This is an earlier, longer version of an article published in History Today, 2005, 255:12, pp.4-6. I plan to expand on this work in future and provide additional notes and resources.
Anarchists, Aliens and Detectives
by Judy Greenway

In late October 1905, as accounts of the first Russian Revolution hit British newspapers, headlines telling of ‘Anarchy’ abroad appeared beside stories of ‘Anarchists in London’, as readers were entertained by a ‘startling’ libel suit in the High Court.

The case was sparked by the memoirs of retired detective inspector John Sweeney, former specialist in the surveillance of anarchists. In his book ’At Scotland Yard’, he alleged that Luigi Parmeggiani, a supposedly respectable London dealer in art and antiques to the aristocracy, was in fact a dangerous Italian anarchist whose wares were probably stolen. After these allegations were repeated in the press, Parmeggiani sued. 

Reported in the press as a cross between farce and 

melodrama, Parmeggiani vs Sweeney strongly resembled the generic anarchist fiction of the period, with its tales of sinister foreigners and heroic detectives. The trial had all the ingredients for a popular novel: love, betrayal, mistaken identity, and attempted assassination. Even royalty put in an appearance, as accounts of a visit to Parmeggiani’s gallery by the Empress Frederick of Germany were recounted so as to remind readers of the recent assassination of the Empress of Austria by a knife-wielding Italian anarchist. A more measured account came from Sir Charles Richardson, Empress Frederick’s escort on that visit. Richardson had previously purchased from Parmeggiani a sword said to have belonged to Edward III, and now (perhaps anxious about his investment) testified to the dealer’s high reputation.
In court, Parmeggiani gave an account of his life worthy of Samuel Smiles’ ‘Self Help’. Born into a poor family, he told how he had wandered Europe as a jewelry salesman before meeting Victor Marcy, a wealthy antiques dealer with premises in Paris and London. Marcy took him on as a cleaner, and through diligent study Parmeggiani became an expert on art and antiquities. On his employer’s death, he went into partnership with Marcy’s widow and daughters, calling himself ‘Louis Marcy’. The business had prospered but was now threatened with ruin by this ’terrible cloud of suspicion’. He was not, he said, and had never been an anarchist.

Sweeney’s defence was a story of violence and intrigue foiled by police vigilance. He retracted the implication of dishonesty, but reasserted that Parmeggiani was a dangerous anarchist — as well as a perjurer, a would-be assassin, an associate of terrorists and thieves, and a seducer and deserter of women. Parmeggiani had evaded a 30-year sentence in Italy for the attempted assassination of two political opponents, had been imprisoned in France, and was, Sweeney claimed, involved in bomb plots in London. These included an attempt on a high court judge as well as plans to blow up Westminster Hall and the Underground Railway. Too cowardly to act himself, he incited others to outrage. Among his cronies were former Paris Communard Louise Michel, the bomber Ravachol, and Bourdin, who had blown himself up in Greenwich Park. And now, exclaimed Sweeney’s lawyer, this ‘undesirable alien’ dared to demand damages from a man who had devoted his life to protecting the public from such characters.
Parmeggiani denied he was this anarchist Parmeggiani. His recurring problems with the police were, he claimed, due to mistaken identity. Perhaps he had been confused with his elder brother, also called Luigi, whom he closely resembled and who had now disappeared.

This unlikely tale of ‘Luigi’s Double’ provoked laugher in court, and no convincing evidence of the brother’s existence was produced. A number of anarchist witnesses testified that the man in court was unmistakably their ex-comrade, once a poverty-stricken bootmaker, publisher of such inflammatory anonymous leaflets as ‘Vive le Vol!!!’ (Long Live Theft) and ‘Mort aux Juges!’ (Death to Judges). Despite objections from Parmeggiani’s counsel, extracts from these were read out in court; they denounced the the judicial system (‘Multiply the ferocity of the hangman, the cowardice of the bourgeoisie, the hypocrisy of the priest and the lewdness of the pig, and you have the soul of the magistrate’) and urged the murder of judges and jurors. 
Parmeggiani further damaged his credibility when he was unable to identify two men who had been character witnesses for his (unsuccessful) naturalisation application. The final blow to his case came from Marie Corronis, who testified she had lived with him for twenty years — aiding his anarchist activities, supporting him when he had no work — only to be cast off, penniless, in favour of Marcy’s daughter. 

