

[image: cover]




[image: images]




CONTENTS


Title Page


List of Abbreviations


Acknowledgements


Prologue





PART ONE   OUT OF AFRICA


  1   The Kings and Queens of Birkdale


  2   Days at the Beach


  3   Rajah Going South


  4   Jackets Off


  5   From Caroline to Callas


  6   The Zoo of the Future


  7   Hybrids


  8   Breeze Blocks and Chicken Wire


  9   The Zoo of the Past


10   Arrivals





PART TWO   ALWAYS SOMETHING NEW


  1   The To-and-Fro Conflicting Wind and Rain


  2   New Zoo Order


  3   Resurfacing


  4   Orange Squash and Popcorn


  5   Behold Now Behemoth


  6   A Pale Horse


  7   Hauled from the Wallow


  8   Imago


  9   The Owl and the Pussycat


10   The Lateness of the Hour





Epilogue


Further Reading


References


Plate Section


Copyright




LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS






	AFTW

	Action for the Wild






	 






	ALF

	Animal Liberation Front






	 






	BIAZA

	British and Irish Association of Zoos and Aquariums






	 






	CERCOPAN

	Centre for Education, Research and Conservation of Primates and Nature






	 






	CITES

	Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora






	 






	EAZA

	European Association of Zoos and Aquaria (Formerly ‘European Community of Zoos and Aquaria’)






	 






	EEP

	European Endangered Species Programme






	 






	RVC

	Royal Veterinary College






	 






	RSPCA

	Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals






	 






	UFAW

	Universities Federation for Animal Welfare






	 






	ZLA

	Zoo Licensing Act 1981









ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


THIS BOOK IS an independent work. Colchester Zoo does not necessarily share all the ideas expressed in it. This book is also imperfect and despite all best efforts there are bound to be inaccuracies. Frequently, for example, it has been impossible to precisely identify particular species or sub-species of animals from Colchester Zoo’s past. Nevertheless, I do believe that this book presents as good a likeness of Colchester Zoo as has been possible under the circumstances – indeed, accurate to a degree which would have been quite unattainable without the help offered to me by many people.


My sincerest thanks go to the Tropeano family – Dr Dominique Tropeano, Anthony Tropeano and Sarah Knuckey (née Tropeano) – who have been gracious and accommodating throughout.


I am indebted to Clive Witcomb, Colchester Zoo’s Volunteer Team Co-ordinator, who believed in this project from the moment I first suggested it to him, and to Nicola Guy, Declan Flynn, Lucy Simpkin and Jenny Briancourt at The History Press, whose invaluable assistance brought it to completion.


Special thanks go to the ladies of Stanway Hall: Charlotte Bradshaw, Alex Downing, Rebecca Moore and Sarah Waddington, without whose help this book could not have been produced.


Thanks go to BIAZA’s Executive Director, Dr Miranda Stevenson, and to Dr Koen Brouwer, former Executive Director of EAZA, for their interest in this book and for the benefit of their wide experience. Thanks are also due to Nathalie Evans and Nicola Barlow at Twycross Zoo and to Jeremy Keeling at Monkey World.


I am immensely grateful to Peter Johnson for his time and observations, as well as for the use of his photographs, plans and designs. My work would also have been far harder without the assistance and enthusiasm of Joan and Fred Honisett.


Special thanks go to the staff of Colchester Library for the use of their archive of microfilm prints of the Colchester Gazette, the Colchester Express and the Essex County Standard, which proved invaluable in the reconstruction of Colchester Zoo’s story. Thanks go also to the various staff bodies at Colchester Borough Council, Colchester Crematorium, Stanwell House, Colchester Visitor Information Centre, and Colchester Resource Centre – especially Jerry Bowdrey, Catherine Newley and Sophie Stevens, whose interest in this book extended beyond expectations.


Thanks are due to the staff at RAF Cranwell, Sefton Council, the UK Home Office Border Agency, and the V&A Blythe House Reading Room. Particular thanks go to Chrissie Kirby at BALPPA, to Elizabeth Carter at UFAW, to Michael Palmer, Archivist and Deputy Librarian at ZSL, to Erica Donaghy, Assistant Archivist at the ROH at Covent Garden and to Izzy Ghafori-Kanno at Kraft Foods. Thanks are due also to Dawn Avery, RSPCA Chief Inspector (Essex Group), as well as to former Colchester RSPCA inspectors Peter Scott and Colin Strong.


Special thanks are reserved for Andrew Brown at the Southport Visiter and for Robert King, Shirley Brown and all the staff at Newsquest for helping me in my research. I shall be eternally grateful to all those people who took the time to respond to my public appeals, including Southport’s Sandra Ellis, Gabrielle Hutchinson, Denise Roney and June Trees, and Colchester’s Lynne Horner, Brenda Kirk, Richard Martin and Susan Wilson.


