississippi. Bowers enlisted and served in the navy during World War II as a machinist mate and after the war attended summer sessions in engineering at the University of Southern California in Los Angeles at a time when Christian Identity was first beginning to influence the racist community in that region. Later he attended regular sessions at Tulane University in New Orleans. In the late 1940s, he moved to Laurel, Mississippi, and tried a variety of business ventures before becoming owner of a vending machine operation named the Sambo Amusement Company.25 Bowers was not married and was not known to have an interest in women. He had a roommate, about which little was known, and seemed to have considerable money and free time.26 Bowers also used the alias Willoughby Smead on occasion.

The FBI linked the White Knights, under the leadership of Bowers, to an “estimated 10 murders; to the burnings of an estimated 75 black churches; to at least 300 assaults and beatings and bombings.” This included the famous Mississippi Burning murders of three civil rights workers in Neshoba County, Mississippi. Often colluding with local law enforcement officials (such as in the Mississippi Burning case), the White Knights would either avoid state prosecution or receive light sentences. Hence it was not until 1998 that Bowers himself was convicted for ordering the killing of voting rights activist Vernon Dahmer, having had his men fire weapons into and firebomb Dahmer’s home, nearly killing not only Dahmer (the only one to later perish from burns suffered in the attack) but also his wife and children.27 Bowers would serve six years of a ten-year sentence for the Mississippi Burning murders in 1968 but received a life sentence for his role in the Dahmer killing, eventually dying himself in prison in 2006. At  his trial in 1998, Bowers attempted to mitigate his sentence by calling on representatives from what was otherwise an upstanding community, who testified that Bowers was a generous spirit who taught Sunday school.

Bowers’s affinity for Christianity—or his version of it—was never in doubt. He often exhorted his followers to the very same kind of violence that killed Dahmer by appealing to Christian ideals and imagery. Bowers himself actively recruited personnel based on the Swift/Christian Identity message. He was also known to play Swift tapes in social meetings with his key operatives. 28 Bowers had direct personal connections to Swift and his network of followers; Swift’s close aide Dennis Mower remarked that he “was on very good terms” with Sam Bowers.29 Mower’s business card was found in the wallet of Bowers’s operative (and Swift adherent) Thomas Tarrants upon his arrest for an attempted bombing, and Mower himself acknowledged meeting and working with Tarrants in Los Angeles early in 1968.30

More concretely, Bowers’s choice of targets in Mississippi speaks to his Christian Identity ideology. By the spring of 1968, Bowers was targeting Jews in Jackson and Meridian, Mississippi, at a pace and magnitude that even exceeded his violence against blacks. This included the bombing of synagogues and the targeting of Jewish leaders. Generally speaking, such anti-Semitism was not a priority for most Klansmen and was felt to be bad for the Klan’s populist image. As Jack Nelson details in Terror in the Night, Jews had a long history in several southern locations, such as Jackson, Mississippi, and they had reached a long-standing if awkward accommodation between their own history of persecution and the reality of what was facing blacks in the 1960s. While northern Jews, and even some rabbis, challenged this contradiction, many southern Jews were assimilated into the fabric of southern society; Bowers’s (and others’) decision to attack them outraged many southerners who looked the other way at pre-1964 Klan violence against blacks.

In fact, the waves of attacks on Jews may seem strange even to readers who are familiar only with Klan terror targeting the civil rights movement, with its emphasis on opposing integration and voter rights. But based on his religious worldview, Sam Bowers had continuously run the White Knights  with two agendas in mind. The first involved instigating violent actions in opposition to all types of integration and civil rights activities. The second involved stoking a race war in hopes of producing Armageddon. The second agenda was much more covert and carried out by a very select handful of individuals reporting directly to Bowers.

