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The Life, Death, and Times of Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti
Almost instantly elevated to the status of myth, the trial and execution of the anarchists Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti remains one of the blackest 
pages in the American national story, a cautionary tale of lethal passions 
fueled by political fear and ethnic prejudice (Grimes E7).
Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti were put to death on August 23, 1927, after being convicted of murder and robbery (Gordon 273).  After much debate and numerous appeals, the trial that rocked the decade in which it took place and is still debated today, came to an end.  Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti, Italian immigrants and anarchists, were immortalized by the crime that they were accused of committing and the legacy that it left behind.  Their deaths, and the firestorm that followed, were a product of their early lives, their immigrant status, their political beliefs, and the political climate of the era.
Nicola Sacco was born in Torremaggiore, Italy on April 22, 1891.  His father owned orchards and vineyards, and produced wine and olive oil.  Sacco was poorly educated.  He worked on his father’s farm for a time before becoming a mechanic while still living in Italy.  He came to the United States with his brother on April 12, 1908.  Within a year Sacco’s brother returned to Italy, but Sacco stayed (Feuerlight 10-11).  Sacco “learned the trade of shoe edge-trimming” in Milford, MA, where he worked and lived (“Sacco and Vanzetti” 1).   He married Rosina Zambelli at the age of twenty-one and had a son.  He would later father another child with Rosina that he would never meet due to his trial and execution (Feuerlight 11-12).  Sacco lived in Mexico during the spring and summer of 1917 to dodge the draft during World War I.  Upon his return to Massachusetts he worked a number of odd jobs before being hired by the 3-K Shoe Company in Stoughton, where he worked and lived.  By all accounts Sacco was a hard worker that made a very good living and was even able to save a substantial amount of money (Feuerlight 11-13).  
Sacco was introduced to socialism as child.  His political beliefs became more radical while living in the United States.  He joined an Italian anarchist group and him and his wife would raise funds for the cause by performing in plays.  He was arrested for the first time in 1916 at an anarchist meeting for not having a permit (Feuerlight 13-14).
Bartolomeo Vanzetti was born on June 11, 1888, in Villafalletto, Italy (Sacco and Vanzetti 1).   He attended school for a relatively brief period of time, but had an intellectual curiosity that he carried with him throughout his life.  Vanzetti came from a wealthy family (his father had made good money on his farm), but his father considered learning a trade to be more advantageous for his son than obtaining a good education.  Vanzetti spent the next several years working as a baker’s apprentice, even though the work made him miserable.  He returned home in 1907 after becoming very ill.  He stayed at his parent’s home until his mother died.  After her death he decided that he could not get along with his father, so he left for the United States on June 9, 1908, a few days before he turned twenty (Feuerlight 15-19).
Vanzetti describes his first few years in America as horrific.  He moved from place to place trying to find work and make a living.  “After working in New York and various towns in New England as a dishwasher, farmhand, and assistant pastry chef, in factories, stone quarries, and on railroads, moving wherever there was work and staring when there wasn’t, Vanzetti settled in Plymouth, Massachusetts” (Feuerlight 23).  Vanzetti spent some time working as a laborer on a private estate in Plymouth until being blacklisted for helping to organize a strike.  After that Vanzetti worked as a fish peddler.  
During his time in the United States Vanzetti became a dedicated scholar of “history, philosophy, political tracts, science, and literature” and an advent anarchist (Feuerlight 23).  Vanzetti lived with the Brini family, fellow Italians and anarchists, until he left for Mexico in 1917 (to dodge the draft).  When he returned from Mexico he lived with the Fortini family, although remained close with the Brini family (Feuerlight 23-24).
	Sacco and Vanzetti met through an anarchist group in Boston.  They both left for Mexico in 1917 to avoid being drafted to fight in World War I.  Once both had returned to Boston, they reconnected.  “The two moved in a circle of anarchists and sometimes distributed revolutionary literature” (“Sacco and Vanzetti 2).
	The political climate of the United States in the 1920s played a large role in the eventual trials and deaths of Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti.  More than six million people immigrated to the United States between 1900 and 1910, many, like Sacco and Vanzetti, were from southern and eastern Europe.  Nativist sentiment began to turn against immigrants from these countries, who “often became the scapegoat for social problems in the growing nation” (Smith 125).    Many of these immigrants were attracted to industrial work available in many American cities.  They provided cheap labor as unskilled workers in factories.  “The size of the industrial workforce grew dramatically from 4,252,000 in 1889 to 7,036,000 by the eve of World War I” (Smith 127).  They were willing to work for less then many Americans, especially those that were beginning to unionize and demand better pay and working conditions.  They viewed immigrants as a group that was undercutting their efforts (Smith 127).  
	“Largely kept in check during World War I, labor militancy and political radicalism intensified following the Russian Revolution and the return of unemployment in 1919” (Gordon 273).  The end of World War I brought great turmoil to the United States.  Rapid inflation, caused by the end of government agencies control on the economy, greatly increased the cost of living.  The increases in wages that workers had received during the war were wiped out.  Also during the war, union membership had increased.  This set the stage for a tumultuous year of strikes (the Seattle General Strike, the Boston Police Strike, the Steel Strike, etc…).  The wave of strikes led many to believe that Communists were trying to start a revolution in the United States (Abbleby et al. 599-601).  Some immigrants brought radical ideologies with them from their native countries to the United States (anarchism, communism, socialism, etc…).  Even though they, largely, posed no threat, they were viewed as “dangerous agitators” trying to overthrow the American way of life.  A “Red” hysteria swept through the United States (Dickinson 8).
