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About the Book

When George Mottershead moved to the village of Upton–by-Chester in 1930 to realise his dream of opening a zoo without bars, his four-year-old daughter June had no idea how extraordinary her life would become. Soon her best friend was a chimpanzee called Mary, lion cubs and parrots were vying for her attention in the kitchen, and finding a bear tucked up in bed was no more unusual than talking to a tapir about granny’s lemon curd. Pelican, penguin or polar bear – for June, they were simply family.

The early years were not without their obstacles for the Mottersheads. They were shunned by the local community, bankruptcy threatened and then World War Two began. Nightly bombing raids turned the dream into a nightmare and finding food for the animals became a constant challenge. Yet George’s resilience, resourcefulness and tenacity eventually paid off. Now over 80 years since June first set foot in the echoing house, Chester Zoo has achieved worldwide renown.

Here, in her enthralling memoir, June Mottershead chronicles the heartbreak, the humour, the trials and triumphs, above all the characters, both human and animal, who shaped her childhood.


About the Author

June Mottershead was born in June 1926 and from the age of 4 lived with the rest of her family at Chester Zoo started by her father in 1930. After working as a Land Girl in the latter stages of WW2 she returned to the zoo to become keeper of the aquarium. In 1949 she married Fred Williams who arrived as bear keeper in 1947. Apart from a break of five years in the fifties which they spent in Australia, June and her husband lived and worked at the zoo where they brought up their three children. A widow since 2012, June continues to live within a short walk of her childhood home.


Dedicated to the memory of
Fred Williams
1925–2012
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Introduction

One evening, late in 2010, I had a phone call from a young man called Adam Kemp. The name meant nothing to me, but at my age that’s hardly surprising. He had been brought up in the Wirral, he said, and had regularly gone on outings to Chester Zoo when he was a boy, but hadn’t been back since. Until that weekend that is, when he was up visiting his parents and had gone to the zoo, where he’d read a series of posters where the old aquarium used to be about the zoo’s history: how it was started by my father and how we’d all lived there together – my grandparents as well as Dad and my mum and my sister Muriel and me – and how it all so nearly didn’t happen.

‘The thing is,’ he said, ‘I’m a TV producer, and I think the story of the zoo and your family would make a great drama series. So I wondered if I could come and see you and have a chat?’ 

My husband Fred, whom I’d been married to for sixty-three happy years said, ‘Why not?’ 

‘It won’t be instantaneous, mind,’ my young visitor had warned as we said goodbye after that first meeting, during which we’d talked for what seemed like hours. ‘It could be months before we hear anything. TV is like that I’m afraid.’ He wasn’t exaggerating: it would be over three years before shooting started. 

My husband’s casual ‘Why not?’ was so typical of him – always looking round the next corner, ready for the next adventure. A few weeks after Adam Kemp’s visit, we went to spend Christmas in Indonesia with our eldest daughter, who was working as a teacher in Jakarta. During our stay we took a trip out to the Gili Islands off the coast of Lombok, where Fred and Joy went snorkelling together and, among other things, he found himself swimming alongside a hawksbill turtle – not bad for someone in their mid-eighties. We had always been great travellers – the kind who backpack rather than stay in luxury hotels or go on organised tours – and this wasn’t our first visit to Southeast Asia by any means, but it would be our last. That June Fred was diagnosed with oesophageal cancer and was given six months to live.

I wanted to call the whole TV thing off, but he wouldn’t hear of it. ‘You never know,’ he said. ‘It could be fun.’ The next few months were dreadful, and I’m not going to spell it out except to say that he faced it with his usual fortitude and good humour, our children were marvellous and we all spent a happy last Christmas together. He passed away in January 2012.

To everyone’s surprise – particularly mine – the TV drama was still going ahead. And Fred, as so often, was right. It was fun, another adventure. Since shooting started, I have had some of the most exciting weeks of my life, finding myself part of a whole new family, getting to grips with a whole new world.

Of course the drama series was different from how things were in real life. It wasn’t like time travel. For a start, it wasn’t shot at Oakfield. Although the original house and outbuildings haven’t changed that much, a film crew would have disrupted the daily life of the zoo. More importantly, you couldn’t bring in animals from outside. As for Upton, when we moved there in 1931 it was just a dozen or so cottages stretched along the road, with a shop, a post office and a little school, all backed by fields. It bears no resemblance now to how it looked eighty years ago. So, for those scenes, they used a village about fifteen miles away. For the house, they found a large mansion near Warrington, red brick like Oakfield, covered it with fake ivy, and hey presto. 