This second agenda was strictly in line with Bowers’s religious beliefs and can be clearly seen in his writings. A White Knight tract, “The White Sentinel,” described the fundamental war of Christ against Satan and the “synagogue of Satan.” It identified the demons of Satan as Jews, Pharisees, and the Jewish temple establishment. In order to bring about God’s final victory, His people would have to engage in a final war, “Armageddon,” and eliminate Satan’s forces. Satan’s forces included all his children (the “mongrel races,” that is, nonwhites); they would be led in battle by his servants, the Jews. Undoubtedly, given the nature of the enemy, Satan would try first to achieve victory covertly through the advance of communism, itself only a tool of the Jews.31

Bowers attempted to explain to his members that there are two types of Klans, those that target “niggers” and those that target Jews, and argued that Jews were more dangerous because they were more insidious and subversive. But Bowers’s anti-Semitism was not as appealing to everyday Klansmen as was his anti-integrationist violence against civil rights targets, and he was forced to toe the line between his public comments and his private beliefs.

While he publicly warned his followers of an impending race war and attempted communist takeover, Bowers manipulated his rank-and-file members in a way that could only foment and accelerate this Armageddon. Bowers’s efforts in Mississippi often not only inflamed local law enforcement (including the FBI’s Jackson, Mississippi, field office) but also risked outright federal intervention. Bowers told FBI informant Delmar Dennis that he manipulated Mississippi’s rednecks to “fit [his] plan,” which he detailed to Dennis:Bowers outlined on a blackboard the overall strategy of which the White Knights were merely a part. He said he was trying to create  a race war, and open violence on the part of white Mississippians against native Negro citizens and civil rights agitators. He predicted that Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara would be required to send troops into Mississippi to restore order. Martial law would be declared and the state would be under full dictatorial control from Washington. The excuse for the control would be the race war he was helping to create by engendering hatred among whites in the same manner as it was being fomented by leftist radicals among blacks.32





Later, Bowers would say that a strategy of violence “should be carefully planned to include only the leaders and prime white collaborators of the enemy forces. These attacks against selected individual targets should be as severe as circumstances and conditions will permit.”33 Congress would also later investigate Bowers, initially a prime suspect in King’s murder, for the Memphis attack based on reports from several informants, all of whom, at least as late as 1978, were too fearful to elaborate on what they knew.




 J . B . STONER AND THE NATIONAL STATES’ RIGHTS PARTY 

A decade before Sam Bowers began his reign of terror in Mississippi, J. B. Stoner, who on at least one occasion offered a contract on Martin Luther King Jr.’s life, was beating the same drum on a march toward Swift’s religious dream of a race war. Stoner was born in Georgia in 1924 and orphaned by the age of sixteen. His enculturation into anti-Semitism and racism came during World War II when he apparently figured out a way to communicate overseas with William Joyce, the English radio personality known as Lord Haw Haw. Joyce broadcast pro-Nazi propaganda from Germany into England even as the Blitz turned his native country to rubble.

Having moved from Georgia to Tennessee, where he eventually assumed a position of leadership in a Chattanooga Klavern, Stoner was expelled by the Klan when his anti-Semitism became too much even for them to take. This was not before he had formed his own group, the National Anti-Jewish Party (later to be called the Christian Anti-Jewish Party), whose  goals ranged from simply barring Jews from entering North America to, as he told one paper, “making being Jewish punishable by death.”34

It was in Stoner’s capacity in what he sometimes called the “Christian Party” that his animus for blacks became the basis for a heated exchange of letters between him and black separatist Elijah Muhammad, the leader of the Nation of Islam. In one letter, he addressed his remarks to a convention for the Nation of Islam in Chicago in 1957. Stoner quoted amply from the Bible but called Islam a “nigger religion,” saying that “. . . only the superior white race is capable of appreciating Christianity.”35 Echoing his sentiments toward Jews, Stoner said that America was “founded by white men for white men” and added that “you have no place in America with your African race or your Islamic African religion.”36 Stoner continued to attack Muhammad and his group as late as 1959, when he offered to send “trained warriors” to help the New York City police commissioner fight the National of Islam, warning the official that he needed to “learn more about that evil genius, Elijah Muhammad, or you will never stop him and his niggers from taking over your city.”37

