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For all those struggling

to maintain a dauntless spirit

and an open mind

Why should there not be a patient confidence in the ultimate justice of the people? Is there any better or equal hope in the world?
—Abraham Lincoln

A Note on Quotations

Nicola Sacco, Bartolomeo Vanzetti, and several others in this book were far from proficient in English. Lest their writing be truncated by the Latin “sic” following each spelling or grammatical error, the author has taken extra care to reproduce their words precisely as written without noting them as such.
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Sacco and Vanzetti

 

Late in the summer of 1927, a distant bell echoed throughout the world. Its tolling resounded from Europe to Australia, from Paraguay to Japan. And for one agonizing Monday in August, all talk of tomorrow ceased and all attention focused on a hulking granite prison in Massachusetts where Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti were due to die at midnight.
Eulogized as “the good shoemaker and the poor fish peddler,” they had become the most famous people on the planet. Some considered them demonic—murderers, anarchists, immigrants bent on savaging “all the institutions that Americans hold dear.” Others saw them as “shining lights,” gentle pacifists framed by a heartless judge and a ruthless prosecutor. Few knew them as men, one a dedicated father, the other a vagabond with the soul of a poet, both fierce militants. And at the approach of executions the whole world would witness, millions could not look but could not look away.
Outside the American embassy in Paris, tanks squared off against angry mobs. London’s Hyde Park teemed with protesters. Across South America, widespread walkouts shut down factories and transportation. Restless crowds swarmed the streets of Sydney, Bucharest, Berlin, Amsterdam, Rome, Tokyo, Buenos Aires, Athens, Prague, Johannesburg, Marrakech…
Throughout America, the “Jazz Age” America of flappers and rumble seats, Babe Ruth and Charles Lindbergh, talk across back fences was of the two Italians, their eloquent pleas of innocence, the doubts clouding the verdict, the evidence of their guilt. Rank-and-file workers had contributed the modern equivalent of millions to free them. Now it all came down to midnight. Would there be another stay of execution? A last-minute pardon? Another bomb destroying a Manhattan subway or another juror’s home? As darkness fell, lawyers raced to find a judge who might intervene. Radio stations promised to stay on the air late. Marchers outside the locked-down prison gazed at a watchtower where a light would dim when the switch was thrown.
The drama did not end that day, nor had it started with a 1920 gangland murder. The deepening saga of Sacco and Vanzetti, which descended into a deathwatch, opens like a package rigged with dynamite.


Book One
And so, I think it best you follow me for your own good, I shall be your guide and lead you out through an eternal place
Where you will hear desperate cries, and see tormented shades, some as old as Hell itself.
—Dante, Inferno




Prologue

Neatly wrapped and labeled, thirty identical bombs were mailed from Manhattan in late April 1919. Each was addressed to a prominent American—John D. Rockefeller, J. P. Morgan, Oliver Wendell Holmes—and each was a masterpiece of sinister intent. Enveloped in brown paper, the long, thin packages were marked GIMBEL BROTHERS, NEW YORK—SAMPLE and graced with a drawing of an Alpine mountaineer. Depending on their destinations, some bombs were mailed earlier than others so that all would be detonated in one devastating May Day demonstration.
Along with the more famous recipients, the targets of the plot included many prominent Americans singled out for suppressing radicals. Among these were Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer, congressmen from both parties, and Judge Kenesaw Mountain Landis, the future baseball commissioner whose court had found scores of “Wobblies” from the Industrial Workers of the World guilty of sedition. Seattle’s mayor, targeted for breaking a general strike that winter, received the first bomb.
Taking the tan package from the mayor’s mail, a clerk unwrapped it upside down. A slim vial of acid fell to the floor, leaving hundreds of metal slugs packed around a stick of dynamite. The package was taken to the bomb squad, who admired its ingenuity. The following day in Georgia, an ex-senator received a Gimbel’s package. His wife started to open it but, thinking it contained only pencils, told her maid to put the contents in a cabinet. Tearing off the paper, the maid unscrewed the top of the enclosed tube. Two screws punctured a glass phial, pouring acid onto cotton wadding. The acid soaked through the cotton. The bomb blew off the maid’s hands. That afternoon, a dozen other Gimbel’s packages arrived in post offices throughout the nation.
The broadest assassination plot in American history was foiled by a postal clerk. At 2:00 a.m. on April 30, Charles Kaplan was riding the El train home to Harlem. Weary from the night shift, he sat reading a newspaper. He was drawn to a story from Atlanta about a bomb blowing off a maid’s hands. As the train rattled him toward home, Kaplan read about the “infernal machine” and the “Negro servant” it had nearly killed. The description of the package struck the clerk as familiar. In the bleary-eyed darkness, he hopped off the El and took a train back to his midtown post office, where he and a supervisor found sixteen identical packages in the parcel post room. All were marked gimbel brothers, new york—sample. Neither caution nor carelessness explained why they had not been sent. Sealed with a red sticker denoting first-class mail, the bombs had been delayed for insufficient postage.
By the following noon, federal investigators were fanning out through post offices nationwide searching for more infernal machines. Bombs were intercepted in San Francisco, Washington, D.C., Chicago, Salt Lake City. “I do not recollect anything of the kind in our history more diabolical than this conspiracy,” said Postmaster General Albert Burleson, another target of the plot. Federal agents quickly drew up a list of suspects, but did not round them up. Not yet.
No bombs exploded on May 1, 1919. In offices and boardrooms, May Day was quiet. On the street, however, something akin to a culture war raged as veterans back from the Great War slugged it out with their fellow Americans. In Boston, parading Socialists battled the flying fists of soldiers and sailors. More than a hundred people were arrested. In Manhattan, a mob ransacked the offices of a Socialist daily, smashing furniture, confiscating books and pamphlets. Vigilantes in Cleveland battled May Day paraders throughout the city. Lesser disturbances shook Chicago and Detroit. Meanwhile, accusations flew about who was to blame for the bombs. Rumors hinted of a German plot. Wobblies blamed “capitalist hirelings” trying to pin the crime on the IWW. The Georgia senator who had received a bomb accused “disgruntled anarchists [and] Bolshevik cussedness.” As days passed and a final three bombs were found—one congressman tried to open his package but the lid jammed—the “Negro servant” remained the plot’s only casualty, but a slow, creeping fear was its consequence.
On May 4, the New York Times urged “vigorous prosecution if the Bolshevist movement is to be held in check.” Two days later in Washington, D.C., a pageant crowd rose for “The Star-Spangled Banner.” When the final strains faded, three shots rang out. A sailor had killed a man who had refused to stand. The audience burst into applause. All that May, talk of terror spread, fanned by Seattle’s mayor, Ole Hanson. “I trust Washington will buck up and clean up and either hang or incarcerate for life all the anarchists in the country,” Hanson said. “If the government doesn’t clean them up, I will.” He soon resigned to embark on a nationwide tour warning Americans about the Red menace. He found an eager audience.

