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Foreword by William S. Cornyn

Dr. Ba Maw, first Burman to be Prime Minister of Burma under 
the British in the thirties, Head of State during the Japanese oc­
cupation in the Second World War, member of the British Bar, 
practicing lawyer and leading politician and statesman in Burma 
for more than forty years, gives us in this book an invaluable 
record and analysis of the struggle of an Asian people against 
foreign domination and their search for a way to freedom and 
independence. T he record is invaluable because it is unique. It 
is unique on two counts: there is no one else who for so long a 
time has been so thoroughly involved in the working out of the 
patterns that unfold in these pages; and it is also the highly 
personal account of a sensitive, intelligent, and humane man who 
for a time exercised total power within the limits of a military 
occupation of his country.

T o  most Americans the events of World War II are becoming 
dim and are being obscured by later concerns, and to many of 
those who remember, the China-Burma-India theater has faded 
in comparison with the war in the Pacific, in North Africa, and 
in Europe. But even to those who can recall the campaigns in 
Burma there will in the reading of this book be a certain sense 
of unreality and even disorientation. Familiar names are missing: 
General Stilwell and the Ledo Road, Admiral Mountbatten, Gen­
eral Wingate (except for a passing reference), Merrill’s Maraud­
ers, and all the rest are absent. T he slogans and notions of Allied 
and Axis propaganda are barely mentioned, and then only to be 
dismissed, the categories of the Cold War oppositions as we are 
accustomed to them now are absent, and the focus is steadily 
maintained on the struggle for an Asian solution to Asian prob­
lems. It is in this that the great value of the book lies.

In times like these when American involvement in the affairs 
of peoples all over the globe is growing, it is of great importance
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that we learn to understand what it is that we are doing and what 
the reaction is on the part of the peoples we are trying to help. 
It is in this connection that this book is of the greatest interest. 
It is a clear and compelling statement of a deeply patriotic emo­
tion and of a sense of history of a nation that goes back to the 
time of the Norman Conquest of Britain. Feelings like these are 
not confined to Burma.

There are passages of great eloquence when the author speaks 
of these emotions, there are passages of simple elegance when he 
describes the surroundings in which he found himself, and at vari­
ous places in his account he is direct and brusque, but always the 
style is personal and unmistakably his own. T he portraits and 
vignettes with which these pages are filled are often fine and 
subtly drawn and tell much about both the author and his people.

Breakthrough in Burma has been twenty years and more in 
the writing and it was not until 1966 that the manuscript became 
available to the West. T he author at this writing is again in 
prison, this time with his eldest daughter Tinsa, who had her first 
baby during the escape from Rangoon to Bangkok.

We have a lot to learn from this book.

w.s.c.
New Haven 
May 1967
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Foreword by U M yint,

I am in a real fix. In a reckless moment I undertook to write the 
introduction to Dr. Ba Maw’s war memoirs. But now that I am 
actually writing it I find the subject getting bigger and more 
complex till I almost find it too much for me. Meanwhile, I 
recollect that Dr. Maung Maung, a distinguished writer and jurist 
who is now a judge in our Chief Court, once in a public debate 
said of Dr. Ba Maw that he was “ not a person, but an institu­
tion.” And U Nu, a former prime minister of Burma, who worked 
most closely with Dr. Ba Maw throughout the whole difficult war 
period and so should know Dr. Ba Maw at his best as well as his 
worst, has described him with so much admiration in his Burma 

under the Japanese that The N ation, our leading English-lan­
guage daily newspaper in its day, described the book as “ nothing 
if not a deep tribute to Dr. Ba Maw’s leadership and courage.” 

