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THE NIGHT THE
DEFEOS DIED:
UNRAVELING THE
TRAGEDY THAT
INSPIRED A
HORROR LEGEND

Few true crime stories
have burrowed so
deeply into the public
consciousness as the
events of November
13, 1974. What
unfolded in a quiet,
suburban home in
Amityville, New York,
would not only shatter
one family but also
birth a haunting
cultural phenomenon
that continues to

captivate audiences
decades later. The
night the Defeos died
is more than a simple
tale of violence; it is a
complex narrative of
family dysfunction,
psychological
unraveling, and a
crime that left an
indelible stain on a
seemingly ordinary
address at 112 Ocean
Avenue. To understand
the legend, one must
first confront the grim
reality of what
happened inside those
walls.

THE DEFEO
FAMILY: PORTRAIT
OF A HOUSEHOLD

Ronald DeFeo Sr. was a


https://everybodystreet.com/

hardworking man who
had achieved a version
of the American
Dream. He provided a
spacious waterfront
home in Amityville for
his wife, Louise, and
their  five children.
From the outside, the
DeFeo family appeared
to be a model of
suburban success.
Ronald Jr., known as
Butch, was the eldest
son, followed by Dawn,
Allison, Marc, and John
Matthew. However,
beneath the surface of
this idyllic picture, the
family dynamic was
strained. Ronald Sr.
was described by many

as a strict and
domineering father,
while Butch, in

particular, seemed to
harbor a simmering
resentment and a
growing behavioral
problem that worried
those who knew him.

Butch DeFeo Jr. was a

troubled young man.
By the age of 23, he
had developed a
reputation for a quick
temper and a volatile
personality. He worked
for his father at the

family-owned car
dealership but
reportedly felt
controlled and

belittled. Friends and
acquaintances
described him as a
heavy user of drugs
and alcohol, and he
often bragged about
his violent fantasies.
This volatile mix of
resentment, substance
abuse, and a desperate
desire for control
created a pressure
cooker environment
that would eventually
explode with
catastrophic results on
the night the Defeos
died.

NOVEMBER 13,
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1974: THEMEMENTSe area, and

UNFOLD

The
Hours
Before
the
Silence

In the early morning
hours of November 13,
the house at 112
Ocean Avenue was
quiet. According to
later testimony and the
account that would
eventually come from
Ronald DeFeo Jr., the
family was asleep in
their beds. Louise and
Ronald Sr. were in the
master bedroom on the
second floor. The
children were in their
respective rooms:
Dawn, Allison, and

John Matthew in
another. The night the
Defeos died began not
with an argument, but
with a calculated,
methodical act of
violence that, by all
accounts, took each
victim completely by
surprise.

The
Murders

Using a .35 caliber
Marlin lever-action
rifle, Ronald DeFeo Jr.
moved from room to
room. He began with
his parents, shooting
them both in their bed.
He then proceeded to

his brothers and
sisters. The Kkillings
were efficient and

brutal. Each victim was
shot multiple times
while sleeping,
ensuring there was no
opportunity for



resistance or escape.
Dawn, aged 18, was
shot first in her room.
Allison, 13, was next.
Marc, 11, and John
Matthew, 9, were also
shot in their beds. The
violence was swift;
within a short span of
time, six members of
the DeFeo family were
dead. The only survivor
of the immediate
household was Butch
himself.

Critically, investigators
later noted a strange
detail: there were no
signs of a struggle. The
victims appeared to
have died in their
sleep, unaware of the
danger. This fact alone
pointed directly to an
inside job, or at the
very least, someone
the family trusted

implicitly. It also
established the
chilling, intimate

nature of the crime
that defines the legacy

of the night the Defeos
died.

THE DISCOVERY
AND THE ARREST

At approximately 6:30
PM on the same day, a
group of young
men—including Ronald
DeFeo Jr.—walked into
a local bar called
Henry's. Butch was
visibly agitated. He
claimed that
something terrible had
happened at his house
and that his mother
had been shot. Initially,
the story was
fractured. He told the
police that a mob
hitman had done the
killing, a story that
quickly unraveled
under basic scrutiny.
When police arrived at
the house, they found
the gruesome scene:
six bodies, still in their
beds, arranged in a
way that suggested
they had never woken
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up.
Ronald DeFeo Jr. was
taken into custody for
questioning. His story
shifted. He claimed
that he had heard
voices in his head. This
defense would become
the central pillar of his
legal strategy, but in
the immediate
aftermath of the arrest,
investigators were
more focused on
motive. Why had he
done it? When pressed,
DeFeo offered a
chillingly simple
reason: he was angry
at his father, and he
wanted to silence the
constant nagging he
felt from his family.
The night the Defeos
died was, in his telling,
a preemptive strike
against a family he felt
was against him.

THE TRIAL OF
RONALD DEFEO JR.

The
Insanity
Defense

The trial of Ronald
DeFeo Jr. became a
media sensation. The
primary legal question
was whether Butch was
sane at the time of the
murders. His defense
team argued that he
was suffering from a
severe personality
disorder and that he
was acting under the
influence of auditory
hallucinations or
"voices" that
commanded him to kill.
This insanity defense
was a bold gamble, as
the prosecution
painted a picture of a
calculating, selfish
young man who
wanted the family's life
insurance money and
control of the car



dealership.

Psychiatrists for the
defense testified that
DeFeo was a paranoid
schizophrenic. They
argued that the voices
he heard were real to
him and that he
believed his family was
trying to harm him.
The prosecution
countered with their
own experts, who
stated that while
DeFeo was certainly
troubled and had an
antisocial personality
disorder, he was legally
sane. He knew the
difference between
right and wrong, and
he understood the
nature of his actions.
The night the Defeos
died was not a
psychotic break, they
argued; it was a cold-
blooded execution.