The year 1919 had begun in joy and mourning. The Great War was over. Ten million were dead, but at least no more would die in the trenches. The burden of killing had shifted from man to microbes. A deadly strain of Spanish flu was raging. Before the pandemic ebbed, it would kill fifty to one hundred million people, making it the worst plague in history, worse even than the Black Death of the Middle Ages. Advancing like an invading army, the flu swept through American cities and towns, killing 675,000, more than died in the Civil War. Tragic stories—of healthy people dying in a day, of entire companies of soldiers who survived the trenches only to be stricken down after the armistice—spread like the virus itself. The dead, their bodies turned a ghastly blue, were stacked like cordwood. Priests drove horse-drawn hacks through the streets calling people to bring out their dead. By that spring, the pestilence was waning, yet makeshift hospitals with starched white tents and Model T ambulances still dotted the country, and doctors warned that the virus could strike again the next winter.
The twin tolls of war and disease shaped 1919, the year Americans had longed for since the conflict began. Anticipated as a time of peace, it unfolded in pitched battles on the home front. After sacrificing 126,000 soldiers, America maintained a war time mentality. The war had thrown the economy into overdrive, doubling prewar prices. Workers in every trade walked off the job. There were dressmakers’ strikes, railway strikes, cigar makers’ strikes, miners’ strikes. Even police went on strike, leaving Boston to rampaging drunks and looters. That summer, savage race riots set off by white mobs broke out in Chicago, Washington, D.C., and two dozen other cities.
The war had finished off the Victorian age, yet no new ethos had taken its place. Each day Americans awoke to a strange new world. From the ashes of tottering empires rose fledgling nations whose names tripped the tongue—Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. Not even the laws of science seemed immutable. In late May, Newtonian physics fell to the first concrete proof of Einstein’s universe. A few weeks later, another tower toppled as Congress granted women the right to vote. Come fall, baseball’s World Series concluded with rumors of a gambler’s fix. The year was not over before Americans were shocked by an ad showing a woman holding a cigarette. By the dawn of 1920, the average citizen faced a nation he did not recognize in a world he did not know. And under Prohibition he could not even order a beer and laugh about the changes. Given the uncertainty, scapegoating was only natural. The search begun on that chaotic May Day quickened a month later when bombs came to American doorsteps. Taking no chances with postage this time, the bombers delivered their packages by hand.
Just after 11:00 p.m. on June 2, a tall man wearing a pinstriped suit, a polka-dot bow tie, and a derby strode briskly through a posh neighborhood in Washington, D.C. No one noticed the man or his flimsy suitcase. In it were a stack of flyers, two revolvers, an Italian-English dictionary, and twenty pounds of dynamite. As the man strolled up the street, Franklin Roosevelt, then assistant secretary of the navy and not yet stricken by polio, parked his car and walked with his wife, Eleanor, into their home. Across the street, Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer turned off the light in his library and went upstairs. He had just undressed when he heard a thump at his front door. The noise was followed by a deafening explosion. Windows shattered up and down the block. “The world is coming to an end!” the Roosevelts’ cook shouted. Mansions shook on their foundations, throwing sleeping residents from their beds. Hurrying outside, pajama-clad people smelled a foul odor and saw pieces of flesh splattered through the treetops. Roosevelt rushed to Palmer’s home to find his neighbor unhurt. Despite the force of the blast, its lone casualty was the bomber, who had tripped on the steps. But this was only a wake-up call.
For the next ninety minutes, explosions splintered the silence of several cities. In Philadelphia, two bombs caved in the porch of a Catholic church. In Cleveland, a pipe bomb blew off the front of the mayor’s house. Midnight bombs destroyed homes in Pittsburgh, Boston, New York, and New Jersey. The targets had one thing in common—each had zealously suppressed radicals, especially anarchists. Lest anyone wonder who was responsible, copies of the same pink flyer were found scattered in the rubble. Beneath a headline—PLAIN WORDS—the flyer began:
The powers that be make no secret of their will to stop here in America the worldwide spread of revolution. The powers that be must reckon that they will have to accept the fight they have provoked….
The challenge is an old one, O “Democratic” lords of the autocratic republic. We have been dreaming of freedom, we have talked of liberty, we have aspired to a better world, and you jailed us, you clubbed us, you deported us, you murdered us….
There will have to be bloodshed; we will not dodge; there will have to be murder: we will kill, because it is necessary; there will have to be destruction; we will destroy to rid the world of your tyrannical institutions.

