
i bought a zoo true story

i bought a zoo true story is a phrase often searched by those intrigued by the 2011
family drama film titled "We Bought a Zoo," which was inspired by true events. This article
delves into the real-life story behind the movie, exploring the origins of the zoo purchase,
the challenges faced by the owner, and the transformation that followed. Understanding
the true story provides insight into the motivations, struggles, and triumphs that inspired
the cinematic adaptation. Additionally, this piece examines the author Benjamin Mee’s
journey and how his memoir brought the story to a broader audience. Readers will gain a
comprehensive perspective on the authenticity of the events portrayed and the legacy of
the zoo itself. The following sections will cover the background of the zoo, the purchase and
restoration process, the family’s experiences, and the impact of the story in popular
culture.
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The Legacy and Cultural Impact

The Background of the Zoo
The true story behind "We Bought a Zoo" centers on Dartmoor Wildlife Park, located in
Devon, England. Originally opened in 1968, the zoo housed a variety of exotic animals and
became a local attraction. Over the years, the park faced financial difficulties and
operational challenges, leading to neglect and a decline in visitor numbers. Before the Mee
family’s involvement, the zoo was struggling to maintain its facilities and animal care
standards. This neglect set the stage for a significant transformation when the opportunity
for new ownership arose. Understanding the zoo’s history provides context for the dramatic
changes that Benjamin Mee undertook.

Origins and Early Years
Dartmoor Wildlife Park began as a family-run operation, emphasizing conservation and
education. The zoo featured a range of animals, including big cats, primates, and various
reptiles. Despite initial success, the park’s remote location and limited funding contributed
to operational strains. These challenges culminated in the zoo’s closure in 2006, shortly
before the Mee family purchased the property.



State of the Zoo Before Purchase
When Benjamin Mee and his family discovered Dartmoor Wildlife Park, the property was in
a state of disrepair. Many enclosures were outdated, and some animals required urgent
care. The facility had been closed to the public, and the future of the zoo was uncertain.
This critical condition motivated the Mee family to undertake a comprehensive restoration
effort, which would become the heart of the true story behind the movie adaptation.

The Purchase and Restoration
The purchase of the zoo by Benjamin Mee was an ambitious and unconventional decision.
The acquisition involved significant financial risk and required a considerable commitment
to animal welfare and business management. The restoration process was extensive,
involving renovations to infrastructure, recruitment of expert staff, and compliance with
regulatory standards. This section explores the key aspects of the purchase and the efforts
made to revive the zoo.

Decision to Buy the Zoo
Benjamin Mee, a British journalist and writer, sought a fresh start for his family after
personal tragedy. The decision to buy a zoo was driven by a desire for change and
adventure, despite limited knowledge of zoological management. The purchase price was
relatively modest, but the anticipated restoration costs were substantial. This bold move
exemplifies the theme of transformation and resilience embedded in the true story.

Restoration and Renovation Efforts
Upon acquiring the zoo, the Mee family faced numerous challenges, including the need to
upgrade animal enclosures, improve visitor facilities, and meet government regulations. A
team of veterinarians, zookeepers, and contractors was assembled to address these issues.
The restoration also involved improving the zoo’s financial viability through marketing and
community engagement. These efforts culminated in the reopening of the zoo to the public
in 2007.

Animal Welfare and Conservation
A major focus during restoration was the health and well-being of the zoo’s inhabitants. The
Mee family prioritized improving living conditions and enhancing conservation programs.
This included veterinary care, habitat enrichment, and breeding initiatives. The
commitment to animal welfare was a defining aspect of the true story and contributed to
the positive reception of the zoo’s revival.



Benjamin Mee and His Family
The personal journey of Benjamin Mee and his family is central to the narrative of the true
story. Their experiences navigating the complexities of zoo ownership, family dynamics,
and healing form a compelling backdrop to the business challenges. This section highlights
the key family members involved and their roles in the zoo’s transformation.

Benjamin Mee’s Background
Before purchasing the zoo, Benjamin Mee was a journalist and author with no prior
experience in animal management. His background in writing helped him document the
journey, which later became the basis for his memoir. Mee’s leadership and determination
were instrumental in overcoming obstacles and inspiring his family.

