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THE UNDYING FIRE: UNDERSTANDING THE PASSION OF SACCO AND VANZETTI

The names Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti are etched into the history of the early 20th
century,  not merely as defendants in a controversial  trial,  but as enduring symbols of  judicial
injustice, political persecution, and the passionate fight for a better world. To explore the passion
of Sacco and Vanzetti is to delve into a story that transcends a simple robbery and murder case.
It  is  a  tale  of  ideological  conviction,  ethnic  prejudice,  flawed  justice,  and  a  global  outcry  that
transformed two Italian immigrants into martyrs for the cause of liberty. Their passion—for justice,
for  anarchism,  for  the  dignity  of  the  common worker—burned  brightly  until  the  moment  the
Commonwealth of Massachusetts executed them on August 23, 1927, and it continues to illuminate
the perpetual struggle for a fair and equitable society.
The phrase the passion of Sacco and Vanzetti  encompasses more than just their  personal
suffering.  It  reflects  the  intensity  of  the  historical  moment:  the  Red  Scare  of  post-World  War  I
America, the distrust of foreigners, and the fierce resistance of a radical movement. It also captures
the emotional and intellectual fervor of the millions around the world who saw their case as a litmus
test for  modern democracy.  This article will  explore the layers of  that passion—from the men
themselves, to the flawed trial,  the global movement it  sparked, and the enduring legacy that still
resonates today.

The Men Behind the Martyrdom:
Anarchists and Immigrants
To understand the passion of  Sacco and Vanzetti,  one  must  first  know the  men.  Nicola  Sacco
was a skilled shoe trimmer, a hard worker who had settled in Stoughton, Massachusetts. Bartolomeo
Vanzetti was a fish peddler, a peripatetic thinker who sold eels and cod from a horse-drawn cart in
Plymouth. Both were Italian immigrants who had come to America in search of opportunity, and both
were deeply committed to the anarchist movement—a belief system that rejected all forms of unjust
authority and envisioned a society based on voluntary cooperation.
Their passion was ideological. Anarchism, for them, was not a dogma of chaos but a deeply moral
philosophy of mutual aid and equality. They were followers of Luigi Galleani, a fiery Italian anarchist
who advocated for direct action and social revolution. In the context of 1919–1920, America was in
the grip of the First Red Scare, a period of intense fear of Bolshevism and radicalism. Attorney

General A. Mitchell Palmer had launched the Palmer Raids, rounding up and deporting thousands of
suspected radicals. Sacco and Vanzetti were not just immigrants; they were avowed radicals in a
nation  terrified  of  dissent.  This  ideological  passion—the  belief  that  they  were  fighting  against  the
oppression  of  the  capitalist  state—gave  them  the  strength  to  face  the  electric  chair  with  a
remarkable calm and dignity.

The Crime and the Arrest: A Case Built on
Circumstance
The story of the Sacco and Vanzetti case begins on April 15, 1920, in the small town of South
Braintree, Massachusetts. Two men stole the payroll of the Slater-Morrill Shoe Company, shooting
and  killing  the  paymaster  Frederick  Parmenter  and  guard  Alessandro  Berardelli.  The  robbers
escaped in a getaway car. Three weeks later, Sacco and Vanzetti were arrested while riding a
streetcar  in  Brockton.  They  were  not  fleeing;  they  had  gone  to  pick  up  a  car  that  Vanzetti  had
intended to use for his business. But both were armed, and Sacco was carrying a loaded .32 Colt
automatic pistol. Their anarchist literature and a draft circular announcing a radical meeting were
found in their possession.
From the moment of their arrest, the passion of their belief system put them at odds with the
authorities. They lied about their whereabouts and their radical connections, not because they were
guilty of murder, but because they feared deportation and persecution for their political beliefs. This
suspicion, however, became a fatal burden. The prosecution would later use their evasiveness and
their possession of weapons as evidence of a guilty conscience. The case against them was largely
circumstantial. The eyewitness testimony was contradictory. The ballistic evidence, though a novelty
at  the  time,  was  hotly  disputed.  Yet  the  court  of  public  opinion,  inflamed  by  nativism  and  anti-
radicalism,  had  already  convicted  them.

The Trial: A Crucible of Prejudice
The trial began in Dedham, Massachusetts, on May 31, 1921, presided over by Judge Webster
Thayer.  The trial  became a flashpoint for the very nature of American justice. The defense argued
that the men were innocent, victims of mistaken identity. The prosecution argued that they were
cold-blooded killers and anarchist robbers. Judge Thayer’s conduct during the trial became the focus
of later appeals. He was described by many contemporaries as biased, openly referring to the
defendants as “anarchist bastards” in private conversation. His charge to the jury was criticized for
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its strong language against radicalism.
The passion of Sacco and Vanzetti during the trial was palpable. They sat in the courtroom not
as cowed defendants, but as defiant believers in their cause. Vanzetti gave a powerful, unguarded
testimony that laid bare his philosophy. He was not simply defending his life; he was defending his
ideas. The trial was not just a legal proceeding; it was a clash of worldviews. On one side stood the
conservative, fearful establishment of New England. On the other stood two men who believed that
the state itself was an instrument of class oppression. The jury, after seven hours of deliberation,
found them guilty of first-degree murder. The sentence was death.
The  verdict  ignited  a  firestorm.  The  passion  of  the  case  now  moved  from  the  courtroom  to  the
streets. Intellectuals, labor unions, and anarchist groups across the globe were convinced that the
men had been convicted for their radicalism, not their deeds. A movement was born—a movement
that would carry the name Sacco and Vanzetti across the world.