Before I proceed to say anything about Dr. Ba Maw himself 
I want to give you the reasons I consider the present war memoirs 
so historically important that they should be read and studied by 
all with the slightest interest in the way the world, and espe­
cially Asia, has changed since the last world war. Firstly, it is the 
only account of the war period written by a Southeast Asian war­
time head of state and leader and consequently the only firsthand 
account of the period in Southeast Asia. Next, it is the first time 
the Burmese side of the full wartime story has been told by one 
who actually played the biggest part in it. Also, it is the first 
serious attempt to analyse objectively some of the biggest psycho­
logical problems as well as the consequences created by the Pa­
cific war— for instance, the relations between the Japanese and 
the other peoples of East and Southeast Asia. A t a time when a 
good part of our continent is in ferment anyone who is capable

xi
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of seeing a little ahead will know how crucial these problems are 
going to be in the future. One more reason is that the memoirs 
are a study of the course of an Asian revolution by an Asian 
leader who actually led such a revolution in his own country, and 
thus they give a basic pattern which all such national struggles 
will tend to repeat. There are many more reasons for reading 
the book which I will not mention here; the reader will discover 
them as he goes on.

A  different sort of reason is the inimitable way in which these 
memoirs have been written. Dr. Ba Maw’s style of writing re­
flects the man, for there is an indefinable personal touch to it. 
It is as if he were speaking to you. His pen-pictures are delightful, 
and his lucidity of thought and expression is hard to beat. At 
times his language is more vigorous than polite, but never vulgar.

Actually, no Burmese has so far published in English such a 
detailed panoramic account of any particular period of Burmese his­
tory, especially the critical period between 1935 anc* *945 when Dr. 
Ba Maw was shaping Burmese destiny. As I have said, the present 
book partly fills the gap in a certain personalised way, but there 
is far more still to be done. The episodes the memoirs describe 
are as thrilling as any adventure story— Dr. Ba Maw’s imprison­
ment and eventual escape from Mogok jail, the attempts made on 
his life by the Japanese militarists, his miraculous escape from a 
plane crash near Saigon and from two deadly air attacks, the 
long, perilous retreat from Rangoon to Moulmein in the last 
days of the war, the breathtaking wartime flights to Japan, his 
long months of hiding in a Japanese Buddhist monastery in north­
ern Japan after Japan’s surrender, and finally his experience in 
Sugamo Prison in Tokyo.

Perhaps I had better mention a few background facts about 
Dr. Ba Maw. He first became Education Minister and then Prime 
Minister in 1937-39, the first Burmese to hold that office. In Feb­
ruary 1940, Dr. Ba Maw made his famous speech on the war 
resolution, which appears in this book. Soon he resigned from 
Parliament and became the leader of the Freedom Bloc, which 
consisted of the Sinyetha Party, the Thakin Party, and the Stu­
dents’ Organisation. He was eventually tried, convicted, and im­
prisoned under the Defence of Burma Rules and Regulations for 
making a seditious speech in Mandalay. Just before the British
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evacuated Burma in the middle of 1942, he escaped from Mogok 
jail. When the Japanese arrived Dr. Ba Maw took over the civil 
government under the military command in 1942. In August 
1943, he became Adipadi, or Head of State, as well as Prime Min­
ister of the new state after it had declared its independence. 
Thus he saw his great dream of a free and independent Burma 
fulfilled, as much as the realities of the world war permitted such 
fulfillment. Hemmed in by those realities no one anywhere could 
have achieved more.

Going back even further to the earliest years, I remember that 
at the very beginning of this century when I joined Saint Paul’s 
Institute, in Rangoon, I saw for the first time a very fair boy 
with bright roguish eyes and unruly hair. Except for his fairness 
and delicate features and capacity for mischief, there was nothing 
striking about him. He even spoke with a slight stutter, which 
was rather attractive. His school life was uneventful, and his 
progress not quite satisfactory. T he teachers did no tapping to 
find out what the students were good in and to draw the best 
out of them. T he colonial educational system was so antiquated 
and defective that it could only turn out clerks and copyists, sales­
men and shop assistants, for the benefit of the rulers and the for­
eign capitalists. T he future Prime Minister and Adipadi showed 
no signs of his extraordinary talents and ability to achieve great 
things. His college life was no better: he did not shine at exam­
inations, and games had no attraction for him. The only game he 
ever played with almost professional skill was draughts. He did 
not very much care whether he won or not; he just wanted to 
make brilliant moves, and when he did make one he was pleased 
with himself and the whole world. I was the only person he 
dreaded, for more often than not I would trounce him. In Jater 
years, he would tell his followers that to succeed in life as well 
as in politics a person must see several moves ahead and know 
when to give and when to take.