Thanks go to Russell Tofts of the Bartlett Society and also to Colchester historian Christina Edwards for freely sharing so much information with me and for lending me a great deal of material. Thanks go also to John Jennings, Sheila May, Mrs V. Gray, Glyn Cheeseman, and Anne and David Barbour for the use of their various photographs and films.


They will deny it, but important assistance was given by Libby Armstrong, Deborah Povey and Valeria Paz at Essex University’s Department of Philosophy and Art History. Thanks are due also to a great many more people inside and outside Colchester Zoo who have similarly oiled the wheels of this project in a variety of ways, including Martin Allen, Stephen Blaxland, Gavin Duffy, Chris Grimmett, Kate Knight, Martine Lindley, Susy Long, Revd Gerard Moate, Paul Nash, Georgina Porazka, Robert Putt, Neil Ransom, Don Sturgess, Penny Stynes and many others.


Thanks also go to every person and organisation that permitted the use of their photographs in this book. In some cases, however, it has not been possible to contact the copyright holder, despite all attempts. My apologies go to those whom I have not been able to trace.


The warmest thanks of all must go to the staff and associates of Colchester Zoo and Southport Zoo, past and present, who gave up their time to assist me and to share their memories, skills and experiences. Among many already named, they include: Ben Abbott, Kate Broad, Rebecca Brown, Sarah Cooper, Gordon Dean, Cliff ‘Stormy’ Fairweather, Glen Fairweather, Samantha Greenhill, Heather and David Grist, Richard Hazelgrove, Matt Hunt, David and Christine Judge, Mark and Terry Larner, Vickie Ledbrook, Wendy Lehkyj, John Malseed, Sheelagh Marron, Heather McCabe, Mike and Jean Parish, Gordon Pennington, Carole Petrie, Jennie Roberts, Jez Smith, Amy Sutcliffe, Kate Taylor, Roland ‘Peter’ Touzell, Edmund Tuxford, Jo Wheatley, Laura Witheyman, Peter Zwitser and many more besides.


Apologies go to anyone who has been forgotten here, but the final thanks must now go to my enduring friends Peter Vergo, Nigel Norie and Dan Fawcett, as well as to my mother, Jennifer Bowen, whose joint encouragement and assistance, great and small, made this book possible.





This book is dedicated to all of Colchester Zoo’s visitors, past, present and future.




PROLOGUE


COLCHESTER IS MOST famous for being attacked. First came Boudica, in around AD 60, who burned the town flat. It was later ruined by Fairfax in 1648 during the English Civil War, and in George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four it became the site of Britain’s entry into World War Three, when a nuclear bomb was dropped on the local garrison. Colchester has also long borne the brunt of cultural attacks, being maligned along with other Essex towns as a place of nothing more than vacuous women in white stiletto heels and of violent skinheads revving battered Ford Escorts. The time is now right, in this new century, to affirm that if ever such statements were true, this is no longer the case.


Before the 1990s, Colchester had struggled with itself. It had undergone a period of startlingly rapid modernisation in the 1960s, paying the price with economic problems in the 1970s and a lack of social unity in the 1980s. But despite the voices calling Colchester a swamp of mediocrity, the town was starting to emerge as markedly un-mediocre. Since 1990, Colchester garrison has become one of the finest military units in the world, and the University of Essex, on Colchester’s eastern flank, has in the last two decades been ranked among the best universities in England.


Colchester Zoo, a third great establishment in the town, has likewise grown since the early 1990s into a national landmark and has become one of the foremost zoos in Europe. The quality of Colchester Zoo is today recognised by all those working in zoology – even world-leading zoos have been paying attention to its achievements.


Local pride in the zoo has been steadily growing for many years, and there are plenty of people who recognise its contributions to zoology at regional and international levels, understanding that it has become an institution of the very first rank. Yet this has not always been so and the shadow of Colchester Zoo’s troubled past has long hung over the place.


There remain a great number of people who have not visited the zoo for a long time and who imagine it still to be an embarrassment to the town. Many of the zoo’s present staff members recognise a common type of visitor – one who has not been to the park for thirty-odd years and who goes round the zoo in disbelief that it could be the same place they visited in the 1970s. Sometimes they are surprised to learn that it was not shut down for good, and are amazed to find it still here, stronger than ever.


Colchester Zoo’s story spans an unbroken fifty years. It opened in 1963 and in 2013 celebrates its half century. Reaching this milestone has not been easy. The zoo has faced many traumas over the years and often it seemed that disaster was at hand. The greatest test came in the mid-1980s when the park almost collapsed amid public concern regarding declining standards and allegations of animal abuse.


Since that time, Colchester Zoo has made great efforts to put the past behind itself and succeeded in this admirably; perhaps too admirably, for its past was allowed to be almost completely forgotten. When I joined the zoo as a member of the volunteer staff in 2011, I was astonished to find that no one could tell me anything about its origins. People could not even agree on the year in which the zoo had opened, let alone the specific day. None of my colleagues could tell me with any clarity who had founded it, and no one seemed to know why a zoo had even been opened in Colchester at all.