Thirteen more paragraphs denounced the “capitalist” war in Europe, the expulsion of radicals from America, and the enrichment of a few at the expense of millions. Concluding with the cry “Down with tyranny!” the pamphlet was signed THE ANARCHIST FIGHTERS.
Over the next few weeks, police pieced together clues from the flyers, the debris, and pieces of the man blown to bits on the attorney general’s steps. The man’s left leg was found on a nearby doorstep, and his torso was discovered a block away. Two boys found a foot and kept it in their refrigerator until their mother came upon it. When forensic experts gently lifted the man’s scalp off a roof, a hairdresser examined its thick black locks, identifying the bomber as an Italian in his late twenties. While the hunt continued, the press called for “a few free treatments in the electric chair.” “If I had my way,” said the evangelist Billy Sunday, “I’d fill the jails so full of them that their feet would stick out the windows…. Let them rule? We’ll swim our horses in blood up to the bridles first.”
Ten days after the bombings, the raids began. Manhattan police stormed the Russian Bolshevik Mission, took several prisoners, and seized pamphlets calling for workers’ soviets in America. A few days later, they raided a Socialist school but found just a few men playing cards. Wobblies were rounded up across the nation. As July 4 approached, Americans braced for more bombings. Police guarded federal buildings and prominent homes. Headlines stoked the fear: REIGN OF TERROR PLANNED (Chicago Tribune); PLANS FOR WIDESPREAD VIOLENCE AND MURDER (Cincinnati Enquirer); CITIES PREPARE FOR REDS (Los Angeles Times). The Fourth came and went, but the only explosions were fireworks, the only fighting was Jack Dempsey pummeling Jess Willard to win the heavyweight championship. Yet as the summer dragged on, the alarm lingered. “There is hardly a respectable citizen of my acquaintance who does not believe that we are on the verge of armed conflict in this country,” a West Virginia man told the attorney general.
Scarred by war, devastated by plague, terrorized by bombs, America lashed out against a new scapegoat, one that had surged to prominence during the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution. Reds had stirred up “the Negroes.” Reds had caused all those strikes. Reds had infiltrated the schools, the government, the movies. America’s first “Red Scare” was shorter than its McCarthy-era successor yet far more intense. Teachers were fired for merely mentioning Bolshevism. A Connecticut man was jailed for praising Lenin. Following a shoot-out in central Washington, one of the accused—both a Wobbly and a veteran—was dragged from jail, castrated with a razor, hung from a bridge, and riddled with bullets. Then the federal government took over.
That fall, Attorney General Palmer, criticized for being soft on subversives, cracked down. Palmer suddenly saw red everywhere, in “the sharp tongues of the Revolution’s head licking the altars of the churches, leaping into the belfry of the school bell, crawling into the sacred corners of American homes and seeking to replace marriage vows with libertine laws.” Courting public opinion as an election year approached, Palmer ordered the raids that would bear his name. In November, federal agents swarmed through labor halls, arresting hundreds guilty only of being present. Many were beaten or held for months without trial. Just before Christmas, a ship nicknamed “the Soviet Ark” sailed out of New York, taking 249 radicals to Russia. The press and the public cheered. Then on January 2, 1920, came the biggest of the “Palmer Raids,” masterminded by Palmer’s assistant, future FBI director J. Edgar Hoover. Bursting into meetings and arresting everyone in sight, agents rounded up four thousand aliens in thirty-three cities. Raids were especially intense in Massachusetts’s industrial towns—Brockton, Bridgewater, Lawrence, and Lowell. Then, as the frenzy was fading, its ashes were stirred by the story of two Italian immigrants near Boston. On a dark night far from their homes, both were arrested while covering up for their friends, the Anarchist Fighters.


CHAPTER ONE
“Lambs and Wolves”
I came to understand that each individual has two “I’s,” the real one and the ideal.
—Bartolomeo Vanzetti


In their final months on the streets of their adopted country, Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti led dual lives. For six days a week they were gentle, hardworking citizens, respected and admired throughout their communities. But each Sunday afternoon, they met with their fellow anarchists to discuss hiding the group’s role in the recent bombing campaigns. By the spring of 1920, the schism within each man had come to a breaking point. No longer bearable, it had led both to consider returning to simpler lives in Italy. Sacco and Vanzetti suspected their remaining time in America might be short. Neither imagined it was his freedom, not his sojourn in this country, that had dwindled to a handful of days.
Sacco was up early each morning throughout that warm, blossoming April. A compact, energetic man, he rose at 4:00 a.m. to spend an hour in his garden behind his small bungalow in Stoughton, a factory town seventeen miles southwest of Boston. Planting the season’s first seedlings, protecting them from New En gland’s late frosts, Sacco tended his garden until sunrise. After breakfast with his wife, Rosina, and their seven-year-old son, Dante, he joined the jostle of the morning shift walking to the Three-K shoe factory. Sacco was an edge trimmer, one of the best in Massachusetts’s thriving shoe industry. Taking a shoe other workers had cobbled together, he would run its sole along a whirring blade, slicing away excess leather before tossing the finished product into a bin and grabbing another. With his meager hourly wage bolstered by piecework, Sacco was earning eighty dollars a week in a time when the average worker took home a third as much. Throughout that spring he continued to make good money. Moonlighting as a night watchman at his factory, he sent his father a hundred dollars and pushed his savings above fifteen hundred, enough to return to the little town of Torremaggiore near Italy’s southern Adriatic coast. “We always had the idea to go back to Italy,” Rosina Sacco remembered. Early that spring, a letter hastened their plans.
On March 23, a black envelope arrived in Stoughton. Opening it, Sacco learned that his mother, Angelina, was dead. Prostrated with grief, he decided to end his youthful experiment in the country that, as a boy, had been “always in my dreams.” In May he, Dante, and Rosina, now a few months pregnant, were to leave for Italy. Sacco had already visited the Italian consulate seeking travel papers. He was told to return with a family photo. He did so on April 15, or so he and several witnesses later testified.
After seven years of marriage, “Nick and Rosie” still acted like sweethearts. Having eloped over her father’s protest of his radical views—“that one will end on the gallows!”—they had settled into a stable, loving marriage. Dante had been born a year later, followed in 1916 by a daughter who had lived only a month. Sacco was tightly bound to his family, drawing life from the lives around him. From prison, writing in his awkward English, he later recalled a typical scene:
I remember when wi youst live in South Stoughton Mass in our little sweet home and frequently in evening Rosina, Dante and I, we youst go see a frend…. Dante in that time of hour hi was always sleeping, so I youst bring him always in my arm away to home; some time Rosina she youst halp me to carry him and in that same time she youst get Dante in her arm both us we youst give him a warm kisses on is rosy face. Those day…they was a some happy day.