After graduation, he read a great deal and assimilated every­
thing worth assimilating. W ith no plans for the future, he drifted 
from post to post till he was appointed Le<Sirer in English at 
Rangoon College, then affiliated to Calcutta University (we had 
no university of our own for nearly a century after the British 
annexation) . Dr. Ba Maw found his post in the college con­
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genial, as it afforded him an opportunity to develop his latent 
talents. He became an accomplished speaker and early developed 
the personal style which proved very useful in his future public 
career.

A  few years after the termination of the First World W ar Dr. 
Ba Maw proceeded to England, primarily to be called to the bar. 
He studied at Cambridge, and after a few terms he left that uni­
versity and attended the University of Bordeaux, where he studied 
French. He was awarded a doctorate with the highest honours 
and was also called to the English bar.

On his return to Burma he worked hard, and became a busy 
jurist. There were giants in those days, for the Burma bar was 
regarded as one of the strongest in India. W ithin a few short 
years Dr. Ba Maw had built up a lucrative practice, achieving his 
success by genuine intellect, and owing nothing to aggressiveness, 
ambition, or intrigue. His gift of speech was almost unrivalled; 
he created confidence and carried conviction. Burma has had 
many lawyers more learned, more subtle, and more resourceful, 
but few to equal and none to surpass him for clearness of expres­
sion, effective presentation, and quickness of perception. A  friend 
of mine, after hearing a brilliant speech by the late U May Aung, 
a jurist and orator and later Judge and Home Member in the 
government of Burma, told me that he envied his brain more 
than that of any other man living. If I were disposed to envy 
other people’s brains and wanted lucidity of thought and expres­
sion, I should envy Dr. Ba Maw’s as the most attractive and ef­
fective.

Dr. Ba Maw appeared in many causes celebres. He defended 
the rebel leader Saya San with courage, skill, and dignity, though 
he knew he had not the ghost of a chance of winning. I remember 
his discussing the case with me. I suggested that he should with­
draw from it and advise his client to take no part in the pro­
ceedings, a course almost invariably adopted in India. T he public 
would then say that the accused was tried and hanged without 

I competent legal assistance. He refused to accept the suggestion 
I and said that if the worst came to the worst, he would plead 

insanity on behalf of the accused. I then told him that the judges 
would very likely believe in the insanity of the counsel who urged 

\ such a plea. Later I discovered that his main object was to expose
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publicly the misrule in the districts, the inhuman treatment of*, 
the people by the troops, the brutal measures adopted by the 
authorities, and the outrageous conduct of some of the police 
officers in displaying the decapitated heads of captured rebels in 
public places. Dr. Ba Maw did not intend to make electoral cap­
ital out of it, for his constituencies were never in Lower Burma 
where he defended the rebels. However, it was not long before! 
he plunged into politics and, whether by coincidence or not, his 
entry marked the beginning of the storm which ended only with 
the attainment of our independence. Dr. Ba Maw rode that 
storm till the end of the war. When Japan was finally defeated 
he stood firmly by her side and shared her defeat and gave up his 
political career. That shows the kind of man he is.

Dr. Ba Maw’s writings have not been collected, nor his speeches. 
Fortunately, however, the finest speech he ever made was in the 
Burma Legislature and is therefore preserved verbatim in the 
printed proceedings of that council. That speech, which dealt 
with the Burmese demand for complete independence from the 
British, has been reproduced in this book. It reveals the man and 
his great gifts strikingly. His inexorable logic, his marshalling of 
facts and arguments, his choice, impassioned words deservedly 
won the admiration of all who listened to him spellbound. The 
points he made were unanswerable, and no one from the govern­
ment benches and the European Group attempted to answer 
them really. A  smaller man than Dr. Ba Maw would have won 
immediate fame, but Dr. Ba Maw had won his years and years 
ago. Reading his speech in cold print nearly a quarter of a cen­
tury later I even felt a peculiar sensation. No wonder the leader 
of the European Group rushed to him after the legislature had 
risen and said, “ I say, Dr. Ba Maw, it was an awfully good speech, 
one of the best I ever heard. I wish I could speak like that.”

