
The Lynching of James Anderson and Henry Cyat 

On a late Wednesday night in early October, 1896, Randolph Falls, a white farmer from 

the small town of Toadvine, Alabama was leaving the city after selling cotton there for the day.  1

On his way back that evening, he gave a ride to two black men. Falls and the two men were still 

about ten miles from Toadvine when it started getting dark, so they stopped near Taylor’s Ferry 

to sleep for the night.  A man passing by saw the two men on Falls’ wagon with him, and later, 2

on his way back, the same man saw them asleep next to Falls.  The following morning Falls was 3

found unconscious, almost dead, his body suffering several axe wounds. Falls had kept some of 

the money he earned in Birmingham the day before in his vest, and a portion of that money was 

gone, along with the two black men, when Falls’ body was found.   4

Falls soon succumbed to his wounds. Quickly following Falls’ death, a few black men 

were accused of being connected to the murder, however they were found innocent and let go. 

On Friday, the police ultimately settled on James Anderson, arresting him as one of the two 

possible suspects.  The officers who found Anderson were attempting to bring him back to 5

Toadvine when a mob met them near Rocky Creek Bridge late Friday evening.  Anderson 6

offered to confess to the crime if the mob would take him to jail; unfortunately, his plea was 

unsuccessful, and he eventually admitted to being with Falls that night and killing him.  After his 7

confession, he pleaded with the mob to show mercy; however, no mercy was shown. The mob 
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gave him a moment to pray; then a man came forward and shot Anderson in the head with a 

pistol. After the initial shot approximately twenty more men took aim to Anderson, continuing to 

shoot him until his body was “riddled with holes.”   8

Before his death, Anderson named Henry Cyat as his partner in this crime, and soon 

thereafter, Cyat was captured. A mob seized Cyat and said they would take him back to 

Toadvine; however, they did not make it that far. Instead, they lynched Cyat.  While no specifics 9

on Cyat’s death were reported, Anderson and Cyat were believed to have been lynched by 

different mobs. Their bodies were found about a mile apart.  10

Jefferson County is among the counties with the highest numbers of lynchings between 

the years of 1877 and 1950, with 29 occurring during these years.  Lynching during this time 11

was a form of terrorism, used as a scare tactic to control and preserve societal norms and racial 

hierarchy. After the end of the Civil War, with slavery now being illegal, whites attempting to 

preserve their racial power needed a new institution of control, and Jim Crow laws and lynchings 

became the way to keep this racist-social order intact. Unfortunately, this is not a history that is 

behind us. Today, this desire for racial power and control is still present but instead manifests 

itself in our criminal justice system, which incarcerates black men and women at percentages 

that far outweigh their presence in our population. As Bryan Stevenson, director the Equal 

Justice Initiative, urges us, “We cannot heal the deep wounds inflicted during the era of racial 
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terrorism until we tell the truth about it.”  As a city and a county, we must confront our history 12

in hope for a more unified, just future.  
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