It was in 1959 that Stoner, by then a lawyer, became legal counsel for the organization with which he would become most synonymous, the National States’ Rights Party (NSRP). Stoner had been one of the founders of the NSRP in 1958, along with Edward Fields, a white activist from Chicago who had moved to Atlanta. 38 Fields and Stoner met at law school and had a long history with each other, beginning with their association in the Christian Anti-Jewish Party in Atlanta, Georgia.39 The NSRP published its own newsletter, The Thunderbolt, edited by Fields and often featuring articles and columns by Stoner. The Thunderbolt had gained a circulation of fifteen thousand by the late 1960s, and the party was active in rallies across the United States. The publication would consistently talk about what Admiral John Crommelin, the NSRP’s 1960 candidate for U.S. vice president, called the “Hidden Force”—an international Jewish-communist conspiracy that was subverting America. This message resonated with the party’s more prominent members, who were among the most militant fundamentalists, racists,  and anti-Semites. The party received ongoing endorsements from the ministry of Wesley Swift, and Swift, as mentioned, would keep a flag with The Thunderbolt’s symbol in his personal office until the day he died.

But Stoner did far more than simply echo Swift’s message—he became a partner in racial agitation with one of Swift’s most well-known ministers, Connie Lynch. The two would, in the words of author Patsy Sims, become a “two-man riot squad” in the 1960s, often at counterdemonstrations against King-led protests and marches. They instigated racial violence in Saint Augustine, Florida; Baltimore, Maryland; and Bogalusa, Louisiana, to name a few cities. Often it was Lynch who was doing the rabble-rousing, while attorney Stoner waited in the wings to represent him after the almost inevitable mob violence that followed an NSRP rally. Such was the case in Baltimore, for instance, after Lynch, dressed in his trademark vest made from a Confederate flag, urged a crowd of approximately one thousand people to wage a “war” against the city’s black population. “To hell with niggers,” Lynch exclaimed, “and those who don’t like it can get the hell out of here.”40 As the NSRP rally concluded, “gangs of white youths charged into a predominantly Negro area throwing bottles at Negroes and attacking those they could lay their hands on with their fists.” Later Stoner came in to legally represent Lynch and two others who were charged and convicted for inciting a riot and conspiracy to incite a riot.41

But Stoner and the NSRP were far more than just a fringe political party with leaders who stoked the flames of racial violence. Other white rights parties of the period, ranging from the Constitution Party to the third party “Dixiecrat” movement, used violent rhetoric that encouraged racial animus but merely as a tool to resist racial integration. But the NSRP, on the other hand, was primarily a front for violent and racist activities. The NSRP provided an organizational structure to recruit individuals who could be screened, selected, and directed toward actual terrorist acts, acts that were as much a part of their agenda as giving speeches and running candidates for office. Stoner himself said that the political machinations of the NSRP were in part a cover for their more militant and violent acts.

Many of the most blatant acts of violence occurred not in Georgia, Stoner’s home state, but in Alabama, where the party moved in 1960. Fields and Stoner apparently felt that Birmingham offered the best opportunities for focusing NSRP activities, which involved actions against both Jews and blacks. In line with Christian Identity beliefs, Stoner viewed Jews as the fundamental threat and blacks as their largely unwitting tools; however, both were clearly a danger to “white civilization.” Stoner himself described the NSRP as the last hope for saving white, Christian civilization.

Stoner first became influential in Alabama after offering murder contracts on several Alabama-associated civil rights leaders, including Dr. King, in 1958. He had been so eager to conclude the first phase of the 1958 contract that he had acted before the deal was done or payment made. Stoner brought in some of his “boys from Atlanta” and bombed the Reverend Fred Shuttlesworth’s church. No money had changed hands, however, and the sting (organized and carried out by local police with support from the local FBI field office) was so obvious as entrapment that the Birmingham district attorney refused to attempt a prosecution.42

