‘Ask not what democracy can do for you, but what you can do for democracy’
 
‘The Lady’ – Aung San Suu Kyi

[image: ]We arrived late on 11th  December and had been given the telephone number of the National League for Democracy (NLD) headquarters to ring when we arrived.   We found our mobile phone wouldn’t work in Burma and for security reasons we were reluctant to use the hotel telephone so we delayed ringing until we could borrow the phone of a friend (buying a new one costs £400 so that was out of the question).  When we rang it was late on the 12th December and we were told we had missed the appointment with ‘The Lady’.  We were devastated – it had been planned for earlier on in the day but we hadn’t been told.  After explaining our situation the NLD said they would call us back. We waited anxiously for the call.  Two days later they rang our hotel saying they had another appointment for us.  We were so grateful.  We had travelled a long way to present Daw Aung San Suu Kyi with the ‘Freedom of the City of Newcastle’ award and we didn’t want to return without presenting it to her.  Daw Aung San Suu Kyi is the iconic leader of the NLD in Burma.  She was released in November last year after spending most of the last twenty years under house arrest for her peaceful opposition to the dictatorship which runs Burma.

The days went slowly as we waited in Rangoon.  On the morning of our appointment, 22 Dec, having had a restless night, we took a taxi to the NLD headquarters where our meeting was to take place.  The taxi driver smiled when we gave our destination – he knew the place well and was very happy to take us there.  Only three months ago we would have had to take a taxi to a nearby shopping centre and walk the rest of the way as no taxi driver would dare take passengers to the NLD as the Military Intelligence would take note of their taxi and withdraw their license.  How things had changed.
  
We arrived early not wanting to miss this appointment and were met by U Nine Nine, an NLD member of parliament elected in 1990, who had spent 19 years in prison for daring to stay loyal to the democratic political process. He had been released only two years ago.  He looked remarkably well for his age of 70.  We wondered what kept him going and were so proud to meet him.  He told us he had shared a prison cell with our good friend Khun Saing, who now lives in England.

[image: ]The office was buzzing.  Daw Aung San Suu Kyi was upstairs in a meeting.  Her security people were situated around the office but it was very relaxed.  T shirts, caps and badges were on sale.  This would have been impossible just two months ago. At twelve noon we were called upstairs.  All three of us were very nervous.  Apart from Nelson Mandela, we could think of no-one else we would like to meet.  We walked upstairs and were asked to remove our shoes – common practice when entering a home in Burma.  As we entered she turned and greeted us with a warm smile and shook each of our hands, then invited us to sit with her.   

She was very elegant and spoke very clear English – she had a little difficulty with our north-eastern accent at first.  She was taller than we had imagined and very thin.  We were told later that she eats very little and often fasts for whole days.  The conversation was sparkling, the subject matter changing regularly.  We asked her about the 100th anniversary of St Mary’s RC Cathedral she had attended recently in Rangoon.  She asked if clapping was allowed in church after telling us of the warm welcome she received when she arrived – the congregation of about 10,000 had spontaneously burst into applause.  

We talked about politics and she said some people think politics is ‘dirty’ and that that excludes good people.  She wanted to change people’s perception of politics.  She wanted more people to get involved, more ‘good’ people and more young people, looking to Declan to inspire young Burmese people to get involved.  She thanked Declan for speaking out in London last year on the occasion of the visit of the Pope.  She wanted more people to speak out against injustice in their country.  She asks them not to be afraid but to stand with her in the fight for democracy.  She was clearly telling us that she alone cannot bring about democracy but that it requires all of us to work for it.  She also reminded us of the responsibility that the rich have to take care of the poor.  She indicated that this must start in Burma first where there is a huge gap between the rich and the poor.  She was very concerned for the poor in Burma.  She was well aware of the extreme poverty many people live in.

She was very normal after such a long time under house arrest.  She talked about her two sons, Kim and Alexander, and her dog, and family life in general.  She was very focused and not distracted at all.  She asked what the people of Newcastle are called – on hearing our reply ‘Geordies’, she said ‘the Geordies are a very strong people’.  We were so proud.  However, when asked about football we found out she was a Chelsea supporter, having lived near the ground when [image: ]she was in London.  The only game she has ever seen was Chelsea v Fulham, many years ago.  We explained that Declan was coaching young Burmese children in football and she was pleased saying it was a good game for team building and that the people of Burma needed to work as a team now.  We mentioned political prisoners and that our friend Khun Saing sent his best wishes.  Declan told her that Khun Saing  has to sleep with the light on following 13 years in prison with the light on constantly.  She was reminded of her short period in Insein prison where the light remained on all night.  It was difficult she said but as it had been, for her, only a short time she had no long term effects, but she was very conscious of the need to free all political prisoners as part of the democratic process that was slowly beginning to take place in Burma..

[image: ]The twenty minutes with her went so fast.  Her assistant came into the room to indicate time was up and we hadn’t presented her with the ‘Freedom’ scroll yet.  I explained what the certificate meant, that it was the highest honour the City of Newcastle could bestow on her and that she was now entitled to graze her cows on the Town Moor.  She said she didn’t have cows but would it be possible to walk her dog there!  We gave her a picture of Wai Hnin, from the Burma Campaign UK receiving the award on her behalf in Newcastle in June.  She knew that Wai Hnin’s father was in prison as a political prisoner and had indeed met with her mother and sister.  She was very pleased to receive the award and promised to get the scroll framed and displayed in her home.
She thanked us for visiting and said she hoped to see us again.  We invited her to Newcastle to receive the award again in person.  If the situation changes she said she would hope to take up our invite. ‘Hope to see you again’ she said as we left her office.  What an experience.  She was so normal, showing that it is ordinary people filled with great courage that can change the world.  We are all inspired and called to follow her example.  
We hope that all the children of Burma: Buddhist, Christian, Muslim, Hindu and those of no religion will one day live together in peace, justice and democracy.

 In the words of the late Vaclav Havel “Love and truth will overcome lies and hate”

Anne, Tony and Declan Stokle



For more information on Aung San Suu Kyi follow this link for the newly released film ‘The Lady’
http://the-lady-movie-trailer.blogspot.com/
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