There were some vague tales among staff and visitors of an eccentric old man who had long ago bought the zoo and run it into the ground. There were a few improbable stories of leopards being walked around on leashes; some insisted that the zoo had once had gorillas and giant pandas, while others denied this. In short, no one seemed to know anything for certain. There were few pictures and fewer documents and almost everything was lost in time.


In the spring of 2011 a simple but smart timeline poster exhibition was set up in one of the zoo’s education centres. It was a big hit and many members of staff were taken aback that such a great proportion of their visitors were genuinely interested in the zoo’s past. This timeline showed major recent events at the zoo, which the majority of visitors of course remembered. But as one walked along the timeline, further and further back in time, the story steadily became patchier, until, at last, the deep history of the zoo was marked simply as ‘Pre-1983’ and had hardly more to show than a couple of old tickets and a few black-and-white photographs.


These photographs were not, however, just any old snaps. One showed a balding, smiling man holding a friendly cheetah on a chain; another depicted a laughing woman apparently hugging a full-grown male lion. It was clear that these people, whoever they were, surely had some kind of story to tell.


When, in the autumn of 2011, I first suggested writing this book in order to discover and to tell their story, the zoo’s directors expressed no objection but warned me that little would be found. A handful of records and photographs remained but the old days had been largely disremembered. Even those people who willingly recalled these years at the zoo had no more than the sketchiest, most threadbare memories, unfurnished with dates or names. Nonetheless, with some persistence and a little bloody-mindedness, the full story of Colchester Zoo has slowly passed into the light. Now, for the first time the tale is told of this singularly remarkable institution, as well as that of its predecessor, Southport Zoo, further north in Lancashire.




PART ONE





OUT OF AFRICA


Then something even odder happened: he accidentally grasped a warm, thick mane of hair as a roar swelled before him – a soft, slow, lion’s roar.





– Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900)




1


THE KINGS AND QUEENS


OF BIRKDALE


MOST ESTATE AGENTS worry about rats. Frank Norman Farrar was different. He had a young adult lioness living in the house which he also shared with his second wife at No. 36 Westbourne Road in Birkdale, one of the most desirable areas in the attractive and wealthy northern seaside resort of Southport in Lancashire.


Frank was no stranger to risk and excitement. Born in 1911 near Leeds, he had spent his teenage years working in the short-lived but substantial zoo his father had opened in 1924 near Scarisbrick New Road in Southport. Frank had later volunteered for the RAF in 1940, three days after Prime Minister Winston Churchill’s declaration that the Battle of Britain was about to begin, when the British air force was the last remaining obstacle which blocked Hitler’s dream of global demolition.


Thanks to the bravery of young men such as Frank in the summer of 1940, the RAF provided Hitler’s first military defeat. As the Second World War moved on and began to develop into a truly inter-continental war, Sergeant Farrar found himself stationed variously all over Europe, Africa and Asia as part of the RAF’s Air Sea Rescue Service, mainly picking up Allied pilots whose planes had ditched into the English Channel, the Mediterranean Sea or the Gulf of Aden. The end of the war found him stationed in India. He was demobbed on 22 December 1945.


Early in 1946, Frank returned home to his wife and his six-year-old daughter, Daphne. He soon found work helping to restore buildings that had been damaged by German bombs. This quickly led to more specialised work in restoring churches, and he even developed a nice little side-line in stained-glass artistry, replacing broken church windows in towns all over Lancashire.


Housing was a flourishing industry after the ravages of wartime. Many families were homeless and looking for somewhere to live, and other families, free at last to get on with their own lives once again, were selling up and moving around the country, creating much business for estate agents. Frank knew an opportunity when he saw one, and soon found a position as the manager of the Southport branch of an estate agency called Knights National, which had offices dotted all down Britain’s north-west coastline.


By 1950, Frank was divorced from his first wife and was almost into his forties. He was doing excellent business at Knights and he personally owned a number of properties around Southport that brought him a steady income. The end of the war meant that, slowly, more fine foods had become available to the public than had been for years. Frank, as usual, dived right in, and opened several profitable little businesses in the town, including a tidy basement confectionery shop on Lord Street called The Biscuit Box, and a delicatessen on Eastbank Street, which sold items that had not been seen on British shelves for a decade.


Surely by this point his taste for adventure and enterprise had been sated? Southport was a pleasant town to live in; Frank had many friends and the paradisiacal life of a bachelor beckoned. He had not, however, counted on a woman called Helena who swept into his office at Knights National one morning in 1950.


Like Frank, Helena had recently divorced and urgently needed a place for herself, her son and her daughter to live. Frank took her to see a flat which he had available to let in the town. He liked her immediately and as they got talking he invited her to lunch at the Grand National, which was running later that day at Aintree, just down the road. Helena clearly liked Frank straightaway too, for she accepted.