Reportedly, the sting against Stoner had been carried out not so much to prevent racial violence in Birmingham but instead because well-established local Klansman saw Stoner and the National States’ Rights Party as dangerous fringe elements. Stoner was known for his continuing anti-Semitic rants, and he was suspected of having orchestrated a series of bombings targeting Jewish religious centers. An FBI summary report discussed the bombing of the Jewish Temple Beth-El in Atlanta in 1958; its conclusion was that Stoner (as in Birmingham) had not “personally” participated in the attacks but may have sponsored the effort.43 The Atlanta Temple Beth-El bombing was suspected of being part of an “orchestrated regional bombing campaign” that included schools and Jewish temples in Jacksonville, Charlotte, Miami, and Nashville.44

That Stoner avoided prosecution for these events was not surprising. One of the individuals convicted in the crime said that Stoner was always careful to have obvious alibis for any attack in which he had a hand. In the  case of the Atlanta bombing, one of the three primary suspects, Chester Griffin, testified that Stoner would supply the bombers with dynamite taken from Anniston, Alabama, but that he would leave Atlanta in anticipation of any bombing. Stoner would flee to Chattanooga so as to have a concrete alibi.45 Stoner was not convicted for any bombings until the 1980s, although law enforcement was convinced he was the mastermind of many attacks.46

It was a combination of both his rabid anti-Semitism and his penchant for extreme violence that made Stoner unwelcome, even among most Klansmen, in Alabama. Local Birmingham Klansmen had even rejected NSRP offers to participate in their violent attacks on Freedom Rider buses of out-of-state activists looking to force integration of public facilities in the South. As violent as their reaction to these “outside agitators” was, the local racists feared that the NSRP would take the extremism to even greater levels. The NSRP was viewed as “poison,” and arrangements were made with local police to arrest Stoner and any NSRP members who showed up for the bus attacks (if anyone actually had to be arrested).47

But Stoner, like many ideological terrorists, would find others just as committed to his cause and, for that reason, more dangerous than the Klansmen who rejected him. By 1963 his efforts included recruiting and training especially aggressive young members. Stoner himself would commission two motorcades of 150 cars each, full of teenagers led by NSRP-trained operatives, to resist school desegregation efforts in Birmingham in September 1963. At one school, NSRP-trained teenagers led the student body onto the football field for a “spontaneous” demonstration against the arrival of black students. Police stopped one car and confiscated a pistol, a straight razor, a baling hook, and a sawed-off shotgun.

Numerous instances of what at the time appeared to be random racial violence can now be traced to the systematic efforts of the NSRP to radicalize and direct southern teenagers—with only adult members directing these teens behind the scenes. Such teenage violence ranged from the well-photographed harassment of black sit-ins at lunch counters in major southern cities to much more targeted incidents. For example, in Alabama,  an NSRP-affiliated youth physically attacked Dr. King while King attempted to register at a segregated hotel. In Mobile, Alabama, the NSRP recruited the then teenaged Thomas Tarrants to lead anti-integration efforts in his school, and following the success of those activities, Tarrants dropped out of school to join adult NSRP members in drive-by shootings at the homes of local black rights activists. Within a short time, Tarrants had been folded into the nationwide radical network and became one of the most aggressive terrorists for Sam Bowers’s White Knights.

Stoner’s behind-the-scenes activities were often overshadowed by the more visible “redneck violence” so common in the civil rights struggle. Such violence became intense in Alabama, in May 1963, following one attempt on King’s life by a group that was heavily influenced by J. B. Stoner, and later in September 1963, following the bombing of the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church. These events became famous for their scenes of police officers unleashing their dogs and firemen spraying their hoses on protestors—even children. But even as the events on the ground unfolded, religious terrorists, such as Swift followers William Potter Gale and Sidney Barnes, were finding ways to piggyback onto the incidents.

In 1963 such efforts included the previously described effort to kill Martin Luther King Jr., who had first cut his teeth by joining the nonviolent bus boycott in Montgomery, Alabama, and who famously was arrested for his efforts to protest the racist conditions in Birmingham. Both efforts in Alabama to kill King failed, and Birmingham ultimately became a victory for the civil rights protestors and their leaders such as King and Shuttlesworth.

