
Sweet Taste of Liberty: A True Story of Slavery and Restitution in 
America by W. Caleb McDaniel (the 2020 Pulitzer Prize 
Winner in History) 

 
W. Caleb McDaniel of Rice University uncovered the story of 
Henrietta Wood, a woman born into slavery, freed, and 
re-enslaved. He sets her narrative in its nineteenth century 
context to expose the exploitation she endured as altogether 
widespread and common. The moving story of Wood’s years 
in slavery, while shocking, is not extraordinary. However, the 
post-Civil War restitution she won is unprecedented.    
 
Henrietta Wood was born a slave in Kentucky, sold twice, and 
taken by her owner to New Orleans. When her owner came 

upon hard times, she wound up working for his wife in Cincinnati, Ohio, where, in 
1848, she was declared legally free. In Cincinnati, Henrietta enjoyed the “sweet 
taste of liberty” until 1853. Then, her employer offered her a carriage ride into 
Kentucky. There, Zebulon Ward, a Kentucky deputy sheriff, arranged for a slave 
trader to take her to Natchez, where she was sold to a wealthy planter for whom 
she labored on a cotton plantation in Mississippi and, during the Civil War, in 
Texas. Wood did not forget Zebulon Ward. 
  
In 1869, she returned to Cincinnati, a citizen, thanks to the Fourteenth 
Amendment; in 1870, she filed a lawsuit in federal court against Ward for damages 
and lost wages in the amount of $20,000. At last, in 1878, she won her suit. The 
court ordered Ward to pay Wood $2,500. He paid that sum. It was not nearly the 
amount that Harriet had sought, but it was the largest sum ever awarded by a 
United States court in restitution for slavery. And a sufficient sum for Wood to take 
to Chicago to purchase a home. The equity in this real estate enabled Wood’s only 
child, Arthur, to invest in an education, conduct a successful law practice, and raise 
a family.  
 
Wood’s legal victory and McDaniel’s biography were possible because she told her 
story at opportune times. She told it in the course of her abduction. She told it to 
the lawyers who handled her post-Civil War suit. She told it to journalists for two 
newspapers in 1876 and 1879. Thus, Henrietta Wood left a record for W. Caleb 
McDaniel to fill in. In his book’s last chapter, “Verdict” and the “Epilogue” 
McDaniel takes us to the Chicago office of the National Archives and Records 
Administration where the previously misfiled case file revealed Henrietta Wood’s 
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signature – an “X” on the pleadings – and documentation that Ward had paid the 
judgment in full – a receipt with the case name and number bearing the inscription 
“Satisfaction.”  
 
With a documented reconstruction of the narrative of Henrietta Wood, McDaniels 
continued his research to uncover the back-stories of the male characters and the 
locations of her journey. McDaniel’s scholarship shows that, while Henrieta’s legal 
triumph was unique, millions like her suffered cruel exploitation.  Antebellum 
America was full of men on the make and on the take, and McDaniels brings them 
alive. He had written a biography wholly worthy of the Pulitzer Prize – and of the 
Public Scholar grant from the National Endowment for the Humanities that 
supported its writing. Every one of its 257 pages is worth reading.  Until you have 
the book and time to read it, below is a more complete summary.  
 
Attached to this text is the May 4, 2025, entry by the Equal Justice Institute, 
reporting that on this date in 1921, the Chicago Real Estate Board had voted to 
expel any members who sold properties in white neighborhoods to Black families.   
The systemic degradation of family wealth relates to the story of Harriet Wood’s 
son, Arthur, who had practiced law – and owned property –in Chicago, thanks to 
his mother’s lawsuit.   
 
You can subscribe for free for the Equal Justice Institute’s daily reports, “A History 
of Racial Injustice”. Find Subscribe to our newsletter at the lower left corner at 
https://eji.org/news/tag/history-of-racial-injustice/ 
 
 
Henrietta Wood and the Characters in Her Story 
  
In 1818 or 1820, Henrietta Wood was born into slavery in Touseytown, Kentucky. 
Her first owner, Moses Tousey, and his two brothers had come with a wave of 
settlers from New York state. There, the legislature had freed slaves born after July 
4, 1799, once they reached a certain age. The Northwest Ordinance of 1787 had 
decreed that slavery was forbidden in Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois. The 1792 
constitution of Kentucky, however, legalized slavery, and the Tousey brothers 
brought and bought enslaved people. “As a child, therefore, Henrietta could stand 
enslaved on the banks of the Ohio and look across the river at a state where slavery 
was illegal.”  
 
