
PRE-DISCUSSION ACTIVITY 

In Hellhound on His Trail, Hampton Sides examines a notorious moment in American history— 

the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr., by James Earl Ray—and provides many never-

before-revealed details about Ray, King, and the fateful events leading up to April 4, 1968. To 

fully appreciate the context of this tragic event in our nation’s past, your discussion group might 

consider reading about the civil rights era in the 1960s and the larger issues that surrounded 

King’s death. Here are some resources that offer interesting and useful information.  

 

 Britannica Online entries for the U.S. Civil Rights Movement and Martin Luther King 

Jr.’s assassination: 

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/119368/Civil-Rights-Movement 

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/318311/Martin-Luther-King-Jr 

 

 The website for the King Center: 

http://www.thekingcenter.org/Default.aspx 

 

 PBS.org’s “Learn and Explore” section; search “Postwar United States (1945 to early 

1970s)”: 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/teachers/index.html 

 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION  

1. Which characters came alive for you in Hellhound on His Trail? Did you learn anything 

new about some of the figures involved in this period of American history, or have you 

come to think about certain individuals in a different way based on what you’ve read 

about them?  

2. In his “Note to Readers,” Hampton Sides writes, “All writers sooner or later go back to 

the place where they came from.” Having been a child living in Memphis when Martin 

Luther King was shot, do you think Sides separated himself from the events he reported 

on in this book? Consider this question in context to the Oklahoma City bombing in 1995 

or the tragic attacks of 9/11: Is it possible to be a journalistic observer of an occurrence 

like this when it happens in your hometown? 



3. Every fact and incident in Hellhound on His Trail is impeccably sourced, yet it has the 

narrative drive of a thriller. What did you think of the author’s treatment of the subject 

matter? When reading about a major historical event such as this one, do you prefer a 

narrative like the one Sides has constructed, one that re-creates the immediacy of the 

time, or a more straightforward timeline of events? How might this book differ from 

other nonfiction titles you may have read on the subject? 

4. There are many who believe that James Earl Ray was part of a larger conspiracy and was 

set up to be the “fall guy” for King’s assassination. Based on the evidence the author 

presents in Hellhound on His Trail, do you believe Ray was the sole person responsible 

for King’s death? If so, why do you think theories of a conspiracy have persisted? 

5. Talk about Ray’s escape from the Missouri State Penitentiary in Jefferson City and his 

time on the lam before arriving in Memphis. Would he have been able to remain as 

anonymous today as he did then? Talk about how society has changed since 1968: are 

people more or less trusting of loners like Ray nowadays?  

6. In Chapter 2, the author describes King as having reached a point in his career where he 

had “slipped in stature, even among his own people.” Were you aware of this dip in 

King’s popularity, and if so, was it surprising to you? Talk about history’s perpetuation of 

legend: in highlighting the achievements of a man such as King, do any cracks in his 

reputation become repaired, or disappear, over time?  

7. Chapter 4 details FBI director J. Edgar Hoover’s vendetta against King and his 

determination to expose King’s personal transgressions. But while Hoover and his staff 

regularly tried to leak salacious details to the press, in Sides’s words, “the media never 

took the bait.” Why do you think this was the case? How has the media evolved in the 

last 50 years, especially in matters regarding the private behavior of public figures? 

8. Consider the political rise of George Wallace during this period, and the number of 

people—including James Earl Ray—who were galvanized by his presidential campaign, 

particularly his pro-segregationist, if not outright racist, positions. Does Wallace bear 

some responsibility for King’s assassination?  

9. Do you see parallels between any of today’s political movements and George Wallace’s 

campaigns for office?  

10. The manhunt that organized in the hours and days after King’s assassination was epic; 

most notably, more than 3,000 FBI agents took part, and it cost upwards of $2 million 



(which, adjusted for inflation, would be more than $13.6 million today). Considering how 

much Hoover despised King, was it startling that he mobilized the bureau to such an 

enormous extent to find his killer? 

11. Martin Luther King “believed nonviolence was a more potent force for self-protection 

than any weapon,” (page 159). Given the threats he routinely faced—including the 

firebombing of his home in 1956 and being stabbed by a deranged woman in 1958—why 

did King nonetheless ban his staff from carrying guns or other weaponry? 

12. “The bureau was well aware of the existence of bounties on King’s head,” (page 343). By 

not better protecting King in light of these threats, and for not realizing the impact his 

death would have on the nation, should the FBI have shared the blame for King’s death?  