Vanzetti spent that spring in Plymouth, peddling fish. After a dozen years of backbreaking labor—“I was a ‘Dago,’ to be worked to death”—he had bought a two-wheeled fish peddler’s cart from a friend returning to Italy. A fishmonger’s pay was meager, but the outdoor work freed Vanzetti from the stuffy factories and kitchens that had irritated his lungs. And a peddler’s irregular hours gave him free time to pursue his favorite pastimes—reading and dreaming of revolution, peaceful if possible, violent if necessary. Twice a week he bought a barrel of fish, cleaned the catch, and placed it on ice in his cart. Then, inhaling the stench of his wares, he strolled through Plymouth’s Italian and Portuguese neighborhoods, down alleys strung with clotheslines, past the clutter of children playing, calling “Pesce! Pesce!” Cutting off heads, weighing portions on his scale, Vanzetti peddled cod, halibut, swordfish, and, on special occasions, eel. When Boston fishermen had a lean week, he went clamming near the Plymouth pier not far from the rock where the Pilgrims had landed.
Along his route, Vanzetti was well-known and loved. He often stopped in kitchens and sat drinking black coffee, the strongest drink he allowed himself since swearing off alcohol several years earlier. At ease among his customers, he talked incessantly about life and literature. His huge, flowing mustache, expressive eyes, and simpatico demeanor made him a favorite among children. At thirty-one, he had no family of his own. “The thought of getting married has never crossed my mind,” he wrote an aunt. “I have never had a girl friend, and if I have ever fallen in love, it has been an impossible love, the kind that had to be stifled in my breast.” Gregarious but solitary, Vanzetti was devoted only to friends, books, and his true “beloved”—anarchism. “A little roof, a field, a few books and food is all what I need,” he wrote. “I do not care for money, for leisure, for mundane ambition.” This world, he often said, was one of “lambs and wolves,” though he never revealed which he considered himself.
Vanzetti had many friends but was closest to Vincenzo Brini and his children, with whom he had boarded upon arriving in Plymouth. The three Brini children adored “Bart,” but he was especially fond of Beltrando. Calling the boy “my spiritual son,” Vanzetti helped Beltrando with homework and took him for walks on the beach or in the woods, pointing out flora and fauna. Only days before his arrest, Vanzetti had seen Beltrando trample a garden in search of a baseball, then sass the neighbor who scolded him. Vanzetti had gotten down on one knee, telling the boy he had to apologize. Beltrando was devoted to the man who spent more time with him than his own father. “He was my ideal,” Beltrando remembered. “For some boys it was Ty Cobb, but for me it was Bartolomeo Vanzetti.”
Such were their serene weekdays, yet each Sunday afternoon Sacco and Vanzetti met with Gruppo Autonomo, a cell of Italian anarchists in East Boston. Circulating among skilled saboteurs, they discussed the group’s recent bombings and the federal agents closing in. Although no evidence exists proving that either Sacco or Vanzetti made or planted the bombs that terrorized America in 1919, their ties to the bombers gave them inside information and may have rendered them legally complicit in the conspiracy. It was their friend Carlo Valdinoci who had blown himself to bits on the steps of the attorney general’s home. Rosina Sacco regarded Valdinoci as “a great anarchist,” and after his death invited his sister to move in with the Saccos. Another Gruppo Autonomo member, Mario Buda, had pulled off bombings in Milwaukee and probably, as he put it, “plant[ed] the poof” in Pittsburgh and Cleveland in June 1919. Buda considered Sacco and Vanzetti his best friends in America. Gruppo Autonomo loyalist Nicola Recchi, his left hand blown off by one of his homemade bombs, made many of the infernal devices and had the Plain Words pamphlet printed. An old Italian saying—Chi va con lo zoppo impara a zoppicare (He who travels with the lame man learns to limp)—suggests that Sacco and Vanzetti did more than just take cover during the 1919 bombings. Did they help plan? Sit on the sidelines and say nothing? Argue against assassination? This mystery is the first of many.
All these anarchists were Galleanisti, disciples of Luigi Galleani, whom Vanzetti called “our master.” Galleani’s La Salute è in voi! (The Health Is Within You!) was a primer on bomb making. “Dynamite is a paste made from nitroglycerine and an absorbent powder,” the pamphlet explained. “It is very easy to use, transport, and conserve. Since dynamite is by now quite common, it is usually very easy to obtain.” A lawyer by training, the gentlemanly Galleani edited a newspaper, Cronaca Sovversiva, which he called “a rag of a paper that lives on crusts and bits of bread.” The U.S. Bureau of Justice called Cronaca “the most rabid, seditious, and anarchistic sheet ever published in this country” and made subscribing to it grounds for deportation. Sacco and Vanzetti both subscribed. Vanzetti also wrote for the paper and distributed a hundred copies a week. A typical Cronaca editorial summed up Galleani’s militancy: “To hell with the Constitution! Such is the shout of yesterday, of today, of tomorrow, of any day, of each conflict that brings forth rights and privileges, labor and capital, exploited and exploiters.”
During the hysteria of the Red Scare, Sacco, Vanzetti, and other Galleanisti lay low. Galleani was deported in June 1919, leading his followers to issue another pamphlet warning, “We will dynamite you!” Other anarchists had been shipped back to Italy during the Palmer Raids, yet the core of Gruppo Autonomo remained in the Boston area and federal agents seemed no nearer to pinning the bomb plots on them. Then in February 1920, agents got a tip that made the group take cover. At Ellis Island, a New Jersey anarchist grilled by J. Edgar Hoover blamed the bombings on Boston-based Galleanisti. Another tip led agents to a Brooklyn print shop where they found pink paper and a font featuring a singular “s” that matched each “s” in the Plain Words flyer. Police arrested two printers, and by late March Vanzetti was growing worried about one of them, his good friend Andrea Salsedo. Salsedo had written Vanzetti that he was “under grave charges” and urgently needed money. He had already confessed to printing Plain Words. At their Sunday meetings, Sacco, Vanzetti, and other cell members worried: What else would Salsedo reveal? Where would the net close next? How could they raise money to defend their friends?
But another question echoes down through the decades. How could two modest gentlemen, each beloved and respected, each a loving parent or surrogate parent, be in the thick of bomb plots? Ever since Sacco and Vanzetti became world famous, the two sides of these two men have led to contrasting verdicts in history. Calling them “philosophical anarchists,” defenders have pointed to their gentle dispositions. Roger Baldwin, cofounder of the American Civil Liberties Union, said both men were “about as far away from murderers and thieves as anyone you could think of.” Sacco’s factory boss added, “A man who is in his garden at four o’clock in the morning and at the factory at seven o’clock, and in his garden again after supper…that man is no holdup man.”
More than one murderer has convinced admirers of his virtue, however, and their dueling personalities still cast doubt on Sacco and Vanzetti. If, as Vanzetti wrote, “each individual has two ‘I’s,’ the real one and the ideal,” then in these individuals the real and the ideal waged constant warfare. Like their fellow Anarchist Fighters, Sacco and Vanzetti believed in armed insurrection. They saw sporadic violence as righteous retaliation against those who had jailed, deported, and killed their comrades on picket lines and in protests. A few supporters were later disturbed by flashes of this darker “I.” Sacco “loved flowers, he loved birds,” recalled journalist Gardner Jackson, but “he was also a terrific hater.” Yet Jackson, who worked tirelessly in their defense, never doubted the men’s innocence. Nor did novelist Upton Sinclair, though he came to see that both men “believed in and taught violence.” Vanzetti, Sinclair noted, “was not the pacifist he was reported under the necessity of defense propaganda. He was, like many fanatics, a dual personality, and when he was roused by the social conflict he was a very dangerous man.”
Still, for all their militancy, would Sacco or Vanzetti gun down two payroll guards in broad daylight? The question has given the men parallel portraits. Those who branded them anarchists saw them guilty as charged. According to this reasoning, anarchists, with their history of assassinations and bombings, were capable of any crime. Others have refused to believe such peaceful souls capable of cold-blooded murder. decades after the case, when confronted with evidence to the contrary, one woman said, “They had to be innocent.”
To reconcile the men’s character, it helps to see them as a study in chiaroscuro. Literally meaning “light/dark,” chiaroscuro is the Italian word for high contrast in a sketch. Sacco and Vanzetti may have been lambs, but they belonged to a wolfpack. They were gentle dreamers whose dream included armed rebellion. Two mentalities coexisted inside each of the two men because each was formed by two nations—Italy and America. The former instilled a soft, sentimental side. The latter hardened them like iron in a foundry.