These incidents helped contribute to the climate of chaos in Alabama, but they did not trigger the race war that Stoner and his cronies desired. Scenes of Sheriff Eugene “Bull” Connor’s dogs attacking young, nonviolent protestors scandalized the entire South and helped pave the way for the integration of schools and the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, seriously eroding many forms of the most visible and blatant discrimination. The events of Bloody Sunday in Selma, Alabama, helped support the passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965, guaranteeing widespread voting to southern  blacks for the first time since Reconstruction. This two-fisted legal and political assault on Jim Crow, combined with law enforcement’s responses to the extremism in places like Mississippi, did much to weaken and diminish the Klan and other militant groups.

But ideological terrorism is slower to die than vigilante or other kinds of terrorism. Increased pressure by law enforcement may reduce membership, but it can also force rival, fractious, and loosely connected groups of radicals together in a common cause. Even as the National States’ Rights Party lost influence and members to the much less extreme American Independent Party under the leadership of Alabama’s segregationist governor George Wallace, even as Bowers and many of his closest aides were facing prosecution for their roles in the Mississippi Burning killings, this process of unification may have been taking place. While at the apex of its power in 1963, the National States’ Rights Party attracted delegates and created “franchises” in places as far away as California and even Canada. In 1967, far removed from his zenith of influence, Stoner would focus his organizing efforts on a new target—Meridian, Mississippi, the home of the White Knights.




 STONER GOES TO MERIDIAN, BUT NOT TO MEMPHIS 

Up until 1967, the NSRP had no major presence in Meridian, Mississippi. But Jackson FBI field office documents on Stoner show that by November of that year, the racist firebrand was making inroads into the region. Ostensibly in town to help with the appeal for seven men convicted for the Mississippi Burning killings, Stoner expressed an interest in establishing a unit of his party in the city. He held a series of rallies throughout 1968, using liaisons in the community who happened to also be the most devoted members of the White Knights of the Ku Klux Klan of Mississippi.48 These men included brothers Raymond and Alton Wayne Roberts, Burris Dunn, and Danny Joe Hawkins and his father Joe Denver Hawkins.49 These individuals were suspected of countless acts of racist terrorism on behalf of Sam Bowers throughout the 1960s. Stoner apparently even advised Raymond Roberts as to how the White Knights should escalate their efforts in light of a recent  wave of bombings (many committed by a one-time NSRP member). Rather than use one to two sticks of dynamite, an informant reported Stoner as suggesting, “why not use a whole case of dynamite?”50

While Stoner’s brand of outspoken violence may have appealed to what we will come to designate as “inner-circle” White Knights members, his forays into Meridian met stiff resistance. Even local segregationist conservatives bemoaned the violence that always followed Stoner. Citing the chaos Stoner stoked in Florida and Alabama, on May 31, 1968, The Meridian Star published a column that cited government reports condemning Stoner. The column claimed that the NSRP’s violent record stained the honor of segregationism [sic] and closed by telling Stoner that he was “definitely not welcome to Meridian.”51

But Stoner’s group of devoted White Knights were not deterred, and from 1968 on, they continued to press to entrench the NSRP in Meridian. They did so under the auspices of their front organization, the Americans for the Preservation of the White Race.52 Records show that Dunn, Hawkins, Roberts, and others, such as new Mississippi arrival Sidney Barnes and new White Knight Imperial Wizard L. E. Matthews (he replaced Bowers after Bowers went to prison), met with Stoner and pushed for a NSRP presence in Meridian as late as 1970.53

In 1968 the FBI’s Jackson field office, involved in an ongoing, virtual war with the White Knights, took note of Stoner’s presence and cultivated informants who would report on Stoner. They were particularly concerned about his presence in Mississippi in late March and early April 1968. The entire FBI, in fact, was worried about Martin Luther King Jr.’s upcoming sanitation workers’ strike in Memphis, and the Jackson office fully expected that Stoner would be present in Memphis, as he had been at so many King events throughout the South, inflaming the white population in a city that had already seen violence, notably the shooting of a marcher by police officers. It was this violence, only months before King’s planned Poor People’s Campaign march on Washington, DC, that convinced King to make an unexpected return to Memphis to reassert the efficacy of nonviolent civil  protest. But no one would expect J. B. Stoner to advocate for nonviolence, and the Jackson field office placed around-the-clock surveillance on Stoner, anticipating that he would use Mississippi as his home base to counterpro-test against King in Memphis.