As for my character, someone asked recently if I felt strange seeing myself being portrayed by a young actress. The answer is no. They needed ‘June’ to be older than four, which was my real age in 1931. Never for one moment did I imagine I was watching my alter ego (she was much prettier than I was for a start). Then there were the animals. For about six years my best friend was a chimpanzee called Mary, but you can’t use chimps in films anymore, so no Mary. 

‘That’s what I call taking liberties,’ my friend Nancy said when I told her. ‘What’s wrong with the real story, why do they need to change it?’ Nancy and I have been friends since school – her family had a farm the other side of Upton – and she was one of the few people I felt comfortable with bringing back home. I told her I didn’t see it like that. ‘It’s not a documentary. It’s a drama,’ I said, repeating the phrase that had been used by the television people. And it’s true; in real life your cast of characters is far too big. There are too many strands – most of which go nowhere – and things happen over too long a period of time. In real life my mother had three brothers then living – so I had three Atkinson uncles – whereas in the drama I had one. It’s what’s called ‘poetic licence’. And that’s fine by me. Because, in spite of all the differences, there were moments when I had goose bumps and a shiver ran down my spine and I thought, ‘That’s just how it was.’ Because the important story, that of my parents’ struggle, was still there at the heart of it. 

The credits say Our Zoo was inspired by the story of George Mottershead. And that’s what my father was: inspirational. What he started in an empty Victorian mansion, which had in its time been a gentleman’s residence and then a home for Belgian officers in the First World War, is now counted among the top zoos of the world. I know it. Other zoo directors know it. But now millions of ordinary people will know it too. And all I ever wanted was for my parents to have the recognition they deserved. 

In another way, Nancy was right. The real story of the Mottershead family and Chester Zoo might not have involved as many romantic attachments (though mine and Fred’s stands up there with the best), but it’s just as dramatic and it too deserves the telling. 

June Mottershead, 

Upton-by-Chester, September 2014


Chapter 1
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My earliest real memory is of the night we arrived at Oakfield in a removals van. It was 7 December 1930 and there was me, my mother, my sister, a woolly monkey, two goats and two lovebirds. I was four and my sister Muriel was fourteen. Father wasn’t with us as he was in Derbyshire collecting bears, which he’d been offered at a knock-down price if he could trap them. They would be more or less the zoo’s first animals. 

We’d had great trouble in finding the little gate that led to the estate. The house hadn’t been lived in for a while and the garden was quite overgrown – yew and holly and rhododendrons that had got out of hand – almost hidden by trees and hedges on both sides. The roads we’d come on were narrow country lanes – no houses and no signposts. It was pitch-dark and very cold, so we didn’t see anything of the house but followed the drive up to the front door. 

Muriel, the van driver and my mother unloaded the furniture and left it in the hall that was bigger than any of the rooms in our old house – and Mum lit candles so we could see. While Mum and Mew sorted out the animals, I waited in the hall with the lovebirds. It was so cold I could see my breath, and the house was completely bare, just floorboards and tiles, no carpets or curtains, and it echoed. As we needed somewhere to sleep, my sister and my mother carried the frame of my parents’ double bed upstairs – luckily there was a great wide staircase that climbed around three sides of a high inner hall – and once they reached the top, Mum opened the first door she came to and this would be her bedroom for the rest of her life. 

While I sat huddled in a corner, too tired to help, Mum and Muriel went back downstairs and hauled up the big feather mattress, then back they went again for the other bedding and, last of all, the eiderdown, which they heaped on top.

We were so cold that first night that we didn’t undress but all got in together, Mother, Muriel and Me. It’s strange what you remember as a child. I needed to go to the lavatory, but as we didn’t know the layout of the house, my mother went back downstairs for my potty. Not seeing where she was going, she bumped into one of the pillars on the way back up, and you could see this big lump on her forehead in the candlelight, and I felt that it was all my fault. 

These days, if a politician admits to having his wife or children on the payroll, eyes roll, because everyone assumes it’s because of tax. But while my father, George Mottershead, was without doubt the driving force behind what would become Chester Zoo, it could never have happened without the rest of the family.

My mother’s father, Thomas Atkinson, a hill farmer in the Lake District, provided the private mortgage that enabled Dad to buy the Oakfield estate when the bank turned him down. My mum’s childhood on the remote Westmoreland Fells taught her all she needed to know about self-sufficiency and animal husbandry, while ten years in service – she didn’t marry my father until she was twenty-seven – meant there was nothing she didn’t know about feeding a large household. 

