Chapter 24 – Section 1 

Time of Turmoil 


Narrator: The trial and execution of Nicola Sacco and Bartolommeo Vanzetti, two Italian born, self admitted anarchists, has inspired more controversy than almost any other 20th century criminal conviction.

Both men were arrested for the robbery and murder of two employees of a Massachusetts shoe factory in April 1920. Their arrests and trial took place during the so called “Red Scares.” A time when foreign born anarchists were at the top of the U.S. Governments most wanted list for bombings and assassination attempts against federal and local officials.

Beyond the anti-immigrant mood of the times, the controversy of the case stems from irregularities in the trial on all sides. Including questionable use of evidence. The defendants’ lawyer decided to politicize the trial by attempting to demonstrate that Sacco and Vanzetti were being framed for their political beliefs.

After a hard fought, six week trial, the jury found Sacco and Vanzetti guilty of robbery and murder. The politicizing of the trial may not have helped the accused, but it did make headlines for their cause. Many famous authors and intellectuals, from George Bernard Shaw to Upton Sinclair wrote and campaigned on behalf of the accused.

In spite of many protests around the world, Sacco and Vanzetti were executed in the electric chair on August 23, 1927. The execution sparked riots in London and Germany.

The controversy about the guilt of Sacco and Vanzetti has not been resolved in the years since their execution. Scholars still debate the evidence and new documents. It’s unlikely the case will ever be resolved beyond a reasonable doubt.
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