The Mee Family’s Role
The family, including Mee’s wife and children, embraced the challenges of the zoo project.
Their collective efforts ranged from hands-on animal care to administrative tasks. The
family’s cohesion and shared vision were crucial to the success of the enterprise. Their
story underscores themes of resilience, adaptation, and unity.

Impact of Personal Loss
The decision to buy and restore the zoo was partly motivated by the need for healing after
the loss of a family member. This emotional context added depth to the true story,
illustrating how the project served as a therapeutic and transformative experience. The
family’s ability to channel grief into positive action is a poignant element of the narrative.

Challenges of Running a Zoo
Operating a zoo involves numerous challenges, from financial management to animal care
and regulatory compliance. The true story behind "i bought a zoo true story" reveals the
complexities faced by the Mee family during their ownership. This section outlines the key
obstacles and strategies employed to address them.

Financial and Operational Challenges
Maintaining a zoo requires significant funding for staff salaries, animal food, veterinary
services, and facility maintenance. The Mee family had to develop sustainable business
models, including ticket sales, memberships, and events, to ensure financial stability.
Operational hurdles included staffing shortages and logistics management.



Regulatory and Safety Standards
Zoos are subject to strict regulations concerning animal welfare, public safety, and
environmental standards. Compliance with these rules necessitated ongoing inspections
and upgrades. The Mee family worked closely with authorities to meet these requirements
and to maintain accreditation for the zoo.

Community Engagement and Public Perception
Building community support was essential for the zoo’s success. The family undertook
outreach programs, educational initiatives, and media engagement to foster positive public
relations. Overcoming skepticism and gaining trust were critical steps in establishing the
zoo as a valued local institution.

The Legacy and Cultural Impact
The true story of buying and restoring a zoo has had a lasting impact beyond the
immediate success of the Dartmoor Wildlife Park. It inspired a bestselling memoir and a
major motion picture, influencing public perceptions about zoos, family resilience, and
unconventional life choices. This section examines the broader legacy.

The Memoir: "We Bought a Zoo"
Benjamin Mee’s 2008 memoir, originally titled "We Bought a Zoo," chronicles the family’s
experiences in detail. The book received widespread acclaim for its honest and engaging
portrayal of the challenges and joys of zoo ownership. It remains a popular example of
inspirational nonfiction.

The Film Adaptation
The 2011 film "We Bought a Zoo," starring Matt Damon, brought the story to an
international audience. While some dramatic liberties were taken, the film stayed true to
the core themes of family, perseverance, and animal care. The movie boosted awareness of
the Dartmoor Wildlife Park and contributed to its ongoing popularity.

Influence on Animal Conservation Awareness
The story has helped raise awareness about the importance of wildlife conservation and
responsible zoo management. It has inspired other individuals and families to consider
conservation efforts and community involvement. The positive portrayal of the zoo’s revival
highlights the potential for private initiatives to support animal welfare.



Key Takeaways from the True Story

Commitment to animal welfare is essential for zoo success.

Family unity and resilience can overcome significant challenges.

Financial and regulatory hurdles require strategic planning and dedication.

Sharing personal stories can inspire broader societal impact.

Conservation and education are central to modern zoological institutions.

Frequently Asked Questions

Is 'We Bought a Zoo' based on a true story?
'We Bought a Zoo' is inspired by a true story. The film is based on the memoir by Benjamin
Mee, who bought and renovated a struggling zoo in England.

Who is Benjamin Mee in 'We Bought a Zoo'?
Benjamin Mee is the real-life author and former journalist who purchased the Dartmoor
Wildlife Park in Devon, England, which inspired the book and movie 'We Bought a Zoo.'

Did Benjamin Mee really buy a zoo and renovate it?
Yes, Benjamin Mee bought the Dartmoor Wildlife Park in 2006 and worked to improve the
zoo, opening it to the public under the new name Dartmoor Zoological Park.

Is the story of 'We Bought a Zoo' accurately portrayed
in the movie?
The movie takes creative liberties for storytelling but generally follows the core events of
Mee's purchase and renovation of the zoo, focusing on family and personal growth themes.