On the Mottershead side, Dad’s father Albert was a nurseryman in charge of everything to do with the zoo’s gardens. By the time he was thirty he had been head gardener in a mansion in Didsbury called Brockhurst, responsible for several acres, full of specimen trees and flowers, a conservatory, cold frames and greenhouses – all the trappings of a well-to-do Victorian merchant who, thanks to the railway, could work in Manchester and lead the life of a country squire at the same time. Granddad’s employer, a Mr William Brockbank, was an amateur horticulturist. These were the days when botanists were travelling the world in search of exotic plants and collecting was all the rage. As well as their cargo of cotton or sugar, ships arriving at the Liverpool docks would be carrying seeds and cuttings and saplings destined for greenhouses like Mr Brockbank’s. This was when Granddad developed his passion for alpine primulas – auriculas – which he never lost, winning prizes in specialist flower shows across Britain, eventually becoming a judge. 

As for my grandmother, Lucy, she had brought up seven children – only four of them her own, Granddad being a widower when they met. She too had been in service for many years – she was thirty-four when she and Granddad wed. She was his second wife and, although it was never even whispered, he probably remarried to provide a step-mother for the three children from his first marriage (his wife had died of cancer when she was only thirty-four). As it turned out, it was a real love match. Granddad was a gentle giant, well over six feet tall, while Granny’s head barely reached his chest.

Finally there was my sister Muriel, ten years older than me. Mew, as we called her, had always loved animals and at the age of fourteen – just days after she left school – she became Oakfield’s first keeper. As the zoo grew and we took on staff on the animal side, Mew was their overall boss, second only to Dad in the hierarchy.

Even my husband Fred would play his part. He arrived after the war as a keeper, but ended up as clerk of works, helping to turn my father’s dreams into reality. Fred and my dad were quite a pair, both of them capable of making something out of nothing, and in double-quick time. Laziness was something my dad could never understand or put up with. 

As for me, when we moved to Oakfield in 1930, I was more of a nuisance than a help. But once my dad learnt the value of marketing, and how a photo of a little girl with an animal would melt a newspaper editor’s heart like nothing else, I earned my keep. But perhaps it’s only now that I have found my most valuable role, as chronicler of the struggles and successes of our family, the friends and foes, the depression, the war, and finally recognition and the knowledge that it wasn’t in vain.

As anyone who knew him would have agreed, George Mottershead was a force to be reckoned with. What for others would have been a setback, my father saw as a challenge, and a challenge was just another word for opportunity. If he set his mind to something, he would do it, and if he couldn’t do it himself, he’d persuade somebody else to do it for him. He could charm the birds off the trees, and most other animals too, come to that, including humans – particularly the ladies. 

His life-changing moment came when he was eight years old. In June 1902, to celebrate the end of the Second Boer War, my granddad took George and his little brother Stanley to Belle Vue Zoo in Manchester. It started as a tearoom in 1836, with a small menagerie, decorative cages of monkeys and parrots. It was a little way out from the centre and you needed a carriage to get there, so it was really only for the gentry. But ten years on, with the coming of the railways and workers flooding into Manchester’s cotton mills, the emphasis changed. By 1902 Belle Vue was advertising itself as ‘the showground of the world’. As well as the animals, there was an amusement park, a dirt-racing track, various sports, a dance hall and even a circus. In the summer they had firework displays on an island in the boating lake.

It must have been quite an adventure for those two small boys – my father and my uncle – taking the train from where they lived south of the city, where my granddad was now working for the Sale Moor Nursery. 

Sale, on the fertile land between the River Mersey and the River Dee, was originally just a collection of farms. But the opening of the Bridgewater Canal in the eighteenth century provided a cheap route for growers to take fruit and vegetables to Manchester. The coming of the railways made it even easier, and by the 1920s Sale was one big market garden. 

Even at the age of eight, my dad knew about animals. He helped my granddad build an aviary, where they kept finches, cockatiels and budgerigars. He had his own collection of beetles and lizards – creatures that came in as stowaways among the plants that arrived at the Liverpool docks. And Granddad let him have a henhouse, where he kept Plymouth Rock hens that he’d reared from chicks. But the prospect of seeing real wild animals made him near sick with excitement. I heard him tell the story so many times, never quite the same admittedly, but never so different as to make you not believe it happened. 

