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BACKGROUNDER

“FREEDOM OF THE CITY”




THE TRADITION

One of the most prized honours of a military unit – usually from the army - is the granting of Freedom of the City, a tradition dating from the 1500’s.  Most people are familiar with the colour and pageantry of a regular military parade, so what’s the importance about granting of this privilege?  Awarding the Freedom of the City means, in the physical sense, the granting of the privilege to march through the city with "drums beating, colours flying and bayonets fixed."  In the moral sense, it is much more.

In centuries past, many cities were independent states, surrounded by walls and governing their own affairs.  When they required defence, it was common to hire mercenary armies instead of risking their own citizens.

Mercenaries would fight for whomever paid them, and it was not uncommon to have them change sides on the promise of more pay.  It was also not unheard of for these mercenary soldiers to augment their pay by pillaging the cities they were hired to defend.  Therefore, before these private armies were actually allowed into the city they were defending, they had to prove their trust-worthiness – usually by winning a battle and not turning on their benefactors.  The reward for faithfulness and trustworthiness was called the “Freedom of the City”.

The granting of this Freedom is a private matter between civic officials and the unit, and the decision to grant this symbolic freedom rests with the municipal authorities.  It is usually granted to a unit that has enjoyed a long and happy relationship with a city or to mark peoples’ gratitude for heroic service.

THE CEREMONY

Units to be granted Freedom of the City march to City Hall.  There, they are met by the Chief Constable, who bars them from proceeding any further.  The unit halts, and the Chief Constable then challenges them on their identity.  The Commanding Officer (CO) responds with the unit’s name.

The Chief Constable then accompanies the CO to the doors of City Hall, where the CO knocks three times with the pommel of a sword.  The Mayor opens the door, and the CO declares their name and that of their unit.  The Mayor, accompanied by City Council, then gathers at the entrance to City Hall, and reads the proclamation proclaiming Freedom of the City.  The CO accepts the proclamation and returns to the unit.  The unit then fixes bayonets, uncases their colours – or, in the case of the Artillery, uncovers their guns which act as their colours - and the unit marches past with the Mayor taking the salute.

