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THE INVESTIGATION

CRACKING
THE CASE

Deputy District Attorney Rob Baker
explains the investigation process

47@;» and theeo monthy  ago,
Englih teacher Diane Petersan
wins inikrdered on Branham®s campin
nr she ceaned wp her classroom, now
Room 47, on Jute 16, 1978, the day
after schion! ended for the summer. Pe-
terson wan stabbed once in the chest,
Eftores 1o resuscitate her failed, and shie
wiis pronounced dead thar duy

Despite police’s best effony to rack
down the killes, the case remained un-
solved amil June 2025 The Santa Clara
Counnty District Attorney’s Office star-
ed vhat H *Nicky™ Nickenon, 16
years ald 4t the time, wax guilty of the
o

M

Amtider tmm San Jose Mercury
News revead thar pelginsl investigatons
dide have many leads to fllow. They

id sunpeet Nickeeson, who resembled
u palice sketch doawn bused on wittess
ratements, aconding ro Dépaty Dis-
et Attoroey Rob%uhr our days
after the homicide, police questioned
ﬁ&am 'h::x.:-ed:«dwm crimme, -

g in an w "

"Wk‘ﬁcn they Were interviewing Wim,
he scaused the police of trying o pia
the murder of the tescher on lam.
Thise officers b o idea there wis a
conpection uatll be acrlly wid, Hey,

wi're trying to pin the musder on e’

think rthat’s a ;::?' incriminating
watement,” Bakes sakl “Bar we never
had enough.”

Several witnewses did come forward
with information. In 1983, the family
of 2 Brapham stedent informed P
e that the student clamed 10 have
witnessed Nickerson kill Peterson, but
the stadent bater denied saying thar. In
1984, another witness ¢ l.nn'.e\f\'. ket
wn implicated himself in the killing
Even O, the puh\‘c could not _u.urhrr
enough evidence 1o prove him guilty

“The original investigators believed
that Nickersont was mvolved in 2
{drug-relared|  group transction on
campus. Diane f‘rh'rmn may have in
rerrupted that or indicared she was go-
by to report g, and as o resuls, that’s
why she was Killed,” Baker said

Advances in foremsic scicncr  and
rechnology. partendarly in DNA tes-
ng, couldn’t solve this cold case. Peter
son was stabbed once with & weapan
the police couldn And, xud there was
a lack of bload or evidence to resr for
DDNA

Addigonally, Nickemson shot and
Icdlled himwelf tn 1993, and San Jose
polkve St nor collect DNA back ")l“-).

Ot current investigatons from
f::" clgtc comparisons. The crime
wlwo Bappened o 4 classroom, 0 even
I polie could bave obtained a DNA
l’l’“ﬁk.ddttmmmg whether the DNA
was from the kitler or & stadent would
be difficult,

“The pm’ﬂrm with cold cases s we'te
talkdg about the 1970, 1980y and
mae ently 1990x, No one thought
thar DNA would be « thing,” Baker
vald, “A boe of rimes we have caser in
which evidence wasn't prescrvad be
cause they didn't chink it would nuake
" Mcmn“,m evidence was contam-
i

the  tisne, nting . wiy 2
widely wsed fareiic 1ool, However,

police woukd use the same i i
it a1 every crime scene, conTaminur

it
h}?l'yuu‘n- dusting for prints wid you're
m‘m’ns ir into this container of f

print dust, then you get » ot of difter:
et firtle bits and pleces of DNA inside

there,” Baker sald. “Fingerprinr dust i«
& dignificant contaminant o success-
fully ideatify DNA”

Alrer extermive DNA testing in 2023
soud 2024 did not produce § ithve
revult, investigatons led by Detective
Jotn Cary pivoted 1o asking Nicker-
sony family for information, and they
ended up ralking to 4 velative who
Nickerson confesscd 10 mimites after
the musder.

“We hud 0 sdeu thar the person we
talked 1o was sssentially o witness to
the crime,” Buker wid. Tt could have
been: & roeally different relative thar
we talked 10, bt John ¢ W very
good ax picking the right relative and 2
m who por only would fikely bhave

aboor i, but wouli have been
willing to share thay with s ICary!
Emma Isis inteeview selecthon wn

b dtinerview techniques in sich U way

that we weer able to succeslly close

the case”

Afterwards, the San Jose Police: D~
partment und the Santa Clara Conn
ty Diarier Attorney determined tha
there was enough evidence 1o prove
Nickerson commirted the murder and
dosed the case by exceptional means,
Since Nkkerson died, ﬂ}m did nor fike
charges

Baker said Nickerson's celative mn
have refraaned from welling the po
lice about his confession out of fear of
Nickerson and other relatives, adding
that the passage of rime hkely allowed
the relative to dpen up

*When Detective E-Jl’\ mterviewed
the relative, i1 was unguestionably an
emotional moment,” Baker sakd. “1
think thar relarive tedt a huge weight
was being lifted off their shoulders.
They've been carrying the secret for
decades, and it's something they prob
sbly wanged to dhare long agi bur were
3"':‘"1 w”

4]

years have passed since Diane Peterson’s
matrder on June 16, 1978.

30+

cold case murders solved snce the District
Attorney’s Cold Case Unit was established
in 2011, The Peterson case is the fourth
case solved by the DA's Office this year.
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In June this year, investigators officially
solved a cold case from 1978 — the
murder of English teacher Diane Peterson
at Branham. Take a look at the process of
closing the case and read about alumni's reactions.

oy Yujin Cho and Elliott Yau

Rob Baker/Special to Bear Witness
Original case folder and banker box from 1978

“For a long time, it was hard to walk to
that end of the campus, especially the
row that her classroom was on. Every
time I was near there, I felt sad, and I
would think about her.”