Instead of being thrilled, however, he was shocked. He’d seen pictures of elephants – prints probably, set in their natural habitat – but here was the reality: this noble creature, pressing its great head against thick iron bars with spikes on top, like a prison. From time to time it would uncoil its trunk and push it through the bars to catch a swinging rope, pulling on it to ring a bell. Then the watching crowd would throw it sweets and titbits as a reward, which it would catch and transfer to its soft pink mouth while the watchers whistled and jeered. It was the same for the other animals – the lions and monkeys, chimpanzees and giraffes. 

Young as he was, George felt they were not treated with the respect they deserved. On the way home he was silent. Then, over supper that night, he announced that he knew what he wanted to do when he grew up to be a man. He was going to build a zoo, he said. A zoo without bars.

Five years later my father left school. In those days, unless you were exceptional and could get a scholarship to somewhere like Manchester Grammar, there was nothing for it but to get a job. While still helping Albert in the nursery, he set himself up as a physical culture instructor, what we would now call body-building. Pictures of that time – he posed for a camera club in a series of classical ‘attitudes’ – show that he had a good physique. Where he got the idea from I can’t imagine, but it would serve him well. 

In the summer of 1914 Britain found itself at war with Germany. At first there was no conscription, and although records have been lost, it seems likely that George didn’t enlist straight away. For one thing, he wouldn’t have wanted to lose his physical culture patrons – built up over a number of years by then – for a war that everyone said would be ‘over by Christmas’. However, his brother Stanley was among the first wave of volunteers. Four years younger than George, it must have seemed like a great adventure. He was a ‘Manchester Pal’, joining the 19th Battalion Manchester Regiment to do basic training in Heaton Park, the largest municipal park in Manchester until it became one of the largest military training grounds in the country. Then, after more training in Lincolnshire and on Salisbury Plain, Stanley embarked for France in September 1915. 

George joined the South Lancashires sometime that autumn. At Christmas he was home on leave, and on 19 January he married my mum – Elizabeth Atkinson, Lizzie as he called her. I have no idea how they met or how long they’d known each other, but I doubt if they were childhood sweethearts, because he was only twenty-one while she was twenty-seven, but she’d been in service in Sale just a few streets away from where the Mottersheads lived. Dad must have still been stationed locally – possibly in Heaton Park, looking after the horses – because in March my sister Muriel was conceived. By April he too had left for the front. 

His battalion took part in the Battle of the Somme, and on 15 October 1916 he was severely injured when a bullet went through the left side of his neck, grazing his spine as it went. He ended up at Highfield Military Hospital in Knotty Ash, Liverpool, when the family were told that he would end his days in a wheelchair. 

He was still in hospital on 7 December 1916 when Muriel was born. When my mother went in to show him his new daughter, the other wounded soldiers held a sweepstake to choose her name. Whether it was one of my dad’s money-making exercises I don’t know, but I wouldn’t put it past him. 

It was a terrible time for my grandparents. George was paralysed for life and shortly after Christmas came the news that Stanley had been killed, three days before Muriel was born. He was eighteen. Nine months after that, they learnt that Albert, my grandfather’s second son from his first marriage, had also fallen in action. 

Nor was that the end. Two of my mother’s brothers, James and Thomas, had been in France since the beginning of the war. James was killed in January 1917, aged only twenty-two, and Thomas went missing in April 1918, aged twenty-seven, just seven months before the Armistice. In some ways this was the worst, as Thomas’s body was never found. For years afterwards my grandmother, Hannah, would start at any knock on the door of their farm, thinking that it might be him, that he’d maybe lost his memory or been taken as a prisoner of war, unable to come home. 

What it must have been like to live with all that I can’t imagine. But it goes some way to explaining Dad’s stubbornness; his refusal to give in, whatever was stacked against him; the responsibility he bore to make something of his life.

Dad was now the eldest remaining son of his parents’ marriage. Albert wasn’t getting any younger, and Lucy wasn’t far behind, and who was going to look after them in their old age if he didn’t? Although the old-age pension had recently been introduced, it wasn’t much – 7/6d a week for a married couple in 1911, and the qualifying age was seventy. Albert had turned sixty in 1916. In fact he would live until he was ninety-three. There was also Charlie, born in 1900, Dad’s youngest brother, who had been too young to go to war. Plus he now had a wife and baby to think of. In hospital they had written him off – his physiotherapy had consisted mainly of needlework, and he sewed his own buttons on his shirts all his life. 