But for some reason, Stoner never went to Memphis. In fact, the planned second march in Memphis was conspicuous for the absolute lack of any coun-terrally by segregationists and white supremacists. On the evening King was murdered, Stoner was at a small meeting in Meridian, Mississippi, supposedly to advance his party’s agenda. Jackson FBI agent Jim Ingram described the reaction of Stoner’s guests to the news of King’s murder: “And all of a sudden, this crowd came out in Meridian and started dancing in the streets.”54

But not dancing in the streets and not in attendance at the meeting were many of Stoner’s most faithful advocates from the White Knights. L. E. Matthews, Burris Dunn, Alton Wayne Roberts, and Joe Denver Hawkins were not in the crowd that night. Present were Raymond Roberts and Danny Joe Hawkins. Danny Joe, who was virtually untouchable in terms of criminal prosecutions in Mississippi (he even assaulted an FBI officer without legal repercussions), made certain that local Meridian law enforcement noted his presence that night. He was cited with a speeding ticket, going the wrong way on a one-way street.55

In the FBI’s eyes, Stoner’s presence in Meridian officially cleared him of any involvement in the King murder. Despite the fact that he was their number one suspect, the FBI inexplicably assumed that Stoner, who had offered to kill King in the past, would have to be personally in Memphis to have participated in a conspiracy on King’s life. The same thought process—that involvement in King’s murder required physical presence in Tennessee—also helped to clear Bowers and other white supremacists such as Sidney Barnes, despite the fact that the FBI had received information from multiple sources suggesting suspicious activity by Bowers and his inner circle in the days immediately before, during, and after King’s murder.

Bowers, Stoner, and many of their followers, who were already heading to federal prison for other crimes, would no doubt have considered it laughable  that the FBI presumed to think that they would all have shown up in Memphis to carry out an attack. In fact, by using what we call inner-circle groups, the White Knights had actually been able to ratchet up their level of violence while under massive FBI surveillance and interdiction.

Wesley Swift’s followers, seeing the waves of race riots that had increased in frequency since 1965, were hoping to use these inner-circle operatives in acts of violence to provoke a federal response with armed soldiers (serving their “Jewish masters”) cracking down on rednecks, who would in turn fight back. Joining the fray would be black militants, and this would become a call to arms for other white Christians to join Swift’s adherents in a fight to cleanse America. With violence spreading throughout the nation, they hoped this would become the national race war they saw as Armageddon.

What white supremacists got instead were smaller-scale, very intense conflicts between their members and local FBI field agents. It was not the kind of federal response that the Christian Identity believers like Bowers and Stoner wanted, the kind that could become the basis for a race war. To achieve the kind of widespread rioting seen after April 4, to get that kind of federal response, they must have realized that something much bolder than wanton bombings would be necessary. In May 1963, they had already seen the potential of what just such an attempt on King’s life could achieve in Birmingham. As a national figure, his influence resonated in every major city. King may have been competing for attention with the likes of militant black leaders such as Stokely Carmichael, but this only enhanced his position as the “ultimate prize” for those in the Swift movement. With King out of the picture as the preeminent voice for nonviolence, one could reason, only those strident voices open to revolutionary violence, such as Carmichael’s, would be left to mobilize a black community infuriated with the murder of one of their most cherished leaders. Increasingly desperate to usher in their Armageddon, those like Samuel Bowers would turn to a strategy that had served terrorists well for more than a century, and killing King was the lynchpin in their plans.
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August 1965:

January 1966:

June 1966:

April 1967:

May 1967:

June 1967:

July 1967;

Urban race riots in the Watts section of Los Angeles, Cali-

fornia, receive national attention.

