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Intruder at the Capitol

I just had to know, inside, if I could do it. Haven’t you ever 
wondered that, about something?

Marshall Ledbetter, “11-17-01”

You were high on freedom, literally carried away with it.  
. . . If it was midnight and you were seized with the desire 
to pile into a car and drive from Selma to Montgomery and 
climb on the roof of the governor’s mansion . . . then you 
did it.

John Lewis, Walking with the Wind

Ruby Dean Dennis, a custodian at the State Capitol Building in Talla-
hassee, Florida, arrived at work on Friday, June 14, 1991, shortly after 
7:00 a.m. Just like any other workday, Dennis organized her janitorial 
cart, got her supplies together, and started her morning routine.
 At about 7:15, the forty-one-year-old woman made her way up to the 
fourth floor of the capitol building. As she was pushing the cart down 
the corridor, Dennis looked down and noticed something out of place.1 
She saw a pair of denim shorts, covered in paint, balled up on the floor. 
This seemed very odd. Dennis stopped for a moment to consider how 
the shorts might have gotten there. With some trepidation, she con-
tinued down the hallway. Then she saw a pair of flip-flops.
 Dennis looked to her left as she rounded the end of the corridor 
and noticed that a few more things were out of place. Over toward the 
Senate chambers, the ornamental legal tomes and other books about 
Florida that were normally on display were strewn all about the lobby. 
A number of information signs had also been knocked over.
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2    Making Sense of Marshall Ledbetter

 It was at this moment that Ruby Dennis knew this was not going 
to be any ordinary day. She was standing in front of Room 403, the 
Sergeant at Arms suite. The office was always one of her first stops 
of the day. Dennis tried her key in the door. She could unlock it, but 
it wouldn’t open. Something was blocking it from the inside. Dennis 
peered through the half-inch gap in the doorway. She couldn’t see 
anything. She tried again to open the heavy wooden door. It wouldn’t 
budge. Although she had no idea who or what might be inside, she was 
determined to find out. She pushed against the door a little harder. It 
opened a few inches.
 Then, just as Dennis was straining to peek her head through the 
doorway, a sizable, heavy object came zipping in out of nowhere, 
smashing to bits on the other side of the door. Liquid and glass went 
flying. “Something went over my face and I started to run,” Dennis 
would later tell the police.2 Now quite panicked, she beat a hasty re-
treat to the third floor, where she found a co-worker and told her what 
had happened. Together they went to notify the Capitol Police at their 
office on the second floor of the building.
 Sergeant William Hartsfield and bomb technician Jesse Lovett were 
talking in the Capitol Police office when Ruby and her co-worker ap-
peared and informed them about what was going on upstairs. Lovett 

The door to the Sergeant at Arms office, which Marshall Ledbetter oc-
cupied during the morning of June 14, 1991. Photo courtesy of Jason 
Flom.
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had been called in earlier that morning to investigate a strange-looking 
object found near the south entrance to the building.3 He and Harts-
field were trying to figure out how it got there and what it meant. The 
officers listened to Dennis’s story and then rushed to the Sergeant at 
Arms suite. They couldn’t gain entry either.
 Ruby provided a statement of what had occurred and was sent to get 
medical attention. She was then excused for the rest of the day. When 
she got to her Tallahassee home, just off Capitol Circle Northeast, she 
found the property crawling with newspaper reporters. Somehow the 
media had found out where she lived. They were tramping around her 
yard, peering in her windows, hounding her for a comment.
 “Go away. I can’t talk,” she told them.4
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A Florida State Awakening

The faculty in our State University System are some of the 
most intelligent people that I have ever met on this earth.

Marshall Ledbetter, live on WFSU radio, June 10, 1991

Rebels perceived that the campus was not all. Outside its 
gates stood a vital world of economics, politics, and the 
arts, more real than the fun and games of football. . . . But 
in fighting for power, they did not forget the purposes of 
the university. They tried to make real contact with the 
minds of the professors, in class and out. Although some-
times negligent about their assignments and cavalier about 
exams, rebels took ideas and their consequences seriously.

Helen Horowitz, Campus Life

The intruder was twenty-two-year-old Marshall Robin Ledbetter Jr., 
who was just coming down from one hell of a bender. The erstwhile 
honors student had been attending Florida State off and on since 1987.
 Ledbetter was born in 1969 under the glare of the Florida sun in Win-
ter Haven, about an hour’s drive south of Orlando. He grew up in the 
adjacent town of Auburndale. His parents were Marshall and Sharon 
Ledbetter. In many respects his was a typical middle-class upbringing. 
Marshall Jr. was one of four children. He has an older sister, Christina, 
and a pair of twins, Arlen and Carla, four and a half years younger.1 
Marshall’s father worked as a science and mathematics professor at 
Polk Community College (now Polk State College) in Winter Haven. 
In 1980 Sharon and Marshall Sr. opened Marshall’s Camera—a small 
photography and camera shop in downtown Auburndale. It was very 
much a joint business venture between husband and wife. Through the 
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couple’s blood, sweat, and tears, over time what had started as a hobby 
in the Ledbetters’ home became through hard work and long hours a 
thriving small business. This was no easy accomplishment in America 
at the end of the twentieth century, especially with four children. 
 Sharon Ledbetter would open the shop in the morning while Mar-
shall Sr. was teaching and then stay at the business until he took over 
later in the day. Often they would work at the store together, with Sha-
ron at the front counter and Marshall Sr. in the back, developing film, 
for example, or fixing cameras. The Ledbetter children would go to 
Marshall’s Camera after school and do their homework in the room in 
the back at a table before being allowed to watch their favorite shows 
on television. Fritz Krawchuk,2 who roomed with Marshall at FSU, re-
members Ledbetter’s parents as “very nice and super friendly.”3

 Ledbetter had long been noted for his above-average intelligence. 
His first grade teacher, Nell Little, says young Marshall was “one of 
the smartest kids I ever taught.”4 In his junior year, Marshall scored 
high enough on the PSAT to qualify as a National Merit Scholar. As 
a senior he earned a combined math and verbal score of 1480 on the 

Marshall Ledbetter, age 1. 
Photo courtesy of Sharon 
Graham.
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6    Making Sense of Marshall Ledbetter

SAT, placing him in the 99th percentile. He was a smart young man 
with an “IQ around 170.”5 Auburndale High School yearbook pictures 
show Marshall smiling and laughing. He was a member of the Science 
Club and the National Honor Society. Ledbetter’s high school princi-
pal, Rusty Payne, remembers Marshall as an “outspoken” student who 
“never did anything strange.”6 In his senior year, 1986–87, in an at-
tempt to get a jump on college, Marshall took a full load of classes at 
Polk Community College.7 

 Marshall arrived in Tallahassee at the beginning of the 1987 fall se-
mester as an eighteen-year-old honors student. His mother says that 
Marshall had always wanted to attend Florida State.8 She says that, 
as a prospective student, he had toured other schools, including the 

Marshall Ledbetter, age 
16. Photo courtesy of 
Sharon Graham.
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