Helena was a powerful woman in build, thought and speech. She was, perhaps, getting on a little in years, but still had the looks of a minor Hollywood starlet, with her high cheekbones and a pile of immaculately sculpted blonde hair. She intrigued Frank with her peculiar Dutch-Australian accent; she was well-travelled, knowledgeable and held firm opinions on all matters, and she appealed strongly to Frank, who had been deeply frustrated by the boredom of life with his ex-wife.


Helena had been born around the same time as Frank (though she always lied about her age) and, like Frank, had been through a few adventures in her time. She had been one of several children born to a family of Dutch immigrants living just outside Sydney in Australia. Sydney had then been a town of a mere quarter of a million people and very different to the huge metropolis of nearly five million souls that it is today. Growing up on an orange farm on the outskirts of this tiny centre in the early years of the twentieth century, Helena was exposed to just about as rural a life as any other Australian and spent much of her time playing in the outback.


Helena was a girl born completely without fear and she grew up a little wild. Spending much time in the Australian bush, she learned to befriend and tame wild animals. Although she was the youngest in the family, her older siblings would not go near the outhouse until Helena had gone in and removed the snakes, spiders and scorpions from behind the lavatory and under the seat.


But Helena soon left the bush behind. Her grandmother in the Netherlands had often complained to Helena’s mother that she had never seen her grandchildren. All the family (but for the father) therefore decided to take a pleasant holiday to Europe, but the ship on which they travelled foundered and Helena, along with all the passengers and crew, had to be rescued from the ocean waves. Helena’s grandmother read of the disaster in the newspapers and feared that her family had been lost at sea. When at last they turned up on her doorstep in the town of Nijmegen (on the German border with the Netherlands) her relief was such that she never let them return to Sydney. Helena’s mother often wrote letters to her father, but the grandmother hid every single reply forthcoming from Australia and Helena never saw her father again.


Helena had effectively become a resident of the Netherlands and was having to adjust quickly to urban European life. She was now eleven years old and was being bullied mercilessly at school for she did not know the language. This, coupled with the perceived indifference of her father to the family, no doubt helped to turn Helena from a brave little girl into a tough young woman.


The Olympics in the 1920s were very different to the Games today with their police escorts and surface-to-air anti-terror missiles. They were open affairs in which people were much freer to mix with competitors and officials at the events, and when the Games came to Amsterdam in 1928, young Helena was among those who attended. While mingling in the crowds, she made a good friend of one of the British athletes. So good, in fact, that they married not long afterwards and Helena moved to England with him.


By 1950, Helena had been with this man for over twenty years and had borne him two children. Unfortunately the marriage had turned sour and she and the children were subjected to physical violence. She left her husband and his home without any clear idea of where she might go. Her options were somewhat limited for there were not many people to whom she could immediately turn: her father was lost to her; one of her brothers had died in a concentration camp during the war; and her mother had also met an untimely end – during the Nazi occupation of the Netherlands she had refused to step out of the way of a group of German soldiers, had been butted with the end of a rifle for her insolence, and had died of abdominal injuries.


However, after the many losses and struggles of Helena’s early life, things seemed to be looking up as she unexpectedly found herself sitting opposite this affluent and charmingly flamboyant estate agent named Frank over luncheon at Aintree. The Grand National of 1950 was as sensational a day out as any Britain then had to offer. It was the first Royal National since before the Second World War, with King George VI and his Queen in attendance along with their young princess, Elizabeth, and Marina, Duchess of Kent. Though the Grand National comes in the cruellest month of April, in that year it was a glorious summery day for which almost half a million people turned out.


Helena was a life-long gambler but unrepentant: problem gamblers are only those who lose and she never lost. She won on Freebooter, the favourite at 10/1 (the first favourite to win at the National for twenty-three years), launched home by jockey Jimmy Power with fifteen lengths to spare. All the horses were safely returned, unlike the bookies, who were rinsed for everything they were worth by the crowds. In short, it was a good day all round, especially for Frank and Helena whose future fate together was sealed by this happy day. Helena’s insistence on paying for the meal would probably have embarrassed other men of the time, but those who knew Frank would have said it probably endeared her to him all the more.


They were married within weeks and complemented each other brilliantly. Helena was a determined and practical woman, but tended to rub people’s fur the wrong way, which often caused what might otherwise have been perfectly avoidable problems. Frank, on the other hand, was a silver-tongued joker who could never take anything seriously and whom everyone absolutely loved. He had grand ambitions and a good head for finance but often lacked focus in his work. Helena brought to the marriage a no-nonsense sense of purpose that countered Frank’s dreaminess, and Frank, for his part, became Helena’s public relations counsel, always able to smooth the waters which she habitually stirred up.


If either of these two middle-aged newly-weds had thought that they were due a quietly contented life, having travelled the globe and found the right partners at last, this was thrown out of the window in early 1952, when they were driving one day through Manchester. They saw a large group of people clustered around a shop window, shouting and banging on the glass. Helena noticed it was a pet shop and ordered Frank to pull over to see what the commotion was about. Inside the shop window was a trapped and terrified young lion from which the jeering crowd was trying to elicit a response. Helena took pity on the creature: she marched straight into the shop and bought him on the spot. On their way home to Southport in the car she christened him Samson.


