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Why this Special Session? 

1. With the ISFG meeting being in the United States for the first time 
in over 20 years, we wanted to highlight a key case and its 
impact on our field and how the general public perceives 
forensic DNA results

2. Most primary participants involved with the DNA testing and 
testimony in the O.J. Simpson case are still actively working in 
the field and available to participate in the panel

3. Lessons learned from this case can benefit future efforts with 
forensic genetics in the United States and around the world



In Memory of George “Woody” Clarke (1951 – 2012)

• Deputy District Attorney for the County of 
San Diego from 1982 to 2003

• Involved in many admissibility hearings with 
serology and DNA

• Loaned to the Los Angeles District Attorney’s 
Office and presented DNA evidence to the jury 
in the 1995 prosecution of O.J. Simpson

• Served on the National Commission on the 
Future of DNA Evidence (1998-2000) and in 
U.S. Attorney General’s Initiative on DNA 
Laboratory Backlogs (2002)

• Appointed a Judge of the Superior Court for 
the County of San Diego, California from 
2003 until his death in 2012



Session Schedule

• Introductions and Case Background – John Butler (5 minutes)

• Presentations from Each Panelist (~55 minutes)
• Prosecutor Rock Harmon (20 minutes) – evidence & presentation to the jury 

• Dr. Robin Cotton (15 minutes) – DNA testing performed & preparation for trial

• Professor Bruce Weir (10 minutes) – DNA mixture statistics (by video)

• Judge Chris Plourd (10 minutes) – impact of the case

• Discussion and Q&A with Audience (~30 minutes) – Charlotte Word



Nicole Brown Ronald Goldman

Brief Timeline and Overview (1):
Collection and DNA Testing

• At the time, O.J. Simpson was a famous U.S. football player 
and popular movie actor

• June 12, 1994 : O.J. Simpson’s ex-wife Nicole Brown 
Simpson and her friend Ronald Goldman were stabbed to 
death outside her condominium in Los Angeles, California

• June 17, 1994 : O.J. Simpson is arrested

• DNA testing in three laboratories
• Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD)

• Cellmark Diagnostics (Germantown, Maryland)

• California Department of Justice (CA DOJ)

• Used VNTRs (RFLP) & DQα+PM, D1S80 (PCR)
Simpson's mugshot, 

June 17, 1994https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/O._J._Simpson_murder_case

“Bundy” crime scene 
photo at Brown’s home 

https://timelines.latimes.com/oj-simpson-murder-trial/

The Victims

The Defendant

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/O._J._Simpson_murder_case
https://timelines.latimes.com/oj-simpson-murder-trial/


Brief Timeline and Overview (2): 
The Trial and Media

• Many pre-trial motions and hyper-media attention

• January 24, 1995 : the trial begins and called “the Trial of the 
Century” by the media; The People of the State of California v. 
Orenthal James Simpson

• May 8-12,15 1995 : prosecution introduces the DNA evidence 
with Dr. Robin Cotton (Cellmark Diagnostics) as the first 
witness; her “classroom” may have had a billion students…

• Other DNA testimony: Gary Sims (CA DOJ), Renee Montgomery (CA DOJ)

• June 22, 23, 26, 1995 : Professor Bruce Weir testifies on DNA 
statistics for several mixtures

• The defense raised sample collection concerns
From https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sIF2FScW13Y

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sIF2FScW13Y


O.J. Simpson Trial
Transcripts compiled at http://walraven.org/simpson/
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The Jury’s Verdict 

(October 3, 1995)

Robin Cotton’s DNA Testimony

Bruce Weir’s Statistics Testimony

160 days of trial
May 8: 65th day of trial

June 23: 98th day of trial

Gary Sims (CA DOJ) Renee Montgomery (CA DOJ)Greg Matteson (LAPD)

John Gerdes (defense expert)

Dennis Fung (LAPD) Andrea Mazzola (LAPD) Collin Yamauchi (LAPD)

(each day is linked to the available transcript)
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Brief Timeline and Overview (3):
The Outcome and Impact

• October 3, 1995 : jury returned a verdict of not guilty

Activities that Followed to Strengthen Forensic Genetics:

• NRC II (1996) “The Evaluation of Forensic DNA Evidence”

• FBI Quality Assurance Standards developed by the DNA 
Advisory Board (1998/1999) and updated by SWGDAM 
(2009, 2011, 2020)

• NIJ National Commission on the Future of DNA Evidence 
(1998-2000)

Civil Trial (October 1996 to February 1997): in the verdict on February 4, 1997, 

Simpson was found responsible for the deaths of Nicole Brown Simpson and 
Ronald Goldman, and their families were awarded $33.5 million in damages



Important Scientific Articles at the Time
Lander & Budowle, Nature (27 October 1994) 371: 735-738 Weir, Nature Genetics (11 December 1995) 11: 365-368



