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While the story of John Bradburne is based on actual events 

and dramatized from the true story of the life of John 

Bradburne, certain characters, characterizations, incidents, 

locations and dialogue have been fictionalized or invented for 

the purposes of dramatization. 

 

In all other respects, this is a work of fiction. Except for 

personalities in the public forum, all characters in this 

publication are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, 

living or dead, is purely unintentional. 
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he opportunity to visit Mutemwa in Zimbabwe in the 

Easter of 1997 was an experience I’ll never forget. 

Unexpected. Stark. Confronting. Mysterious. An 

uncompromising encounter with the divine. God’s ways are 

not our ways. Thank you to all those with whom I shared this 

unforgettable experience. 

 

A huge thank you to The John Bradburne Memorial Society in 

Herefordshire, UK, from whom I obtained valuable resources 

on John’s life and collections of poetry. And to Fr John Dove, 

whom it was my great privilege to meet on my trip to 

Mutemwa, and who has now sadly passed on. Fr Dove’s 

biography on John, Strange Vagabond of God, formed an 

essential resource for this novel. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

2 September 1999, Zimbabwe, Southern Africa 

 

there is a place with a special presence, a 

mysterious destiny in the ultimate plan of things. A place 

which may be overlooked, forgotten, despised even, in the 

affairs of the world and of everyday men and women. Yet 

sometimes Fate seeks such a place out. Then it draws to it 

certain people. Amy was one of those people. And what she 

was to find there would change her forever ... 

  

A grim soldier stood to attention beside the military roadblock 

and flagged their four wheel drive to a halt. Amy was aware 

of the tell-tale drumming of a pulse in her throat and a heavy 

feeling of dread as she pressed her foot to the brake and 

brought their vehicle to a standstill on the tarred road 

alongside him. For a wild moment, she fought down an 

impulse to kick the accelerator and crash their way through 

the barrier, taking their chances on getting away unharmed. 

But she was deterred by the sight of the assault rifles which 

swung with casual nonchalance over the shoulders of the two 

soldiers who manned the temporary block. In the distance up 



ahead, she could see the remarkable mountain which was 

their destination still some twenty kilometers away, thrusting 

up from the plain. So close. Yet so far.  

 

 The midday sun cast a deep shadow beneath the 

soldier’s beret, making his eyes inscrutable in his dark face. 

He wore military fatigues and black army boots. A comrade 

soldier lounged nearby. He waved away a buzzing fly and 

looked on with hot, idle disinterest.  

 

 ‘Why are you here in Zimbabwe?’ The first soldier’s 

gruff Shona accent was strong but his English was good. 

Ninety years of British colonial rule, overthrown two decades 

earlier during a bloody War of Independence, had left many 

legacies, one of them being English as the national language.   

 

 ‘My husband and I are here to visit Mutemwa, the 

settlement near Chigona Mountain. We will be staying with 

friends for a few days,’ Amy replied. 

 ‘Passports?’ 

 There was a tense pause as the soldier eyed the 

documents of what, on the surface, appeared to be two 

inconsequential young South African tourists travelling in 

Zimbabwe, the troubled neighbour just north of South Africa, 

towards the southern tip of the brooding continent of Africa.  



 

Her and Daniel’s travel visas were in order, Amy knew. But 

that didn’t mean much. In a tyrannical military state like 

Zimbabwe rules shifted like mirages on a salt pan.  

 

 The soldier studied their faces, his expression surly. He 

threw a searching glance over the luggage packed into the 

back of the car. Innocent travelling luggage was all that was 

open to view. If he decided to search the vehicle, however, 

what he found would be quite different.   

 

 Amy flicked a glance across at Daniel, her husband and 

the director and cameraman of her latest documentary film 

which they were here in Zimbabwe to shoot, and for which 

she was the producer and script writer. He lounged with 

studied ease in the passenger seat beside her, his face a mask. 

Daniel was good at masks.  

 

 In the five years she and Daniel had been together, 

sharing love through the ups and downs, disasters and 

triumphs of a youthful, mixed-race marriage in post-apartheid 

South Africa, Amy sometimes wondered if she understood 

her husband – and the mysterious love that flowed between 

them despite their vastly different backgrounds – little more 

now than on that sunny morning in the remote and beautiful 

Kalahari when they’d first met. But she’d come to know this 



much at least. He was good at revealing just what he wanted 

to reveal.  