Somehow my dad’s knowledge of muscles, his level of fitness, his discipline, as well as his sheer determination, began to take effect. First he found he could move his arms. Then, using crutches, he forced his legs to respond. Bearing his weight on his shoulders, he would negotiate the stairs down from their flat to the street then slowly make his way to Granddad’s nursery, where he’d walk up and down the beaten earth between the rows of vegetables and flowers, forwards and backwards, backwards and forwards. It wasn’t like a story from the Bible – he didn’t throw his crutches on the compost heap and start running – but within three years he could walk unaided. It was only when he got into his seventies that his limp returned, otherwise you’d never have known he’d been injured, let alone so badly, though he never smoked, at a time when everybody did. That bullet had done for his lungs, he said. 

For a few years George was still little use to Albert in the nursery. But he didn’t waste his time. He went to night school and took classes in accountancy and carpentry and made ends meet by breeding and selling birds. Pets such as dogs were expensive to feed, but birds were cheap to look after. In the days before the radio, a canary or some other kind of songbird – or a budgerigar from Australia that could entertain you with its mimicry – was within the reach of ordinary folk. Not only did they bring a splash of colour into people’s lives, they were company.

Once the army learned that George Mottershead had got back the use of his legs, they stopped his disability pension. Medical advice was that he should ‘live an open-air life’, and by borrowing from his father-in-law, he bought a smallholding thirty miles south of Sale, between the villages of Hough and Shavington, just outside Crewe. The new little family – Mum, Dad and Muriel, as well as Granddad and Granny – moved there early in 1919. 

Crewe, as anyone of a certain generation will know, lies on the main line from London to the north. It was the headquarters of the Grand Junction Railway, and the biggest junction in the country, with connections to Wales, Chester, Liverpool and Birmingham. Crewe itself, which had been a farming community before the railway arrived, was now a sizeable town, sprawling over acres of sidings and locomotive sheds where engines were built and maintained.

The smallholding in Shavington was called Oakfield – one of those coincidences that are hard to explain, though oak trees are very common in the area. It ran to seven and a half acres, including greenhouses, soft-fruit cages and sheds. At first things continued much as they had done in Sale, with Granddad growing produce which Dad would take to Crewe every morning in a pony and trap and put on the Manchester train. But within a year, my father had taken a shop in Mill Street, where Granddad’s produce could be sold direct to the public. 

As well as flowers and vegetables, Granddad grew soft fruit like strawberries, raspberries, gooseberries and blackcurrants, and there were apples, pears and plums from the orchard. They had a cow called Molly who they got for her milk, and there were pigs. The pigs lived on windfalls and slops from the kitchen, as well as vegetables that weren’t good enough to go to the shop. My mother kept hens and sold eggs and dressed chickens. 

Muriel, who was only four when the family arrived at Shavington, would tell me stories about those early days, remembering how hard they had all worked. Mum would be cleaning and dressing the birds in the back kitchen late into the night, to be ready for the Christmas rush. She also made up bouquets from Granddad’s flowers, and at Christmas there would be holly wreaths, and Mum and Dad would go off on their bikes to collect moss, coming home cold and wet. Muriel remembered how she’d be sitting with Granddad by the fire, waiting for them to get back, surrounded by great piles of holly and him wiring it all up. 

They worked long hours, starting at first light. Granny’s job was to keep the house, do the cooking and look after Muriel, who stayed at home until she was seven, when she started at the Ursuline convent in Crewe – paid for by my other grandfather. No one in the family was Catholic – in fact, apart from Granny, they weren’t religious at all – it was just that my mother considered Muriel would get a better education with the nuns. 

Although Granny stopped going to church when we moved to Upton – the vicar was one of the main objectors to the zoo – she was always quite ‘proper’. She made sure our fingernails were clean and that we brushed our hair a hundred times before going to bed. She was definitely not modern. She wore skirts that reached nearly down to the ground and never cut her hair, but wore it coiled up on her head in a bun. It had been her crowning glory when she was young, she told me, the colour of chestnuts, but by the time I knew her it was white. She had grown up in a town – her father had been a tailor in Doncaster in Yorkshire – and she taught us to sew and to darn. She never really felt comfortable in the country and was happiest if she didn’t have to go outside. Muriel remembered how much she had hated the pigs. To her, they were ‘them dirty things’ and she’d chase them out of the freshly sluiced yard with a bucket. In fact she didn’t really like animals at all and this was the case right through her life. 