Thirteen years after leaving Italy and six months after landing in an American jail, Vanzetti wrote his life story. Arrested for murder and facing the electric chair, he did not consider his journey unusual. “My life cannot rise to any worthy example, however it is considered,” he began A Proletarian Life. He was, he wrote, “anonymous in the anonymous crowd.” Vanzetti’s thirty-page memoir recounted jobs he had taken and insults he had borne, but an earlier letter had been more succinct: “We knocked down mountains, uprooted forests, built palaces, and ended up with nothing; that is my story.”
The story began in the northern Italian town of Villafalletto where Vanzetti was born on June 11, 1888. Unlike the sizzling southern villages from which so many Italians fled to America, Vanzetti’s birthplace was prosperous, even idyllic. Villafalletto’s red tile roofs, sepia walls, and green fields sloping toward the snowy Alps provided all the beauty and comfort a young boy could want. Each morning, men and women set out for the fields beyond the town, often singing as they went. The Vanzettis were well-off, living in a large two-story home surrounding a garden so opulent “it takes a poet of first magnitude to worthy speak of it,” Vanzetti remembered. The eldest of five children, Vanzetti later romanticized his youth as “unspeakably beautiful.”
Bright and eloquent, young “Barto” was an outstanding student, yet his father, who ran a thriving farm, cared little for education. He yanked his thirteen-year-old son out of school and apprenticed him to a pastry chef in nearby Cuneo. There Vanzetti worked from sunup until midnight, seven days a week. “In the evening, when I quit work after eighteen hours of my long day,” he wrote his parents, “I seem to have my feet in embers, so much do they burn. To tell the truth, I am tired of this miserable life.” Praising God and occasionally fighting older workers who mocked his Catholic faith, Vanzetti continued his long, burning days until a bout of pleurisy sent him home.
While recuperating in the care of his mother, “the good, the worshipped mother,” Vanzetti enjoyed the happiest time of his life. Resting, reading, walking with a cane, he found himself consumed with “the fever of knowledge” and soon took up a new apprenticeship—as a radical. Daily discussions in cafés convinced him that religion was a sham and society a palimpsest on which revolution would soon stamp a better world. The teenager who had defended Catholicism with his fists was becoming the stocky, hirsute man who would reject all religion and laws. “I came to understand that the plagues which most beset humanity were ignorance and the degeneration of natural sentiment,” he remembered. “My religion no longer needed temples, altars, and formal prayers. God for me became a perfect spirit, stripped of any human quality.”
Early in 1908, Vanzetti’s flagging faith was demolished when his mother, Giovanna, contracted liver cancer. For three months he sat by her bed while his younger sister, Luigia, cared for the two children born while he had been off working. During his mother’s final weeks, Vanzetti did not even change his clothes. When she died in his arms, he wandered for days in the woods, often considering suicide. He decided instead to emigrate. “There was nothing for me to do but come away,” he remembered. “I had to put the seas between me and my grief.” Vanzetti’s father, who had journeyed to California as a young man, knew the lure of America but begged his son not to abandon him, a fifty-nine-year-old widower with two teenagers and two toddlers. Leaving father and family in mourning, bidding tearful good-byes to the crowd that accompanied him to the train station, Vanzetti made his way across the Alps and northward to Le Havre. From there, the steamer La Provence took him to a land where he could start again.
On June 19, 1908, the lyrical, bookish Italian who would become the greatest cause célèbre the world has ever known stood in the streets of Manhattan, suitcase in hand, looking into his new country. America was far from the dreamland he had expected. To his amazement and disgust, he saw people sleeping in alleys and scrounging in garbage cans for rotten lettuce and bad fruit. Manhattan teemed with gangs, prostitutes, and other by-products of the nation’s relentless drive to industrialize. Tycoons bestrode the boulevards in top hats and tails, dined in fine restaurants, and summered in Newport, in Maine, in the Berkshires. Common laborers had to settle for cloth caps, hardscrabble home cooking, and sweaty summer afternoons at Coney Island. With one small percentile of Americans holding half the nation’s wealth, the tension between social classes was explosive, and, as Vanzetti would learn, the divide turned many moderates into Socialists and some Socialists into anarchists.
A fellow Italian soon got Vanzetti a job as a dishwasher. For the next eight months, first at one restaurant, then another, he toiled for seventy hours a week in dark, smelly pantries where water dripped off the ceiling and a slimy offal spread across the floors. The heat and humidity aggravated his lungs, still scarred from pleurisy. Eating “rotten food hardly fit for dogs,” earning five or six dollars a week, he finally quit for fear of contracting consumption. Subsequent jobs were no better. Between them, he spent months unemployed, wandering the streets, often homeless, always alone. Other Italian immigrants at least had each other’s company, but Vanzetti found his fellow paesani “in general, rather ignorant.” Preferring the solace of books, he spent his time reading, thinking, dreaming. Letters from his father urged him to return to “the paternal home where you will find work and bread for the whole family.” Thanking his son for occasional money orders, the grieving Gian Batista Vanzetti wrote that he could not imagine never seeing “Caro mio Barto” again.
A year after his arrival, Vanzetti fled New York, “the immense hell pit of the poor and paradise of the rich,” and took a steamer up the Connecticut River to Hartford. Following a friend into the rolling countryside, he sought handiwork on farms but found little. Finally, the men headed for cities where they joined Italian workers toiling all day, rollicking all night. In Springfield, Massachusetts, Vanzetti loaded bricks ten hours a day. In a Connecticut quarry, he split stones with a pickaxe. All but broken by hard labor, he finally returned to Manhattan to become an assistant pastry chef, but a year later he was back in Springfield working in a railroad gang. In 1912, Vanzetti moved on to Worcester, Massachusetts, where he lugged stones to build a dam, then sweltered in a foundry. There he also made his first good friends, anarchists who shared his dream of a perfect world, one with no laws, cops, or government to oppress the common man.
Wherever Vanzetti went, he consumed books. He read Tolstoy, Zola, Darwin, Dante, and Marx. He studied American history, the French Revolution, the Bible, and, growing angrier about his life, probed works by the Russian anarchist Kropotkin and his Italian disciples. Reading late into the night, seething at the poverty and misery all around him, the lapsed Catholic formed a new faith: “I came to believe in brotherhood, in universal love. I came to see that whoever helps or hurts a man helps or hurts the species. I found my liberty in the liberty of all, my happiness in the happiness of all.”
After five years as a “perambulating philosopher of the main road,” Vanzetti finally found a home. Coming to Plymouth in 1913, he settled with the Brini family and came to care for their children, who were charmed by his kindness and his Vandyke beard. At the huge Plymouth Cordage Factory, he hefted heavy coils of rope on a loading dock, earning sixteen cents an hour. He remained at “the Cordage” until 1915, when the company tried to move him to an indoor job. A year later when cordage workers walked out, Vanzetti returned to throw himself into the strike. Many anarchists addressed the strikers, but the pedantic Vanzetti was not a convincing speaker and was sometimes pulled from podiums. Subsequent jobs—gardener, handyman, ice cutter—were less grueling, yet Vanzetti could never forget how his mind had been ignored and his strength abused. His mounting sense of injustice burst out in a letter to his sister, Luigia:
I have had to suffer injuries and mockery from people that, were I a tenth as fluent in English as I am in Italian, I would have left face down in the dust. Here public justice is based on force and brutality, and woe to the stranger and particularly the Italian who wants to win justice through energetic methods; for him there are the clubs of the police, the prisons and the penal codes.