 

 It was at times like this, her own pulse bounding, that 

she envied him his ability to look so calm, forged by the 

hardships of a turbulent youth growing up Coloured, or 

mixed race, in the old apartheid South Africa. Amy, born into 

a privileged class and a passionate ecologist-turned-

documentary filmmaker, her long silver blonde hair flowing 

from under her usual peak cap and her slim figure dressed in 

khaki bush trousers and a long-sleeved shirt, was as fair as 

Daniel was dusky-skinned. They made an attractive and 

unusual couple. 

 

 They were here in Zimbabwe to create what Amy 

hoped would be the documentary of her career. Her come-

back. The production which would resurrect her sabotaged 

and ailing film career from the sidelines of a post-apartheid 

television industry shaken up by the black empowerment 

laws enacted by Nelson Mandela’s new government.  

 

 This was also her first venture back into filming since 

her life was changed by two events she couldn’t explain. She’d 

been spared from death during a brutal attack on Daniel’s 

family farm. And their little son, Thomas, had been 

miraculously healed after a tragic accident. Now four years 



 

old, Thomas was staying with his newly reconciled and 

doting Ouma Barnes in her gracious mansion in Johannesburg 

for the duration of their trip. Grey’s Farm was being 

supervised by Daniel’s parents, his mother’s nightmares 

having settled down since Uncle Samuel’s murder. They had 

decided to hold onto the farm, not having found a buyer for it 

in the five years since the attack. And Amy and Daniel were 

now based in the Johannesburg flat, finding it convenient for 

their production activities. 

 

 Amy forced a cheerful smile and tried not to think 

about the broadcast quality video camera and heavy 

professional tripod hidden in a secret compartment under the 

back seat of the vehicle. Nor of the smaller spy camera and 

other film equipment which lay hidden beneath the covering 

where the spare wheel and tools of the vehicle would usually 

be stowed.  

 

 She also tried not to contemplate the dark, dank hole 

that probably did duty as a Zimbabwean prison cell. The 

military state would be unlikely to welcome a South African 

documentary film crew if they knew of their presence in 

Zimbabwe. If they were caught they might never make it to 

Chigona Mountain. Worse, they might never make it back 

home. 

 



The soldier drew his scrutiny from the luggage back to their 

faces. He hesitated. Amy feared he might be about to order 

them from the vehicle and begin a search. Should they offer 

him a bribe? How was she to know? Perhaps it would make 

things worse. Perhaps it would arouse his suspicions. 

 

 The soldier looked up. A sudden piercing call had 

caught his attention. A Bateleur Eagle swept in high, majestic 

arcs through the clear, sun-shot sapphire of the sky. Its 

primary wing feathers were outspread like delicate fingers 

playing the notes of the wind. Its stocky body rolled in a 

swaying motion, riding the thermals with lazy grace as the 

warm air rose from the savannah-covered plain in the heat of 

the spring day.   

 

 The soldier lowered his glance. He eyed the papers in 

his hand once again. Suddenly bored, he handed them back 

their documents. He stepped away from the car and waved 

them through with a gruff gesture. Amy stamped her foot to 

the accelerator. The vehicle surged forward.  

 ‘Whew,’ she breathed, ‘that was close. Thought we 

might have an international press incident on our hands.’  

 Daniel eyed her with an amused glint.  

 ‘So far, so good.’ But he looked relieved. The roadblock 

retreated behind them. 

  



 

 Looming up ahead they could see, thrusting out of the 

low undulating plain blanketed with open bush veld, a giant 

oblong rock of solid grey granite shaped like a whale’s back. It 

emerged from the plain with massive presence. Mount 

Chigona formed an extraordinary monolith over one hundred 

and fifty meters high and perhaps several kilometers around 

the circumference of its base. In time, Amy would come to 

think of it simply as The Rock. 

 

 At its foot lay their destination, the tiny settlement of 

Mutemwa, wedged into the remote bush between Chigona 

and its sister mountain, Mount Mutemwa, another slightly 

smaller monolith which lay a couple of kilometers across the 

plain to the west. They were nearing the destination they had 

driven for two days from Johannesburg to reach.  

