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It’s complicated. Still.
O.J. Simpson is dead. Maybe – maybe

– his body and soul will rest in peace.
His tattered legacy certainly won’t.

Simpson, who succumbed to pros-
tate cancer on Wednesday night in Las
Vegas at 76, goes down in history as the
ultimate American tragedy in so many
ways.

From football legend and Hollywood
star … to accused double-murderer and
the Hall of Shame.

What a complex journey.
Simpson was acquitted by a Los An-

geles jury for the brutal slayings in 1994
of ex-wife Nicole Brown Simpson and
her friend, Ron Goldman. Yet the pre-
sumptions – buttressed by the liability
judged in a subsequent civil trial – are
going with him to the grave.

If you were among the 95 million peo-
ple watching in real-time on national TV
as a Ford Bronco transporting Simpson,
driven by his friend and former team-
mate Al Cowlings, rolled down the LA
freeway in a low-speed police chase in
June 1994, it was a series of images
you’ll never forget. And no, it was hardly
a move consistent with innocence.

This, while people chanted from free-
way bridges, “Go, O.J., Go!”

Remember Simpson as polarizing,
whether he intended to be or not. It’s
fair. The so-called “Trial of the Century”
and its aftermath struck at the heart of
racial inequities in America and a crimi-
nal justice system that historically has
victimized people of color. That’s part of
his legacy, too.

Three years after the acquittal of four
white police officers captured on video
brutally beating a Black man, Rodney
King, which ignited the L.A. riots in
1992, an all-Black jury found Simpson
not guilty.

When the verdict was announced,
the basic reaction from many white
Americans was visible disgust. Simp-
son’s blood was part of the evidence. He
didn’t have an alibi. He had a history of
domestic violence incidents during his

marriage.
Even so, when the verdict came,

there was no shortage of images of
cheering Black Americans.

It was deeper than the testimony and
cross-examination of a racist, white Los
Angeles police detective, whose back-
ground included using racial slurs and
planting evidence, which undoubtedly
weighed on the jury. It was deeper than
defense attorney Johnnie Cochran’s
classic plea, “If it doesn’t fit, you must
acquit,” as Simpson couldn’t squeeze his
hand into a glove found at the murder
scene.

The reaction from Black people had
more to do with the entrenched pattern
of social injustice in America over so
many years that railroaded – and some-
times lynched – Black men who faced
bogus charges.

Simpson, it seemed, was a beneficia-
ry of some sort of criminal-justice pay-
back.

That, too, is part of his legacy. And
how ironic is that. 

This was the same Simpson who nev-
er involved himself with civil rights is-
sues as he became a household name
during the late 1960s, unlike other high-
profile athletes of that era. Instead, dur-
ing his heyday, Simpson told people,
“I’m not Black, I’m O.J.”

That stance, during previous chap-
ters of his life, didn’t pose a threat to his
legacy. Back then, Simpson was widely
revered as a hero.

One of the all-time great running
backs, he led Southern California to a
national championship and was award-
ed the Heisman Trophy in 1968. Drafted
into the NFL by the Buffalo Bills with the
No. 1 overall pick in 1969, “The Juice”
powered “The Electric Company” and in
1973 became the league’s first 2,000-
yard rusher. Kids like me adored him, as
he raced through defenses in his Spot-
Bilt cleats, en route to his 1985 induction

into the Pro Football Hall of Fame.
Off the field, he won with crossover

appeal. Simpson was the first Black ath-
lete to explode as a commercial star,
running through airports as a Hertz
spokesman. It continued after football;
he landed roles in more than 20 movies
and had TV gigs as an analyst for ABC’s
“Monday Night Football” and on NBC.

Simpson seemingly had the world in
the palm of his hands. But that was back
then.

Did he do it?
That question has formed the es-

sence of Simpson’s legacy for nearly 30
years. And many will tell you that it’s not
even a legitimate question. As news of
his death spread, it sparked, as you’d
expect, a fresh round of re-litigation.
And passion. Only this time, with the
added layer of social media.

Simpson’s complicated legacy,
though, is a reminder of cracks in Amer-
ican society on so many levels.

Simpson’s legacy strikes at heart of race in America

O. J. Simpson sits in Superior Court in Los Angeles in December 1994 during an open court session. POOL/AFP VIA GETTY IMAGES
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Pro Football Hall of Fame

The Pro Football Hall of Fame pub-
lished a news release in the immediate
aftermath of Simpson’s death, as it does
following the deaths of other members.
But it did not reference anything from
his retirement, including the double-
murder case that became a cultural phe-
nomenon. 

“O.J. Simpson was the first player to
reach a rushing mark many thought
could not be attained in a 14-game sea-
son when he topped 2,000 yards,” Hall of
Fame president Jim Porter said in a
statement. 

“His on-field contributions will be
preserved in the Hall’s archives in Can-
ton, Ohio.”

Hall of Fame spokesperson Rich Des-
rosiers said Simpson’s legal issues are
not acknowledged at the museum in
Canton, though he clarified that the
Hall’s materials on members largely re-

volve around their on-field accomplish-
ments. 

Online player biographies, for exam-
ple, rarely reference any aspect of a Hall
of Famer’s post-retirement life.

Simpson was ultimately acquitted of
killing his ex-wife, Nicole Brown Simp-
son, and one of her friends, Ron Gold-
man, in what came to be colloquially
known as the trial of the century, though
he was later found liable for the deaths in
a civil case in 1997. 

Roughly a decade later, he was sen-
tenced to prison time in connection with
a botched armed robbery.

University of Southern California

Following Simpson’s release on pa-
role in 2017, then-Trojans football coach
Clay Helton told reporters that the
school’s former star running back would
not be welcomed back to campus.