Growing up shy and humble, struggling with his second language, Ferdinando Sacco judged himself “a dumbling.” In contrast to the man to whom his name is forever linked, Sacco did not spend hours “crushing, burning a world” within himself. But then, America was easier on him than on Vanzetti. Had he not met the same end, Sacco might have been just another Italian who crossed the Atlantic, got a job and settled down, then watched his childhood fade into memory, only speaking Italian with his graying wife and longtime friends.
At his trial, Sacco said he had left school at fourteen. Perhaps he was ashamed to admit he had quit third grade to tend his father’s vineyards. The grapes grew on a gentle slope near the spur of Italy’s boot. Like hundreds of other Italian towns, Torremaggiore produced wine, olives, wool, and wheat. It had an abandoned medieval castle at its center and a cathedral as its spiritual hub. A dirt road led to the town center, where Sacco was born in a small two-story home near the castle. From his home’s wrought-iron balcony, he could see the length of his street—the clothes drying in the breeze, the stores with balls of cheese in the windows, the chickens and goats roaming the nearby piazza. Every morning, every noon, every evening, the bells of Torremaggiore rang out above the braying of donkeys bringing home the day’s harvest. The Saccos were among the town’s most respected citizens. Ferdinando’s older brother, Sabino, later became Torremaggiore’s mayor. His father, Michele, was a successful vintner who also ran an olive business, making enough to provide for seven children, “Nando” being the fourth. Unlike Vanzetti, Sacco never regretted leaving school. He enjoyed his pastoral work, but mostly he loved machines, the mesh of their gears, the whir of their motors.
In 1904, Sacco became the eldest son at home when one brother married and Sabino was drafted. Upon Sabino’s return, he and Nando decided to fulfill a dream common to Italian men in the early 1900s—to go to “La Merica.” “I was crazy to come to this country,” Sacco testified at his trial, “because I was liked a free country.” Landing in Boston in April 1908, Sabino Sacco and his sixteen-year-old brother were taken by a family friend to Milford, thirty miles southwest. Sabino got work at a foundry, where each afternoon he met his brother waiting “like a puppy” at the gates. The younger Sacco found odd jobs in construction, earning $1.75 a day. The brothers fit well within Milford’s Italian community. There, on streets named Naples, Genoa, and Columbus, one could buy gelati and speak Italian all day. Yet Sabino soon tired of his dream. Nando Sacco might have gone home with his brother, but having turned eighteen—the draft age in Italy—he decided to stay in America. Weary of menial work, he forked out fifty dollars to apprentice at a shoe factory. With Massachusetts as America’s leading shoe producer, Sacco had a trade for life and soon excelled at it. “Sacco was a genius at his work,” a friend said. “That machine running so fast, sharp like a razor; you miss a thousandth of an inch and you ruin the shoe. He was quick, precise, a wonderful worker.”
In 1912, Sacco met the two loves of his life. That winter, when textile workers stormed out of the mills in Lawrence, Massachusetts, strike fever swept through neighboring Italian communities. Something in the so-called Bread and Roses strike—perhaps the speeches of its Italian leaders Joseph Ettor and Arturo Giovannitti—moved Sacco to raise money for the strikers and later for the Ettor-Giovannitti defense fund. Their murder trial had just ended when, on Thanksgiving Day, wearing a tuxedo and sporting a full head of wavy black hair, Sacco married sixteen-year-old Rosina Zambelli, whom he had met that spring at a dance. Soon the dapper shoe trimmer with the gold front tooth and his red-haired wife were fixtures of Milford’s anarchist community. “Nick and Rosie,” as they were later remembered, acted in radical dramas, went to anarchist picnics, and charmed the locals. “I don’t know anybody in Milford who said anything against Sacco,” one longtime resident recalled. “He was a wonderful fellow, a gentleman in every sense of the word…. [Rosina] was small and pretty, with a little round face, rather quiet and shy. She was a doll.” For the rest of his life, Sacco’s two loves—anarchism and family—would compete for his loyalty.
If the political were always personal, Sacco would not have shared Vanzetti’s passion for anarchism. Sacco had no personal reason to resent the American industrial system. As an edge trimmer, he was well paid and steadily employed, yet he could not ignore the struggles of fellow workers. The eight years between the Lawrence strike and Sacco’s arrest saw a savage war between capital and labor. More than twenty thousand strikes kept America on the brink of violent upheaval. Outside the coal mines of Ludlow, Colorado, militia torched a strikers’ tent colony and opened fire. Before the shooting stopped, seventy-four people, including women and children, were dead. The “Ludlow Massacre” was followed by others—the Everett Massacre, the Centralia Massacre—turning labor into a militant army. Workers slugged it out with police and militia, waging gun battles, fleeing vigilantes, sometimes retaliating with dynamite. Sacco marched on picket lines outside factories where he was not even employed, once getting arrested while supporting a miners’ strike in Minnesota. (He was sentenced to three months, but the charge was dismissed in a higher court.) Following the IWW slogan he had learned in Lawrence—“An injury to one is an injury to all!”—Sacco took each affront to labor personally. “The nightmares of the lower classes saddened very badly your father’s soul,” he would write to the daughter born after his arrest. As a balm for his dream deferred, he sought a better future for the working class. He found it in the political system that shuns all systems, one whose followers called it simply “the idea.” The rest of the world knew it as the terrorism of its time.