In 1829, prophetically for Henrietta Wood, a man named Sampson, whom 
Henrietta and her family must have known, recovered $83 in a lawsuit in Indiana 
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alleging that a man had kidnaped him in Indiana and sold him as a slave in 
Kentucky to one of the Tousey brothers, Zerah. Sampson brought a second lawsuit 
against Zerah for $1,000. While the Indiana Supreme Court had upheld Indiana’s 
ban on slavery, in 1831when Zerah Tousey died, the case was dropped before any 
arguments were heard. McDaniels writes:  
 

News of Sampson’s case may well have traveled across the river to Touseytown. Though 
Wood never said so, it is conceivable that she or her relatives heard something about his 
ordeal. Either way, Sampson’s story underscored the dangers that free people of color 
faced if they lived along the borders of slave states.   

 
Moses Tousey died in 1834, when Wood, was no older than sixteen. As she 
reported, “[she] was taken together with brothers and one sister to Louisville and 
sold there to a Mr. Henry Forsyth, for $700.”  She went on to recount that Forsyth, 
for whom she did “cooking, washing, scrubbing” was “a pretty mean man” who 
“treated me roughly” and “often flogged me.” Forsyth, born in Ireland, traded in 
goods carried up and down the Mississippi and thrived as did Louisville – until the 
panic of 1837, when lenders called in debts. Then a director of the Bank of 
Kentucky, dealing with creditors and other bankers, Forsyth sold Henrietta Wood 
to another immigrant, a Frenchman, William Cirode, for $700 or $800. 
 
Cirode had operated successful leather tanning businesses in Lexington and 
Frankfort. However, an anti-immigrant attack impelled him to sell his properties 
and move to Louisville where he acquired real estate and enslaved persons. He 
purchased Henrietta Wood, now twenty years old, and transported her to New 
Orleans, the country’s third largest city and, because of the demand for slaves by 
sugar and cotton planters, “home to one of the largest slave markets in the world”. 
 
In New Orleans, Wood worked for six or seven years in the Cirode household 
where she “hauled water, tended fires, lifted and leaned on heavy irons” and was, 
in her words, “pretty well treated”. When Cirode was sued as a silent partner in his 
son’s business in Mobile, Alabama, he became so burdened with judgments he 
could not pay that he abandoned his family and fled to France. 
 
Cirode’s wife, Jane, also fled New Orleans. She took Henrietta Wood with her to 
Louisville. In Kentucky, slavery being legal, Jane Cirode left her slaves, including 
Wood, to be hired out, before going north on to Cincinnati. In Louisville, Wood 
was hired out to a man named Lyons and then to a lawyer named Thruston. While 
working for Thruston, Wood was united with her brother whom she recognized by 
a scar on his chin from a childhood accident involving a coffee pot. 
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To evade her husband’s creditors, Jane Cirode came to Louisville and took  Wood 
with her to Cincinnati to work for her in her boardinghouse. In the spring of 1848, 
Jane registered Henrietta Wood’s presence in Cincinnati at the Hamilton County 
Courthouse. With this act, according to Ohio law, Harriet Wood became one of the 
city’s 300,000 free people of color. The courthouse burned in 1849, and with it the 
record of her registration, but Henrietta secured her copies in a trunk.  
 
After working for Jane Cirode for two years without receiving fair pay, Wood left 
the boardinghouse, taking her papers with her. She took a job at a boardinghouse 
run by Rebecca Boyd who, like Jane Cirode, did not pay Wood the wages that, as a 
free woman, she had earned 
  
One April Sunday in 1853, Boyd invited Henrietta Wood to take a carriage ride on 
the other side of the Ohio River. The carriage ride into Kentucky, a slave state, 
turned out to be an abduction that resulted in Henrietta’s enslavement again.  
 