“Right now with USC, what the ad-
ministration and the athletic depart-
ment have said is, no, O.J. will not be a
part of our functions. That’s been the
statement,” Helton said at the time.

Simpson remains a member of the

USC Athletics Hall of Fame, however.
And The Los Angeles Times reported in
2019 that his jersey remained on display
at the Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum
alongside those of other former Trojans
who won the Heisman Trophy. (An ath-
letics department spokesperson did not
reply to a message seeking clarification
on whether that is still the case.)

Simpson’s No. 32 is also one of five
jersey numbers that has been retired at
USC, according to 247 Sports.

Buffalo Bills

Simpson was drafted No. 1 overall by
the Buffalo Bills and spent the bulk of his
11-year professional career with the fran-
chise, earning six Pro Bowl nods and one
MVP award over nine seasons. 

In 1980, he was inducted into the
team’s “Wall of Fame,” which was creat-
ed “to honor former players, administra-
tors and coaches who have played sig-
nificant roles in the team’s history.” He
remains a member of the group, whose
names are displayed on the interior walls
of Highmark Stadium, though there
have been calls in recent years for him to

be removed from the “Wall of Fame,” in-
cluding by a state lawmaker in 2021.

“While he was found ‘not guilty’ of the
homicide of his ex-wife, Nicole Brown
and her friend Ronald Goldman, Simp-
son was found to be legally responsible
for their deaths by a civil jury,” Assem-
blyman Patrick Burke wrote in a letter to
Bills owners Terry and Kim Pegula, re-
questing the change. “O.J. Simpson’s
name remaining on the wall sends a har-
rowing and distorted message to survi-
vors of domestic violence that abuse is
condoned.”

Unlike USC, however, the Bills have
not retired Simpson’s jersey number. Af-
ter a 42-year hiatus, running back Se-
norise Perry was told in 2019 that the
number was available for use and decid-
ed to don it. 

The number currently belongs to cor-
nerback Kyron Brown.

A Bills spokesperson did not immedi-
ately reply to a message Thursday ask-
ing if the team had any comment on
Simpson’s death, or if the former run-
ning back is honored in any other man-
ner at team facilities, beyond the Wall of
Fame.

Simpson
Continued from Page 1C

(All times Eastern)
Saturday, April 13

Hockey
National Hockey League
12:30 p.m.
ABC/ESPN+ — N.Y. Islanders at N.Y.
Rangers
3 p.m.
ABC/ESPN+ — Seattle at Dallas
8 p.m.
ABC/ESPN+ — Boston at Pittsburgh
Baseball
Major League Baseball
1:10 p.m.
MLBN — Minnesota at Detroit
4:05 p.m.
FS1 — Texas at Houston
8:10 p.m.
MLBN — St. Louis at Arizona
9:10 p.m.
ESPN+/MLBN — San Diego at L.A.
Dodgers
9:40 p.m.
MLBN — Chicago at Seattle
Golf
The Masters
3 p.m.
CBS — Third round

Soccer
English Premier League
7:30 a.m.
USA/NBCU — Tottenham Hotspur at
Newcastle United
10 a.m.
PEAC — Luton Town at Manchester City
PEAC — Sheffield United at Brentford
PEAC — Brighton & Hove Albion at
Burnley
USA/NBCU — Wolverhampton Wander-
ers at Nottingham Forest
12:30 p.m.
PEAC/NBC/NBCU — Manchester United
at AFC Bournemouth
Major League Soccer
4:45 p.m.
Apple TV/FOX — Los Angeles Football
Club at Portland Timbers
7:30 p.m.
Apple TV — Orlando City at D.C. United
Apple TV — FC Cincinnati at CF Montre-
al
Apple TV — New England Revolution at
New York City Football Club
Apple TV — Chicago Fire FC at New York
Red Bulls
Apple TV — Toronto FC at Charlotte FC
8:30 p.m.

Apple TV — Seattle Sounders FC at FC
Dallas
Apple TV — Houston Dynamo FC at
Minnesota United
Apple TV — Inter Miami CF vs Sporting
Kansas City at Kansas City
9:30 p.m.
Apple TV — Columbus Crew at Real Salt
Lake
10:30 p.m.
Apple TV — Colorado Rapids at San
Jose Earthquakes
Apple TV — LA Galaxy at Vancouver
Whitecaps FC

Sunday, April 14
Hockey
National Hockey League
1 p.m.
TNT/MAX — Seattle at St. Louis
3:30 p.m.
TNT/MAX/TRU — Colorado at Vegas
Basketball
NBA
1 p.m.
ESPN — Chicago at N.Y. Knicks
3:30 p.m.
ESPN — L.A. Lakers at New Orleans
Baseball

Major League Baseball
1:35 p.m.
MLBN — L.A. Angels at Boston
1:40 p.m.
MLBN — N.Y. Yankees at Cleveland
ESPN+ — San Francisco at Tampa Bay
4:10 p.m.
MLBN — St. Louis at Arizona
MLBN — Chicago at Seattle
7:10 p.m.
ESPN — San Diego at L.A. Dodgers
Golf
The Masters
2 p.m.
CBS — Final round
Soccer
English Premier League
9 a.m.
PEAC — Fulham at West Ham United
USA/TELE — Crystal Palace at Liverpool
11:30 a.m.
USA/TELE — Aston Villa at Arsenal
Major League Soccer
2:30 p.m.
Apple TV/FOX — Philadelphia Union at
Atlanta United
4:45 p.m.
Apple TV/FOX — Austin FC at St. Louis
City SC

SPORTS ON TV