In the mid-nineteenth century, a handful of ultra-radicals turned the ancient Greek word anarkhos—“without a ruler”—into a philosophy. Hailing from czarist Russia and royalist France, Mikhail Bakunin and Pierre-Joseph Proudhon scoffed at the notion of a government “of the people, by the people, for the people.” Their followers across Europe, where government was embodied by stodgy royal families and club-wielding cops, agreed. No government could possibly serve humanity. Instead, as Proudhon wrote, governments “watched over, inspected, spied on, directed, legislated over, regulated, docketed, indoctrined, preached at, controlled.” Though its philosophical tracts were complex, the anarchist “idea” was simple, even childlike: abolish government and men would be free. Over the next fifty years, while unbridled industry divided Western societies into rich and poor, anarchism grew into a dream, a scourge, and a doctrine inspiring all the hope and zealotry of a religion.
German immigrants brought anarchism to America in the 1870s, where it acquired native martyrs. In 1886, eight anarchists were accused of bombing a rally in Chicago’s Haymarket Square. On no evidence other than their writings, all were convicted and four were hanged. The legend of the Haymarket martyrs spread anarchism throughout America’s grimy shacks and desperate tenements, but the dream took deepest root among Italians, whose own government had always been inefficient, oppressive, or just plain corrupt. By the 1890s, small anarchist circles flourished among Italians in Pennsylvania mining camps, New Jersey silk factories, and Massachusetts mills. In teeming lecture halls, the frock-coated Luigi Galleani and other gentlemanly anarchists spoke and sometimes sang to the disenchanted. Touring America, anarchist Pietro Gori crooned, “Eppur la nostra idea è solo idea d’amor.” (And yet our idea is only the idea of love.) Sharing poetry, strumming songs, dodging cops, anarchists cultivated a romantic aura of masculinity that resonated with disillusioned Italians like a Verdi opera.
In the early 1900s, American progressives were backing modest reforms—an income tax, public utilities, a minimum wage, and an eight-hour workday. Anarchists had a more incendiary solution—abolish all laws, police, priests, and other evils Bakunin called “mankind’s tormentors.” Such extremism led to “what-if” questions. What if there were no government and no laws? Wouldn’t chaos erupt? Anarchists answered with an unshakable faith in “the people.” Left to their own devices, people would band together in “mutual aid,” forming workshops, communes, and cooperatives. To the anarchist, all defects in society and human nature sprang from an oppressive class system protected by government, sanctioned by the church, enforced by militias. Eliminate the system and humanity would rise. In the Federalist Papers, James Madison had offered a contrasting view. “If men were angels, no government would be necessary,” he wrote. Anarchists, however, claimed that if all government were taken off their backs, free men would become angels someday. Theirs was to be a society run on the honor system. To the boyish Italian cores of Sacco and Vanzetti, the idea that church and state were flawed because people were flawed seemed cynical. To their hard-edged American sides, the hope of a benevolent government seemed naïve.
Until 1901, anarchists in America were frequently harassed but rarely rounded up. Then that September, President William McKinley was gunned down by a drifter who boasted, “I killed President McKinley because I done my duty…. I am an anarchist.” For the next two decades, anarchists were Public Enemy Number One. Newspapers branded them “crypto-lunatics” and “wild beasts.” President Theodore Roosevelt called anarchism “a crime against the whole human race.” In the public mind, the anarchist was, as novelist John Dos Passos noted, a “red-handed, unwashed foreigner whom nobody could understand, sticks of dynamite in his pocket and bomb in the paper parcel under his arm.”
Despite public perception, the vast majority of anarchist literature did not advocate violence. Anarchism’s gentler philosophers, including Thoreau (“That government is best which governs not at all”), promoted change through long-term enlightenment. But some preferred an instant recipe for revolution, one whose main ingredient was dynamite. Even philosophical anarchists romanticized “the propaganda of the deed”—sporadic violence to shake the certainty of “the ruling class.” Along with bombings, recent anarchist “deeds” included the assassinations of an Austrian empress, a Spanish premier, the king of Italy, and the president of France, and firing the bullet in the Balkans that triggered World War I. Overshadowing all the red-and-black pamphlets, all the utopian philosophy, such violence fanned fear of anyone, no matter how meek, who boasted of being an anarchist. Following McKinley’s assassination, anarchist groups were outlawed. Admitted anarchists were turned back at Ellis Island, while politicians debated sending the rest to mental institutions, the Philippines, or an international penal colony.
Beneath their kindly exteriors, Sacco and Vanzetti were anarchists to the core. “Oh friend,” Vanzetti wrote, “the anarchism is as beauty as a woman for me…. Calm, serene, honest, natural, virile, muddy and celestial at once, austere, heroic, fearless, fatal, generous and implacable—all these and more it is.” For Sacco, anarchism promised a world of “no government, no police, no judges, no bosses, no authority; autonomous groups of people—the people own everything—work in cooperation—distribute by needs—equality, justice, comradeship—love each other.” But how was such a paradise to be forged out of this iron world? Not by trimming edges, Sacco knew. When Luigi Galleani advocated violent overthrow of the American government, Sacco wrote him, “In what ever concerns Cronaca Sovversiva I am with you. Yours for the revolution.” When Vanzetti wrote of throwing himself into “the grand battle that is about to break out,” he was not just waxing metaphoric. Sacco and Vanzetti did not imagine themselves at the barricades, but they longed for those barricades to go up soon. For different men who had taken different paths through America, anarchism was the magnet that drew them together and the quicksand that dragged them down.