Mum was totally the opposite. She was born on her parents’ farm on a remote fellside in Westmoreland, one of eight children – the name, Hunger Hill Farm, says it all. Even their nearest neighbours were a good distance away, and in winter it was hard to walk the two miles to the nearest school and Sunday school, as likely as not through biting wind. She would tell me about the orphan lambs that she would be given to rear, her dad finding them buried in drifts and bringing them into the kitchen, nearly given up for dead, and Mum warming them back to life in her lap and feeding them drop by drop until they were strong enough to take a bottle. This was always my favourite bedtime story; I could hear it again and again – the names of the lambs, how they would follow her around just as if she was their mother. 

To her, animals were her family; she treated them all as individuals, each one had its own name and character. Every evening she would do the rounds, checking they had water and clean straw and were settled for the night. To do this at Shavington wasn’t difficult, because there weren’t that many, but it was the same at Upton. She would no more have gone to bed without saying goodnight to each and every one of them than not look in on me and give me a kiss. 

By now Dad had started buying things in for the shop – fancy pots and vases, and bulbs and bulb bowls from Holland. Mum was now pregnant, and in 1924 my brother Frankie was born. Having a son was important in those days because it meant there’d be someone to carry on the family business, whereas a daughter would marry and leave home. Sadly Frankie caught whooping cough and died eleven months later. There was a doctor in the village – Dr Winkle – but there was nothing he could do. There were no antibiotics till after the Second World War and children died all the time. Granddad had lost two daughters: Eva in infancy at three weeks and Nora aged fourteen with TB. 

It might have been commonplace, but that didn’t make losing Frankie any easier and my mother kept a framed photo of him above her bed all her life. It had been taken at a studio in Crewe when he was about six months old. He was dressed in white, and had blond hair, pale eyes and a sweet, open-looking face. He’d been photographed sitting on Muriel’s lap, but when Mum had it enlarged after he died, Mew was cut out. I used to lie on her bed and look up at it and think about what he would have been like – the brother I never knew. 

Meanwhile the business had expanded, with Dad taking over the shop next door, which previously had been a milliner’s. After selling off the existing stock, he filled it with exotic birds and small animals. Except for parrots, he bred the birds himself, but he also sold fish, reptiles, white mice and guinea pigs, as well as the hutches and cages and feeders to go with them. There were tortoises that arrived in big round tins holding dozens of them, all piled on top of each other. These had to be washed and cleared of ticks, and finally the shells were polished with oil. He even had a monkey or two as an attraction, to get people interested enough to go into the shop.

Although there’d been something of a boom in the years immediately after the war – the roaring twenties – by 1924 mining was in trouble. Heavy use of coal during the war resulted in rich seams being mined out. Also overseas markets had been lost: Germany was providing free coal to France and Italy as part of the war reparations. The mine owners’ answer was to reduce miners’ pay. The unions responded with the slogan, ‘Not a penny off pay, not a second on the day’. To avoid an all-out clash, the Conservative government stepped in and said they would provide subsidies to keep colliers’ pay at its current level, but only for nine months – so all this did was give the owners time to prepare. 

The result was the General Strike that lasted ten days from 3–13 May 1926, when the whole country came to a standstill. But in the end it failed. A million miners were locked out and never re-employed. It was the same with the railway unions, who’d supported the miners since the beginning. For somewhere like Crewe, it was devastating, and for Dad’s shop, it spelled ruin. Former railway workers who had allotments could grow their own vegetables, and no one could think of buying flowers or keeping pets. The shop quickly went bust. Luckily Shavington was in my mother’s name, but everything else with a value had to go: the cow, the hens and the pigs. Mum was heartbroken and wept for days. But no one wanted exotic birds or inedible fish, however pretty they were. Worse, people were soon returning animals they’d bought from the shop because they couldn’t afford to feed them, and Dad would never turn an animal away.

Granddad went back to growing produce for Manchester market. But his flower borders still looked beautiful, and eventually someone said, ‘What about opening a little zoo and charging folks to come in?’ So that’s what happened. The tomato house was used for birds and small animals, while the henhouse became a monkey house. Paths were cut, borders enlarged, benches were put out so visitors could sit and enjoy it all. What had been a summer house became a café and shop selling postcards and sweets, and Mum was run off her feet because by then she also had a three-year-old to look after. I had been born on 21 June 1926, just a month after the end of the General Strike, when the bailiffs were already banging at the door.
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