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Elizabeth Heyrick, Mother of Immediatism

Victoria DeHart

This post is part of our Black Women's and Abolitionist Print History Spotlight Series, which will run between 19 June
and 31 July 2020. Spotlights in this series focus on our work to find Black women who were active participants in the book
trades during our period, to acknowledge the ways in which white female abolitionists exploited print’s powerful potential
for eliminating slavery, and to revisit the lives and books published by well-known Black female authors.

Figure 1. Silhouette Image of Elizabeth Heyrick. Courtesy of The Abolition of Slavery Project.

In 1824, Elizabeth Heyrick published her pamphlet, /mmediate, not Gradual Abolition; or, An Inquiry into the
shortest, safest, and most effectual means of getting rid of West Indian Slavery, criticizing the leading anti-slavery figures
of the day, William Wilberforce and Thomas Clarkson, for being too "polite” and "accommodating” of enslavers (1824
14). Wilberforce and Clarkson believed that, after the abolition of the slave trade in 1808, slavery in the British
Colonies would gradually come to an end, as enslaved people could no longer be replaced through the slave-trade.
However, as colonial slavery continued to flourish into the 1820s, more than a decade after the eradication of the trade,
Heyrick’s position that colonial slavery too needed to be abolished gained traction. Her pamphlet became an
important work in its opposition to the "gradualist abolitionists" and in influencing public opinion to support the
cause of immediate abolition. It was widely distributed amongst Anti-Slavery societies and caused much discussion in

public meetings in various parts of England and the United States.

Elizabeth Heyrick (1769-1831) was the daughter of John Coltman (4. 1808), a wealthy worsted manufacturer, and
Elizabeth Cartwright (1737-1811), a book reviewer and poet. Her parents were dissenters and friends of writers and
poets Robert Dodsley, William Shenstone, and John Wesley (Grundy 1). In 1787, Elizabeth Coltman married John
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Heyrick, a practising lawyer and poet. The marriage was short, as John Heyrick died in 1795. After his death, Elizabeth
Heyrick became a Quaker and dedicated herself to writing and activism (7he Abolition of Slavery Project). Heyrick has
long been confused with another author who shared her maiden name, Elizabeth "Eliza" Coltman (1761-1838), a
children’s author and writer of a pacifist polemic, 7he Warning: Recommended to the Serions Attention of all
Christians, and Lovers of their Country. Until recently, Heyrick has been given credit for Eliza Coltman's work
(Whelan 184).

Studies of Elizabeth Heyrick, particularly those by Clare Midgley and Jennifer Holcomb, have documented the impact
she had during the fight for abolition. According to Isobel Grundy, Heyrick drafted at least twenty pamphlets,
although many have either been lost or were never printed (Grundy 1); in a biography written on the Coltman family
(1895), Catherine Beale references Heyrick’s “mass” of unpublished material (215). So far, we have found 6 separate
pampbhlets, and six editions of Immediate, not Gradual, Abolition. Heyrick's pamphlets concern a wide variety of
issues beyond abolition including animal cruelty (1809; 1823), corporal punishment (1827), and advocacy for higher
wages and better working conditions for factory workers (1817) (Grundy 1). She is, however, best known for her

uncompromising advocacy on behalf of immediate abolition during the 1820s.

Heyrick’s activism was spurred by her involvement in The Anti-Slavery Society (1823-1839) an organization
dedicated to the eradication of slavery throughout the British Empire (Holcomb 89). Thomas Clarkson (1760-1846)
and William Wilberforce (1759-1833) were in leading positions, but the society was split into two groups, those in
favour of gradual abolition and those in favour of immediate action. Heyrick joined the group in 1823 and fell into the

latter category.

Elizabeth Heyrick was instrumental in the formation of the Female Society of Birmingham in 1825, as well as the
Leicester Ladies’ Anti-Slavery Society (Rappaport 295). The Female Society of Birmingham sought to deliver direct
support to enslaved women in the West Indies and boycott products produced from slave-labour (Holcomb 97). In
Leicester, she organized a sugar boycott and urged grocers not to stock West Indian imports. Heyrick personally
campaigned with the pamphlets in hand, visiting door to door, house to house. By 1825, roughly twenty-five per cent

of Leicester's population had stopped buying sugar (Grundy 1).
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Figure 2. First Edition of Immediate, not Gradual, Abolition (1824). British Library.

