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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of North Carolina affirmed Michael Iver Peterson's conviction for the first-degree

murder of Kathleen Peterson. The court held that the admission of evidence obtained under an invalid

third search warrant was harmless beyond a reasonable doubt, that evidence concerning the 1985 death

of Elizabeth Ratliff was properly admitted, and that challenged statements in the prosecution's closing

argument did not warrant a new trial.
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Defendant appealed as of right from a divided Court of Appeals
decision affirming his first-degree murder conviction. The appeal

presented issues arising from a dissent in the Court of Appeals.

Constitutional harmless error is reviewed under the harmless-beyond-
a-reasonable-doubt standard, with the State bearing the burden of
proof. Evidentiary rulings under Rules 403 and 404(b) are reviewed
for abuse of discretion. A trial court's findings of fact concerning the
basis for an evidentiary ruling are conclusive when supported by
competent evidence. Rulings on preserved objections to closing
argument are reviewed for abuse of discretion, including whether the
remarks were improper and, if so, whether they were sufficiently

prejudicial to warrant a new trial.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether admission of evidence seized pursuant to an invalid third search warrant was harmless beyond

a reasonable doubt.

2. Whether evidence concerning the 1985 death of Elizabeth Ratliff was admissible under Rules 401, 402,
403, and 404(b) of the North Carolina Rules of Evidence.

3. Whether challenged statements during the prosecution's closing argument were sufficiently prejudicial to

require a new trial.

HOLDINGS

1. Admission of evidence obtained through the invalid third search warrant was harmless beyond a
reasonable doubt because the State presented overwhelming, independent, and untainted evidence of

Peterson's guilt and possible motives.

2. The trial court did not abuse its discretion by admitting evidence concerning Ratliff's death under Rule
404(b), because substantial circumstantial evidence supported a reasonable inference that Peterson was
involved and the similarities between the deaths made the evidence relevant to intent, knowledge, plan,

and absence of accident; its probative value was not substantially outweighed by unfair prejudice.

3. Although the prosecutor's statements vouching for the credibility of State-employed experts were
improper, they did not constitute reversible error because, considered in the context of the entire five-
month trial and closing arguments, they were not sufficiently prejudicial to deny due process or require a

new trial.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Because admission of the evidence illegally obtained through the invalid third search warrant is an error of

constitutional magnitude, we must determine whether the error was harmless beyond a reasonable doubt.” (at
223)

“Thus, the prosecution was not required to present to the trial court direct evidence of defendant's
involvement in the death of Elizabeth Ratliff, but could present circumstantial evidence which tends "to

support a reasonable inference that the same person committed both the earlier and later acts."” (at 227)

“However, this Court has held that when the trial court instructs the jury to disregard improper arguments
and instructs counsel to confine his arguments to those matters contained in evidence, such an instruction

renders the error caused by the improper arguments cured.” (at 230)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND



Peterson was convicted of murdering his wife, Kathleen Peterson, who was found at the bottom of a stairway
with extensive blood evidence and multiple blunt-force head injuries. The State presented evidence that the
injuries were inconsistent with an accidental fall and that Peterson stood to benefit financially from his wife's
death. The trial court admitted computer evidence seized under a later search warrant, evidence concerning the

1985 death of Elizabeth Ratliff, and challenged portions of the prosecution's closing argument.
PROCEDURAL HISTORY

A Durham County grand jury indicted Peterson for first-degree murder on December 20, 2001. After a five-
month trial, a jury convicted him on October 10, 2003, and the trial court imposed life imprisonment without
parole. The Court of Appeals affirmed in a divided opinion. The Supreme Court of North Carolina denied
discretionary review of additional issues and considered the three issues preserved through the Court of Appeals

dissent.
DISPOSITION

affirmed
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