The Farrars were quite used to living with animals. Helena had, for instance, tamed a wild koala back in her orange farm days. Frank had grown up with his father’s elephants at the little zoo on Scarisbrick New Road and had kept a great number of his own rabbits, bantam chickens, dogs and cats. Neither of them appear to have had animals when they met, but shortly after they were married they set up a small riding school together, and it was not long before a retired racehorse came to live with them – the first of countless animals that came to live with the pair over the years.


Starting with the racehorse, the Farrars slowly began to acquire a reputation for taking in unwanted creatures, and their animal family at Westbourne Road grew. To begin with, the animals were small and comparatively easy for the Farrars to keep; a few parrots arrived, then they took in an armadillo rescued from cruel treatment, and before long they had a dexter bull in the garden and a cobra in the greenhouse.


But a lion was another matter. It would be almost a decade before Joy Adamson would amaze readers with her book Born Free, about domestic life with a lioness on a game reserve in Kenya. Yet here was an estate agent and his wife raising a cub in exactly the same way, in the fashionable part of a densely populated British coastal tourist resort.


Samson was still small, however. So small, in fact, that it was some time before Frank and Helena realised that Samson lacked the necessary equipment to qualify for such a name and renamed her Sammy (though ‘Samson’ remained in use as well). For the moment, Sammy was simply a playful smudge of golden fur. However, lions have a tendency to grow and her appetite seemed to be growing in accordance. Sammy was, however, perfectly tame and Helena was often seen walking her around Birkdale on a leash as this lioness began to grow up. Many stories are told of the horror expressed by Southport locals when they saw these two ladies coming. People who did not know about Helena would laugh when they saw her at the end of the street with a ‘dog’ so large they said it looked almost like a lion, only to scatter, wild-eyed, when she approached closer. There is no doubt that Helena enjoyed giving people a fright and watching the streets empty at her advance. A story is told of the surprise the local vicar had when he dropped in for tea one afternoon and casually ran his hand over what he too thought was a big dog lying against the end of the sofa.
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Frank Farrar in later life. (Fred and Joan Honisett)





It was not long before Sammy was really starting to fill out into a fine huntress and it became clear that things could not continue in this way. One afternoon, while sitting in his office at Knights National, Frank Farrar asked himself, ‘What the hell am I going to do about this damned lion in the house?’ He was having trouble getting his mail delivered after the postman had been terrified almost out of his mind at coming face-to-face with Sammy in the garden one day. Many tradesmen would no longer come near the house, and the various members of the Farrar household, including Helena’s son and daughter from her first marriage, were also struggling with Sammy – they found, for instance, that they were often being made late for work and school; she would make it impossible for them to go out until they had played with her for a while. Sammy had also recently jumped the garden fence and wandered Birkdale on her own, terrifying the local children. The police had not been terribly impressed by that at all. The neighbours had been patient but had grown more anxious as the months had passed and Sammy had grown up, and they eventually set up a petition to have poor Sammy removed. What was Frank to do? He could not sell Sammy or give her away: Helena would divorce him on the spot. Helena and Sammy now came as a package, and the choice was either to return to his bachelor life, which seemed extremely dull in contrast to life with Helena, or keep Sammy in the house until he ended up before the magistrate. What if Sammy should wander off alone again and get hold of a child? What would then happen to Sammy once the authorities got hold of her?


Gabrielle Hutchinson (known to everyone as Gaye) was Frank’s secretary at Knights National. She recalls as if it were yesterday that unusually quiet afternoon at the office when Frank was thinking these things over. Frank was also reminiscing that day about his childhood, and ended up talking about his father’s zoo, back in the years before the war. It had been a lot of fun and he missed it: the hustle and bustle; the excitement; the gangs of local children skipping behind him and old keeper Winrow as they walked the elephants down to Southport beach to bathe the animals in the Irish Sea.


There was one other desk-worker in the room with Gaye that day and she distinctly remembers catching this man’s eye. They looked at each other and then back at Frank and then at each other again, as their boss started to hatch the idea of starting up his own zoo. Within mere minutes Frank had built an entire animal park in his head and was imagining all the possibilities and enjoyment there might be had from such a project. Frank had his solution and it appealed to him in every way – Helena could keep Sammy and the neighbours would be satisfied. A zoo would probably do very good business too, since there was no serious, direct competition for that sort of thing in Southport at the time. It even solved the problem of the huge appetite Sammy had for meat (which was still rationed in the early 1950s and horribly expensive on the black market). One of the reasons people went to a zoo was to feed the animals, and Frank saw straightaway that this had a great financial angle: not only would he save the money on 10lb of meat a day, but people would actually pay him to bring their scraps to Sammy!