 

 The region lay in the far north eastern part of 

Zimbabwe, about one hundred and fifty kilometers northeast 

of the country’s capital, Harare, and some distance off the 

main road to the border with the country’s eastern neighbour, 

Mozambique. It looked lonely and isolated, far off the track of 

the usual tourist or trade routes. The nearest settlement was 

Mutoko, a trading post some forty kilometers away.  

 

 In Shona, the local language of the area, the word 

Mutemwa means You are cut off. It was well named. For the 



settlement was home to Zimbabwe’s oldest leper colony, a 

place of outcasts. Nearby, tucked into the shadow of Mount 

Mutemwa, there was an AIDS camp created for abandoned 

children suffering from HIV, who were orphaned when their 

parents died of the dreaded disease which was slowly 

ravaging the continent. Africa’s modern-day lepers. But 

Mutemwa was more than just this. It also claimed to be a holy 

place, the site of a sacred mountain. A pit of misery 

transformed into a place of miracles. 

 Unlikely though it seemed, as Amy surveyed that 

remote rural area scattered here and there with the odd 

African hut and kraal, it was said that thousands of people 

were drawn to Mutemwa each year seeking miracles and 

cures.  

 Why? This was what she and Daniel had come to find 

out. 

 

The car left the rough tar of the main roadway and continued 

on the dirt road which stretched in a pale ribbon through the 

bushveld ahead of them. Amy wound up her window before 

dust could swirl into the vehicle.  

 

 Well, she certainly felt cut off in this remote place. She 

hoped this was a good idea – to shoot a documentary of 

whatever it was they would find here. And, somehow, to 

smuggle the footage back to Johannesburg where it could be 



 

edited and then broadcast by Sipho, the new black head of 

documentaries at South Africa’s main television broadcasting 

station. Preferably without getting themselves thrown into a 

third world jail and left to rot, their footage confiscated for 

their trouble.  

 

 She hoped Nadine was right about this. 

 

 ‘It’s a great opportunity, kiddo,’ her good friend had 

grinned at her, her tousled crop of brown hair nodding in 

encouragement as Amy accompanied her on her rounds of an 

AIDS hospice in an inner-city suburb of Johannesburg some 

months earlier. Nadine was helping out at the hospice in the 

early mornings before heading off to Baragwanath, the vast 

general hospital in Soweto, the south western townships of 

Johannesburg, where she had completed her internship as a 

doctor and was now working as a busy registrar.  

 

 Much as Amy thought she knew Nadine, her friend 

often managed to surprise her. Amy was never quite sure 

where Nadine would turn up next in her quest to spread her 

much-needed skills around a country short-staffed of good 

doctors who were prepared to offer their services in 

circumstances which must necessarily offer little or no 

monetary recompense.  

 



 Or, just what her friend would suggest next, as she 

drew on her wide network of contacts within the medical 

field. In her characteristic style, Nadine crossed the invisible 

boundaries of her profession as easily as she crossed the 

boundaries of race, culture and even faith in a South Africa 

that had only five years previously thrown off the shackles of 

apartheid to re-style itself as the New South Africa.  

 

 The Mother Teresa AIDS Hospice had been recently set 

up by the Sisters of Charity in a large, crumbling building 

which was the kind donation of a local businessman. The 

sisters were wonderful nurses and nurses-aids. But they were 

always desperately short of doctors to advise them. Nadine 

had offered her services to help out.  

 

 ‘Just your kind of thing, kiddo,’ Nadine went on as she 

checked the chart of a withered young woman who lay in the 

bed and gazed up at her with wide, silent, frightened eyes. 

Nadine placed a gentle hand on the dark skin of her thin arm 

to soothe her. The woman may have been in her early thirties, 

just a few years older than Amy and Nadine’s twenty nine 

years. But she looked years older, her body ravaged by the 

disease. She was an illegal immigrant from Zimbabwe, one of 

millions fleeing the violence, oppression and starvation of her 

home country, and attracted to eGoli, Africa’s fabled City of 

Gold.   



