
‘Leper Man’ 

 

In the early hours of 5th September 1979, the body of John Bradburne was 

discovered at the side of a main road in Rhodesia, (now Zimbabwe) he was 

dressed only in his underpants and he had been shot in the back. The story of 

how a white British man from an upper middle-class family came to meet his 

death is remarkable and has resulted in the current pursuit for his 

beatification. 

 

At the time, Rhodesia was in turmoil; Bradburne was among around 2,000 

white people and considerably more black victims to be killed in a country 

which had only assumed black-majority rule that year. Many have been 

forgotten, but Bradburne‟s memory lives on, so who was he and what was he 

doing near the rural trading post of Mukoto, a place 70 miles from Harare 

(formerly Salisbury) that had been almost completely deserted by the white 

population? 

 

Bradburne was born in 1921 into a High Anglican family whose extended 

members include the playwright Terence Rattigan author of The Winslow Boy 

and The Browning Version and Christopher Soames, the last Governor of 

Rhodesia and son-in-law of war-time prime minister Winston Churchill. In the 

Second World War Bradburne enlisted as an officer in the Ghurkha regiment 

and in February 1942 found himself in the Middle East when the British 

suffered one of their worst defeats of the conflict at the hands of the Japanese 

in Singapore. Bradburne and a fellow officer avoided the appalling treatment 



suffered by other Commonwealth prisoners of war by surviving for a month in 

the Malayan jungle before making good their escape. This war time service 

also brought Bradburne into contact with a fellow Ghurkha John Dove who 

was to become a life-long friend. 

 

After the war, Bradburne drifted in and out of different jobs; he tried his hand 

at forestry and became a school teacher as he looked for something useful to 

do with his life. In fact, he was searching for God and in 1947 converted to the 

Catholic faith. As he continued his quest, he twice attempted to become a 

monk, once on home territory in England and again in Belgium, but twice he 

failed. He made a pilgrimage to Jerusalem only to return to England, first as a 

wandering minstrel and later as caretaker of the Archbishop of Westminster‟s 

country house in Hertfordshire. He also fell in love with an older woman and 

came close to marrying but, following the toss of a coin he left England and 

spent a year in Italy during which he made a vow to Our Mary that he would 

remain celibate.  

 

Still contentment eluded him and in 1962, he arrived in Africa where he 

confided in a Franciscan priest that he had three wishes; the first was to serve 

leprosy patients, the second to die a martyr and the third to be buried in a 

Franciscan habit but it was another 7 years before the first wish was granted. 

In 1969, a friend suggested to Bradburne that they should go to see a leper 

settlement at Mutemwa as she had heard it was in poor condition and when 

they arrived, they were faced with a scene of dereliction. The lepers were 

hungry and filthy; the roofs of their tiny tin huts were leaking and on the verge 



of collapsing but Bradburne simply said, “I‟m staying”. He had not only 

received a response to his first wish, but at long last the answer to his quest. 

 

Bradburne became the warden to that settlement which was home to around 

80 people and he provided them with the care they so desperately needed. 

He improved their housing and drove away the infestation of rats which used 

to sneak in and gnaw at their numb and damaged limbs. He washed them, fed 

them, cut the nails of those who still had some fingers and toes and nursed 

them when they were sick. He truly responded to the call of Christ to „love 

your neighbour‟. He soon knew them all personally and wrote a poem about 

each one and with his encouragement a small church was built where he 

taught Gregorian plain chant; and when they lay dying, he comforted them by 

reading from the Gospel. 

 

The Rhodesian Leprosy Association which was responsible for the colony at 

Mutemwa became infuriated with Bradburne because the care he provided 

was in their view, extravagant and far outweighed the narrow view of their 

responsibilities. Whilst his only intention was to care for their spiritual, material 

and medical needs, the association criticised him.  Bradburne refused to 

comply with the association‟s requirement for each member of the community 

to wear a number, insisting that they were people with names not animals. 

After three years in the colony Bradburne was expelled but undaunted, he 

lived in a tent on the nearby mountain called Chigona where he often went to 

pray. Later, a friendly farmer provided him with a tin hut and even though it 

had no electricity or running water, for the next six years, Bradburne tended 



his „flock‟ as best he could often by night whilst he spent long periods in 

prayer lived on the mountain as a hermit with no money. 

 

The war worsened and the local district with its rugged mountains and 

numerous hidden caves became a hive of guerrilla activity. On 6th February 

1977, three Jesuit priests and four Dominican nuns were gunned down just 30 

miles away from Mutemwa. In July 1979 Luisa Guidotti, an Italian doctor who 

regularly visited the Mutemwa leper colony from her base at the nearby All 

Souls Mission, was shot and killed at a security force road block whilst she 

travelled in a clearly marked ambulance. Friends tried to persuade Bradburne 

to leave for his own safety, but he had no interest in politics and simply 

wanted to care for the welfare of his beloved lepers. It would not be long 

before his friends were proved right. One of Bradburne‟s own workers who 

had been reprimanded by him for stealing food intended for the lepers tipped 

off the „mujibhas‟ who, though not full-blooded guerrillas acted as the eyes 

and ears of Robert Mugabe‟s soldiers. He told them falsely that Bradburne 

was a Rhodesian spy and, at midnight on 2nd September 1979, the mujibhas 

went to his hut and kidnapped him. They held him in captivity for two days 

before marching him off to see the local guerrilla commander in a mountain 

cave. 

 

Whilst Bradburne was imprisoned, the guerrillas received a number of local 

reports that their prisoner was a good man, but whilst they were angry with 

the mujibhas for kidnapping him, they now found themselves in a difficult 

position. They interrogated Bradburne who after about ten minutes and 



seemingly unconcerned, knelt down and prayed. This infuriated the guerrilla 

commander who was already nervous about taking him back to Mutemwa 

fearing that he had learned far too much. The commander offered to take 

Bradburne to Mozambique where he could no longer be a threat but 

Bradburne refused saying that his lepers needed him. 

 

In the early hours of Wednesday 5th September the guerrillas set off with John 

Bradburne towards the main road but just before they reached it, the security 

commander ordered Bradburne to walk forward a few paces then turn and 

face him. As Bradburne did so he fell to his knees, prayed and showed no 

sign of fear. After about three minutes, he rose to his feet at which point the 

commander shot him. 

 

Bradburne‟s death was followed by reports of unusual happenings in the area; 

villagers heard strange singing and a huge bird was seen hovering over his 

body and a shaft of light had split into three when it touched his body. At his 

funeral, three drops of blood appeared on the floor under the coffin. This led 

to the coffin being re-opened – there was no sign of blood either inside or 

outside and his wounds were dry. At the same time, it was noticed that the 

body was dressed in a simple white shirt and remembering Bradburne‟s final 

wish, this was removed and the body laid to rest in the habit of a Franciscan 

monk – his final wish now fulfilled.  

 

One of his colleagues from the Mutemwa Leprosy Settlement, his life long 

friend from his days in the Ghurkhas, Father John Dove, now a Jesuit priest, 



is leading the campaign for Bradburne‟s canonization. He said “John was a 

strange vagabond of God. The mere mention of his name lightens and 

brightens the faces of men and women at Mutemwa. There were once 1,000 

people there. Today, only 63. John loved them and they loved him." 

 

In 1995, the John Bradburne Memorial Society was established in 

Herefordshire to help continue in memory of John Bradburne. It helps to 

support the work in Mutemwa which is now also home to disabled and 

destitute handicapped people, supplying them with basic needs and medical 

care whilst providing information across the globe about the inspirational life 

of „Leper Man‟.  
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