During the war, the Japanese Prime Minister invited the heads 
of the Southeast Asian countries to a conference in Tokyo. Dr. 
Ba Maw of Burma, Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose of India, José 
Laurel of the Philippines, and several others attended. Dr. Ba 
Maw was chosen to address the conference on the day it was 
opened to distinguished guests invited to watch its proceedings. 
He spoke about the Indian freedom struggle and appealed for
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the help of all East Asia. Netaji Bose was so moved that he wept. 
Similarly, Dr. Ba Maw was specially invited to make an appeal to 
the youth of Japan in the desperate days at the end of 1944 to 
join the Kamikaze squads. His speeches were repeated on the 
Tokyo radio for days.

At a press interview given on his return, Netaji Bose said that 
Dr. Ba Maw was the outstanding figure among the brilliant group 
of Southeast Asian leaders who met at the Tokyo conference. 
There was a mutual attraction between Netaji Bose and Dr. Ba 
Maw, and both openly expressed their boundless admiration for 
each other. They emerged out of the war among the greatest in­
ternational figures that the world conflict had produced in Asia.

Dr. Ba Maw returned to Burma in 1946 after his incarceration 
in Sugamo Prison. Since then he has lived in complete retirement 
from active politics. Now in the evening of his life, he can lean 
back and think of what he has done and what he has left undone.
I often wonder what he really regards as his greatest achieve­
ments: one of them must certainly be the freedom struggle he 
led which culminated in a declaration of independence by Burma 
on August 1, 1943; and also very probably the formulating of 
the Sinyetha or Proletarian Policy, by which in 1936 he sowed 
the first seeds of socialism in Burma; and again probably the 
sensational election victory he won with a whopping majority of 
votes for the wunthanus which put them into power. It is a most 
intriguing speculation.

One thing is certain: the Burmese travelled a long, turbulent 
way to new goals under Dr. Ba Maw’s leadership during the 
stormiest years. For this he deserves our utmost praise and grati­
tude. Perhaps some will not agree with me, which is to be expect­
ed in a time of revolutionary changes complicated by partisan­
ship and rivalries. But however much people may disagree in 
judging Dr. Ba Maw politically, there can be no question what­
ever about his outstanding personality and mental gifts, which 
set him apart from all others in Burma.

%
M a u n g  M y i n t



Preface

We are moving so fast these days that perhaps the events I shall 
relate here have by now become just an old and receding memory. 
Yet, if we look at them correctly, they are not old, for they are very 
much a part of a story that is still going on. In fact, nothing that 
has happened in Burma since the Second World War can be really 
understood without going back to what happened during that war 
and the years around it. Speaking quite factually, the seeds of the 
Burmese future were sown then which have exploded into the 
harvest the country is reaping at present, for better or for worse—  
and, it may even be said for a long time more. Furthermore, 
whether that wartime story has grown old or not, it still remains 
untold. T he Burmese have not yet written their history of those 
years; at any rate nothing that could be regarded as such, in spite 
of the fact that they alone can write that history about themselves, 
for it is obvious that only they can know it in a complete way, 
from all sides and angles.

The truth about that period in Burma can never be known 
until the Burmese themselves tell it; nor can it be said to be really 
told as long as the people who were right in the events do not tell 
us what they know. Clearly, those who took a direct part in these 
events are in the best position— the only position— to give an ac­
count of them.

It is with such a conviction that I have written the present recol­
lections of the period, mentioning here and there the thoughts 
that the happenings inevitably evoke. On account of my position 
then as the person who exercised total power in the state— mostly 
an illusion of jDower in the awful conditions of a desperately 
fought, worldwide conflict— my knowledge of the times must as a 
matter of course be more complete than that of others. It also 
makes my duty to reveal whatever I know all the greater.

Before I go further I wish to explain the way I see the war epoch
xvii
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in Burma fundamentally. This view will run as an undercurrent 
through my entire narrative. For me the epoch is not a separate 
phenomenon existing by itself and unrelated to anything that 
occurred before it. I see it very definitely as the culmination of a 
struggle that goes back for generations, stretching through a good 
part of colonial rule in Burma, and ending only when Burma 
regained her independence. Several generations during those co­
lonial years carried on that struggle in one form or another accord­
ing to the means they had. It went on in the secrecy of their hearts 
and homes during the early years when their strength was small 
and scattered and their means were even smaller. There were 
times when it broke out spasmodically in local rebellions orga­
nised round their memories of a Burmese monarchy, which was 
the only way they knew then of finding an outlet for their racial 
drives. Eventually, the torch was passed on to the generation that 
witnessed the First World War and the crisis that followed in 
almost every country, bringing new hopes and opportunities to 
all.

The growing conflict then came into the open in Burma as it 
did in many other colonies; it became a widespread mass move­
ment and struggle, the first of its kind in Burma and perhaps the 
most heroic, considering that it had to be waged by that genera­
tion without weapons, without friends or resources, without any­
thing before it to learn from, almost without hope, and when the 
imperialist power still looked invincible and was employing every 
form of repression and even terror to quell its subject peoples. 
However, the struggle only widened and the new spirit it inflamed 
rose to such a pitch that by the time the Second W orld W ar broke 
out the country was ready to do anything. What happened during 
that war was the culmination of a long historical conflict.

A ll I have said about the course of the Burmese struggle has an 
inescapable conclusion: it is that this drawn-out fight for indepen­
dence was at every stage basically anticolonial, that is, against 
Britain as the colonial power ruling over us; our objective was 
anticolonial, to get rid of that British colonial rule, and any other 
objective which may have grown out of the struggle as it zigzagged 
along was incidental. W e were resisting colonialism, or imperial-
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ism if that tougher word will make the meaning clearer, through 
all the years of its existence in Burma. We got into the last world 
war spectacularly to resist it with arms; we were in reality still 
resisting it till the war ended; we went on resisting it till the 
colonial power left Burma and we became independent; and since 
then we have declared our unity with the other newly indepen­
dent nations of Asia and Africa in holding that colonialism in its 
various disguises is still the greatest menace threatening our two 
weaker continents. This viewpoint which I hold inflexibly will 
run through the whole of my narrative.

It is really an elementary view which every country that has 
been a colony continues to keep alive, a fact that is proved by the 
anticolonial outbursts still heard now and then in Asia and Africa. 
No bond unites these two continents so much as their common 
hostility towards colonialism.

It has been the same in Burma too, but the fact has been 
blurred in the accounts we usually hear of the Burmese struggle 
during the war. As they tell it, a fight carried on against colonial­
ism and British colonial power is made to appear as one entirely 
against Japan, entirely between Asians because of Asian brutal­
ities. For them the war we fought was not against a historical 
enemy in Asia, which was colonialism or imperialism, but against 
the enemy of the Western imperialist powers, which was fascism. 
Thus the whole outer perspective of the Burmese struggle in its 
last stage has been changed by these accounts. Inwardly and as 
things worked out in the end, nothing of course was changed or 
could be changed, for the forces of history erupting at the time 
were clear and immutable, and so the struggle at its core con­
tinued to be against colonialism as our people knew it for nearly a 
hundred years. However, the story of the struggle was changed 
and falsified in the telling.

I also wish to point out another perversion. In order of time our 
liberation from colonialism began in 1943 as a result of the earlier 
defeat and flight of the British from Burma and our declaration of 
independence in that year. A  Burmese force had actively fought 
against the British and Chinese armies to win that liberation. Yet 
these crucial facts have been suppressed by our own postwar 
declaration that independence came to us only several years later
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and as a gift from the colonial power. Thus we have actually 
denied one of our most important historical achievements during 
the war.

We have done the same with many other achievements of ours. 
T o  mention some of them, there was a freedom movement 
launched by the Burma Freedom Bloc which swept the country in 
defiance of wholesale jailings and repressions; the birth of the 
Burma Independence Army, the first of its kind to emerge any­
where out of the war, and the part it took so spectacularly in a full- 
scale military campaign across Burma; a whole people exploding 
with joy when the British colonial forces were forced out of 
Burma; the creation of the Burma Defence Army as a completely 
Burmese military force, the first of its kind in Southeast Asia 
during the war; the wartime Burmese Declaration of Indepen­
dence, again the first of its kind, which was so unitedly made in 
1943 when the days were darkest; the new sovereign state, war- 
created and war-stricken, but nevertheless a state which was set up 
with so much faith and courage; the new revolutionary goals so 
defiantly pursued; the planning for the future and the missions 
sent abroad, which at that time set an example to all Southeast 
Asia; the foundations for the new nation laid then and used by 
others later; and, above all, the marvellous spirit of the Burmese as 
a people which moved behind all that was accomplished during 
those desperate years when the country was torn between the 
Japanese militarists, whose heavy hand still lay on it, and the 
British, who were bombing it cruelly and getting ready to seize it 
again. By any criterion whatever, it was a tremendous period, dur­
ing which the real beginnings of our independence were achieved. 
Yet one hardly hears of it nowadays. Even less is heard of the main 
political events and developments before the war.

We can see how such a situation came to arise. It is one of the 
ways in which good often comes out of evil and evil out of good. 
The anti-Japanese resistance, which resulted in Burma coming out 
of the war on the winning side also put the Burmese on the side of 
the British and other Western imperialist powers. One inescapable 
consequence of this sudden switch which found the Burmese fight­
ing to bring the colonial power back to their country was that the 
entire story of their struggle had to be switched and changed too. 
It had now to be half the story instead of the whole. Everything
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against the British had to be wiped out and the account begun as 
well as ended with the anti-Japanese uprising in the last days of 
the war and filled to the brim with the most virulent anti-Japanese 
passions and echoes.

For very practical reasons, the political organisations which 
emerged out of that resistance and the British victory could not 
have told any other kind of story. For similar practical reasons 
also, the organisations as well as other resistance elements were 
compelled to keep to that story in their subsequent struggle for 
power and fame. T he anti-Japanese resistance completely domi­
nated it. All contemporary Burmese history had somehow to be 
linked to that resistance or to those who had carried it out and 
their earlier activities, or else ignored altogether. And so the7 O O
history of the war in Burma came to be fashioned accordingly. It 
was a very practical way of looking at the matter in conditions in 
which few bothered to look further. But those times with their 
needs and compulsions are past, and we should now be able to tell 
the whole truth. We must put Burma back into the actual stream 
of history as it has taken its course in Asia, and indeed in all the 
colonies everywhere, or else wTe shall find ourselves left out of that 
stream altogether.

T o  avoid any misunderstanding, I will explain further what I 
have said about British colonialism. For my story the colonial 
power is Britain and our anticolonial struggle is anti-British for 
the simple reason that that was the colonialism we had to fight in 
Burma, and I must set down the facts as they are. But today British 
colonialism or imperialism is a thing of the past, or mostly so. As 
far as the Burmese are concerned, it has become just an episode in 
their history which they once went through and have now left 
behind, having lost much during it as well as learnt much from it. 
For this very reason the Burmese must know and understand it 
correctly in order that its awful lessons should never be forgotten.

We are in a position now to take a complete view of colonialism 
or imperialism, to see the brutal truth that colonialism was his­
torically right and progressive in certain regions under certain 
conditions, but by the working of the same historical laws it has 
now become in every instance an ultimate crime against human­
ity. So the British coming to Burma a hundred years or so ago was
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a historical necessity to pull us out of the ruts in which we had 
long lost our way, and their leaving also was a historical necessity; 
and the Burmese revolt against them also was such a necessity. 
Looking at it in that total perspective, nothing that happened in 
Burma during the war casts a reflection on the British as a people. 
In fact, few nations, if any, have displayed a truer sense of reality 
than the British in the most difficult postwar years, or have proved 
more their essential political vision.