Denise Morrone, Class of 1981

People gather cutside Peterson's dassroom the day after she was stabbed.,

purtesy of Peterson family and Santa Clara Coury Disenct Attoeney's Office
Diane Peterson was 26 years old at the time of her murder. A grad-
uate of Emil Buscher High School, West Valley College and San Jose
State University, she passionately pursued teaching, even when
the job market was rough, according to a 1978 San Jose Mercury
News article. She taught English and creative writing to freshmen
and sophomores at Branham for one year, Due to the school's de-
clining enroliment, Peterson was let go at the end of her first year,
a familiar occurrence for her,
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San Jose Mercury via NewsBank

Dennis and Diane Peterson pose for a photo with their 1-year-old
son David.
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1973 Beanham yeasbook
Mark McCoy, Class of 1978

)
Patrick Godar, Class of 1980

family member described Di-
A-u von a1 & “beaatifil and
wonsder fud person who s mised dearly”
in 3 pews relesse from the Santa Clara

(&
yoars old ot the time of her murder, the
fiest-year teacher ut Branham is still re-
mbered by former students,
Denise Marrone, wha had just
completed ber freshiman year of high
schoal at the time of the killing, was

o student in Peterson’s freshman
- e
are somse teachers that just

ke & i 1 of youl It was my
first year of high school, which was 4

trle unnecying trying to adiust to this
new chapter. made an impact on
roe,” Momone said. “She was kind and

atient, knowledgeublo and fricnudly

are some teachers that [ make]

you feel intimidated, or they don't
seemn like they have a lot of putsence,
but she was the complete opposite,
and 1 dearned a lot from her. She
seemed Bke un all aroond great penon
and & great teacher.”

Petessoins positive presznce left a

i impression on Morrone.

“Ican elose my eves and retember
wtting in her class one day. 1 doa't
remomber whitt she sasd; | juse re-
member sitting in her class and feeling
really good, comfactable,”
Mosrone said. “Wh in my
mind, ] don's oeally unf;mbc:.bm i
was just a really

Ch of 1980l Ptrick Godar
wis # yeudent in Peterson's »

English class, Petervon taught fregh-
o s Wi
C Cant re ¥ ! v
Godar notes her positive character,
“She seemed to be u nice teachee

[She] helped cut all the different
students.” Godar sdid

Mormne talkedl to her chose friemds
when she found out that Peterson had
been killed after school had gotten out
for the summer '

“1 do remember extreme—

Iy shocked, sud, | in] dis and

ful. It was scary,” Mocrone said.
“We didn't know who it was or why it
happeocd. | remember images %
through my mind of her being in ¢
clussroons and mking up her stuft,
and sonse horrible person just wulking
into her classroom and harting ber”

Because the killing occurred on the
dary atter the class of 1978 graduat-

| sendors were about to depart to
Disaevland to celebrate Grad Nige
when details of the attack firet broke
out. Mark McCoy, a senior at the
time, recalls hearing that a teaches
was stzbbed before leaving on the bus
to Los Angeleswith the senior clsss
McCoy didn't find out she died until
he returned the nextidag

“Everyone was completely freaked
out that an actual teaches was e
dered on the campos. [1t] wasjost
unfathomable,” McCoy said.

During the 1970s — before mobile
phones and social media — informa=
tion moved dowdy.

“Undess you calfed someone at the
telephone, you really couldn’t follow
tp and see what happened. The way
information moved around was a lot
mone stifling back then compared
with toda,” McCoy sid. “It was really
frustruting that they never found out
who did it. People thought mavbe a
student did it, but sobody knew any-
thing. There was no concrete informa-
tion, and then it faded over time.”

PETERSON

Branham alumni remember
Diane Peterson's impact

madl)‘mri;t Attorney’s Office. 26
tial

San Jose N News first report-
ed onthe homicide in the June 17,
1978 iwstie, the very next duy. Their last
article on the topic wus poublished on
Julv 1 thax year.

MeCoy thought it wis “really
strange” that a violent Killing
veécurred in the Branham area,

"People were freaked out, devastated
and frightencd. Branham — it's « safe
campais. I's ot on the cast vide, or

ingg leke that,” MeCoy wid,
“For Morrooe, who was born aml
raised in the Btlnlmm area, Peterson’s

to happen again?'] think that wis

poning, 0
definitely thook me.” {
Concerny about safety extended
ouuiclgii Branham = mﬂ.mhlng
f??lc‘..ac.i midkdle schaol ar the finné.
“Eremember talking to my youuger
F ahontt 3 Who whs 10 even at

g

Branham,” McCoy waid *T:

out, and her {ciends wero very scared

The homicide was initrably mvestr-
bot & luck of evidence at the -
made solving the Case close to.
imposiible. Ax updates trickled to «
stop, Godar stopped thinking about
'é: fmm out] on the mrllhw':]
upset Jand] a lieele:
reaked out because it was one of the
teachers that Twas taught by," Godar
said. “After 4 while, you just unfor-
tunately - about it until it pops

Morsoae it diffesently. She srug-
to come to terms with the violent
ling of someone she Jonew, especial-

bec

‘Il‘;;c a'l:dn%‘ﬁg,iwu hard 1o walk
to that cam, i
the raw that hee classoom """?;.“o:."’
Marrone said. *Every timse | was pear.
tlmg.':::isnnd.mdlmld&lnk
Atter 47 yours, Mormne believes that
sotving the cold cese will bring clovore
to Petersony fantily. k
“I think'it’s fantastic,” Morrone said.
It .lcﬁni:dp’]lﬁ]l‘!hc W)'.w Ay
have some <Sosmre. It's sad, bt at.
least now they have MMM’
important, and thag ekes me feel

better”
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