	These fears seemed realized “when in April, 1919, dozens of bombs were mailed to judges, members of the President’s cabinet, and other government bigwigs.  Later, on the morning of June 3, 1919, newspaper headlines across the country screamed the story of midnight bombings at the homes of public officials in eight cities” (Dickinson 9-10). A. Mitchell Palmer, the Attorney General of the United States, had his house bombed.  These events led to a series of raids, led by Palmer, known as the Palmer Raids.  “On January 2, in thirty-three American cities, police stormed into homes and clubs and meetings to arrest about three thousand men and women, mostly aliens, claimed to be guilty of plotting the overthrow of the United States government” (Dickinson 10).  These raids continued for over a year, culminating in the arrest of four thousands immigrants, with just under one thousand being deported (Dickinson 10).
	As a new decade began, many Americans, shaped by the events at the end of the previous decade, began to increasingly view immigrants as a threat to the United States.  Not only were they viewed as radicals, but they “also seemed to pose a threat to the four million recently demobilized military men and women searching for work in an economy with soaring unemployment and rising prices” (Appleby et al. 611).  Many began pushing for restrictions on the number of Immigrants that could enter the United States, especially those who were considered less desirable (Asian immigrants, southern and eastern Europeans, etc…).  
	It was in this highly-charged political climate that a robbery and murder occurred in South Braintree, Massachusetts.  On April 15, 1920, two employees of a shoe factory in South Braintree were making a payroll delivery totaling about $15,000.  They were shot and killed.  Their murderers took the payroll money and fled the scene (David 9-10).  Witnesses thought that the robbers looked Italian.  The police were also investigating a failed robbery in Bridgewater that had occurred the previous December.  “Police Chief Michael E. Stewart suspected Mike Boda, whose car was now awaiting repairs in Simon Johnson’s garage.  Stewart told Johnson to call the police when anyone came to get Boda’s car” (Frost-Knappman, Knappman, and Paddock 422-423).  Several weeks after the robbery, Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti were arrested after they went to pick up Boda’s car at an auto repair shop.  At the time of the arrest, both were carrying guns.  “As they were questioned, the police discovered that their stories did not always make sense, and further questioning proved that they were not telling the truth about everything” (David 11).  The men became the prime suspects in the robbery and murders that had occurred in South Braintree.  In addition, Vanzetti was charged with attempted robbery for the Bridgewater crime that occurred the previous December.  Vanzetti was quickly tried and convicted for attempted robbery in the Bridgewater case and given twelve to fifteen years in prison (Frost-Knappman, Knappman, and Paddock 426).
	Almost a year after their arrests, Sacco and Vanzetti went on trail in Dedham, Massachusetts.  Sacco and Vanzetti were defended by Fred H. Moore, a left-wing labor lawyer from California.  “After more than 6 weeks of listening to witnesses, to the presentation of ballistics evidence which supposedly matched a bullet from one of the victims with bullets from Sacco’s pistol, and to grueling cross-examinations and closing speeches, the jury returned verdicts of guilty for both (“Sacco and Vanzetti” 2).  Anarchism was brought up only briefly during the trial (by Vanzetti himself) and prosecutor Katzmann chose not to cross-examine Vanzetti about his political beliefs or activities. “’Neither is Radicalism being tried here,’ the prosecutor told them.  ‘This is a charge of murder and it is nothing else’” (Frost-Knappman, Knappman, and Paddock 426).  Jurors claimed that the most damming evidence came not from witnesses or alleged political beliefs, but from the bullets.  “Asked later what evidence impressed him most, another juror said, ‘The Bullets, of course.  That testimony and evidence on it sticks in your mind.  You can’t depend on the witnesses.  But the bullets, there was no getting around that evidence’” (Frost-Knappman, Knappman, and Paddock 427).  Many historians believe that the trial was as much or more about “bad police work” (“shaky eyewitnesses” and “ambiguous ballistic reports”) than anything else (Grimes E7).
The verdict brought calls of protest from the United States and around the world.  The case was appealed several times, but the defendants were never granted another trial (Forman, 1).  In June of 1927 Massachusetts Governor Alvan T. Fuller appointed a committee to review the case.  The “Lowell Committee” came to the conclusion that Sacco and Vanzetti had received a fair trial (Frost-Knappman, Knappman, and Paddock 428).  On August 23, 1927, Sacco and Vanzetti were executed in Charlestown Prison (Forman 1).
	Historians today still argue over the guilt or innocence of Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti.  However, most can agree that the “evidence was insufficient to support conviction” (Forman 1).  In 1977, Governor Michael Dukakis of Massachusetts “signed a proclamation that recognized the faults of the trial and cleared the names of Sacco and Vanzetti” (Forman 1).  
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