Voting rights activist Vernon Dahmer dies in Mississippi
as a result of a firebombing/shooting attack plotted by the
WKKKK and Sam Bowers.

On orders of Sam Bowers, innocent farmer Ben Chester
White is killed in hopes of luring MLK into an ambush in
Mississippi.

James Earl Ray escapes from the Missouri State Peniten-

tiary in Jefferson City, Missouri.

Soon-to-be released inmate Donald James Nissen is ap-
proached by a fellow prisoner with a $100,000 bounty offer
from the WKKKK on the life of MLK. James Earl Ray,
now an escaped fugitive, visits St. Louis and finds work in

Tilinos.

Donald Nissen, released from Leavenworth Penitentiary,
reveals the $100,000 plot to the FBL. Start of the “Long
Hot Summer”: urban race riots erupt across America in-
cluding in Adanta, Georgia; Boston, Massachusetts; and
Tampa, Florida. James Earl Ray flees to Canada in hopes
of eventually escaping North America. Nissen is asked by

2 Klan-connected acquaintance to deliver a package to
Jackson, Mississippi; he later learns the package contained

‘money for the King bounty.

Race riots continue across the country.





OEBPS/stua_9781619020757_oeb_017_r1.jpg





OEBPS/stua_9781619020757_oeb_019_r1.jpg





OEBPS/stua_9781619020757_oeb_020_r1.gif
wuLsERRY

CRIME SCENE

1155 |

—

WA





OEBPS/stua_9781619020757_oeb_015_r1.gif
PI.F_DMONT %UNDE‘{ ” 1&%&:}%&
ﬁ’_@’ 7JJ @%

2|

Al

NH‘H

Wi agi;!gm
|

L






OEBPS/stua_9781619020757_oeb_013_r1.jpg





OEBPS/stua_9781619020757_oeb_006_tab.gif
March 30, Ray exchanges the 243 for a better, more expensive gun,
1968: the Remington Gamemaster 30-06 at the supposed sugg-
estion of his “brother-in-law.”

April 1, According to records and testimony, Ray returns to Alanta,
1968: Georgia; Ray denies this.

April 2, James Earl Ray drives to Memphis, Tennessee.

1968:

April 3, King returns to Memphis to lead another protest march.
1968:

April 4, At 601 pm, outside the Lormaine Motel in Memphis,

1968: Tennessee, a rifle bullet fatally wounds MLK.
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December
1963:

1964:

May 1964:

July 1964

1965:

February
1965:

June 1965:

‘The White Knights of the Ku Klux Klan of Mississippi
(WKKKK) is formed by disaffected Klan members in

Louisiana and Mississippi

; Sam Bowers is named their Im-

perial Wizard (leader).

Reports say Carden, Crommelin, and Barnes continue to
plot the murder of MLK. Reports say the WKKKK is pur-
suing a contract-for-hire murder plot against King involy-

ing a criminal killer.

In St. Augustine, Florida, the cottage where King was sup-
posed to have been staying is the target of 2 machine-gun

attack.

The first of several major urban race iots breaks out in New
York City. Sam Bowers inspires the murder of three civil
rights activists in Neshoba County, Mississippi, in what will
be known as the Missi

ippi Burning killings.

The FBI receives informant reports that J. B. Stoner and
National Knights of the Ku Klux Klan (NKKKK) Tmperial
‘Wizard James Venable are plotting to murder MLK. Infor-
mant Delmar Dennis informs the FBI of a WKKKK plot

to assassinate King in Selma, Alabama.

Swift follower Keith Glbert plots to kill MLK in Los
Angeles.

NKKKK-connected racist Daniel Wagner says he was re-
eruited into a failed plot to kill Martin Luther King, Jr.in
Obhio.
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1946:

1957-58:

1958:

September
1962:

May 1963:

June 1963:

September
1963:

‘The Church of Jesus Christ Christian is founded by former
Kian organizer Reverend Wesley Swift in Lancaster, Cali-
fornia.

