
NELSON AND WINNIE AWARDED FREEDOM OF ABERDEEN 

On Feb 20th 1984 the District Council of the City of Aberdeen in North East 
Scotland voted massively to award the city's most prestigious honour, Freedom 
of the City, jointly to Nelson Mandela and Winnie Mandela. 

This notable achievement was the result of several months of often furious 
debate which culminated in  a rout of the groups opposed to the award and 
victory for open-mindedness and liberal thinkers throughout the area. 

The idea to make this award was first moved by a local councillor on the 
controlling Labour group in  Nov. 1983 who based his argument not only on the 
Mandela's great contribution to the freedom struggle in  South Africa but also on 
Aberdeen's long association with anti-apartheid work and hoped the award to 
both would bring the possibility that Winnie Mandela would be allowed to come in 
person to accept the honour, since she i s  not i n  gaol and theoretically the South 
African authorities could not prevent her. 

This move was obviously welcomed by the Aberdeen Anti-Apartheid group. 
Aberdeen has had a active movement for a long time but since 1981 many of the 
activists were involved in  other issues. In September 1983 the group was " 
rejuvenated and through the medium of a , public meeting more than 60 
members were recruited. 

Therefore it was a very useful coincidence that an active aware group was 
present when the Mandela issue arose, for unfortunately the init ial move by the 
Councillor was made without consultation or agreement with other interested 
groups in the city or even the rest of the District Council! 

This meant that the suggestion came onto the public forum 'out of the blue' with 
no previous discussion and was instantly singled out for virulent attack by the 
local press and Conservative supporters on the Council. 

Their argument was hardly original or thought out, it consisted of saying that 
nobody know who the Mandela's were, this was not a relevant issue to local 
people and such a prestigious award would be demeaned by giving it to someone 
who did not have the unanimous support of the whole Council and City. 

These views were given a lot of space in the 'Evening Express' a Thompson owned 
paper with a circulation of over 70,000 in  the area and they quoted the leader of 
the Conservative group saying that Mandela was a 'socialist rabble rouser and a 
terrorist! 

This was the time (Dec. 1983) of year when Aberdeen A/A started putting an 
active campaign together to raise the issue to i ts  proper level and show that 
there was widespread support for such an award. 

The methods used were both old and new. A petition was circulated throughout 
the city and notably within the University, mass leaflets of the city centre were 
organised and a public meeting with speeches from the ANC and Bob Hughes(MP 
for Aberdeen North and Chairman of ~nti-  arth he id.) 

Postcards with a printed message of support and picture of Mandela were 
distributed which were addressed to the City Chambers. Individuals filled out 
the name of their respective councillor and despatched them. This meant there 
was a steady trickle of these reaching the local authority over an eight week 
period. 



T h e  o t h e r  major  plan of  t h e  campa ign  was  t o  d i r ec t ly  lobby council lors  of a l l  
pol i t ical  persuasion. We m a d e  a ' p re sen ta t ion  pac t '  conta in ing  de t a i l s  of t h e  
Mandela's work, cop ie s  of  t h e  Nat ional  pe t i t ion ,  t h e  F r e e d o m  C h a r t e r  and  loca l  
ma te r i a l  which w e r e  used to back  up our  a rgumen t s .  A F o r m a l  P resen ta t ion  and 
t a lk  was  given to t h e  Labour group who throughout  t h e  campa ign  g a v e  cont inued 
solid support  and in fo rma l  ( luncht ime and even ing  socials)  t a l k s  wi th  t h e  Libera l  
Group. The  Conse rva t ive  group l eade r  did not  reply t o  ou r  l e t t e r s  asking fo r  a 
meeting. 

The  Council  had a g r e e d  t h a t  a t w o  th i rds  major i ty  of t h e  council  m e m b e r s  
needed t o  b e  in favour  of t h e  proposal  and  through t h e  Labour group has  a n  
overa l l  major i ty  only wi th  t h e  suppor t  of  t h e  Libera ls  would t h e  motion be  
carr ied.  

The re fo re  a l o t  of o u r  e f f o r t s  w e r e  channel led  in to  persuading th is  Group and t o  
the i r  c r e d i t  t hey  a g r e e d  wi th  us  t h a t  in a f r e e  v o t e  of  t h e  Counci l  t hey  would 
vo te  in f avour  and  the i r  only r e se rva t ion  w a s  t h e  in i t ia l  handling of t h e  issue and 
timing. I t  mus t  b e  r e m e m b e r e d  t h a t  loca l  e l e c t i o n s  a r e  to b e  held in May of t h i s  
yea r  in Scotland! 