And so started a remarkable thirty-year career in zoology for Frank and Helena Farrar. All the pieces of the puzzle had been there, waiting to be put in the right places. The two of them were natural animal handlers; Frank had considerable experience in starting and maintaining small businesses; and his work in estates allowed him to work smoothly through the process of acquiring land and planning permission. His life in the RAF had won him many contacts around the world and even a smattering of knowledge of a number of local dialects from far-off places – ideal for a person intending to collect exotic creatures.


The scheme required a great deal of paperwork and many meetings with the aldermen of Southport Borough Council. Even so, in next to no time the Farrars had everything in place to begin building their new zoo on a couple of acres of vacant land near Southport beach, next to the town’s famous Pleasureland resort which had recently reopened after the war. A cage for Sammy duly went up as soon as the perimeter fence was completed, followed quickly by several other enclosures.


Southport Model Zoo, as it was officially named, was ready by 1953. According to one person, the guest of honour who opened the zoo was George Cansdale, the Superintendent for the Zoological Society of London (of which Frank was now a member), who would become better known in later years as a regular guest on children’s television shows such as Blue Peter.
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Frank and Helena Farrar’s lioness, Samson (Sammy), at about five years of age in Southport, spring 1957. (Fred and Joan Honisett)





Now that Southport Zoo was up and running, and Sammy was safely locked away on the beach, the Farrars’ neighbours were no doubt thrilled that they could at last feel safe in their homes. Little did they realise that in helping Frank and Helena to decide to open a zoo they had in fact made a rod for their own backs. Within a short time Helena had bought another cat, a one-year-old Asian lion cub, from a department store in Liverpool. This time there was no mistake about the gender and it was soon clear that he was going to grow up into a large beast indeed. He was given the name Rajah, deriving from the Hindi word for ‘king’, but acquired the nickname ‘Big Boy’, for even by the age of two-and-a-half he had fleshed out to a weight of 350lb and was still growing fast.


When Sammy had been living at home, the neighbours had at least known that she was always around. Rajah, on the other hand, lived at the zoo with Sammy but Helena would forever be bringing him home out of the blue. Now the long-suffering residents of Westbourne Road didn’t know what to expect from one day to the next. Only notionally was Rajah a resident of the zoo really, for he spent many days with Helena at Westbourne Road. Whenever he went back to the zoo after a long spell at Westbourne Road, Helena had to sleep with him for a couple of nights to make sure he was settled with Sammy again.


Endless stories emerge from the 1950s about the luckless grocery boys, engineers, gasmen and travelling salesmen who chanced upon the house of Rajah. One of Helena’s closest friends recounts the story of a washing machine repairman who was busy at work in Helena’s kitchen when he felt a large, rough tongue at his cheek, which he thought was their dog asking for attention. When he turned to look straight into the large green eyes of Rajah he passed out instantly. Rajah continued to lick his face, which woke the man up again, whereupon he took another look at the lion and fainted a second time.


Helena was no more in the habit of remembering to warn people about Rajah than she had been about Sammy. She took pleasure in shaking the locals out of their suburban complacency, especially when she and Frank were raising young exotic animals by hand. A local boy, one David Kennedy Eveson, then working for Dewhurst’s butcher shop in Chapel Street, recalled making a delivery of two legs of mutton to Westbourne Road. He was greeted at the door by Helena and Rajah, whose sniffing nose suddenly caused David to become conscious that his apron was covered in blood and meat. He meekly assented to Helena’s invitation to step inside for a moment, whereupon he found himself confronted by a leopard cub and a young orangutan called Porky who came and put his arm round his shoulders.
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Helena and two-year-old Rajah at home in 1956. (Fred and Joan Honisett)





One might think that the bother surrounding Helena’s tame lions would eventually have died down as Southport Zoo became firmly established. It was not so: there was more interest than ever. Rajah, an exceptionally beautiful lion with a luxurious and delicately groomed mane, won many admirers and soon became something of a local celebrity, even simply as an animal to visit and feed in the zoo. Unwitting visitors would be captivated when Helena, dressed in her housewife’s twinset and pearls, would step into Sammy and Rajah’s cage to feed them great hunks of bloody horseflesh by hand, play games with them, or pour water from a watering can over them on hot summer days.


Both Sammy and Rajah had been housetrained like any other pet cats and had learned to leave their business in the garden at Westbourne Road. Once they were installed at the zoo, it transpired that they preferred not to mess their cage and sometimes had to be taken out on leads into Princes Park nearby, which caused an even bigger commotion than before.


It is possible that the clamour surrounding the Farrars’ lions might eventually have petered out somewhat had Southport been an out-of-the-way place with little passing traffic. However, the town was a prime holiday destination in Britain in the 1950s, which meant that there was a steady stream of people constantly moving through who had probably never seen a live lion before – certainly never one on a leash – and who raised a fresh din about the whole thing with each new week.