Before they met, Sacco had heard of Vanzetti. He was that fiery Plymouth anarchist whose letters to Cronaca Sovversiva savaged his critics: “If you don’t know any better, or can’t do any better, go throw yourselves in an out house!” And Vanzetti may have read of a Ferdinando Sacco, whose infant daughter, Cronaca lamented, had died suddenly, “as if she did not care for this wretched world dripping in blood and degradation.” The two men finally met at an anarchist gathering shortly after America’s entry into the Great War triggered their own war on America. Within a week, they were boarding a train taking them toward their dream.
By June 1917, Sacco and Vanzetti had been in America for nearly a decade, yet they had seen little of the nation beyond its grinding labor. Suddenly they found themselves rolling across Pennsylvania, Ohio, Michigan, gawking at America’s openness and promise, staring into its heartland, riding deeper into the country where workers would later shout their names. The train took them west through Cleveland and Detroit, then south past St. Louis and San Antonio. They had fled Boston on marching orders from their “master.” With America suddenly at war, ten million men were registering for the draft. Few anarchists were among them. Galleani had told his minions not to join ranks with the “soldier who prostitutes himself, the voter who sells out, the servant who adores his chains and kisses the hand that whips him.” Failure to register meant a year in jail, so Sacco bid a sad good-bye to Dante and Rosina, Vanzetti left the Brinis and his “spiritual son,” and after a long train ride chattering in Italian about anarchy, Italy, and other passions, they reached Laredo, Texas. Crossing the border, they made their way to Monterrey, Mexico, to join sixty other Galleanisti living in adobe huts. They did not expect to stay long. The czar of Russia had fallen, and in the power vacuum, anarchism stood a chance of sweeping across war-torn Europe. Sacco, Vanzetti, and their friends expected to head on to Italy to spread their creed. While revolution brewed, however, they had to survive a scorching summer.
“I cannot describe how Mexico punishes a man,” Vanzetti wrote home to Villafalletto that July. Working in a bakery, he brought bread to the group, but his new friends, unable to find jobs, lived on dwindling savings. News from America set them to seething at the repression the war had unleashed. Radicals were being rounded up, lynched, run out of town on a rail. Luigi Galleani had been arrested, and the American Sacco and Vanzetti most admired—Socialist Eugene Debs—was just one of hundreds jailed for speaking out against the war. All through the blistering Mexican summer, the future Anarchist Fighters holed up in bungalows, sweating, starving, and swearing allegiance to their cause. Among them were Carlo Valdinoci, whose wavy hair would later be found on a roof in a bombed-out neighborhood in Washington, D.C.; the saboteur Mario Buda, who would be with Sacco and Vanzetti on the night of their arrest; and Amletto Fabbri, who would later serve on the Sacco-Vanzetti Defense Committee. Mexico’s miserable July gave way to a torrid August, but still they dared not return to a flag-waving America where being a “slacker” was tantamount to treason.
While Vanzetti was in Mexico, federal agents visited the Brini home in Plymouth. Scouring the house for traces of a draft dodger, they came within seconds of finding a letter with a Mexican return address. Twelve-year-old Lefevre Brini spotted the letter on a kitchen shelf and hid it in her blouse. The exiles remained hidden, their hardships infusing them with a lockstep loyalty. In September, when revolution failed to spread beyond Russia, letters told them they could safely return to America and the group dissolved. One by one, its members crossed the border, going separate ways with a common purpose—revenge. Within months, mysterious bombings—in Milwaukee, in Philadelphia, in a mill town near Boston—targeted police, politicians, and others who had fired, arrested, or deported anarchists.
Returning to the Boston area, Sacco found Dante and Rosina living in Cambridge. “I leave my wife here and my boy,” he later testified. “I could not stay no more far away from them.” For the next few months he worked under his Mexican alias, Nicola Mosmacotelli, taken from his mother’s maiden name. He later reclaimed his original surname but remained “Nicola” in honor of a recently deceased brother. The skilled edge trimmer was now forced to take odd jobs. He wielded a pick and shovel, and worked in a candy factory and briefly at the Rice & Hutchins shoe plant in Braintree. Fired from one job when he refused to buy a Liberty bond, he fled others when draft inspectors came into factories searching for slackers. Finally, he found steady work with the Three-K Shoe Company in Stoughton.
Vanzetti made a more circuitous return. Stopping in Young s-town, Ohio, he worked in a steel mill, “a volcano erupting day and night.” He spent his spare time reading, but according to one anarchist, Vanzetti also placed a homemade bomb in a church. Sniffed out by a dog, the bomb was defused, so this lone source claimed. While Vanzetti was in Youngstown, federal agents raided the offices of Cronaca Sovversiva, finding a photo of him with Luigi Galleani. Agents also seized subscription lists that landed “Ferdinando Sacco” and “Bartolomeo Vanzetti” on a watch list of radicals. After ten months in Youngstown, Vanzetti returned to Plymouth. He and Sacco had reached the last homes they would have before entering a purgatory of police stations, courtrooms, and jails. But both men had changed since leaving home. Before the war, they had been revolutionaries in their own minds, content to live on the hope of the anarchists’ utopia. Mexico was their crucible. Tempered there by heat, hunger, and their comrades’ militancy, both men had come home as fierce revolutionaries. Back in Plymouth, Vanzetti vented his rage in a letter to his aunt:
I have seen human greed and egotism poison every mouthful of food, make the springs sad, darken the glory of the sun, violate natural law, incite delinquency, nurture corruption, plant hatred and condemn a large part of humanity to every kind of calamity, every kind of shame, every kind of misery. All this I have seen and learned, and because of this spectacle…I am no longer the smart aleck little boy. I am a taciturn man of iron who sees all the brutality, all the injustice, a man who fights with all his energy against the present society of wolves and lambs, ready to throw himself without any qualms or uncertainty, into the grand battle that is about to break out.

In the pro-patria mood of war time America, friends warned against any mention of radicalism. “Stop talking, Nick, till this time of antiradical excitement is passed,” Sacco’s boss told him. Placing one hand on his chest, Sacco responded, “It is my heart that talks.” Their hearts inspired them to more than talk, however. Both men watched as their comrades’ bombs blew off a maid’s hands, shattered homes, and targeted the icons of American capitalism. Along with their fellow Anarchist Fighters, Sacco and Vanzetti kept a low profile throughout the Palmer Raids, peddling fish and tending a garden, but they had soured on the dream that had sent them to America. That dream had exacted an exorbitant price. Born into a land of vineyards and horse-drawn carts, they now lived in a land of tenements and factories. From a country where workers argued endlessly about politics—Socialism, anarchism, fascism—they had come to a country where workers were expected to shut up and work. Raised in a boisterous culture of shouts and gestures, they were baffled by staid, stiff-upper-lip New En gland. They still dreamt, but now their dreams were set in some future paradise or back in the land of their birth. Paradise was inaccessible, but they might have made it back to Italy. They might have slipped out of the closing net, booking passage on a steamer. They might have remained “anonymous in the anonymous crowd,” but on April 15, 1920, two Italians stood leaning on a fence with guns in their pockets. One of them bore a striking resemblance to Nicola Sacco.
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