Where is the real zoo located that inspired 'We Bought
a Zoo'?
The real zoo, Dartmoor Zoological Park, is located in Devon, England.

What happened to the Dartmoor Wildlife Park after



Benjamin Mee bought it?
After Benjamin Mee bought the park, he and his family renovated it, improved animal
welfare, and reopened it successfully as Dartmoor Zoological Park.

Did Benjamin Mee's family help with the zoo in real life
like in the movie?
Yes, Benjamin Mee's family was involved in helping run and renovate the zoo, similar to the
family dynamics portrayed in the film.

Is the book 'We Bought a Zoo' different from the movie?
The book provides a more detailed and personal account of Benjamin Mee's experiences,
while the movie adapts the story with some fictional elements for dramatic effect.

Can you visit the Dartmoor Zoological Park today?
Yes, Dartmoor Zoological Park is still open to visitors and continues to operate as a family-
run zoo in Devon, England.

Additional Resources
1. We Bought a Zoo: The True Story of a Family and Their Dream
This memoir by Benjamin Mee recounts the incredible journey of purchasing and renovating
the Dartmoor Wildlife Park in England. Mee and his family face numerous challenges, from
financial struggles to caring for exotic animals, all while trying to create a safe haven for
wildlife. The book offers an inspiring look at perseverance, family bonds, and the love for
animals.

2. The Zoo Keeper's Daughter
Written by Laurie Graff, this novel is a fictionalized account inspired by true events
surrounding a family running a small zoo. It explores the personal and professional
challenges of maintaining a zoo, the emotional connections with the animals, and the
impact on family dynamics. The story highlights themes of resilience, hope, and the human-
animal bond.

3. Zoo Story: Life in the Garden of Captives
Thomas French provides an intimate look inside the lives of zoo animals and their keepers.
By focusing on both animal welfare and the people dedicated to their care, the book reveals
the complexities and ethical questions involved in running a zoo. It’s a compelling narrative
about conservation, captivity, and compassion.

4. Saving the Zoo: The Amazing True Story of the John Aspinall Foundation
This book details the efforts of John Aspinall and his foundation to rescue endangered
species and reintroduce them into the wild. It covers the challenges of breeding programs,
habitat preservation, and the personal commitment behind wildlife conservation. The story
is both educational and emotionally engaging, showcasing the impact one person can have.



5. Behind the Scenes at the Zoo
Written by Lucy Cooke, this book offers a behind-the-curtain look at the daily operations of
a modern zoo. It highlights the dedication of zookeepers, veterinarians, and
conservationists working to protect animals and educate the public. The book combines
fascinating animal stories with insights into zoo management and ethics.

6. The Elephant Whisperer: My Life with the Herd in the African Wild
Lawrence Anthony’s memoir recounts his remarkable experience rescuing and caring for a
herd of wild elephants in South Africa. While not about a zoo, it shares themes of animal
rescue, rehabilitation, and the deep relationships that can form between humans and
animals. It’s a moving true story about empathy and conservation.

7. Life at the Zoo: Behind the Scenes with the Animal Care Team
This book by David Bridgman explores the daily routines and challenges faced by zoo staff
responsible for animal care. Featuring firsthand accounts and detailed descriptions, it
provides readers with a realistic perspective on the dedication required to maintain a
thriving zoo environment. The narrative emphasizes teamwork, animal behavior, and
conservation efforts.

8. Zoo Keeper: A Memoir of Life Behind the Bars
Written by Gerald Durrell, this memoir offers a humorous and heartfelt account of
managing a private zoo on the island of Jersey. Durrell’s passion for animals and
conservation shines through as he shares stories of exotic creatures and the adventures of
running a small zoo. The book is both entertaining and educational, highlighting the joys
and challenges of zoo keeping.

9. The Last Animals: Love, Loss, and the Fight to Save Endangered Species
By Douglas Carlton Abrams, this book chronicles the lives of various endangered species
and the people working tirelessly to save them. It delves into the complexities of
conservation efforts, including those involving zoos and wildlife parks. Through compelling
narratives, it underscores the urgency and importance of protecting the planet’s most
vulnerable animals.
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