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Prologue
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For a couple of years during the mid '90s, the Menendez Brothers, Lyle and Erik, held the country’s attention as their stories played out on national television. We watched as the prosecutors described how the two boys cold-bloodedly murdered their parents for money. 

Prosecutors displayed a series of graphic autopsy photos for jurors in the murder trial of Lyle and Erik Menendez that appeared to reduce the brothers from loving children to cold hearted killers.

It was in the den of their Beverly Hills mansion on North Elm Drive that Erik and Lyle gunned down their parents on August 20th, 1989. 

Using 12-gauge shotguns, Lyle and Erik Menendez murdered their parents, José, an entertainment industry executive and Kitty Menendez, a former small-town beauty queen and schoolteacher.

José was shot point-blank in the back of the head. Kitty, who made a run for it, was shot multiple times.

The prosecution contended the brothers ambushed their parents, blasting them with pump-action shotguns, and then covered up the crime, beginning with shrieks and tears on their front lawn on the night of the killings. Lyle was 21 at the time; Erik was 18.

It took two trials before they were convicted.

The first, highly publicized trial was arguably one of the most controversial of the decade and ended in a mistrial. But, in the second trial, both Lyle and Erik were found guilty of first-degree murder with special circumstances and sentenced to two consecutive life sentences each, without the possibility of parole.
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José and Kitty
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José was born in 1944 to an upper-middle class family in Havana, Cuba. His father was a well-known soccer player who owned his own accounting firm. His mother was a swimmer who was elected to Cuba's sports hall of fame. José had two older sisters, Teresita, known as "Terry", and Marta. Although the family was not rich, José's parents' accomplishments in sports guaranteed them an honored place in Cuban society. José was five years younger than Terry and was spoiled and adored by his mother.

During 1959 and 1960 Cuba was undergoing a revolution. Fulgencio Batista was overthrown and Fidel Castro came to power and made radical changes to both the economy and the social welfare system of the country. Castro's government seized the property of the upper and middle classes, turned farms into collectives and canceled all leases and mortgages. The upper and middle classes lost property, the lower classes faced higher prices and the government grew more repressive, imprisoning or executing opponents of Castro.

In 1960 José Menendez was a teenager when his parents sent him to the US from Cuba after Castro took over. José's parents saw that their lives in Cuba were forever changed. The first step they made in their decision to leave Cuba was to send their son to the United States. José flew to the United States with Terry's fiancé and settled in Hazleton, Pennsylvania, located between Scranton and Allentown. 

José arrived penniless and did not speak or understand English but was determined to succeed in his adopted country. José studied diligently in high school and worked part-time to earn spending money. Due to financial hardship, José was not able to achieve one of his dreams, which was to attend an Ivy League college.

He promised himself that someday, when he had children, they would achieve his dream and graduate from an Ivy League college. Influenced by his parents, who were both champion athletes in Cuba, José also developed into a good athlete and later attended Southern Illinois University on a swimming scholarship.

José did not like Southern Illinois University and is remembered by classmates as withdrawn and sullen. José supported himself financially with his athletic scholarship, but eventually walked away from athletics to concentrate on his studies. There was one person who made José feel good. Her name was Kitty Andersen.
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Kitty
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Mary "Kitty" Anderson was born in 1941, the youngest of four children of Charles and Mae Andersen. Her family lived in Oak Lawn, a suburb south of Chicago. During her early childhood, Kitty's family was solidly middle class. Her father owned a heating and air-conditioning business that did well and her mother stayed at home to care for Kitty and her two older brothers, Milt and Brian, and Kitty's older sister, Joan.

Although the Andersen family appeared to be loving and close, Kitty's father beat her mother, sometimes in front of their children. Charles Andersen also beat his children. Before Kitty entered grammar school, her father left her mother for another woman. 

Her mother never got over the failed marriage, and suffered from depression for the rest of her life. 

In order to support her family, Kitty's mother worked for United Airlines at Midway Airport outside of Chicago. Kitty's parents eventually divorced and this was the cause of life long emotional scars for her. Throughout her childhood, Kitty was withdrawn and depressed. She had difficulty forming friendships and did not have many friends in grade or high school. Kitty's father remarried and continued to live in Oak Lawn. Her mother never remarried and became bitter and depressed by the divorce. 

Kitty grew up convinced that divorce was the worst thing that could happen in a woman's life. Kitty hated her father and did not have any contact with him for many years after her parents' divorce.

In her senior year of high school, Kitty applied to and was accepted by Southern Illinois University. In 1958, her freshman year of college, Kitty began to work in the university's broadcasting department where she learned to produce dramas for radio and television. Kitty gained a great deal of confidence through her participation in these activities.

During her senior year in 1962, Kitty had enough confidence to compete in and win the Miss Oak Lawn beauty pageant sponsored by the VFW.

Kitty dreamed that after she graduated from college, she would pursue a career in producing and directing commercial radio and television programs in New York City.

Kitty and José met during Kitty's senior year and José's freshman year. After only a short time, Kitty and José became inseparable. To José, Kitty was attractive not only physically, but in what she represented. Kitty was the daughter of a shopkeeper, the offspring of the American merchant class. By winning Kitty, José was establishing his claim to his new country. José fulfilled something for Kitty too. Kitty felt that there was a depth to José that few people understood or appreciated. She saw someone who was willing to work hard and overcome hardships, not someone who was willing to slide by on family connections or money, like her privileged classmates. José told Kitty of his plan to make it big in the business world.