Helena and her lions fascinated the local press, and there were subsequent hurrahs sent out about it in the national press, which eventually resulted in Pathé News coming down to film Helena and Rajah at Westbourne Road in about 1956. The Pathé clip shows Helena being dragged down the front steps of No. 36 Westbourne Road by Rajah. She plays with him in the garden with a tennis racket and some coloured balloons. A close-up shows him gently gnawing on her arm as she pushes him away with a chuckle, before she hand-feeds him milk from a large washing-up bowl. This clip would have been shown repeatedly in movie theatres all over the country between main feature films, along with news items and other clips of general interest. At a time when a trip to the cinema was still a genuine national pastime, Rajah could quite comfortably have claimed to be the most famous lion in Britain.
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DAYS AT THE BEACH


BY THE MID-1950S Rajah had been discovered by the movie world and it was at this time that Helena and Frank began to prepare him to appear in a new film with Gordon Scott, the Arnold Schwarzenegger of his day. Scott made five Tarzan movies between 1955 and 1960, with Rajah appearing in three. This was new territory for Frank and Helena, most of whose time had lately been spent building up Southport Zoo and drawing people in.


It seems that the Farrars, with their vivid personalities, fitted in well with the colourful and creative people who once inhabited the mainstream movie world. Given that their animals were also expertly trained and well behaved, and that handsome payments were forthcoming for such appearances by Rajah, it is hardly surprising that this venture into the world of film-making was to be merely the beginning of a long association between the Farrars’ animals and the world of show business.


Jackie Granger, who lived a few streets over from the Farrars, became Rajah’s chauffeur for his film and television appearances when Rajah was selected to appear in a picture called The Jungle Princess, possibly a re-hash of the hit 1936 film of the same name. Frank and Helena were driving a Rolls-Royce Silver Cloud in the mid-1950s, a model that did not meet the needs of transporting a rather large lion. The Farrars had, therefore, been forced to ask van drivers in Southport to give them a lift to Elstree Studios, way down south in Hertfordshire. No one had seemed much interested in sharing a 400-mile round-trip with poor Rajah, and in desperation the Farrars offered Jackie £20 for the job (equivalent to about £400 today). Jackie accepted and enjoyed the day a great deal, commenting that Rajah was ‘a real Christian’ all the way to London and back. He recalls pulling over for fuel and watching the pump-station attendant walk over to the van only to see Rajah’s great head staring through the window at him; naturally, he turned and ran, begging them to leave his forecourt. Jackie liked this sort of thing as much as Helena and Frank and he became a regular driver for them, taking all sorts of animals, from the very smallest creature right up to their first elephant, all over the country.
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Postcard of Frank (far right) and Helena with Rajah in Southport in the late 1950s. (Fred and Joan Honisett)





It was at about this time that Rajah appeared in Terence Young’s film Safari, with Victor Mature and Janet Leigh (later of Psycho fame). When this film came to town, Ken Lloyd, the manager of Southport’s Gaumont cinema theatre, had the idea of inviting Rajah down for a private screening. Frank eagerly agreed, seeing it as great publicity for the zoo. It was only a stunt, of course, and Rajah would ‘watch’ merely a portion of the film alone with the Farrars and Mr Lloyd in the auditorium, just long enough for the town’s press photographers to get some good shots.


Mr Lloyd remembered that the local fire brigade chief happened to show up at the cinema that day, to make his routine safety checks on the building. His suspicions were aroused when he found the doors of the auditorium locked and would not believe Mr Lloyd’s protestations that there was a lion loose in the cinema. Eventually Mr Lloyd had to let him in. As soon as the fireman’s eyes adjusted to the gloom he saw that the lion was not, after all, a lie. Mr Lloyd said he had never seen a man move so fast as when this fireman dived up one of the balcony support columns, then slid back down and dashed off to lock himself in the ladies’ powder room.


Rajah is also said to have appeared in a television series called White Hunter, which aired in 1957, but there are many media appearances that have been forgotten, and it is impossible to make a list of them all. The same goes for another of Southport Zoo’s inhabitants: Frank’s tame leopard, Big Chief Horrible Noise or ‘Chiefy’.


Chiefy had been born in India (possibly Bengal) in June 1954. He arrived at Southport Zoo just before April of the following year and soon appeared in many high-profile films and television programmes. Postcards of Chiefy that were on sale at Southport Zoo declared rather grandly that he was ‘the world’s most famous leopard’, which was probably not far off the mark. Though a full list of Chiefy’s celluloid appearances cannot be compiled, it is safe to say that any British or perhaps even American film made between 1955 and 1965 which features a male leopard stands a good chance of having been a Chiefy feature.
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Postcard of Big Chief Horrible Noise, ‘Chiefy’, the leopard at Southport Zoo, probably from the early 1960s. (Fred and Joan Honisett)
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Gabrielle Hutchinson with a spider monkey at Southport Zoo, March 1955. (Gabrielle Hutchinson)





Without doubt, Frank had been making far more money than one could have expected from a small zoo charging a few pennies a head, no matter how busy it might have been. He had already given up his estate agency work by this time, along with some of his other business interests. Claims that individuals such as Chiefy were having careers spanning more than 130 major film and television appearances must therefore be regarded as being broadly accurate, for it seems that this was the Farrars’ main money-making venture. The price put on one of the Farrars’ film contracts, for instance, was in excess of £100 a day (equal to nearly £2,000 today).