The
Verdict

In the end, the jury
sided with the
prosecution. They
found that Ronald
DeFeo Jr. was sane at
the time of the
murders. On November
21, 1975, he was
convicted of six counts
of second-degree

murder. He was
sentenced to six
consecutive life

sentences and was
sent to the Green
Haven Correctional
Facility. The man who
had ended the lives of
his entire immediate
family would spend the
rest of his life behind
bars. The verdict
sealed the public
perception of the night
the Defeos died as a
calculated act of
familial annihilation.
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FROM TRAGEDY TO
LEGEND: THE
AMITYVILLE
HORROR
CONNECTION

While the murders of
the DeFeo family were
horrific in their own
right, the story of 112
Ocean Avenue did not
end with the trial.
Approximately a year
later, a new family, the
Lutzs, moved into the
house. They stayed for
only 28 days before
fleeing, claiming they
were terrorized by
supernatural forces.
Their story, heavily
embellished and later
largely discredited,
became the basis for
the best-selling book
"The Amityville Horror"
and a subsequent film
franchise.

The connection
between the real-life
tragedy of the night
the Defeos died and

the ghost story of "The
Amityville Horror"
blurred the lines for the
public. Many people
began to believe that
the house was "cursed"
or that the violence of
the murders had
awakened some evil
spirit. While the Lutz
story has been widely
debunked due to
contradictions and a
lack of evidence, the
narrative stuck. For
millions of people, 112
Ocean Avenue is not
just the site of a mass
murder; it is a haunted
house. This fusion of
genuine tragedy and
fictional horror is why
the story of the Defeos
remains a cultural
touchstone.

EXAMINING THE
MOTIVE: WHY DID
BUTCH DO IT?

The enduring question
surrounding the night
the Defeos died is the



question of motive.
Was it simply about
money and freedom?
Ronald DeFeo Jr. gave
several different
versions of his story
over the years. He
initially claimed a mob
hit. He then claimed
insanity. Later, in
prison, he gave
interviews where he
suggested that his
father was abusive and
that he feared for his
own life. Some
investigators have
speculated that there
may have been an
element of insurance
fraud or a desire to
inherit the family
estate.

However, the most
compelling

psychological analysis
points to a deep-
seated need for control
and a pathological
inability to handle
frustration. Butch was
a man who felt

emasculated by his
father and resented
the responsibility he
was given. He was also
a drug user who may
have been
experiencing paranoia
and psychosis. The
combination of these
factors created a
perfect storm. On the
night the Defeos died,
he chose the ultimate
solution to his
perceived problems:
total elimination. It was
a solution that was as
simple as it was
monstrous.

THE VICTIMS:
REMEMBERING
THE LIVES LOST

It is easy, in a story
dominated by a killer
and a supernatural
legend, to forget the
victims. The night the
Defeos died
extinguished six lives:

e Ronald DeFeo
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Sr. (43): A
hardworking man
who had built a
successful
business for his
family.

e Louise DeFeo
(42): A mother
who, by all
accounts, was
devoted to her
children.

e Dawn DeFeo
(18): The eldest
daughter, who
was on the cusp
of adulthood.

e Allison DeFeo
(13): A young
teenager, just
beginning high
school.

e Marc DeFeo
(11): A boy with
a bright future
ahead of him.

e John Matthew
DeFeo (9): The
youngest of the
family, still a
child.

These were real people

with hopes, dreams,
and relationships. They
were murdered in their
sleep by someone they
trusted. The tragedy of
their loss is often
overshadowed by the
sensationalism of the
crime and the
subsequent horror
story, but it is the core
of why the night the
Defeos died remains so
profoundly disturbing.

THE LEGACY AND
CULTURAL IMPACT

The night the Defeos
died has a legacy that
extends far beyond the
confines of a single
courtroom or a single
house. It has been the
subject of countless
documentaries, books,
and true <crime
analyses. The story
raises uncomfortable
questions about family,
mental illness, and the
capacity for violence
that exists within




seemingly ordinary
lives.

Furthermore, the
fusion of this crime
with the Amityville
Horror mythos has
made it an enduring
part of American
folklore. House 112
Ocean Avenue has
become a symbol of
the idea that a place
can be "tainted" by evil
deeds. Tours and
paranormal

investigations continue
to this day, drawing
people who are
fascinated by the
intersection of real-life

horror and
supernatural legend.
The murders

themselves are now
inextricably linked to
the ghost story,
creating a feedback
loop that sustains
public interest in both.

10

Lessons
from a
Tragedy

What can we learn
from the night the
Defeos died? On a
practical level, it
serves as a stark
warning about the
dangers of untreated
mental illness and the
isolation that can
fester within a
dysfunctional family.
Ronald DeFeo |r.
showed clear signs of
disturbance for years,
but they were either
ignored or insufficiently
addressed. On a
deeper level, it forces
us to confront the
uncomfortable truth
that evil does not
always arrive from
outside. Sometimes, it
lives in the same
house, sharing the
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same blood, hiding in
plain sight.

CONCLUSION

The night the Defeos
died was a tragedy of
unimaginable

proportions. It was a
single act of violence
that ended six lives
and set in motion a
cultural phenomenon
that would last for
generations. While the
house on Ocean
Avenue has been
remodeled and the

11

address changed to
discourage tourists, the

story cannot be
erased. It remains a
powerful, cautionary

tale about the fragility
of life and the shadows
that can exist behind
the most ordinary
doors. The memory of
the victims—Ronald
Sr., Louise, Dawn,
Allison, Marc, and John
Matthew—deserves to
be honored, not just as
characters in a horror
story, but as people
whose lives were