Parmeggiani’s attempts to claim that Corronis was only an ex-servant of immoral character roused chivalrous indignation in his former comrades and, more importantly, the judge. At this point the jury declared that they needed no more evidence, as they had made up their minds. They found for Sweeney, awarding Parmeggiani a farthing damages for the admitted libel. Sweeney was awarded costs, and brought out a new edition of his book adding a triumphant account of the case.

Though Parmeggiani was a shady character who undoubtedly had been an anarchist, the trial had major shortcomings. Mr. Justice Ridley, with the reputation among his colleagues as a brilliant but biased judge, encouraged an atmosphere of levity to the proceedings with his frequent interventions mocking witnesses and encouraging laughter in court. No convincing evidence connected Parmeggiani with any of the English bombing cases mentioned by Sweeney, most of which were never solved. Italian attempts to extradite him for attempted murder had failed for lack of evidence. Now Sweeney and his lawyers used a tactic of guilt by association, with much mention of dynamite and daggers (those stereotypical accessories of caricatured anarchists and Italians). Sweeney had previously helped to jail several of his own witnesses, at least one of whom was widely thought to be a police informant. Nor was Sweeney himself the most reliable witness: even ‘The Standard’ commented on his embroidering of evidence, while his dubious evidence in a previous case case had led to his nickname in the anarchist press: ‘Sweeney Todd the Perjurer’.

Sweeney was also unpopular at the Home Office. Documents at the National Archives reveal that officials, angered by his ‘improper’ use of confidential information in his book, tried hard (though unsuccessfully) to find grounds for stopping his pension. They concluded that the Official Secrets Act needed tightening up to prevent such revelations in future, and meanwhile invoked State privilege to withhold material supporting Sweeney's defence. (HO144/606/B31076) Fortunately for Sweeney, his Scotland Yard friends rallied round: his former boss Chief Inspector Melville went to Paris in person to find a witness, and Sweeney later claimed that judge and jury had been shown secret police reports supporting his allegations.
Although Britain offered a reluctant refuge to foreign anarchists and other revolutionaries, they were subject to intensive surveillance that relied heavily on the use of spies, informants (known as ‘noses’), and agents provocateurs, some in the pay of foreign governments. Witnesses in the libel case told of being dogged by detectives, and Parmeggiani had earlier made an unsuccessful complaint of police persecution to the Secretary of State (Sir Matthew White Ridley, Mr. Justice Ridley’s nephew) alleging that once, when he tried to deliver an oriental carpet to a client, police followed him shouting out that he was an anarchist carrying a package of dynamite. Some of Parmeggiani’s former friends suspected that he, too, became an informant whilst in London. The case gives a detailed insight into this climate of harassment and suspicion which, allied to divisions over the morality and effectiveness of ‘propaganda by deed’ (rejected by a majority of anarchists), contributed to the decline in anarchist activity in England after the late 1890s. 

In the run up to the 1905 Aliens Act, anarchists had been considered as candidates for automatic exclusion or deportation, as was the case in a number of other countries, but it had been decided in the name of political freedom — and practicality — to allow them to stay as long as they refrained from illegal activity. Home and Foreign Office files include correspondence about Parmeggiani and others, often uncooperative with foreign governments and hostile to foreign agents in Britain.(HO144/587/B2840C; HO145/A55176) The British representative to the secret international Anti-Anarchist Conference argued that each country should keep its own ‘bad characters’, not expel them.

And Parmeggiani? His ex-comrades told lurid tales of his exploits, while his pseudonym ‘Marcy’ has become a byword for fake antiquities. (Sweeney could have got back his farthing, though Edward III’s sword, for many years suspect, is now believed to be authentic.) But far from coming to a bad end, he married a wealthy heiress, returning in the 1920s to his birthplace Reggio Emilia. The couple’s home there, including their collection of art and curios, is now the Parmeggiani Municipal Gallery — with a room dedicated to a fine display of swords and daggers.