 

 

 She’d been living in a shanty town and working as a 

seamstress, using an old pedal-driven Singer she’d acquired, 

somehow managing to avoid the rage and the riots of the local 

shanty town dwellers for what they perceived as competition 

for scarce jobs from the newcomers. Only to be struck down 

later by the disease. Now she lay dying, with little more that 

could be done for her besides keep her as comfortable as the 

sisters’ scant supply of medications allowed. Although anti-

retroviral drugs were under trial in the USA, they were still 

years away from reaching South Africa. In the meantime, the 

pandemic raged on.  

 

 ‘Mutemwa’s remote,’ Nadine went on. ‘Forgotten by 

the world. Real underdog kind of stuff. You and Daniel could 

create an amazing documentary about it. Maybe even win you 

that award you’ve been dreaming of, the one Rian stole from 

you for Shadow Lions. Perhaps bring attention to a worthy 

cause at the same time.’  

 

 Amy smiled a little wryly. Nadine knew her well. By 

appealing to Amy’s sense of a worthy cause, her friend was on 

sure ground. The friendship between the two women went 

back to their years at school and university together. They had 

shared many adventures growing up under apartheid. But 



this sounded a very different kind of project to Amy’s 

previous wildlife documentaries.  

 

 ‘I’m not sure,’ Amy hesitated. ‘It’s sounds so different 

from the kind of thing I’ve done before.’ 

 ‘It is different,’ Nadine agreed. ‘But then, so are you.’  

 She gave her friend a perceptive glance. 

 ‘You’re looking for meaning, kiddo. You want to know 

why your life was spared in that attack on the farm, why 

Thomas was healed when you believed in his healing. You 

want to know just what you’re being called to.’ 

 ‘You mean, called by my Sign, my dream of the cross of 

light?’ Amy asked. 

 Nadine nodded. 

 ‘If you find it anywhere, you’ll find your answer in a 

place like Mutemwa. Besides,’ she steered the conversation 

back to more practical considerations, ‘the documentaries you 

create usually get their share of publicity. Perhaps it will 

encourage some much needed funding to flow in a good 

direction.’  

 

 A nun with syrup-dark skin entered the ward. She was 

every bit as diminutive as her beloved and saintly foundress, 

who had sadly died two years previously. She was dressed in 

a crisp white habit draped like a sari over her slim figure, with 

three clean blue stripes on the veil across her forehead. But 



 

this was where the resemblance to her foundress ended. For 

this woman, who looked of Indian descent, was young and 

moved with the grace and joy of youth, while Mother Teresa, 

who had died at eighty seven years old, had had eyes which 

were buried in her wrinkled old face, except when she smiled 

her radiant smile, like two deep, dark pools of sorrow and 

longing. She was a woman who had filled her saintly life with 

myriad acts of heroic kindness and faith while enduring her 

own, deeply personal, dark night of the soul. I thirst. 

 

 The nun moved from bed to bed with an air of simple, 

generous love and unerring cheerfulness as she tended her 

patients. The hospice never turned any away if it could be 

helped, accompanying the last days or months of the dying 

with care, dignity and prayer. The grateful devotion the nuns 

received from their charges in return seemed to be enough 

reward. That and an interior glow of contentment which 

shone from the young woman’s face as she quietly moved 

between the beds, serving he whom she loved in the poorest 

of his poor amid the dire poverty and fabulous affluence, not 

of Calcutta, but of Johannesburg. 

  

 

Now, as Amy and Daniel sped towards the extraordinary 

mountain with its steep granite slopes thrusting up from the 

Zimbabwean plain, a simple black stone cross becoming 



visible to one side of its high crest, Amy wondered what lay 

ahead of them at Mutemwa, place of miracles. 



 

 

 

 has worked as a 

screenwriter, documentary filmmaker 

and photojournalist and now writes 

suspense romance novels with soul. After 

years spent travelling some of the 

beautiful wilderness areas of Africa and 

other parts of the planet, her love of 

writing and poetry drew her to writing short stories and 

novels. Born in South Africa, she now lives in Australia with 

her husband and gorgeous children. Her passion is to connect 

her audience, through enthralling storytelling, to the higher 

truths of life which inspire us all to make our lives a 

masterpiece.   

 

Visit her online at www.catestellar.com 

http://www.catestellar.com/

	1. Mutemwa, place of miracles

