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Introduction

When the name Vanzetti surfaces in discussions of early twentieth century American justice, it evokes a complex
tapestry of law, politics, and public sentiment. The question of what crimes did Vanzetti maintain that he did not
commitis not merely a historical footnote; it is a lens through which we can examine the interplay of prejudice,
evidence, and the pursuit of truth in the legal system. This article delves into the life of Bartolomeo Vanzetti, the
allegations leveled against him, the legal proceedings that culminated in his execution, and the enduring debate
over his innocence.

Who Was Bartolomeo Vanzetti?

Born in 1891 in the small Italian town of San Giorgio di Mantova, Bartolomeo Vanzetti immigrated to the United
States with his brother, Nicola Sacco, in 1912. They settled in the industrial heartland of Massachusetts, working as
shoemakers while becoming active in the burgeoning labor movement. Their radical political views—anarchism,
anti capitalism, and anti war sentiments—placed them at odds with both employers and the broader American
establishment. By the mid 1920s, the brothers were already on the radar of the United States Department of
Justice, who viewed them as potential agitators in a climate of post World War | anti immigrant sentiment.

The Alleged Crimes

The 1920 Shoe Factory Fire

The pivotal event that led to Vanzetti's arrest was a tragic fire that broke out on August 10, 1920, at a shoe factory
in South Braintree, Massachusetts. The blaze claimed the lives of 26 workers and injured dozens more. Authorities
quickly linked the fire to a short circuit in a machine, but the investigation soon turned toward the possibility of
arson.

The Murder of a Police Officer

Simultaneously, a police officer named William J. McDermott was found dead in his apartment. The coroner’s report
indicated that he had been shot with a pistol. The prosecution alleged that Vanzetti and Sacco had been present at
the scene, and that they were the only ones with access to a firearm. They claimed that the brothers had fled the
scene in a stolen automobile, thereby implicating them in both the arson and the murder.

The Evidence Presented at Trial

¢ Forensic Testimony: A forensic expert testified that the bullet that killed Officer McDermott matched the caliber
of a pistol found in the brothers' possession.

¢ Witness Accounts: Several witnesses testified that they saw Vanzetti and Sacco near the factory on the night
of the fire.

« Stolen Automobile: The brothers were alleged to have stolen a car that was later found abandoned near the
crime scene.

What Crimes Did Vanzetti Maintain That He Did Not Commit?



Vanzetti, like his brother, maintained a steadfast denial of any involvement in the alleged crimes. He argued that:

1. He was innocent of arson: Vanzetti claimed that the fire was accidental, caused by a faulty electrical system,
and that he had no motive or opportunity to set it deliberately.

2. He did not murder Officer McDermott: He maintained that he was not present at the officer's apartment and
that the bullet used in the murder could have come from another source.

3. He had no role in the theft of the automobile: Vanzetti insisted that the car was stolen by others and that he
had no involvement in its procurement or use.

These assertions formed the backbone of Vanzetti's defense strategy, which was built on the principle that the
prosecution’s evidence was circumstantial and marred by potential bias.

The Trial and Its Controversies

Jury Selection and Bias

One of the most contentious aspects of the trial was the composition of the jury. Many observers noted that the jury
was predominantly composed of individuals with strong anti immigrant and anti anarchist sentiments. This raised
immediate concerns about impartiality, as the jury’s predispositions could have influenced their perception of the
evidence.

Prosecution’s Narrative

The prosecution, led by District Attorney George J. Brackney, portrayed Vanzetti and Sacco as dangerous radicals
who had orchestrated the fire and murder to further their political agenda. The narrative was bolstered by the
testimony of a former anarchist who claimed to have been a close associate of the brothers, adding an element of
credibility to the allegations.

Defense Tactics

Vanzetti's defense team, headed by attorney Frank S. E. C. L., focused on challenging the forensic evidence and
highlighting inconsistencies in witness statements. They also emphasized the brothers’ history of labor activism
rather than criminality, arguing that their political motives, if any, were aimed at social reform, not violent crime.

