
On Sunday January 28, 1912 at about 3pm, John Chandler, also referred to as John 

Prentiss , was lynched on 3rd Ave & 19th St. in Bessemer, Alabama . 1 2

John Chandler was being held in relation to the murder of prominent Italian business 

owner, Joseph Gagliano, late that Friday night, along with Forney Smith and Charles Paige . 3

Small grocery stores were a primary type of independent business for italians in Jefferson 

County, with about 90% of them being placed in African American neighborhoods , and 4

Gagliano’s was one of these. According to both The Franklin County Times  & Centreville 5

Press , a black man walked into Gagliano’s store, ordered a dime's worth of fruit and began to 6

leave without paying. When Gagliano asked him for the money, the man turned around and shot 

Gagliano, killing the 34 year old store owner almost instantly. Some news articles erroneously 

claimed that Chandler murdered Gagliano  while the majority of others failed to mention the 7
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other men also suspected of committing the crime . This is despite the fact that Coroner B. L. 8

Brasher, who was involved in investigating the death, was holding three men in custody as 

suspects for the murder of whom no trial had taken place.  

The Sunday after the murder, Chandler, Smith and Paige, along with two other unnamed 

prisoners arrested at Blue Creek, were to be transferred to the county jail in Birmingham . The 9

men were handcuffed in pairs, except for Chandler who was handcuffed alone, and they were 

placed in the responsibility of Deputy Herron and Deputy Parker . The group was waiting at 3rd 10

Ave & 19th St, a prominent street in Bessemer, for the arrival of the car that would take them to 

Birmingham, when the funeral procession for Joseph Gagliano, the largest Italian funeral ever 

witnessed in Bessemer , passed by.  11

As they walked to the car a man later identified a Louis Gagliano, the brother of the 

deceased, broke from the funeral procession and shot Chandler four times in the back, killing 

him instantly . As shots rang out, others in the community ran to the scene. As Deputy Parker 12

quickly grabbed Louis Gagliano, about half a dozen other men attempted to free him from police 
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custody . Other officers were quick to help Deputy Parker and Gagliano was arrested and 13

charged with murder. According to Deputy Parker , after some semblance of order was restored 14

and Gagliano was in custody, other Italian men saw Chandler’s body in the street. They fired 

about twenty more shots into his prostrate body before continuing on with the funeral 

procession . During this time, City Detective Cephas Ross received a wound to his right leg 15

from a ricocheted bullet . Deputy Herron accompanied Smith and Paige to Birmingham, while 16

Chandler’s body was removed from the street . The fates of Smith and Paige are unknown. 17

Many newspapers were quick to sensationalize the horrific events describing the lynching 

as a “scene of wildest excitement” . According to the Tuscaloosa News, “women shrieked 18

shrilly in a strange tongue. Possibly for the preservation of life, desperate men struggled” with 

Chandler’s “blood dyeing crimson the pavement.”  Not only was the story sensationalized, but 19

little regard was given to Chandler. Some reports spoke of how the whole affair was regrettable, 

but that this was due to it occuring during the funeral procession of “the victim of a deliberate 

and cold blooded murder” , not because Gardner has been murdered. Similarly Louis Gagliano 20
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was sometimes characterized as “losing all sense of reason”  when he recognized the man 21

accused of killing his brother. However, at the same time it was reported that many people who 

were present in the funeral procession had secured firearms the day before . The papers 22

employed two related narratives of vengeance building off of the accepted idea of “rough 

justice” that sanctioned, and often praised, mob rule when citizens felt that the judiciary system 

was inadequate .  23

While Louis Gagliano was immediately arrested for murdering John Chandler, it is 

unclear whether he served any time. Two weeks after the lynching, the Tuscaloosa News  24

reported that Coroner Brasher declined to allow the people of Bessemer to know what was 

discovered at the Chandler inquest. Gagliano’s attorney was allowed to be present, but no 

reporters were permitted to hear the inquest despite requests by Solicitor Ben Berry, Assistant 

Solicitor George Bumgardenr and Chief Deputy Sheriff Lacey Edmundson. The article was clear 

to point out that the coroner’s actions appeared to cover up the information that was discovered, 

and that the people have a right to the information. It even went so far as to recommend that the 

people of Jefferson County be more careful when selecting their next coroner. It was not in doubt 

that Gagliano was the one that killed Chandler, yet the coroner’s jury failed to assign blame for 

the killing .  25
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The absence of information on John Chandler as an individual and the fact that Gagliano 

was not held responsible for his death illustrates the lack of value placed on African American 

life during this time. Much of his story remains unknown, like many other lynching victims. The 

presumed guilt of Chandler, despite the absence of a fair trial, served to justify the actions of 

Gagliano and the other members of the funeral procession. Even the papers appeared more 

concerned with sensationalizing the story and justifying Gagliano’s actions, than being objective 

or informative. Between 1889 and 1918, 276 people were lynched in Alabama, the vast majority 

of them being African American . The legacy of such domestic terrorism continues to endure in 26

the South, with Alabama being identified as a “Death Belt” state because of the connection 

between its history of lynching and today’s “disproportionate arrests, prosecution, and sentencing 

to death of African-Americans.”  The identification and research of the forgotten lynching 27

victims in the area, serves as one step towards addressing the legacy of such terror.  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