13. Book Two of Hellhound on His Trail opens with this quote from Shakespeare’s Hamlet: 

“For murder, though it hath no tongue, will speak with most miraculous organ.” Why did 

the author choose to include this quote? What do you think this quote says about Ray? 

14. Was it surprising to read about how easily Ray was able to slip out of Memphis after the 

shootings? Could he have been stopped sooner? Do you think Ray could have gotten 

away with his crime if he committed it today?  

15. As Ray flees Canada for Europe, his desperation becomes acute and he begins to make 

mistakes that leave him exposed. Why was he was able to remain on the run for as long 

as he did? Think about his two critical errors in London as he entered Heathrow Airport 

to board a flight to Brussels. Considering his meticulousness at other points while in 

hiding, why did Ray try to walk through customs with two slightly different passports 

and a loaded gun in his pocket?   

16. Shortly after Ray pled guilty to killing King and was sent to prison, he began to recant his 

involvement in the assassination and asked to be put on trial. And in the late 1990s, 

members of King’s family—notably his son Dexter and his wife Coretta—came out 

publicly to urge that Ray have his day in court. Should Ray been given a trial?  

17. “Throughout James Earl Ray’s life, the despair was panoramic. The family suffered from 

exactly the sort of bleak, multigenerational poverty that King’s Poor People’s Campaign 

was designed to address.” Consider this paradox that the author highlights. What led Ray 

to his life of crime? If King’s efforts had made a difference in the life of someone like 

Ray, would Ray have taken another path in life? 



18. What would have happened if Ray himself was murdered, much like John F. Kennedy’s 

assassin, Lee Harvey Oswald, was killed by Jack Ruby? What benefits, if any, have come 

from Ray’s remaining alive (until 1998) and speaking out? If Ray had died in the act of 

killing King, would the collective reaction of the country—riots, unrest—have been the 

same?  

19. There are many labels that have been applied to James Earl Ray, among them: insane, 

criminal, racist, loner, oddball. How would you characterize him? 

20. What do you believe would have happened to the civil rights movement had King lived? 

Would anything be different today? 

 

SUGGESTED READING AND RESOURCES 

Here is a listing of some key books, websites, and programming readers may wish to consult 

after reading this book. Additionally, Hellhound on His Trail offers a complete bibliography of 

the author’s sources. 

 

BOOKS: 

At Canaan’s Edge: America in the King Years (1965–68) by Taylor Branch (2007; Simon & 

Schuster trade paperback edition). 

 

The Autobiography of Martin Luther King, Jr. (2001; Grand Central Publishing trade paperback 

edition). 

 

Bearing the Cross: Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference 

by David Garrow (2004; Harper Perennial Modern Classics trade paperback edition). 

 

Killing the Dream: James Earl Ray and the Assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. by Gerald 

Posner (1999; Harvest Books trade paperback edition). 

 

Parting the Waters: America in the King Years (1954–63) by Taylor Branch (1989; Simon & 

Schuster trade paperback edition). 

 



Pillar of Fire: America in the King Years (1963–65) by Taylor Branch (1999; Simon & Schuster 

trade paperback edition). 

 

DOCUMENTARIES: 

Black History: A Retrospective (2010); Mill Creek Entertainment DVD set; 1,080 minutes; not 

rated. 

 

I Have a Dream (2005), MPI Home Video DVD, 60 minutes, not rated. 

 

Who Killed Martin Luther King? (2008), Clarendon Entertainment DVD, 65 minutes, not rated. 

 

WEBSITES AND ONLINE RESOURCES: 

The King Center, Atlanta: 

http://www.thekingcenter.org/Default.aspx 

 

The King Institute Online Encyclopedia: 

http://mlk-kpp01.stanford.edu/index.php/encyclopedia/encyclopedia_contents 

 

The King Papers Project at Stanford University: 

http://mlk-kpp01.stanford.edu/index.php/kingpapers/index 

 

MLK Online: 

http://www.mlkonline.net/sounds.html 

 

National Civil Rights Museum, Lorraine Hotel, Memphis: 

http://www.civilrightsmuseum.org/home.htm 

 

The NewsHour with Jim Lehrer, transcript of episode following James Earl Ray’s death in April 

1998: 

http://www.pbs.org/newshour/bb/race_relations/jan-june98/ray_4-23.html 

 

The Southern Christian Leadership Conference: 



http://www.sclcnational.org/net/content/page.aspx?s=25461.0.12.2607 

 

The Voices of Civil Rights project: 

http://www.voicesofcivilrights.org/index.html 

 

 


