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Tortoise Rides and Alligator Slides: Reflections on the 
Evolution, Progression and Maturation of Zoological Parks

As one delves into some of the lesser-known and darker as-
pects of zoo history, it becomes clear that many questionable 
practices have been carried out in zoological parks over the last 
two centuries. Beyond misguided husbandry and veterinary care 
practices that were reflective of the infancy of this burgeoning 
field and the paucity of knowledge on the biology and care of 
most species at the time, there have been other early practices 
in zoos and aquariums that in hindsight may not have been 
ethical or in the best interests of animal health and wellbeing. 
Many examples exist, with some of the more egregious includ-
ing great ape tea parties (Anonymous 1909a; Gleeson 1933; Allen 
et al. 1994), the destruction of problematic collection animals 
by firing squad (e.g., Anonymous 1848), and the display of eth-
nological “human zoos” (e.g., Anonymous 1906; Bradford and 
Blume 1992). From a herpetological perspective, there have also 
been many contentious reptile and amphibian care practices 
and spectacles in zoological parks over the past two centuries; 
to adequately cover all of them would likely require a dedicated 
volume of its own or series of articles.

Besides satiating the curiosity of students and fanciers of zoo 
history, reflecting on previous missteps, failures and controver-
sial practices can be a valuable exercise for zoo biologists and 
other zoo professionals. For example, studying such fallibility 
can help contextualize some of the ideas, philosophies and chal-
lenges of zoological parks that may have interfered with or inhib-
ited their progression at times, as well as help prevent institutions 
from making similar mistakes in the future. Piecing together the 
many different aspects of zoo history including some of the less 
flattering moments and practices that institutions may perhaps 
wish to forget also puts into perspective the remarkable transfor-
mation of the zoo field since its late 18th Century origins, includ-
ing zoo herpetology. Here, two former herpetological practices 
with origins dating back well over a century are highlighted to 
illustrate some of the ways in which zoos and the field of zoo her-
petology have changed and advanced over time.

Riding testudines

Giant tortoises, particularly the Aldabra Tortoise (Aldabrach-
elys gigantea) and Galapagos Tortoise (Chelonoidis niger) have 
a rich history in zoological parks where they have long-been 
popular residents (Murphy 2007, 2016), with some of the earli-
est specimens arriving at the London Zoological Gardens in the 

1830s (Günther 1875). Over time, and as knowledge of their biol-
ogy and care requirements improved, several species have suc-
cessfully reproduced in zoos (A. gigantea was first bred prior to 
1875 at the London Zoological Gardens [Anonymous 1875]; for C. 
niger see Shaw 1967; Throp 1969; Hairston and Burchfield 1989). 
Today, several hundred individuals are maintained in zoologi-
cal parks globally (ZIMS 2022), where they play important roles 
in managed breeding programs such as Species Survival Plans 
(SSPs), as educational ambassadors for their species and other 
chelonians, and as ex situ assurance reservoirs for wild popula-
tions.

Ever since their initial discoveries several hundred years ago, 
humans have been fascinated by the colossal sizes and strengths 
of A. gigantea, C. niger, and the recently extinct genus Cylindras-
pis. Capable of attaining straight carapace lengths of more than 
1.2 m and weights of 300 kg or more, there has been consider-
able attention focused on their ability to support the weight of, 
and even carry around an adult human on their back. Many 
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Fig. 1. British naturalist Walter Rothschild rides Rotumah, a large 
Galapagos Tortoise (Chelonoidis niger) at the London Zoological 
Gardens, 1890s.
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naturalists and other authors have referenced this feat (e.g., Oli-
ver 1891; Wilson 1891) including Charles Darwin, who noted: “I 
frequently got on their backs, and then giving a few raps on the 
hinder part of their shells, they would rise up and walk away; - but 
I found it very difficult to keep my balance” (Darwin 1909:407). 
Walter Rothschild, British naturalist and founder of the Natural 
History Museum at Tring was famously photographed in the 
1890s riding Rotumah, a large C. niger that he had transported 
back to England (Fig. 1; Gerlach 1998; Chambers 2006; Nicholls 
2021; Murphy 2016).

Tortoise rides became a popular attraction for children in 
Victorian-era (1837–1901) zoological parks in Europe and the 
United States which continued well into the 20th Century as 
more institutions acquired large specimens for display. One 
of the earliest references to this practice dates back to the Sur-
rey Zoological Gardens in 1852 (Anonymous 1852), and an en-
graving from 1908 depicts several children “racing on turtles” 
at Tierpark Hagenbeck in Hamburg (Anonymous 1908; Fig. 2). 
Numerous photographs depicting children on the backs of tor-
toises—in some cases coaxing them along with fruit dangled in 
front of them as a lure (Fig. 3)—can be found in the literature and 
on postcards from various zoological parks.

