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Significance

Waruhiu Itote was a Kenyan who fought for the British in Burma. He later became a leader of the struggle against British rule in his own country, where he was known as ‘General China’. Here he describes in his autobiography ‘Mau Mau’ General (Nairobi 1967) how people he met during the war changed his way of thinking.

The first time I ever thought of myself as a Kenyan was in 1943, in the Kalewa trenches on the Burma Front. I’d spent several evenings talking to a  British soldier, and thought we had become friends. But I was rather surprised one evening when, after we had been talking for a while, he said ‘You know, sometimes I don’t understand you Africans who are out here fighting. What do you think you are fighting for?’

I didn’t have to reflect much on that question. We had it all drilled into our heads many times.

‘I’m fighting for the same thing as you are, of course,’ I told him.

‘In a funny way,’ he said, ‘I think you’re right – and I’m not sure that’s such a good idea.’

I asked him to explain this.

‘Look,’ he began, ‘I’m fighting for England, to preserve my country, my culture, all those things which we Englishmen have built up over the centuries of our history as a nation … including the British Empire. Does it seem right to you, that you should be fighting for the same things as I?’

I did not know how to answer this, so I said ‘I doubt it, I don’t think so.’

‘You’d better not think so,’ he replied. ‘Naturally, we’re all fighting to protect not only our own countries but the 

whole world against fascism and dictatorship; we know that. But I can’t see why you Africans should fight to protect the Empire instead of fighting to free yourselves.’

----------------------

The following year I was at the Calcutta Rest Camp, where I met a tall and powerful Negro from the American South …

‘We Negroes in America are always being told that it is the land of freedom’ he continued, ‘and that we have nothing to worry about as long as we work hard. So we go along, suffering for decades. And you’ll be misled in the same way after this war, I’m sure. The British or whoever rules in your countries will tell you that nothing is wrong, that you should leave everything to them and not worry. I don’t know how much you’ve suffered in the past, but I know you’ll suffer in the future if you don’t have your own freedom … But the whites who are fighting now will be heroes in their own countries forever and amen, while you Africans will be heroes for a day and then you’ll be forgotten. If you want to be heroes, why don’t you fight for your own countries? …’

----------------------

I was still in Calcutta when I lost my way in a subway and asked a passing Indian lady for directions… She invited me to come to her home for a meal … Her husband was particularly interested in knowing what my fighting experiences had been, and what the war in Burma was like…

‘While you’re here in India,’ the man was telling me, ‘ you ought to pay attention to what we are doing, because you might learn something to help your own countries. We Indians are fighting for others in this war, but in return we’ve received a promise of independence when it ends… You should have demanded independence as your minimum price for fighting…’

----------------------

Conversations like these continued throughout my stay in Calcutta  …. Unity and trust seemed to my Indian friends to be the most important elements in any kind of social or political activity, and they transmitted to me a high regard for cooperation, as well as a deepening awareness that I personally wanted to play an active part in bringing independence to my people …

Perhaps most important, I had become conscious of myself as a Kenya African, one among millions whose destinies were still in the hands of foreigners, yet also one who could see the need and the possibility of changing that situation.
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