When José and Kitty were seen together around the Southern Illinois campus, people would stop and stare. After all it was the early 1960s, they lived in a small, conservative southern Illinois town and people from different ethnic backgrounds did not mix. The civil rights movement in America was centered in the South and had yet to reach Carbondale. Kitty was three years older than José was. Their ages and background differences did not seem to matter to Kitty and José; they were determined to spend their lives together.

José and Kitty's relationship caused problems for both of their families. Kitty's family was surprised that she would choose a Cuban teenager as her future husband. José's family thought that Kitty was beneath their social standing because her parents were divorced. 

José's parents also thought that at age 19, José was too young to marry. Around the time that Kitty graduated with a Bachelor of Science degree in communications, José and Kitty eloped and were secretly married in 1963.

After their marriage, José and Kitty moved to New York City. José's parents had fled Cuba, his mother in 1961 and his father a short time later. They had settled in New York City. José gave up his athletic scholarship at Southern Illinois and transferred to Queens College, City University of New York, while Kitty found a job teaching grade school. During the early years of her marriage, Kitty's dreams of working in broadcasting began to fade and she discarded her plans to obtain a master's degree, in order to support José and his career.

Kitty's decision to sacrifice her future goals and work as a schoolteacher paid off in some ways after his career took off, but it came at a high price in terms of her emotional dependence on José.

And this dependency on José would later make her the doormat of the family. 
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Life after College
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The Menendez family

In 1967, José graduated from Queens College with a CPA degree. He went to work for Coopers & Lybrand, an international accounting firm. Kitty continued to teach grade school.

On January 10th, 1968 the couple’s first son Joséph Lyle Menendez was born in New York. José and Kitty were now more than just a couple. They were now a family. 

What the world did not know at this time was that José had big plans for his new born son. And many believe that those very plans are what lead to José and Kitty’s death. 

In 1969, José was sent to Chicago to audit Lyon Container, a client of Coopers & Lybrand. José so impressed the management of Lyon Container that they asked him to come to work for them as the company's controller. José was twenty-five years old.

José, Kitty and their infant son, Joséph Lyle, moved to Hinsdale, Illinois. Kitty became a full time mother, while José worked hard and turned Lyon Container into a profitable company.

In 1970, José was named president of Lyon Container. The position did not last long because José and the chairman of the board became involved in a fight over the direction of the company.

In 1971, José went to work at Hertz, as an executive in the car leasing division and the Menendez family moved from Illinois back to the East Coast and settled in New Jersey. 

José's second son, Erik, was born on November 27th, 1971. In 1973, José became Hertz's chief financial officer. José rose through Hertz's ranks and in 1979, when he was 35, became Hertz's worldwide general manager. At Hertz, José earned a reputation for abusing subordinates. This reputation would follow him for the remainder of his life. 

Many say that José was very demanding and on many occasions he would degrade employees and it was not unlike José to yell and criticize his employees during company meeting. 

In the business world José was tough. He knew what he wanted out of his employees and he did whatever it took to get what he wanted. 

During his time at Hertz OJ Simpson was invited to the Menendez home for dinner. 

Young Lyle and Erik were able to meet the then sports star.  And in a twist of fate they would meet again on a cell block in the county jail as they all awaited trial on murder charges. 

José dedicated himself to raising great sons who would carry out his plans for the future and continue his legacy. Because José had fought his way up the corporate ladder, he understood that there was an easier and more refined way to reach the top and he set about training his sons to reach that peak. When the brothers were young, José had rules for everything: what they could eat, whom they could spend time with, and what they read and thought about. Every hour of every day was to be accounted for. José and Kitty did not take in to account that they were dealing with young children, nor did they consider that their children could be flawed or that they themselves might be flawed.
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Erik, left, and Lyle, right, are pictured in this undated photo together with their father José

It was during the murder trial that the boys claimed that their father started molesting them as young children. 

Some people have commented on the placement of José’s hand in an undated photo of him and his sons. While some say that the photo was just taken at a moment when his hand may have rested on his son’s crotch area while others say that the uncomfortable look on Lyle’s face and the placement of his hand on his fathers may show that the boys may have been telling the truth about the sexual abuse.  

José's greatest flaw was his viciousness that probably grew out of his insecurity about his ethnicity. José relished humiliating Anglo colleagues who made mistakes, yet at the same time he sought acceptance from them through his efforts to transform himself into an American. He encouraged business colleagues to call him "Joe," rather than José.

The pressures of meeting José's demands appeared early on Lyle and Erik. Both brothers developed stutters, stomach pains and had a habit of grinding their teeth. Both brothers also developed nasty tempers.

As they grew older, the brothers were drawn to each other for companionship and solidarity in order to face their father's control. Erik grew up worshiping Lyle. Erik often told his friends how much he admired his brother. Erik's friends couldn't understand why. They thought Lyle was serious trouble. Erik's worship of Lyle probably came from the fact that José was so remote that his younger son did not feel he could approach him. Lyle was approachable, while José was an overwhelming presence.

The brothers' friends would comment that Lyle and Erik were extremely close, but that their personalities were very different. Lyle was described as aloof and witty, while Erik was described as sensitive and quiet. Lyle was also described as having the stronger personality.

Beginning when the brothers were in grade school, José posed questions about current events at the dinner table. Occasionally Erik was allowed to answer but most of the questions fell on Lyle to answer. As the brothers grew older, the questions became more complex. José decided that each brother should select one sport to excel in. José encouraged the brothers to pick a sport that did not require them to be members of a team. He felt that teamwork challenged his authority and called into question the way he was raising his sons. By the time Lyle was twelve and Erik was nine, they had selected tennis.

Later during the trial it was learned that José would wake the boys up at 4 am to practice tennis before they went to school. 

In 1979, the family was living in Pennington, outside of Princeton, New Jersey. Lyle and Erik attended the
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