The Sacco & Vanzetti Case

Paymaster Frederick Parmenter and his guard were carrying $16,000 in payroll for a South Braintree, Mass. shoe factory on April 

15, 1920 when they were robbed and shot dead. The killers, two men who witnesses described as looking like Italians, leapt into a getaway car that sped to the scene. 

The crime was similar to a robbery four months earlier in the nearby town of Bridgewater. Bridgewater police chief Michael Stewart, who had been investigating Italian anarchists, saw a link between the two and set a trap. 

He caught Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti, apparently the perfect suspects -- poor Italian immigrants, and anarchists. 

But the two men's long ordeal began years earlier when they arrived in America -- separately -- in 1908 and settled in Massachusetts. Sacco became a shoe worker, married and had a child. Vanzetti, less fortunate, shifted from job to job and consoled himself by reading, a poor intellectual in a foreign land. He eventually became a fish peddler in Plymouth, Mass. 

As the years passed, the two men fell into the anarchist circles within the Italian-American community. In 1917, they both fled to Mexico to avoid the draft. 

Sacco and Vanzetti were arrested on May 5, 1920, two days after Italian anarchist Andrea Salsedo fell to his death in New York, an event that sent the anarchist community into turmoil. The two men repeatedly lied during a heavily slanted police questioning, presumably out of fear that their anarchist ties would taint them. 

Vanzetti was indicted for the Bridgewater robbery attempt. He was prosecuted by Frederick Katzmann, the district attorney who had interrogated the two men. Vanzetti did not testify at his trial and the prosecution's case rested on eyewitness testimony and descriptions of the thieves that seemed a rough fit for Vanzetti's profile. 

Despite an alibi backed up by several witnesses that he was selling eels during the Christmas Eve robbery attempt, the jury found Vanzetti guilty of attempted robbery and attempted murder on July 1, 1920. Judge Webster Thayer gave him 12 to 15 years in prison. 

Two months later, both men were indicted for the South Braintree murders. The trial began the following May in Dedham, Mass. Despite clear bias against anarchists, Judge Thayer requested and was granted the case. Famous labor lawyer Fred Moore came to Dedham to defend Sacco & Vanzetti, an unconventional Californian in a staid New England community. Moore repeatedly antagonized Thayer and removed every businessman from the jury pool. 

Nor was there a single Italian on the jury, though local historians point out that few Italians eligible for jury service lived in the area. 

One eyewitness for the prosecution hedged his testimony on the stand and lost his shoe factory job shortly thereafter. Another said the shooter spoke good English -- which contrasted against Sacco's heavy accent. Prosecutors argued that one of four bullets introduced as evidence was shot from Sacco's gun -- with the others shot by a mysterious second gunman -- though no one testified they saw another shooter. 

Then the defendants took the stand. 

	

	Judge Webster Thayer appears to have been biased against Sacco and Vanzetti. 


Katzmann was relentless in his questioning about the men's political beliefs. The defense objected time and again but Thayer repeatedly overruled them. 

In closings, the prosecution emphasized that the men were armed during their arrest and lied during questioning, but never accounted for the missing stolen money. 

The jury got the case on July 14, 1921. After five hours of deliberations, they found both men guilty. 

	         
	

[image: image1.png]THE FIGHT TO
SAVE THEM |&





Sacco and Vanzetti's conviction ignited violent reactions worldwide. Letters of protest flooded American consulates and embassies in Europe and South America. Judge Webster Thayer's house was placed under protection. The Communist International urged all communists, socialists, 
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Outrage over the conviction of Sacco and Vanzetti lead to appeals that reach as high as the Supreme Court. 
anarchists, and trade unionists to organize efforts to rescue Sacco and Vanzetti. 

Demonstrations took place in France, Italy, Switzerland, Belgium, Spain, Portugal and Scandinavia. Thousands of French police and troops were needed to prevent a mob from besieging the American embassy in Paris. (It took 10,000 policemen and 18,000 soldiers to protect it.) Albert Einstein, H.G. Wells, Thomas Mann and even the Vatican were among Sacco and Vanzetti's supporters who protested their conviction. 

Sacco and Vanzetti's attorneys filed an appeal on several grounds. In addition, one of the prosecution's firearms experts admitted afterwards that the district attorney had framed his testimony to fit the theory that one four bullets in evidence came from Sacco's gun. 

Judge Webster Thayer, whose bias against the two men surfaced repeatedly, denied the first motion for a new trial in October 1924. In the years that followed he would deny five other motions. In late 1925, new evidence surfaced that gave the Sacco-Vanzetti defense new grounds for an appeal: a convicted murderer told Sacco he committed the South Braintree murders. But Thayer again denied the motion for a new trial, finding that the confession was untruthful. 

By 1926, Massachusetts' highest court rejected four separate appeals of the verdict and held that Judge Thayer had not committed any errors of law or abused his discretion. The International Labor Defense, set up by the Communist Party, raised $6,000 for the legal fees for Sacco and Vanzetti. Harvard law professor Felix Frankfurter, who would later serve on the U.S. Supreme Court, attacked the Sacco-Vanzetti verdict, the questionable trial evidence and the judiciary in an Atlantic Monthly article. 

Frankfurter accused prosecutor Frederick Katzmann of exploiting the public's fear of communism and prejudice against immigrants to prosecute Sacco and Vanzetti and criticized Thayer for allowing it to happen. 

Judge Thayer formally sentenced Sacco and Vanzetti to the death penalty on April 9, 1927. In June, in a final attempt to save the lives of the two men, millions of supporters petitioned Massachusetts Governor Alvan T. Fuller to commute the death sentence. Fuller appointed an advisory committee headed by Harvard president Abbott Lawrence Lowell to review the entire case. 

The Lowell Committee interviewed 102 witnesses in addition to those from the trial. After two months, the committee upheld the conviction and concluded that Sacco and Vanzetti had a fair trial. Sacco and Vanzetti's lawyers petitioned the U.S. Supreme Court, but the justices refused to hear the case, saying it was not within their jurisdiction. 

The battle to save Sacco and Vanzetti ended when they were executed in the electric chair on August 23, 1927. 


http://www.courttv.com/archive/greatesttrials/sacco.vanzetti/fight.html