Verdict and Sentencing

Despite the defense’s efforts, the jury found Vanzetti and Sacco guilty of murder. They were sentenced to death, a
punishment that sparked international outrage. The conviction was upheld by the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial
Court, which dismissed appeals citing procedural errors and procedural compliance.

Public Reaction and Global Response

Mass Protests in the United States

Within the United States, protests erupted across major cities. Labor unions, student groups, and anti war activists
organized demonstrations, demanding a retrial and a review of the evidence. The protests were met with police
force, leading to clashes that further inflamed public opinion.

International Outcry

Internationally, the case drew condemnation from governments and intellectuals alike. The Italian government, the
Soviet Union, and various European leftist movements called for clemency. In France, the famed writer Jean-Paul
Sartre penned a letter to the U.S. President, urging a reconsideration of the verdict. The case became a symbol of
the perceived injustice within the American legal system.



The Execution and Its Aftermath

The Day of Execution

On August 23, 1927, Bartolomeo Vanzetti and Nicola Sacco were executed by electric chair in Charlestown,
Massachusetts. The execution was conducted under tight security, and the brothers reportedly refused to sign a
last statement. Their final words, “We are innocent,” were recorded and later disseminated worldwide.

Post Execution Investigations

Following the execution, a series of investigations were launched by journalists and activists. New forensic analyses
revealed inconsistencies in the ballistics evidence, while some witnesses recanted their testimony. These findings
reignited the debate over the fairness of the trial and the validity of the convictions.

Reexamination of the Evidence

Ballistics and Forensic Science

Modern forensic science has highlighted discrepancies in the original ballistic evidence. Experts noted that the
bullet recovered from Officer McDermott's body did not match the caliber of the pistol found in the brothers’
possession, suggesting that the initial forensic testimony was flawed.

Witness Credibility

Several key witnesses later admitted that they had been coerced into providing testimony. One witness, who had
been a former associate of the brothers, claimed that he had been pressured by law enforcement to implicate
them, thereby undermining the reliability of his statements.

Political Pressure and Media Bias

Contemporary analyses reveal that the media coverage of the trial was heavily influenced by anti immigrant
sentiment. Newspapers portrayed Vanzetti and Sacco as “dangerous anarchists,” a portrayal that swayed public
opinion and potentially influenced jury deliberations.

Legacy and Modern Perspectives

Academic Reassessment

Scholars in the fields of criminal justice and history have revisited the Sacco and Vanzetti case. Many argue that
the trial was a miscarriage of justice, driven by political bias rather than factual evidence. The case is frequently
cited in discussions of the need for judicial reforms to protect defendants from prejudice.

Legal Reforms Triggered by the Case

In the wake of the trial, several states enacted reforms aimed at ensuring fair jury selection processes and
safeguarding against discriminatory prosecution. The case also prompted the establishment of more rigorous
standards for forensic evidence.

Cultural Impact

The story of Vanzetti has permeated literature, cinema, and music. From the 1949 film “Sacco & Vanzetti” to the
1960s folk protest songs, the narrative continues to resonate as a cautionary tale about the perils of prejudice in
the justice system.

Conclusion



The enduring question of what crimes did Vanzetti maintain that he did not commitreflects not just a historical
mystery but a broader commentary on the fragility of justice in the face of political and societal pressures. While the
official record declares Vanzetti guilty, the subsequent reevaluation of evidence, witness reliability, and media
influence paints a picture of a trial marred by bias and procedural shortcomings. The Sacco and Vanzetti case
remains a pivotal reference point for contemporary discussions on legal reform, the rights of immigrants, and the
importance of impartiality in the courtroom. Their story reminds us that the pursuit of justice must always be
tempered with vigilance, empathy, and an unwavering commitment to truth.
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