In 1824, Immediate, not Gradual Abolition was “hurled like a bomb in the midst of battle” (Ware 71). Heyrick writes:
“The perpetuation of slavery in our West India colonies, is not an abstract question, to be settled between the
Government and the Planters, —it is a question in which we are all implicated;—we are all guilty” (1824, 4). She
criticises Wilberforce and Clarkson for being too "slow and cautious” (1824, 14) and she denounces “the government
for negotiating with slave-holders” (Ware 72). The pamphlet rattled the Anti-Slavery Society and caused much debate
within it. Wilberforce and the other gradualists were stunned by Heyrick and tried to suppress the distribution of her
pamphlet (Rappaport 296). So agitated was Wilberforce, he ordered the other leaders of the abolition to ignore
women’s anti-slavery societies as many of them supported Heyrick’s ideas ( 7he Abolition of Slavery Project). The
pampbhlet "signalled an important shift in the abstention movement as Heyrick linked the boycott of slave labour to
the immediate abolition of slavery and the granting of civil rights to freed slaves” (Holcomb 90). Many of the women’s
anti-slavery societies followed Heyrick’s lead and boycotted sugar in cities around the United Kingdom, including

London, Edinburgh, Worcester, and Colchester (Rappaport 296).
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Figure 3. Title page of Appeal to the Hearts and Consciences of British Women (1828), courtesy of The British Library.

Heyrick published a second anti-slavery polemic, Appeal to the Hearts and Consciences of British Women in 1828, as a
direct plea for women to join the cause. She writes that women are particularly qualified "not only [to] sympathize
with suffering, but also to plead for the oppressed” (1828, 3). Heyrick's writing had a clear impact, as by 1830 over
seventy women's anti-slavery societies were established across the United Kingdom, many of them calling for
immediate action and putting further pressure on the gradualists (Holcomb 97). Other female leaders of these groups
included Anne Knight in Chelmsford, Mary Lloyd in Birmingham, and Amelia Opie in Norwich; their works are

found in the database.

The Anti-Slavery Society relied heavily on women’s groups for financial support, with the largest donation coming
from The Female Society of Birmingham (Rappaport 296). The Female Society of Birmingham became one of the
most prominent women’s anti-slavery groups in England and directed twenty other smaller anti-slavery factions
(Holcomb 97). In 1830, Heyrick and The Female Society of Birmingham threatened to withdraw funds unless the
Anti-Slavery Society agreed to immediate abolition. It was a successful endeavor, as by May, 1830 the Anti-Slavery

Society became devoted to immediatism (Rappaport 296).

Immediate, Not Gradual Abolition was initially published anonymously in London, as were the second and third
editions published later in the same year. Hundreds of thousands of copies of the pamphlet were sold and circulated
across Britain (Hochschild), and it proved to be Heyrick’s most influential work (Midgley 102). Through her Quaker
connections, the pamphlet reached the United States and left a lasting impression (Rycenga 40). Jennifer Rycenga

believes it was first published in 1825 in America, after it was picked up by fellow Quaker abolitionist Benjamin Lundy
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and quickly circulated through Quaker communities (40). The earliest American edition we have in the database dates

to 1836, but we know that it was circulating well before then.
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Figure 4. Title page of Immediate, not Gradual, Abolition (1838). Internet Archive.

Immediate, Not Gradual Abolition inspired activists on both sides of the Atlantic. The pamphlet became popular in
the United States and several editions were published in the 1830s (1836, 1837, 1838). Prominent American
abolitionists such as William Lloyd Garrison, Lucretia Mott, and Frederick Douglass admired her work (Rappaport
296). Interestingly, the American printers and publishers chose to attach Heyrick’s name to the pamphlet and also
added further information concerning its impact in Britain and on the leaders of the Anti-Slavery Society. Several

American editions state in the preface to the pamphlet that it:

proved greatly advantageous to the cause of Emancipation in the British West Indies. Until this time,
Wilberforce, and the other leading abolitionists in Great Britain, had directed all their energy towards the
Abolition of the Slave Trade . . . this pamphlet changed their views; they now attacked slavery as a sin to be

forsaken immediately and the result is known . ...

Elizabeth Heyrick was one of the most prominent radical women activists of the 1820s yet she is little known today.
She was instrumental in changing public opinion, in shifting the minds of abolitionists, as well as in spurring the end
to colonial slavery. Rycenga writes that "before [Heyrick], most writers opposed to slavery were white men of
education and privilege, as well as unabashed, self-acknowledged gradualists” (Rycenga 40). They lacked the

persuasiveness and rhetoric Heyrick was able to conjure in her writing. Sadly, like Wilberforce—the abolitionist whose
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mind she changed and who is far better known today—Elizabeth Heyrick died in 1831, two years before the passing of
the Slavery Abolition Act of 1833 which abolished slavery throughout the British empire.
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