Wave of bombings of Jewish synagogues across the South-
east; . B. Stoner is suspected of planning the bombings, but
he is never convicted for them.

The National States’ Rights Party (NSRP) is formed in
Tennessee; J. B. Stoner is its legal counsel. In Alabama,
Stoner offers to plot the murder of several civil ights lead-
ers,including MLK, for money.

Riots at the University of Mississ
its first black student, James Meredith, galvanize militant

white supremacists across America

King’s room at the Gaston Motel in Birmingham is de-
stroyed by a bomb; almost simultancously the home of
King’s King’s brother, A. D. King, is destroyed by a bomb.

Assassination of Mississippi NAACP activist Medgar
Evers by white supremacist Byron de la Beckwith; riots in

Jackson, Mississippi, erupt following Evers’s funeral.

Former Admiral John Crommelin, Noah Carden, Sidney
Crockett Barnes, and former Colonel William Potter Gale,

all Swift followers, reportedly plot a MLK assassination in
Birmingham, Alabama. Bombing of the Sixteenth Street
Baptist Church in Bin

kills four young girls; riots follow.

ngham, Alabama, by Klansmen
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March 1968:

March 17,
1968:

March 18,

1968:

March 22,
1968:

March 24,
1968:

March 28,
1968:

March 29,
1968:

According to the St. Francis Motel manager, Alan Thomp-
son, a mysterious visitor named “James C. Hardin,” who
carlier had called Ray, visits James Earl Ray.James Earl Ray
files a change-of-addsess card indicating he will move to

Atlanta, Georgia, MLK’s hometown.

Per reporter Jack Nelson, Tom Tarrants visits the Reverend
Wesley Swift in California to get a rifle to kill MLK;
Tarants denies this in 2007.

MLK speaks at a mally for the Memphis Sanitation
Workers'Strike.

James Earl Ray shows up in Selma, Alabama, the same day
MLK has a speaking engagement. Thomas Albert Tarrants,
1L, the self-described chief terrorist for the WKKKK,
jumps bond and goes “underground” to pursue a guerrilla

war ags

nst the US. government.

James Earl Ray arrives in Atlanta and rents a room in a
rooming house in the Peach Tree section of the city.

Ray visits Birmingham, Alabama, and purchases  rile; on
this same day, MLK arrives to lead the Memphis Sanitation
Workers in a protest march; the march tws violent, and
King returns to Athanta.

MLK announces he wil return to Memphis the following
week. Sam Bowers places a phone call to Birmingham, Ala-
bama. In Birmingham, Ray purchases a .243 rifle.
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August 1967:

September
1967:

October
1967:

November
1967:

December
1967:

January
1968:

February
1968:

Failing to escape North America, James Earl Ray returns
to the United States, specifically to Birmingham, Alabama.
He assumes the false identity of Eric Starvo Galt and pur-
chases a white Ford Mustang.

Despite an FBI crackdown on its operations, the WKKKK
begins 2 months-long wave of bombings against black
and Jewish targets; the bombings are later attributed to
Thomas Albert Tarrants, I11.

James Earl Ray moves from Birmingham, Alabama, to
Mexico. Sam Bowers and six others are convicted for their
roles in the Mississippi Burning murders; Bowers is sen-

tenced to ten years but is released on appeal bond.

James Earl Ray moves from Mexico to Los Angeles,
California.

James Earl Ray takes a trip to New Orleans, Louisiana,after
visiting the California headquarters of segregationist third-
party candidate and former Alsbama Governor George
‘Wallace. Donald Nissen violates his parole and flees Atlan-
ta, Georgia, after being threatened by a stranger for talking
t0 authorities. Sam Bowers and Tom Tarrants are arrested
in Mississippi for reckless dri
Tarrants avoids trial

; Bowers is acquitted and

James Earl Ray moves to a “run-dows?” part of Los Angeles
and stays in the St. Francis Motel.

James Earl Ray pursues the possibiliy of plastic surgery:





