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Dedication


[image: ]




I dedicate this book, with utmost love and respect, to Mama Dr. Ida Betty Odinga, the steadfast pillar and lifelong companion of the Great Iroko; whose strength, grace, and faith have illuminated his path through seasons of triumph and trial alike.

To his beloved children: Rosemary Odinga, Raila Odinga Junior, and Winnie Odinga, whose hearts carry the living flame of his legacy, and to his devoted siblings Dr. Oburu Odinga and Ruth Odinga, custodians of a lineage deeply rooted in courage, resilience, and vision.

To the entire Odinga family, whose unity, endurance, and unwavering belief in justice have continued to inspire a nation and generations beyond.

And above all, to the people of Kenya, the millions who sang his name in the streets, who lifted his vision in their hopes, and who loved him not merely as a leader, but as a symbol of their collective dream for a freer, fairer, and better tomorrow.

May these pages echo the heartbeat of a man who lived for his people, and the people who, in turn, made his name immortal.

Catherine Osamo
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In every generation, there arises a soul so deeply entwined with the destiny of a nation that their name becomes more than history, it becomes heritage. 

For Kenya, that name is Raila Amollo Odinga.

To speak of Raila Odinga is to speak of the long, winding journey of our Republic, from the shadows of colonial struggle to the dawn of multi-party democracy, from whispers of dissent to roars of freedom. 

His life mirrors the heartbeat of Kenya itself: restless, resilient, unbowed.

This book, Footprints of Freedom, is more than a tribute. 

It is a mirror held to the face of courage — a chronicle of a man who dared to dream beyond the confines of fear and fought for a democracy that would outlive him. 

It honors not just the politician or the revolutionary, but the human being who laughed, wept, and walked shoulder to shoulder with his people through decades of turmoil and triumph.

Through the pages that follow, Catherine Osamo captures the spirit of a man who became a movement. 

With vivid prose and heartfelt reflection, she immortalizes the life and legacy of one whose ideals transcended politics — peace, justice, equity, and the eternal pursuit of freedom.

Raila Odinga’s journey reminds us that leadership is not the art of power, but the service of sacrifice. 

His story stands as a testament that hope cannot be exiled, and truth cannot be silenced. 

His footprints, deep and enduring, remain imprinted on the soil of this nation, a guiding path for generations yet unborn.

To read this book is to walk that path.

To remember Raila Amollo Odinga is to remember ourselves.

Prof.Sunday Angoma Okello

Head of Border program

African Union
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When the Great Iroko Fell

There are trees that rise above the forest — tall, wise, unyielding. 

Their roots touch the bones of the earth, their branches whisper to the winds of heaven. 

And when such a tree falls, the silence that follows is not the silence of absence, but of awe.

So it was, when the Great Iroko fell.

Across the valleys and hills of Kenya, a stillness spread — the kind that presses on the chest and makes the heart remember. 

Radios hummed, flags drooped, and the wind itself seemed to pause in mourning. 

For this was not the passing of a man alone, but the soft closing of a chapter inked in courage, sacrifice, and the endless dream of freedom.

From the shores of Lake Victoria to the bustling streets of Nairobi, his name had long been a song of defiance — Raila Amollo Odinga. 

To some, he was the storm that refused to die; to others, the torch that lit their way through the darkest tunnels of tyranny. 

But to all, he was the unyielding symbol of a people’s longing — the breath of democracy that refused to fade.

He had walked through prisons and parliaments, storms and sunshine, betrayal and belief. 

His life was a river carved by resistance — winding, breaking, healing — but always flowing toward one ocean: freedom.

And now, the nation he had fought for stood at dawn, eyes glistening, hearts heavy, whispering, “Baba amepumzika.” 

The Iroko had fallen, yet its shadow remained vast — covering generations yet unborn, nurturing seeds of courage and conscience.

For in the end, the Great Iroko does not truly die. 

It becomes the forest itself.
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Son of the Lake-Early Life in Bondo

The Dawn at Sakwa – Birth of a Legend

The first light of dawn broke over the rolling hills of Maseno with a tender whisper that morning in January 1945. 

The sun had barely stretched its golden fingers over the misty landscape when a cry pierced through the quiet—a cry that would one day echo through the history of a nation. 

In the modest home of Jaramogi Ajuma Oginga Odinga and his wife, Mary Juma Odinga, a son was born. 

They named him Raila Amollo Odinga.

The village of Maseno in Nyanza Province was small then, a cradle of lakeside serenity. 

The air smelled of fresh dew and tilled earth, the calls of birds rising from acacia trees as though to sing a welcome song for the child. 

In those early hours, no one could have known that this infant—swaddled in love and legacy—would grow into one of Kenya’s most enduring sons, a man whose name would come to symbolize both the price and the promise of freedom.

Jaramogi, already a respected leader and nationalist, looked into the eyes of his newborn with a quiet sense of destiny. 

He had fought for Kenya’s liberation with words sharper than spears and courage that could not be broken. 

His home was not merely a household; it was a classroom of conviction. 

Beside him, Mary Juma—gentle yet firm—embodied the strength of African motherhood. 

She carried both the wisdom of her people and the endurance of generations of women who had held families together during the storms of colonial rule.

From the very beginning, Raila was nurtured in the rhythm of purpose. The conversations that filled the Odinga home were never ordinary; they were alive with the scent of politics, faith, and the hope of a free Kenya. 

Around the evening fires, his father would speak about self-determination, land, justice, and dignity. The young boy would listen, his eyes wide, his heart swelling with questions too big for his age. 

He was absorbing history before he could even spell it.

The winds that blew across Lake Victoria carried with them stories of resistance and resilience. The Luo people, proud and poetic, had always believed that leadership was not inherited by blood, but earned through service to others. 

Yet even they sensed something unusual in this child. His gaze was steady. His silence spoke volumes. He was a dreamer, yes—but one destined not just to dream, but to dare.

As he grew, Raila’s early years were marked by simplicity and communal warmth. 

He played in the fields barefoot, chasing dragonflies and laughter with other children. He herded goats and fetched water from the stream. Yet beneath the ordinary rhythm of rural life, a silent shaping was taking place. 

The boy who watched fishermen mend their nets on the shores of the great lake was also learning about patience, precision, and purpose. The child who sat by his father’s side as elders discussed Kenya’s uncertain future was also learning that freedom comes at a cost.

It is said that great trees begin as humble seeds, buried beneath soil and shadow until the rains awaken them. So it was with Raila. 

His was a childhood of listening and learning, of growing quietly under the protective canopy of Jaramogi’s wisdom and Mary Juma’s love. 

The Odinga household was a living school of courage, compassion, and conviction—a place where intellect met idealism, and where faith in the people’s power was taught as naturally as prayer.

At night, when the stars draped the sky over Sakwa, young Raila would lie awake, watching them shimmer like a million tiny lanterns of hope. 

Perhaps, in those moments, he already felt the stirring of destiny—the whisper of a future where he would walk through fire for the same freedom his father had fought for. He could not have known it yet, but history was already carving his name into its scrolls.

The land itself seemed to raise him. The rustle of sugarcane fields became his lullaby; the murmuring waters of Lake Victoria, his eternal mentor. 

In the stillness of dawn, when fishermen cast their nets into the lake, one could almost hear the soft hum of prophecy in the breeze. “One day,” it seemed to say, “from these waters shall rise a son who will speak for the voiceless, stand for the broken, and light the path for the lost.”

By the time Raila Amollo Odinga was old enough to run through the maize fields, his father had already become a towering figure in Kenya’s nationalist movement. 

Visitors from far and wide would come to the Odinga homestead, bearing messages of struggle and solidarity. 

The child watched as men and women spoke of colonial injustice, of land seized and voices silenced. He saw the fire in their eyes—and something of that flame found a home in his heart.

The people of Sakwa would later say that even as a boy, Raila carried himself with the composure of a leader. He was quick to defend others, even in the playground. 

When disputes arose, it was to him that other children turned for judgment. His words carried weight; his tone carried peace. The seeds of statesmanship were already germinating in him.

In those tender years, Kenya was still shackled by foreign rule. But in the Odinga home, hope was already breathing freely. 

Every conversation, every visitor, every whisper from the adults around him was a reminder that liberation was not just an ideal—it was a duty. 

Raila’s childhood, then, was not merely one of innocence; it was a training ground for endurance, empathy, and leadership.

And so, from the red soils of Sakwa, from a family whose name was already etched in the chronicles of courage, the journey began. 

The child who had opened his eyes to the dawn of a still-colonized Kenya would one day stand as a man in the full glare of independence, carrying on his father’s torch—bright, unyielding, eternal.

Thus began the story of Raila Amollo Odinga: a son of Sakwa, a student of history, a servant of the people— and the legend whose footprints would mark the long, winding road to freedom.

Roots of Resilience – Childhood and Family Influences

Childhood, they say, is the soil in which destiny first takes root. For Raila Amollo Odinga, those roots sank deep into the red earth of Sakwa, nourished by family, community, and the sacred rhythm of Luo tradition. 

His early years unfolded not just in a household, but in a heritage — one woven tightly with faith, discipline, storytelling, and unyielding hope.

The Family Hearth

In the Odinga home, dawn began with song and ended with prayer. The mornings were filled with the distant hum of Lake Victoria’s fishermen calling across the waters, the rhythmic pounding of millet in mortars, and the laughter of children chasing sunlight through the compound. 

Mary Juma Odinga, the family’s matriarch, was the heart of that home — a woman whose strength was quiet but unbreakable. 

Her voice, steady and wise, taught compassion before words could fully form. Her presence instilled patience, humility, and faith.

She had a way of teaching through action — of turning ordinary chores into sacred lessons. 

When she knelt to plant maize, she reminded the children that every seed needed darkness before it could rise to light. 

When she cooked for visitors, she whispered that service was the truest measure of leadership. 

These were lessons Raila would carry with him all his life, long after the childhood laughter had faded into history.

At the head of the home stood Jaramogi Ajuma Oginga Odinga, both father and founder, a man whose shadow loomed not as a burden, but as a beacon. 

His courage during the fight for independence was legendary, and his intellect profound. But beyond the politics, he was a teacher. 

Every conversation with his children was a lecture on integrity, justice, and the duty one owes to community.

Evening after evening, he would sit on a wooden stool under the great fig tree — the ng’ou, sacred in Luo tradition — and share tales of heroes and ancestors. 

He spoke of the days when the British ruled Kenya with iron fists and of the men and women who dared to dream of freedom. 

As the smoke from the evening fire curled into the night sky, young Raila would sit cross-legged beside his siblings, his eyes glimmering with fascination. 

Each story was a seed of consciousness, each proverb a pillar of wisdom.

One night, Jaramogi turned to his son and said, “A man is not truly alive if he fears the truth, my son. Speak it, even when it burns.”

Those words would echo through Raila’s life — a prophetic rhythm that would later guide him through the storms of politics, prison, and perseverance.

Lessons of the Land

The Luo people believed the land held memory — that it listened, spoke, and taught. 

Raila’s childhood was spent not only within walls but across fields, rivers, and skies. 

He learned to till soil, herd goats, and navigate the rhythms of rain and drought. 

These lessons in patience and endurance became metaphors for leadership. The land, he later said, was his first classroom.

At the shores of Nam Lolwe — Lake Victoria — he watched fishermen cast their nets into the morning mist. 

The lake was both mirror and mystery, reflecting the boy’s dreams as it whispered its own stories of survival and strength. 

He loved the lake’s restlessness; its waves seemed to echo his own boundless energy and curiosity.

In the evenings, elders gathered around fires, exchanging proverbs in voices both wise and weary. 

Raila listened, learning the poetry of resilience. From them he understood that freedom was not a gift but a birthright — one that demanded both courage and sacrifice. 

The stories of warriors, healers, and wise men filled his imagination, shaping his understanding of leadership as service, not privilege.

The Spirit of Community

To grow up Luo was to belong not to oneself, but to a people. Raila’s childhood was one of communal living — of sharing, supporting, and surviving together. 

His playmates were not just children but future citizens of a country still unborn. 

Together they fetched water, sang work songs, and attended village gatherings where elders debated under the moonlight about the future of their land.

When one family suffered loss, the whole village mourned; when a child succeeded, the whole village celebrated. 

These values of collective responsibility would later inform Raila’s political philosophy — his belief that no nation could prosper while its people suffered in silence.

His siblings — Dr. Oburu Odinga, Ruth Odinga, and others — were his first allies in learning and laughter. Together, they built miniature boats from banana stems and raced them in puddles after the rains. 

In their games, young Raila often assumed the role of peacemaker or planner — evidence of a mind already leaning toward strategy and mediation.

The Odinga home was also a place of visitors. 

Politicians, teachers, priests, and freedom fighters often came to seek counsel with Jaramogi. 

Raila would eavesdrop quietly from the corner, absorbing their words. He grew up in the company of men and women whose ideas would later shape the nation’s destiny. 

It was an education no classroom could offer — an apprenticeship in vision.

Discipline and Destiny

Even in play, discipline was never absent. Jaramogi was a man of order and expectation. 

Raila was taught early that excellence was not a choice but a duty. 

His mother ensured that every task, no matter how small was done with care. A crooked broom, she’d say, swept no clean floor.

These lessons built resilience, but they also built compassion. 

When Raila saw his mother feed strangers or his father offer counsel to the poor, he learned that leadership must always bow before humanity. 

Those early lessons made him not only bold but kind — a rare balance that would become his trademark in public life.

In those formative years, the boy who once ran barefoot across Sakwa’s fields began to dream beyond their boundaries. 

He was not yet a politician, not yet a freedom fighter — just a curious mind shaped by family, faith, and the fire of a people who refused to bow.

The Child Who Listened

There’s a Luo saying that goes, “Ng’wono ok rum; ng’wono bende nyako ngima” — Mercy is not weakness; mercy too is strength.

This was the spirit that defined Raila’s early days. 

He watched more than he spoke, listened more than he argued, and learned more than he boasted. 

He was being sculpted by the quiet power of observation, by the weight of example, and by the love of a family united by struggle and hope.

The foundation had been laid. The roots of resilience were firm. 

And though he could not yet see it, the winds of destiny were already gathering beyond the horizon — winds that would soon carry him far from Sakwa, far from the lakeshore’s peace, into the corridors of revolution, resistance, and remembrance.

He was still only a boy.

But the legend was already breathing.

The Curious Mind – Education and Early Aspirations

The young Raila Amollo Odinga grew up surrounded by wisdom, discipline, and the quiet conviction that knowledge was power. 

From an early age, he displayed a restlessness of mind—a thirst for understanding how things worked, why people suffered, and what lay beyond the horizon. The world, to him, was not merely to be lived in; it was to be studied, questioned, and improved.

A Village of Learning

In the 1950s, education in Kenya was both a privilege and a protest. For the children of freedom fighters, it was a weapon as sharp as any sword—a tool to challenge the colonial status quo.

Raila began his early education at Kisumu Union Primary School, a modest institution but one brimming with dreams. 

The classrooms were simple, the chalkboards faded, yet the spirit of knowledge was alive. His teachers quickly noticed his sharp intellect and unyielding curiosity. 

He asked not just what and how, but why—the kind of questions that often startled adults into silence.

At home, Jaramogi encouraged that curiosity. He saw in his son the reflection of a thinker, a mind not easily contained. 

Books were abundant in the Odinga household—ranging from political treatises to biographies of world leaders, from religious texts to African folktales. 

Raila devoured them all. His imagination roamed freely between history and hope.

He soon moved to Maranda School, one of the region’s most respected learning institutions. 

There, the spark became a flame. The environment at Maranda was strict—discipline, punctuality, and excellence were demanded, not requested. But young Raila thrived under pressure. 

His teachers described him as calm but determined, with a natural command of logic and leadership. 

Even among peers, he stood out—not for arrogance, but for the quiet confidence that seemed to rest in his voice.

He was drawn not only to books but to ideas—fairness, equality, justice. 

When debates were held, he spoke passionately about truth and unity, often quoting lessons from his father or wisdom from local proverbs. 

Even then, he believed that words had power, that speech could shape destinies.

He would later say in an interview: “My earliest lessons in leadership did not come from classrooms; they came from listening, observing, and asking questions that others feared to ask.”

An Inquiring Mind

As he grew older, Raila’s fascination with science and mechanics deepened. 

He loved to dismantle things—radios, bicycles, kerosene lamps—only to rebuild them better. To him, invention was not destruction; it was discovery. 

His teachers were amazed at how quickly he grasped mathematical concepts and mechanical logic. It was clear he was destined for a field that married intellect with innovation.
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