Jane Cirode’s daughter, Josephine, and husband, Robert White, in an effort to cash 
in on what remained of her father’s inheritable property, had been in contact with 
Zebulon Ward. Ward had worked for years on steamboats and had joined the gold 
rush. Now he was settled down with a wife and child in Covington, Kentucky, 
opposite Cincinnati. The county sheriff had appointed him deputy sheriff, a 
position he used to advantage.  Ward had made a deal with the Whites whereby he 
paid them $300 for the right to sell Henrietta Wood. Intending to locate her and sell 
her for more than $300, Ward contacted three slavecatchers who set out to lure her 
to Kentucky and kidnap her.  
 
At this point in the biography, McDaniels inserts an enlightening disquisition on 
the dangers that the1850 Fugitive Slave Law unleashed on runaway slaves and free 
blacks. When an alleged fugitive was caught in a free state such as Ohio, the matter 
went before a special federal commissioner who made a finding of identity based 
on flimsy evidence (an affidavit by the purported owner or an advertisement with a 
matching description). These commissioners had a monetary incentive to decide in 
favor of a captor: they were paid $10 if they found for the captor, $5 if they 
released the alleged fugitive. Federal marshals could deputize any white citizen to 
assist in making an arrest. In the face of a $5 incentive and easily fabricated 
evidence, the people accused of being slaves received no due process.   
 
Despite these odds, there was still a chance for Wood, who ended up in jail where 
she had to wash, iron, and cook to pay for her upkeep. She had shared her story 
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with an innkeeper in Kentucky, and her story spread among free black people in 
Cincinnati. There an abolitionist lawyer, son of Viginia Quakers, presented 
witnesses of the abduction and the manumission papers from Henrietta’s trunk. 
Henrietta’s captors were indicted for kidnapping a free person of color and held on 
bail. After a year’s delay, the judge ruled that the U.S. Supreme Court had rendered 
the anti-kidnapping statute null and void, and a jury promptly acquitted the 
defendant captors.   
 
In addition to the criminal case in Cincinnati, a lawsuit seeking her release was 
filed in Kentucky. Ward appeared before the court and substituted himself as 
defendant. He claimed that he had known nothing of Henrietta’s emancipation by 
Jane Cirode, and, further, that that emancipation had been illegal, so Wood was a 
runaway and Ward was therefore entitled to her. At this point, a Kentucky lawyer 
came to Henrietta Wood’s aide – a lawyer who owned seven slaves – who would 
rely on the argument that Jane Cirode intended to free Henrietta. The judge 
ultimately ruled in Wade’s favor and his ruling was upheld on appeal. (The records 
on the appeal were destroyed when the Kentucky Court of Appeals building 
burned.) Wood, however, remained enslaved. 
  
Ward, now Henrietta’s legal owner, became keeper of the Kentucky Penitentiary in 
Frankfort. In a matter of months a grand jury was investigating charges that Ward, 
taking full advantage of the convict leasing system, was abusing prisoners, 
flogging them, and working the convicts so hard that some cut off their hands in 
order to be sent to the infirmary as a partial amputee. Four years later, when the 
Kentucky General Assembly voted on the renewal of Ward’s contact, he was 
replaced. Doctors reported to his successor a “fearful mortality unprecedented in 
the annals of prison discipline.” Ward had made a fortune.  
 
For several months, Wood worked for Ward’s wife, Mary. She lashed out verbally 
at Wood until one day when Wood met her threat of a physical lashing with a 
retort: “Guess not. It takes men to whip me.” Within weeks, Ward took Henrietta 
away from his home and back to Lexington to be sent by steamboat to Natchez, for 
sale in that city whose slave market was second in size only to New Orleans. 
 
Waiting for Henrietta Wood in Natchez was “one of the wealthiest men in 
Mississippi, the scion of the former governor of the state, and the next man who 
would own her : the planter Gerar Brandon of Brandon Hall.”  On Brandon’s 
cotton plantation, she suffered and witnessed horrific whippings. These she 
described to the first journalist who recorded her story: “They used to throw the 
women down, pull their clothes over their heads, and tie their legs and arms to four 
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stakes, stuck in the ground.”  Heavy straps made of harness hide “would leave a 
gash just like you had drawn a knife across my back, and sometimes when they 
thought it didn’t hurt me enough, they would sprinkle salt on the raw flesh.” 
 
Brandon or an overseer realized that no amount of whipping would turn Henrietta 
Wood into a cotton worker. “I could not pick cotton to suit because my fingers 
were so big.” So, after being whipped “almost to death”, she was sent to the big 
house to work in the kitchen and laundry. She got along better than in the fields but 
remained a witness to depravity - including the beating to death of an enslaved 
woman accused of stealing a yard of fabric.  
 
