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The power of location  

Positioned on the pavement directly outside South Africa House, 

the picket was strategically placed to draw attention to apartheid 

and bring pressure to bear on the regime's representatives and 

allies in the UK. The Picket’s location was important to its social 

composition and longevity in other ways.  It benefitted from South 

African House being located in Trafalgar Square in central 

London.  People encountered the Non-Stop Picket day and night.. 

The geography of the Non-Stop Picket extended beyond its 

location and its relationship with the struggle in South Africa. The 

combination of the Picket’s central location and its expression of 

solidarity through confrontation with the representatives of 

apartheid attracted a broad and diverse group of (mostly) young 

activists from the UK and beyond. The Picket provided 

‘uncommon ground’ through which friendship networks developed 

that crossed boundaries of nationality, ethnicity and social 

difference. At times, the Picket became something of a haven for 

young street homeless people living in the West End, although 

their involvement was often shortlived and marked by the 

reassertion of social hierarchies by more settled and privileged 

members of the Picket. 

“It’s our pavement, it’s our Picket”  

On 6 May 1987, there was a white-only general election in South 

Africa. In protest, three young picketers threw several gallons of 

red paint over the entrance to the Embassy. The Metropolitan 

Police responded by forcibly moving the Non-Stop Picket from 

outside the Embassy. For nearly two months from 6 May until 

2nd July, the Picket relocated to the steps of nearby St. Martin-

in-the-Fields Church. 

Activists repeatedly risked arrest to break the police ban on their 

protest and defend the right to protest outside the Embassy. The 

police used an arcane Victorian bylaw, "Commissioner's 

Directions", which allowed the Metropolitan Police Commissioner 

to curtail public gatherings within a mile of Parliament, to allow 

MPs free movement to go about their business, to ban the Picket 

during this period. Eventually, the ban was broken when four 

MPs protested outside the Embassy alongside other picketers 

and the police were unable to justify the ban any longer. In total 

173 people were arrested during City Group's campaign to break 

the police ban and defend the right to protest. All charges were 

eventually thrown out of court. 

After picketing the South African Embassy non-stop for thirteen 

months, for most City Group supporters, this fight was 

personal.  It was a fight to defend their territory.  Those few 

square metres of pavement outside the embassy gates were not 

just abstract public space, they had been concretely made the 

territory of the Non-Stop Picket.. 

 

Making transnational connections  

Encounters on the picket, usually initiated through discussions 

across a petition board, not only served to recruit new picketers, 

but led to sustained correspondence (and reciprocal solidarity) 

with groups and individuals around the world.  The City Group 

archives are littered with correspondence from contacts in, 

amongst other places, Belgium, Canada, Germany, Spain, 

Sweden, the United States, and Yugoslavia. 

At times these transnational networks generated more practical 

interventions.  In January 1987, a representative of the Free 

South Africa Committee in Canada wrote to the Commissioner of 

the Metropolitan Police, complaining about the violent arrest and 

harassment of protestors on the Non-Stop Picket.  Encounters 

with the Non-Stop Picket also inspired (directly or indirectly) 

attempts to set up similar protests in other countries. 
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