Sen. Frank Lautenberg appeals to Portuguese prime minister to extradite N.J. fugitive
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U.S. Sen. Frank Lautenberg appealed today to the prime minister of Portugal, Pedro Passos Coelho, to help with extradition in the case of a convicted murderer who killed a New Jersey man more than 40 years ago, but fled to Portugal before serving out his term.

A Portuguese judge last month denied the U.S. request for extradition of George Wright, who was convicted of murdering Wall Township resident Walter Patterson in November 1962. Patterson, a decorated World War II veteran and the father of two daughters, was killed while working at a gas station he owned.

The U.S. Department of Justice filed a request with the Portuguese Court of Appeals, appealing the judge's decision. Lautenberg today wrote to Coelho to request "any assistance and support you can provide in ensuring the extradition request" is granted.

"I hope you will agree that Mr. Petterson's family deserves to see justice for his murder," Lautenberg wrote.

The United States wants him returned to serve the remainder of a 15- to 30-year jail sentence.

Wright, now 68, escaped from a minimum security prison wing in New Jersey in 1970, and wound up in Michigan. He joined the Black Liberation Army and was part of a group of four who hijacked a Delta Airlines plane to Algeria in 1972, according to the FBI.

Wright ultimately attained Portuguese citizenship in 1991. He was captured at his seaside home there in September after a task force matched fingerprints on file in the United States to those in a Portuguese database. 
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