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FOREWORD 

 
Padre John Herbert Ledgerwood MBE, 2nd New Zealand Expeditionary Force 

 
Padre Ledgerwood seems to have led a charmed (and charming) life – several lives in fact – an elusive 
amalgam of The Scarlet Pimpernel, The Great Imposter and The Good Samaritan.  He was known and 
appreciated by many an ANZAC soldier in Egypt, Greece & Crete, and then by several thousand Allied 
Prisoners of War in northern Germany and southern Austria.  A true hero, but not unsung – his gentle 
comfort and compassion impressed a large number of battle-hardened troops, judging by the way he 
repeatedly pops up in recollections of their confinement.  An exemplary crusader of and for the New 
Zealand Young Mens’ Christian Association. 
 
The following brief summary of John Ledgerwod’s ‘military’ career is provided by his grand-niece, as is a 
large portion of his Archive Files on the subsequent pages. 
 
“My Great Uncle John Ledgerwood served in Greece, but he then went to Crete and that's where he was 
captured. I've attached some interesting bits about his time there - it's by Basil Potter in the YMCA - I 
found it in the National Archives in Wellington. 
 
(John) was a YMCA secretary in the 2NZEF and in the First Echelon; his service number was 2104. He 
was attached to the 19th Battalion, but then later was also attached to the 20th Battalion and the medics 
too.  He left Wellington on the Strathaird on Jan 6th 1940 and was first in Egypt then was sent to Greece - 
he departed Amiriya to Athens on 11 March on board the Marit Maersk, which was in a big storm and so 
only arrived about 16th March.  All YMCA secretaries in Greece were banned from joining the men - 
so Varnham (Lt Col, C/O 19th Bn) agreed for my Great Uncle to go undercover as a "Private". He was the 
only welfare officer to go to the front line.  The story I've attached to this (from Basil Potter) tells you all 
about it - a really interesting story! 
 
He and most of the other YMCA secretaries were evacuated on April 25th on the Thurland Castle and 
arrived in Crete on the 26th.  They weren't allowed to join the men on the front line again but instead took 
supplies around as much as they could. 
 
My Great Uncle made it to Sfakia and had got on board the last ship off the island on the night of 31st 
May, but when he discovered the remaining men were being left behind, he decided to return to shore to 
support the men as they became POWs.  It was pretty amazing - but he was devoted to the men's 
welfare. 
  
So that's his Greece and Crete history - he ended up in Salonika POW camp then was sent to Oflag XC in 
northern Germany in late July 1941, then moved to Oflag VIB in October 1941 before going undercover as 
a married Padre (he was an MI9 agent) and moved to Stalag 18A in southern Austria, where he set up the 
escape committee and ran a network of spies etc for the MI9.  I'm writing a book about it as his secret life 
was amazing! 
 
 
Note: More data is held in the John Ledgerwood Archive Files at the 2nd World War Experience Centre 
near Wetherby, Yorkshire, LS23 7BF;  Tel 01937 541274.   

 
 