The Civil War came to the Mississippi, and Brandon fled. On July 1, 1863, he left 
his wife and children and forced a group of some five hundred slaves, including 
Wood, to be ferried across the Mississippi River mere days before Vicksburg fell to 
Grant’s army. On July 14, they completed the four-hundred-mile trek to a campsite 
in Robertson County, Texas, where Brandon intended to raise cotton and hire out 
enslaved people for domestic service. Wood later told the reporter that she had to 
walk on crutches for a year. In the first mention of her son, she recounted that she 
had “coaxed” Brandon to let her take her child with her.  
 
Brandon and his slaves remained in Texas for almost two years before they made 
their way back to Brandon Hall. Mississippi was occupied by federal troops under 
the Reconstruction Act of 1867 and not readmitted to the Union until 1870 when 
the state had enfranchised black men under a new constitution, as required during 
Radical Reconstruction. Brandon offered Henrietta a written contract that promised 
her food, two suits of clothing, a pair of shoes, and wages of $10 a month. 
 
Ward, meanwhile, had joined partners in Nashville leasing a prison whose inmates 
were increasingly black and incarcerated mostly for minor charges such as petty 
larceny. Ward drove and punished the convicts unsparingly. The state ended the 
lease early, and Ward, enriched, returned to Kentucky.  
 
In 1869, Wood returned to Cincinnati with her son, Arthur, aged fourteen, and 
found work in Covington, Kentucky with a lawyer, Harvey Myers. Myers was an 
active Union man. He had joined a committee of lawyers advocating for Kentucky 
to allow witness testimony in court regardless of skin color. Wood told him her 
story, and he introduced her to a Cincinnati law firm that helped him file her case 
against Zebulon Ward in state court.  
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Justice was not swift. The case was removed to federal court. Myers was murdered 
by the estranged husband of a woman he had represented in a divorce case. Wood 
moved with Arthur across the river to Cincinnati. Ward moved to Little Rock 
where he took over a lease of his third state prison. Finally, in April of 1878, 
Henrietta Wood’s case against Zebulon Ward went to trial. The judge instructed the 
jury that the plaintiff was entitled to recover only if, in contravention of Ward’s 
position, she had been a free woman when she was abducted in 1853. The jury 
returned a verdict in Henrieta Wood’s favor and assessed her damages at $2,500.  
 
While newspapers and others debated whether the award was “a trifle or a 
triumph”, Zebulon Ward filed a motion for a new trial. In the course of argument 
on the motion for a new trial, the judge, a former slave owner, described 
Henrietta’s situation as “a case of peculiar and complicated oppression”. He 
decided that the ruling in 1855 that Henrieta was a slave, denied the Kentucky 
jurisdiction for lack of a competent plaintiff. The Kentucky case, therefore, had no 
bearing on the verdict in Wood’s favor in the post-Civil War case in which, because 
she was free, she finally had legal standing to argue that she had been freed. There 
was no basis for a new trial; the jury verdict and award would stand. 
 
And the award was satisfied.  In July 1879, Ward paid the debt.  
 
He paid it –presumably and ironically – with profits from the convict leasing 
system that was taking the place of the plantation system. Ward had made a fortune 
from his lease in 1873 of the Arkansas state penitentiary (his third penitentiary 
lease), where he had taken full advantage of the harsh sentencing laws newly 
enacted by white legislators for petty crimes to incarcerate freed people. “By 1880, 
the prisoners under Ward’s control numbered six hundred, most of them black men, 
and hundreds were put to work growing cotton for him under the watch of armed 
guards.” When Ward’s lease of the penitentiary ran out in 1880, he went on to use 
convict labor in building  railroads and the construction of Little Rock’s first 
modern waterworks, cement-lined water reservoirs. When Ward died in 1894, a 
multimillionaire in today’s terms, convicts he had leased were working in his 
cotton fields. 
 
The $2,500 satisfaction of the jury award came in time for Wood to buy real estate 
in Chicago and for her son, Arthur, to have a full, free life and a successful law 
career. With the equity in the house his mother purchased with her legal award, 
Arthur paid for his education, received a law degree, and established a law practice 
serving working people. 
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Arthur Wood defended four African Americans charged with the death of a white 
man in the 1919 Chicago race riot. He won their acquittal on grounds of 
self-defense.  
 
