


L




. By Robert Tanner

Associated Press

AST STROUDSBURG, Pa.

womar lay dead ir a burned cabinat a

' church camp;while her father survived,
~ Mostof the Jessofis taught to budding fire

investigators_stood out € the scene. The
locat experts — the county fire marshal, a
state-hired fire analyst, a chemist — spoke
without hesitation that tt ali proved arson
— and murder,

No one questioned therr conclus:on. It

was a textbook case, and the father, Han -
Tak Lee, was dealt a gullty verdict and alife , -

sentence. - .

Except the textbooks were wrong Within .

a few years of Lee's convrctron scientific

studies smashed decades of earlier, wrdely )

accepted beliefs about how fires work-and
the telltale trail they leave behind,
Today, fire mvestrg_ €.qtat
the clues-relied upon in‘the 1989:
tion of the cabin fire don't:
more than an. accident, .-
And some.of the leadmg U.5. expertsion
arson say that Lee was the victim of 2 hor-

hundreds more like hiin, people wrongfuli
convicted of arson, these experts say,

Penosylvama courts have repeatedly
jected the. argument ‘that the: prosecutio
case was built on’bad science. -
" “I never killed my daughter. I never se
thé fire, I'm not the right person to-be he

Lée, now 71, said through a transkator at”
Rockvrew medium -securi prlson in cen-
tral Pennsylvania, “ThiSl not drson. This .-

is an accident.”.
A definitive count 1sn’t posmble but lead
ing fire investigators across the country

estimate that there could be hufidreds of
mistaken arson prosecutions, all builton =

the same ideas that were uprooted more
than a decade dgo. ‘

The new arson science could become the
most powerful tool to reveal wrongful con-

victions since DNA testing began overturn-
ing rape and murder cases in 1989, Crrtlcs_
also say it's still happening, because some’

investigators continue to prosecute cases
based on discredited methods. -
“How do you know someone’s guilty if you

don’t know a crime has been committed?”
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