Introducing Our 
Panel Participants 

and Their Role in the 
O.J. Simpson Trial



Prosecutor Rockne Harmon 

• (Retired) prosecutor in Alameda County, 
California for 33 years

• Graduated from the US Naval Academy in 
1967; awarded a Purple Heart for wounds 
received in combat during a tour as officer 
in charge of a Navy Swift Boat in Vietnam

• Presented DNA evidence in the O.J. 
Simpson trial along with Woody Clark

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uPze-pHSHfw

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uPze-pHSHfw


Dr. Robin Cotton

• Laboratory Director at Cellmark Diagnostics, 
later Orchid Cellmark (1988 to 2006)

• In the O.J. Simpson trial, she provided a 
week of DNA testimony (May 8-12, 1995) and 
another day of cross-examination (May 15)

• Currently Director of the Biomedical Forensic 
Sciences Program at Boston University

May 8, 1995: Cellmark Diagnostics lab director 

Robin Cotton refers to a chart as she explains the 

concept of DNA to the jury. (Pool photo)



Professor Bruce Weir

• Professor of Statistics at North Carolina 
State University (1976-2005); currently at 
the University of Washington (Seattle, WA)

• In the O.J. Simpson trial, he provided 
three days of DNA statistics testimony 
(June 22,23,26, 1995)

• In 2021, he became a Fellow of the Royal 
Society of London, the oldest and most 
prestigious national scientific institution in 
the world

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DJu-h3KB6Nk

“Nothing I will say, or will ever say, has 

to do with the probability of guilt.”

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DJu-h3KB6Nk


Judge Christopher Plourd

• Defense attorney for 33 years; currently a 
judge in California

• During the O.J. Simpson trial, he served as 
a Court TV commentator

• Served on the NIJ’s National Commission for 
Future of DNA Evidence (1998-2000) and 
currently involved with NIST’ Organization of 
Scientific Area Committees for Forensic 
Science



Bruce Weir Video Recording 
of His ISFG 2022 Presentation

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4UCgosl9qR8

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4UCgosl9qR8


Cellmark O.J. Simpson Case Files 
and Data are Publicly Available 
(if you visit the Smithsonian site in Suitland, Maryland)

Donated May 28, 2002
by Robin Cotton and Mark Stolorow



Cellmark 
Archived Files

These files contain:

• Cellmark Diagnostics 
protocols at the time

• Case correspondence, 
notes, and data

• Autoradiographs and PCR 
test strips (DQα, PM)

Photo credit: Kristen Frederick-Frost

Collection ID

NAA.MS2002-29
Orchid Cellmark O.J. Simpson 
DNA Analysis Records, National 
Anthropological Archives, 
Smithsonian Institution



RFLP
Probe: MS31

Photo credit: John ButlerSmithsonian Archives Collection: NAA.MS2002-29

https://collections.si.edu/search/results.htm?fq=data_source%3A%22National+Anthropological+Archives%22&q=O.J.+Simpson


PolyMarker and DQ-Alpha 
Results from Cellmark Casework

Photo credit: John ButlerSmithsonian Archives Collection: NAA.MS2002-29

https://collections.si.edu/search/results.htm?fq=data_source%3A%22National+Anthropological+Archives%22&q=O.J.+Simpson


Some Media Quotes on the Case
• “The O.J. Simpson murder case could boil down to a titanic clash between silver-tongued lawyers 

and modern forensic science represented by a DNA fingerprinting technique that won the Noble 
Prize in 1993” (Peter Gorner & Trisha Gura, Chicago Tribune, June 28, 1994)

• “In the Simpson trial, DNA testing will be subjected to the most intense public scrutiny ever focused 
on a forensic procedure… Among the millions who will watch the lawyers fighting over the DNA tests 
will be many future jurors…” (Jerry E. Bishop, The Wall Street Journal, January 6, 1995)

• “Biochemist Robin Cotton, laboratory director for Cellmark Diagnostics of Germantown, Md., also 
testified that Nicole Brown Simpson’s blood matches bloodstains found on a pair of socks recovered 
from Simpson’s bedroom…” (Nell Henderson & Marc Fisher, The Washington Post, May 12, 1995)

• “Defense lawyers in the O.J. Simpson murder trial suggested today that the prosecution’s purported 
mountain of DNA evidence is a mirage composed of meaningless results from blood samples that 
were contaminated – inadvertently or intentionally – before testing” (Nell Henderson, The 
Washington Post, May 19, 1995)

• “The O.J. Simpson case claimed a number of casualties, but use of DNA test results as 
evidence wasn’t among them…the jurors who acquitted Simpson hardly considered the 
prosecution’s DNA evidence, which took weeks to present and explain…What bothered them…was 
how the evidence was handled before it ever got to the DNA lab, and those concerns may shift 
the battleground of future DNA fights from the laboratories that process the evidence to the crime 
scenes where it is collected” (Michael Fleeman, The San Diego Union-Tribune, October 11, 1995)