The 1919 riot accelerated the transition of the multiethnic neighborhoods where 
Arthur Wood and his family lived into black, poorer neighborhoods. The 1933 
New Deal Home Owners Loan Corporation described the neighborhood on the 
South Side where Arthur and his son-in-law had owned land as “blighted area, 100 
percent negro”, thereby maintaining the predatory lending that widened the racial 
wealth gap. Laying the groundwork for that practice was the unanimous vote of the 
Chicago Real Estate Board in 1921 to expel members who sold property to Black 
people “in a block where there are only white owners.”  The full account is found 
in the May 4, 2025 entry from the Equal Justice Initiative’s daily A History of 
Racial Injustice.   
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On May 4, 1921, the Chicago Real Estate Board voted unanimously to expel 
members from the board who sold property to Black families in neighborhoods 
where white people lived. The president of the board, M. L. Smith, openly 
expressed his commitment to maintaining segregation throughout Chicago 
and advocated for a plan to exclude Black families from most of Chicago’s 
available housing.​
​
During the era of racial terror lynchings beginning during Reconstruction, white 
mobs terrorized millions of Black women, men, and children throughout the 
American South. At the turn of the century, seeking freedom from the constant 
and widespread terror of lynching and other racial violence, more than six 

10 
 



million Black people left the South in what became known as the Great 
Migration. As a consequence, the population of western and northern cities 
like Chicago saw an increase in Black people who sought to make their homes 
away from the violence they had experienced in the South.​
​
Seeking housing and employment, Black people in cities like Chicago were 
met with constant, often violent, resistance to integration. In the 1920s, white 
real estate agents and the Chicago Real Estate Board began organizing white 
citizens throughout Chicago to establish “neighborhood covenants,” or 
contractual agreements among property owners prohibiting them from leasing 
or selling their properties to Black people. Drafted by a lawyer who was a 
member of the Chicago Planning Commission, a template racial restrictive 
covenant, which was circulated by the Real Estate Board, targeted anyone 
with “1/8 part or more negro blood" or who had "any appreciable admixture of 
negro blood” from buying or renting a home in neighborhoods where white 
people already lived.​
​
On May 4, 1921, the Chicago Real Estate Board voted unanimously to expel 
members of the board who did not join this project of residential segregation. If 
members sold property to Black people “in a block where there are only white 
owners,” they would be met by “immediate expulsion.” Unsatisfied with this, 
the Chicago Real Estate Board launched a campaign for the next decade to 
increase the use of neighborhood covenants to restrict nearly all of Chicago to 
white residents, including organizing a series of speakers who traveled around 
the city of Chicago to promote residential segregation. Advocating for 
residential segregation, board president M.L. Smith supported the expansion 
of the South Side of Chicago—where Black people were permitted to 
live—stating, “if you provide the places, the negroes will segregate 
themselves.”​
​
By the end of the 1920s, the Board’s efforts meant that restrictions for Black 
homeowners and renters were so far widespread that these covenants, 
according to the Hyde Park Herald, stretched “like a marvelous delicately 
woven chain of armor” from “the northern gates of Hyde Park at 35th and 
Drexel Boulevard to Woodlawn, Park Manor, South Shore, Windsor Park, and 
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all the far-flung white communities of the South Side.” At the end of the 
decade, close to 90% of Chicago neighborhoods were covered by covenants 
restricting access for Black people.​
​
White real estate associations, homeowners, and politicians in Chicago 
remained committed to residential segregation well into the latter half of the 
20th century. To learn more, read the Equal Justice Initiative’s 
report, Segregation in America. 
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Letter from a Chicago neighborhood Property Restriction Association, 1929. 
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Help confront our history to overcome racial injustice.​
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About the Calendar​

  

This daily email shares each entry of the Equal Justice Initiative's History of 
Racial Injustice calendar. Until we confront our history of racial injustice and its 
legacy, we cannot overcome the racial bias that exists today. EJI works to end 

mass incarceration, excessive punishment, and racial inequality.​
​

If you received this from a friend and would like to sign up for the daily 
email, please subscribe here. 
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