W e  a lso  organised  a l a rge  number  o f  l e t t e r s  of  suppor t  t o  t h e  press  and  obta ined  
a ' r ight  t o  reply'  in t h e  f o r m  of a n  o p e n  l e t t e r  to t h e  accusa t ions  and  
misinformed c o m m e n t  t h a t  had been  published t o  da t e .  

In t h e  New Year  t h e  'Evening Express'  had done  a 'survey' which they  c l a imed  
showed t h a t  a major i ty  of  Aberdeen's  populat ion did no t  w a n t  t h e  award  t o  g o  t o  
t h e  Mandela's because  no t  enough people knew who they  were!! 

Many l e t t e r s  poured in pro tes t ing  at t h e  b ias  of  t h e  'survey' and m a d e  t h e  point  
t h a t  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  no t  many people knew w h a t  Nelson and Winnie Mandela have  
done  in no way r e t r a c t s  f r o m  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e y  h a v e  spen t  the i r  whole l ives  
opposing apa r the id  and as t w o  of  t h e  g r e a t e s t  living symbols of t h a t  s t rugg le  a r e  
more  than  worthy of a n y  City 's  highest  honour. 

Seve ra l  schools, C h u r c h e s  and  individual l e t t e r s  and  a r t i c l e s  w e r e  published and 
by t h e  middle o f  Feb rua ry  t h e  campa ign  had  t a k e n  t h e  in i t ia t ive  away  f r o m  t h e  
press  even  though t h e y  cont inued t o  t r y  to highlight  t h e  'unsuitability'  of t h e  
Mandela's for  t h e  award.  

T h e  whole th ing  cu lmina ted  in t h e  very  well  a t t e n d e d  public  mee t ing  on  17th  
Februa ry  and in t h e  Counci l  mee t ing  on t h e  following Monday, following a public 
presenta t ion  of  t h e  loca l  pe t i t ion ,  t h e  Labour  g roup  pushed for  a v o t e  which was  
c a r r i e d  by 30 vo te s  t o  13, t h e  necessary  two-thirds majori ty.  

Near ly  a l l  t h e  Libera ls  voted  with t h e  Labour  council lors  and a l so  o n e  
Conservat ive.  T h e  mot ion  was  opposed by a l l  t h e  r e s t  of t h e  Conse rva t ives  and  
o n e  Liberal.  

Our  thanks  have  been  s e n t  to a11 t h e  Counci l lors  who s tood f i r m  throughout  t h e  
t i m e  when t h e  press  w e r e  a t t a c k i n g  t h e  move  and s ince ,  when organisa t ions  such  
as t h e  loca l  C h a m b e r  of C o m m e r c e  were  cr i t ica l .  t 

T h e  r e a l  campaign  s t a r t s  now s ince  t h e r e  will be  a n  a w a r d  ce remony  when a 
ma jo r  r ep resen ta t ive  of t h e  ANC o r  A/A will b e  invi ted  to rece ive  t h e  honour on 
behalf of  t h e  Mandelas and  will act as a f o c a l  point  to f u r t h e r  highlight t h e  
in jus t ices  in present-day South  Afr ica ,  and  lend y e t  m o r e  subs t ance  t o  
campaigning  in Nor th  E a s t  Scotland.  



T h e  campaigning  in Aberdeen showed t h a t  t h e r e  is very  widespread suppor t  fo r  
such  issues and  t h a t  many people a r e  conce rned  wi th  w h a t  i s  happening a long 
way  f r o m  the i r  own a rea .  

Final ly,  r ep resen ta t ives  of a l l  A/A groups  a r e  very  we lcome  in Aberdeen when 
t h e  award  c e r e m o n y  and combined ral ly t a k e  place. T h e  a c t u a l  d a t a  h a s  not  
been  f inal ised bu t  will b e  published as soon as possible. 

T h e  c o n t a c t  add res ses  fo r  Aberdeen  A/A Group are:- 

C l ive  Nelson 6 6  Ashgrove  Road,  
Aberdeen.  

Tel. (0224) 42329 

Krib Naidoo Johns ton  Hall,  
Univers i ty  of Aberdeen.  

Ross  R y r i e  4 3  Menzies  Road,  
Aberdeen.  

Tel. (0224) 875664 

CLIVE NELSON 