The Global Passion: A Movement for
Justice
The years between the verdict in 1921 and the execution in 1927 witnessed an extraordinary
international campaign. This was the public passion for Sacco and Vanzetti. It was a movement that
united  figures  as  diverse  as  the  poet  Edna  St.  Vincent  Millay,  the  novelist  John  Dos  Passos,  the
scientist Albert Einstein, the philosopher Bertrand Russell, and the labor leader William Z. Foster.
French  intellectuals  like  Anatole  France  and  Romain  Rolland  added  their  voices.  Mass
demonstrations were held in London, Paris, Buenos Aires, and Tokyo. The case became a symbol of
the failure of American justice and the persecution of the immigrant and the radical.
The defense committee, led by the dedicated Vanzetti supporter and lawyer Fred Moore, worked
tirelessly.  Appeals were filed and denied. Judge Thayer himself  wrote a detailed opinion denying a
motion for a new trial based on juror bias and new evidence. The passion of the movement was
fueled by the publication of the defendants’ own letters. Vanzetti, in particular, revealed himself as a
remarkable writer. His letters from prison, collected in the volume The Letters of Sacco and Vanzetti,
are powerful meditations on justice, suffering, and hope. His words, such as “I am suffering because
I am a radical and indeed I am a radical; I have suffered because I was an Italian, and indeed I am an
Italian,” distilled the essence of the case into a poignant human cry.
The movement appealed to the Governor of Massachusetts, Alvan T. Fuller. He appointed a special
advisory committee, famously known as the Lowell Committee (headed by Harvard President Abbott
Lawrence Lowell), to review the case. The committee, despite the mass of evidence of judicial bias
and new witness statements, upheld the verdict. The passion of the case had now reached a fever
pitch of desperation.

The Final Hours and the Legacy of the
Passion
On  the  night  of  August  22,  1927,  Sacco  and  Vanzetti  were  led  to  the  electric  chair.  Their  final
statements have become iconic. Sacco’s last words were “Farewell, my wife, my child, and all my
friends!”  but  he also famously said in  his  final  statement to the prison warden,  “I  am an innocent
man. I  never did a crime in my life.” Vanzetti,  more philosophical,  offered a longer statement that
has been quoted for a century: “I wish to tell you that I am an innocent man. I never committed a
crime, but I have committed sins. I am an innocent man of all crime, but I am a man of some sin. I
wish to forgive some people for what they are doing to me.”
Their executions sparked a wave of global mourning and outrage. In Paris, London, and Berlin,
massive protests erupted. In the United States, the funeral procession in Boston was a solemn,
massive demonstration of solidarity.  The passion of Sacco and Vanzetti  did not end with their
deaths.  It  transformed into a potent legacy that has influenced debates about capital  punishment,
immigration, and political justice for generations.
For decades, the guilt or innocence of Sacco and Vanzetti remained a subject of heated debate. In
1961, ballistic tests performed on the allegedly murder weapon suggested that Sacco’s pistol may
have been one of the guns used in the crime. But this evidence is not conclusive and does not
answer the question of Vanzetti’s involvement or the fairness of the trial. In 1977, Massachusetts
Governor Michael Dukakis issued a proclamation stating that Sacco and Vanzetti had been “tried
unfairly” and that their names should be cleared of “any disgrace or unsavoriness.” It was not an
exoneration of innocence, but a recognition of a grievous miscarriage of justice.

The Enduring Relevance: The Passion
Today
Why does the passion of Sacco and Vanzetti still matter today? In an age of renewed debates
about immigration, nationalism, and the rule of law, their story serves as a cautionary tale. The fear
of the “other,” the demonization of political dissent, the manipulation of the justice system for
political ends—these are not just historical artifacts. They are living issues. The Sacco and Vanzetti
case stands as  an argument  for  due process,  for  the right  to  a  fair  trial  regardless  of  one’s
background or beliefs, and for the necessity of an independent judiciary.
Moreover,  their  passion—their  unshakeable  commitment  to  a  just  world—continues  to  inspire
activists and artists. Folk singers like Woody Guthrie dedicated songs to them, and the case has
been the subject of films, novels, and plays. The names Sacco and Vanzetti have become shorthand
for a certain kind of revolutionary idealism, for the belief that even in the face of the state’s ultimate
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power, one can maintain one’s integrity and one’s love for humanity.
The passion of Sacco and Vanzetti is not simply the story of two men. It is the story of the clash
between the individual and the state, between the immigrant and the nativist, between the ideal of
justice and the reality of prejudice. It is a story that compels us to ask the hardest questions about
our own societies. Are our systems truly fair? Do we judge people by their actions or by their labels?
And in the face of overwhelming power, what is the price of holding onto one’s beliefs?

Conclusion

The passion of Sacco and Vanzetti remains a complex and powerful force in our collective memory.
It is a story of flawed men, a flawed trial, and a flawed society. But it is also a story of extraordinary
courage,  global  solidarity,  and  the  relentless  pursuit  of  a  more  just  world.  Their  final  letters,  their
defiant dignity in the face of death, and the worldwide movement they inspired have left an indelible
mark. As we continue to grapple with questions of justice, immigration, and political freedom, the
fire  that  burned  in  the  hearts  of  Sacco  and  Vanzetti  serves  as  a  perpetual  reminder:  that  the
struggle for justice is never truly over, and that sometimes, the greatest passion is the quiet,
unwavering commitment to what is right, even when the world is against you.