Finally, I repeat that our entire colonial story now belongs to 
the past. It is all behind us now, together with the passions it un­
leashed once, so we can today look back at its events dispas­
sionately, historically, and with the single purpose of learning 
from them. That is what I intend to do here. It is inevitable that 
there should be as many ways of seeing the past as there are people 
and interests. The British will see it in their own way, and so will 
the Burmese. T he British will see it from the outside, mostly from 
the viewpoint of the material values their presence in Burma had 
created and their catalytic effect, whereas the Burmese will get 
down deeper and point out the other side of those facts. They will 
stress their national heritage and its irreplaceable values which the 
British destroyed, the development of the Burmese as a nation 
which the British period arrested, and all the exploited wealth the 
British carried away. In consequence, the two nations will disagree 
over many things, and perhaps the truth will not be altogether on 
this side or that, but somewhere in the middle, or in a synthesis of 
what the Burmese see from within and what the British see from 
their outer viewpoint. Perhaps this will take us dialectically to a 
fuller truth. Meanwhile, both sides must be allowed to tell their 
own story freely and truthfully.

This narrative will therefore be as factual as possible, hiding 
nothing and adding nothing. It will be a very human story with 
both sides acting as people more or less do at such times. Speaking 
of the Burmese, we were behaving just as any other young and 
virile colonial people would in fighting for their rights. We did a 
lot of right as well as wrong things. We were wise at times and 
foolish at times, heroic at times and pretty unheroic at times; there 
were even times when we behaved like a bunch of donkeys. But we 
were also made great by the greatness of the hour. Most of the 
time we were doing something not because we knew how to do it
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but because something within us and greater than us was driving 
us to do it. That is the kind of story you will be reading.

There is one thing more I wish to explain. I have written some 
parts of the narrative rather emotionally, and often polemically. 
This has been knowingly done. It was an emotional as well as 
polemical period, and that is a fact that must be brought out. It 
was also a period when the most commonplace ideas became new 
and burning truths for which a people fight passionately. This fact 
also has to come into the narrative. All the clichés used then too 
have to come into it somewhere. In this way I have tried to convey 
the full image of the times.











C H A P T E R  1

Introduction

Looking at it very broadly, the background to the wartime events 
in Burma was the same as in most parts of Asia, for Burma re­
flected the general Asian condition. For instance, as everywhere 
else, the prewar years were the sowing time of the new inflamma­
tory ideas in Burma. T h e ferment of the period had also begun to 
find its way into the country. This was inevitable, with China deep 
in a revolution on one side of us and India on the other side 
smouldering with the beginnings of one. We also had our own rea­
sons to think of a revolution of some kind which were as compel­
ling as any in Asia. Meanwhile, the radical ideas kept coming in.

Almost^every Asian country needed a thorough shake-up to pull 
it out of the old cart tracks in which it still jogged along. The 
mere fact that one half of the world was still jogging along like 
that, with signs of going on doing so endlessly, while the other half 
was leaping forward kept widening the gulf between them, and so 
increasing the contradictions as well as the resulting disequilib­
rium which threatened to pull the whole world apart.

Asia desperately needed a revolution that would give her the* 
most in the least time. But the West, which held the power to 
regulate the pace of progress for most of the Asian countries, made 
whatever change they achieved so slow and piecemeal that in the 
end very little was changed in substance. Thus in Burma the Brit-j 
ish allowed years to go by with talk of petty reliefs and remedies 
when genuine reforms were needed, and then talked of reforms for 
another long span of years when something much more radical was 
needed. The result was that by the time the talks were over the 
situation had changed so much that most of the measures planned 
to be taken had gone outdated; and so it went on, the measures
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nearly always trailing behind, until nothing,less than a full-blown 
revolution became necessary to clear up all the work left undone 
and accumulating. It was at such a time that the vast upheavals in 
Russia, Germany, Italy, and Turkey and the rumblings in other 
parts of the West occurred, and their echoes were eagerly heard in 
Asia. This sweeping break with the past in pursuit of a new world 
vision carried a tremendous message to all the defeated and down­
trodden everywhere. For the Asian leaders who were looking out 
from their several windows, its effect was immediate. It was some­
thing beyond all their hopes and dreams.