By 1962, Frank was once again being offered the opportunity of settling down to a quiet life. Even ignoring the lucrative film work, Southport Zoo itself had become an enduring success and was now bringing in just about enough money for him and Helena to live a reasonably comfortable life together. Local people felt a strong attachment to this zoological attraction and it perfectly complemented any out-of-towner’s holiday of ice creams and paddling in the sea.


The government’s Holidays with Pay Act of 1938 had newly guaranteed paid leisure to the working class. Notwithstanding the Second World War, it meant that greater numbers of ordinary British people had time and money to spend in places like Southport and its little zoo. Throughout the 1950s, Frank and Helena enjoyed big crowds coming to see their collection, for they offered the masses the kind of fun which had been so resolutely denied them throughout the first half of the twentieth century, what with all its swollen industrial squalor, military bloodbaths and economic disasters.
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Helena with Rajah at Southport Zoo, mid-1950s. (Fred and Joan Honisett)





In British zoos of the post-war years, contact between visitors and animals was much more liberal than it is today. One could feed any creature through the bars of its cage, stroke its fur or hold its paw. Some people miss this old style of zoo life but it came with risks, not least to the visitors. A local visitor, Denise Roney, recalls as a young girl being pressed up against one of the ape cages at Southport Zoo and losing her brand-new pretty multi-coloured pinafore to the large, light-fingered primates within. It was as much as her father could do to stop Denise being dragged to the very top of the cage wall as the animals pulled at the fabric. The apes managed to get the pinafore and, though it was later retrieved, it was utterly ruined, much to the dismay of little Denise. Such calamities were, however, simply all part of a day at the zoo in the 1950s and no one really complained.


One regular visitor, Joan Honisett, had fallen in love with this quaint seaside zoo when she and her husband Fred had first visited in 1960. They were southerners, but Fred worked for Boots and had just been appointed manager of a chemist branch in the Southport area. Joan did not know anyone in the town but had always felt a kinship with animals and ended up visiting the zoo every single day for three months.


She got to know the animals of Southport beach very well indeed, and one day noticed that Sammy (who was about nine years old by this point) was staggering slightly. Joan happened to remark aloud to the blonde lady standing next to her that the lioness did not look at all well. Helena turned and replied that Sammy was indeed very ill; she had a tumour on the brain and was due to be put down by the vet before long. Joan was herself aghast and could see through Helena’s stoicism that it was certain to be a grim day when it came. The two women talked for some time that day, and a friendship was formed that would last for thirty years.


Helena was fiercely loyal to those who shared her love for animals and upon whom she felt she could depend, and she would come to rely on Joan a great deal. Joan had happened to appear at just the right time for the Farrars, as Gaye Hutchinson, who had slowly evolved into the zoo’s secretary, had got married and given up work, as women tended to do in those days. Gaye recalls that Helena was ‘a tower of strength in every possible way’ to Frank as he pursued his projects, but behind Helena after 1960 was Joan Honisett. Helena could see right away that Joan had the innate talent for winning the confidence of animals and found in her a perfect ally. Joan threw herself into her work at Southport Zoo. She remembers them as happy days, for Frank and Helena had surrounded themselves with good people. Frank’s sister Mabel, who lived next door to the Farrars at Westbourne Road, often used to help out at the zoo, and Mabel’s young daughter Angela also frequently came down to the zoo to work there and to play with the animals.
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Joan Honisett with ostriches, 1960s. (Fred and Joan Honisett)





One Southport local, a man named Norman Dean, proved, like Joan, to be a gift to Frank and Helena. Norman was about the same age as Frank, was equally competent and had a love for animals. He had been a shopkeeper but, like so many others, ended up spending all his spare time at Southport Zoo, absorbed with the animals and the antics of the ebullient Yorkshireman who ran the place. In time, Norman became an honorary staff member, helping to muck out the stables and small paddocks. At about the same time that Joan joined as the zoo’s secretary, Norman, at the age of fifty-one, closed his business and became a regular keeper for Frank. Especially taken with the big cats, Frank and Helena would later say that Norman had possessed a special talent for the handling of large creatures and that these animals would always approach him with trust. Frank in particular recognised this and often asked Norman to accompany him in television appearances for the BBC and suchlike.


Any other zoo of its kind might have been quite content to remain a children’s petting zoo, with mainly rabbits and goats along with a few spectacular animals to draw the crowds. That was not, however, Frank’s style: in the narrow confines of Southport Zoo he was trying to build a serious animal collection. Within a short time the number of animals had ballooned to include a Highland cow, an elephant, a family of ostriches, a bear and thirty-five species of primate, along with a steadily increasing group of big cats.
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