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Virginia McKenna OBE - Born Free Foundation Founder
Virginia McKenna’s long career as an actress includes ‘The Cruel Sea, ‘Carve Her Name with Pride’ and ‘A Town 
Like Alice’.  But she is best known for her role in the phenomenally successful 1964 classic ‘Born Free’, which 
also starred her husband Bill Travers. ‘Born Free’ told the true story of conservationists Joy and George Adam-
son and their fight to return Elsa the orphaned lion cub to the wild; a film which Barack Obama found immensely 
inspiring.  Both actors were at the peak of their careers, but making the film affected Virginia and Bill so much 
that it led to a profound life change. They realised that wild animals belong in the wild, not incarcerated in captiv-
ity, and so they began a lifetime’s campaigning for animal protection.

Bill began to produce wildlife documentaries and films including ‘An Elephant Called Slowly’ (1969) starring Pole 
Pole, an elephant calf.  Pole Pole was snatched from her wild family as a gift from the Kenyan government to 
London Zoo.  After 14 years in a barren concrete enclosure, she died in 1983, despite Bill and Virginia’s attempts 
to return her to the wild.  But Pole Pole’s short life was not in vain, as Bill and Virginia, who were horrified by her 
untimely death, launched Zoo Check, along with their son Will Travers. Over the past 25 years, Zoo Check grew 
in both size and success and developed into the Born Free Foundation.

Whilst Virginia still works occasionally as an actress, her priority is to raise awareness about the plight of wild 
animals isolated from their natural environments.  The Born Free Foundation regularly campaign to relocate 
captive animals back to the wilds of Africa. Full stories of some of these rescues can be found on the Born Free 
website.

www.bornfree .o rg . uk
www .youtube . com/bornfreefoundat ion

   

  

The Born Free Foundation is a dynamic international wildlife charity, devoted to compassionate conservation and 
animal welfare.  Born Free takes action worldwide to protect threatened species and stop individual animal 
suffering.  Our charity believes wildlife belongs in the wild and works to phase out zoos.  We rescue vulnerable 
animals from lives of misery in tiny cages and give them lifetime care.  Born Free protects lions, elephants, 
tigers, gorillas, wolves, polar bears, dolphins, marine turtles and much more in their natural habitat, working with 
local communities to help people and wildlife live together without conflict.  Our high-profile campaigns change 
public attitudes, persuade decision-makers and get results as we battle the ivory trade, stop exploitation, fight 
killing animals for ‘bushmeat’, oppose hunting wild animals for ‘sport’, and more.  
Find out more at www.bornfree.org.uk
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