It would not be true, however, to say that anything happened 
apocalyptically in Asia under the spell of the Western revolutions, 
but they certainly caused a general stir among the mass of the 
people in many lands. It was inevitable that the spell should work 
faster among the politically conscious sections. T h e bolder spirits 
foresaw their own people liberated in the same way. Even more, 
the revolutions, so astonishingly successful in so many countries, 
proved to them that a good portion of the world wanted just what 
they did— that is, to wipe out the old predatory order. By all the 
portents it was a revolutionary age, which meant that the Asian 
revolution was a thing that could become real. It would occur as a 
part of the general clearing of the ground which had already 
begun, for there were now friends and forces to help it along. 
That really was all that many in Asia wanted to know. 
v/Slowly the new ideas spread, taking different forms and periods 
of time in different countries according to the situation encoun­
tered, but all essentially revolutionary. MostLpf those who accepted 
them did not much care whether the ideas were black .or red or 
yellow, whether they were from Russia or Germany or China or

-  * —- «V* _ .. I II ■ II—*  U< ■■■ Wi« !■ mill I

Japan. It was enough that they promised something.new and,were 
on their side, as against their colonial rulers, and held outa. futuiC 
that would be totally their own. Only a very few jit that time went 
deeper than that. Such, in essence, was the effect of the new 
ideologies in Asia in the prewar years— slow, seminal, still confined 
for the most part to the leadership, but preparing the way for the 
future Asian mass revolutions.

I will now turn to the conditions in Burma. They were virtually 
the same as those I have just described; in fact, samer, as Orwell



might have said, for often they were worse. For instance, foreign \ 
exploitation was more grinding on every level, right down to the! 
lowest. T he vast British enterprises took everything on top, the,1 
Indian and Chinese businessmen nearly everything in the middle,, 
and the Indian clerks and coolies a good deal of what remained at' 
the bottom. T he Burmese were undercut and elbowed out of most 
occupations that rightly belonged to them. There had been also a 
recent peasant rebellion that left the bulk of the peasants com­
pletely crushed; the world economic crisis of the early thirties had 
left most Burmese impoverished; and the two mock constitutions 
of the interwar years had left all Burmese disillusioned.

Continuing to speak of the economic conditions, paddy prices 
were dead, which meant for the Burmese that nearly everything 
was dead; unemployment became country-wide, especially among 
the urban and educated youth in whom the new ferment was 
already simmering. Rents, taxes, and interest rates were as ruthless 
as ever although incomes had crashed. Meanwhile, the colonial 
government just looked on, collecting its dues punctually as if 
nothing had happened, and also helping the foreign interests to do 
the same, in the name of a law whose concepts went back to the 
middle of the past century or even further back. T hat law was 
strained to the limit to shift the effects of the universal disaster 
onto the helpless Burmese peasant and others like him. Through_ 
that law roughly half of the agricultural lands in Lower Burma 
gassed into the hands of the foreign moneylenders and absentee 
landlords, and the colonial government did not raise a finger to 
stopTthis mockery of all law, justice, and good conscience. It was 
almost as if there were no such thing as moral law or conscience.

In the administrative areas no government was stable or could 
be under the two constitutions I have mentioned. So no govern­
ment could get down to the bottom of any problem or undertake 
anything that required time and concentration, and real power 
continued to remain in the hands of the colonial bureaucracy and 
its steel-frame services, as Lloyd George once proudly called them, 
steel-rigid and steel-cold, and the alien interests they protected. 
Such was the state of the country as the new revolutionary ideas 
kept seeping in.

Soon these ideas found their way into the political arena; and so \ 
the first seeds of socialism were planted in Burma. In 1936 the |














































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































