
BOOK REVIEW [by Michael Simmonds ofs] 

I have recently finished reading the newly published biography of our fellow Secular Franciscan, 

JOHN BRADBURNE-THE VAGABOND OF GOD, by DIDIER RANCE, originally written in French, for 

which the author received the Grand Prix Catholique de Litérature. It has been well translated 

from the French by Malachy O’Higgins and abridged by David Crystal. It is a substantial book of 

nearly 500 pages, but difficult to put down! It traces the life of a remarkable man searching for 

God and his vocation in life. It starts with his childhood in Skirwith, where he was born to 

Anglican parents [his father was a vicar] in 1921, through his war service in Burma and Malaya 

where he and John Dove [later a Jesuit priest] became life-long friends. After the war he 

became a Catholic, had many different jobs, one of which was sacristan at Westminster 

Cathedral, and travelled, almost penniless, to Israel and many other places, searching for a 

meaning to his life. He got on very well with most people, with whom he was the life and soul 

of the party. At some point he joined the Third Order of St. Francis [now called the Secular 

Franciscan Order] 

He climbed trees, played a recorder, sang [mostly religious] songs and eventually joined the 

then Father John Dove in Rhodesia [now Zimbabwe]. After working for Father Dove for a while, 

he was taken one day to a leper colony at Mutemwa, Harare way. He knew immediately that 

this was what he had been looking for and in a few days installed himself at the leper colony 

[like St. Francis]. He worked there tirelessly, attending to the lepers with love and care. During 

the civil war in Rhodesia from 1973, he was eventually martyred for refusing to abandon his 

beloved lepers. Since his death amazing things have happened. I think every Secular Franciscan 

ought to read his story.   
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