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 This collection contains material related to the Sacco-Vanzetti case. There are primary accounts 

by people directly involved, letters to and from Sacco and Vanzetti, secondary historical 

retellings, fictional pieces inspired by the case, and works that provide cultural,  historical, and 

political context for the events surrounding Sacco and Vanzetti’s seven year imprisonment and 

execution.   
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My first encounter with Sacco and Vanzetti was in my eleventh grade American History 

class. A picture of the two men was in the top left-hand corner of my textbook with a tiny blurb 

about how they had been executed in Massachusetts in 1927 for a crime that they may not have 

committed. I was curious enough to ask my teacher about it, but he told me not to worry about it. 

Because of his insistence that they were not important, the names Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo 

Vanzetti stayed with me.  

 A few years later, I took a course on working with modern literary manuscripts at the 

Lilly Library at Indiana University Bloomington. We had the library’s entire collection of over 

seven million manuscripts to choose from when picking our semester project, so I was naturally 

having a difficult time choosing a manuscript collection to focus on.  As I sifted through the 

finding aids, I saw Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti again. As I started reading through the 

original letters the library had, I quickly became entrenched in their story. Their pen-marks on 

the page, the quirky misspellings, and the emotion with which they both wrote quickly made 

Sacco and Vanzetti even more human than that first image I had first seen years before. I went 

home that day and bought the Penguin edition of the letters, The Letters of Sacco and Vanzetti, 

edited by Marion Frankfurter and Gardner Jackson. It wasn’t long after I read their edition that I 

discovered a large discrepancy between the original holographs and that publication. I needed to 

know what happened.  

 I started browsing bookstores and the internet for good explanations of the case. When a 

book about Sacco and Vanzetti was affordable, I bought it. From Bruce Watson’s Sacco and 

Vanzetti: The Men, the Murders, and the Judgment of Mankind, I learned that two men were 

murdered outside of the Slater and Morrill Shoe Company in 1920, and that Sacco and Vanzetti 

had been convicted of the crime and that there were shady circumstances surrounding their arrest 

and conviction. I learned about Celestino Medeiros and how the courts ignored his confession to 
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the crimes for which Sacco and Vanzetti were executed. I discovered the aftermath of the case, 

when thousands of people marched in the streets in one of the largest funeral processions in 

Boston’s history.  

 I quickly became obsessed with the story of Sacco and Vanzetti. My work with their 

letters turned into an honors thesis in which I compared the Jackson and Frankfurter edition to 

the original manuscripts. In order to make a good comparison, I needed to know even more about 

Sacco and Vanzetti, so I continued to find and read any books about them that I could. My thesis 

advisor gave me Paul Avrich’s book, Sacco and Vanzetti: The Anarchist Background, from 

which I discovered how politically motivated their executions had been. Before reading that 

book, I had not realized that the jury was influenced by their anarchist views just as much as 

their Italian identities. This sparked my interest in their particular brand of anarchism. I 

purchased Property is Theft!, an anthology of J.P. Proudhon’s writings on anarchism and Faccia 

a faccia col nemico [trans. Face to Face with the Enemy] because both were especially 

influential on Vanzetti’s politics. I also started to become more interested in the social and 

political climate of time period, so I got a copy of Bill Bryson’s One Summer: America, 1927 

which describes what happened during the summer that Sacco and Vanzetti were executed. 

 Since I began my research on Sacco and Vanzetti, I have gathered various materials 

along the way. Every time I walk into a used bookstore and see a book on Sacco and Vanzetti 

that I don’t already have, I purchase it. I found my copy of Robert H. Montgomery’s Sacco-

Vanzetti: The Murder and the Myth at Brattle Book Shop, just a few steps from where thousands 

of people gathered in the streets to protest the men’s imprisonment. Some items have been given 

to me by friends who know how much I like to read about the case, and others I spent a long time 

tracking down, as in the case of Facing the Chair by John Dos Passos. As my collection 

continues to grow, I hope to expand it to include more works about Sacco and Vanzetti, 
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especially those in other languages. There are many books published in Russian about the case, 

as well as a number of French and German accounts. I also hope to include more of the many 

creative works based on the case to join the few I do have, like Mark Binelli’s postmodern novel 

Sacco and Vanzetti Must Die! and Howard Fast’s dramatization of the Sacco and Vanzetti case.  
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