Giant tortoises were not the only chelonians utilized in this 
capacity. Despite their weakness and sluggishness on land, large 
sea turtles including Leatherback Sea Turtles (Dermochelys co-
riacea) and Green Sea Turtles (Chelonia mydas) were also sub-
jected to children sitting or riding on them during the early 20th 
Century (Figs. 4), often at aquariums where they were more com-
monly kept than zoos. As with many other wild-caught reptiles 
acquired during this era (e.g., Mendyk 2022a), sea turtles often 
arrived in captivity in poor physical condition, were kept under 
inappropriate conditions due to a general lack of knowledge 
about their biology and care requirements, and subsequently 
did not live long. The added stress exerted upon already com-
promised animals from people sitting on them more than likely 
contributed to further health complications, diminished welfare, 
and brief lifespans.

The practice of allowing children and special guests to ride 
giant tortoises appears to have largely disappeared from accred-
ited zoological parks sometime in the mid- to late-20th Century, 
probably coinciding with shifts in zoo management practices 
and philosophies towards animal wellbeing and their educa-
tional messaging focused on respecting and conserving wildlife. 

Surprisingly, even after a several-decade absence of the practice 
from zoos, zookeepers are still regularly asked by zoo visitors if 
they can ride the tortoises.

sensationaliZed alligatoR spectacles

Much like giant tortoises, American Alligators (Alligator mis-
sissippiensis) have also been popular attractions in zoological 
parks over the last two centuries, especially in the United States 
where the species has become ubiquitous in zoos, aquariums, 
and related facilities (Burger 2018). In recent decades, the dis-
play of aberrantly colored A. mississippiensis such as leucistic 
and amelanistic specimens has further increased the species’ 
popularity in zoological parks (Mendyk et al. 2021).

Among the main reasons why alligators became such popu-
lar and iconic attractions in zoological parks and related facilities 
were their size and formidability, which were often showcased 
through public feeding events. Some facilities also featured 
sensationalized shows and demonstrations in which showmen 
wrestled and performed various stunts with live alligators. Such 
spectacles, which have since been shown to have major health 
and welfare consequences for the animals (Riordan et al. 2020), 
became very popular at many of the roadside zoos and animal 
attractions that sprang up throughout the United States and es-
pecially Florida during the early- and mid-20th Century (Burger 
2018). At least one facility, the California Alligator Farm (Anon-
ymous 1927; Burger 2018) also allowed children to ride on the 
backs of alligators (Fig. 5) or in carriages pulled by them (Fig. 6).

Fig. 2. “Turtle racing” with both giant tortoises and sea turtles at Tier-
park Hagenbeck. Image from Anonymous (1908).

Fig. 3. A child rides a Galapagos Tortoise (Chelonoidis niger) at the 
New York Zoological Park. Image from Townsend (1925).
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Perhaps even more outrageous than alligator wrestling and 
alligator rides were the “gator chutes” that gained attention in 
the first few decades of the 20th Century. Here, alligators were 
coaxed or baited to walk up a steep elevated ramp of 4 m in 
height or more and then drop down a steep slide into a pool be-
low with other alligators (Fig. 7). At least two facilities featured 
these chutes—the California Alligator Farm and the St Augus-
tine Alligator Farm—but it is unclear where or precisely when 
the practice originated. While postcards featuring these chutes 
often depicted what appear to be taxidermied alligators in very 
unnatural poses “shooting the chutes” (Fig. 8), a silent film pro-
duced on the California Alligator Farm in 1927 that is now ar-
chived by the Biodiversity Heritage Library (Anonymous 1927) 
does indeed show live alligators climbing the ramp and utiliz-
ing the slide with some coaxing from an attendant. The practice 
appears to have been abandoned by the mid-20th Century, with 
some of the last known photos of these slides in operation dating 
back to the late 1940s.

ReFlections on the evolution, pRogRession 
and MatuRation oF Zoological paRKs

As accredited zoological parks have transitioned to animal 
welfare-guided management practices and philosophies (e.g., 
Norton et al. 1995; Maple and Perdue 2013), spectacles like 
tortoise rides and alligator chutes have become a thing of the past. 
In retrospect, it may be difficult to see how institutions at the time 
could have sanctioned these practices and overlooked their ethical 
and welfare implications which may seem obvious to us today. It 
is important to recognize, however, that so little was understood 
about the physical, environmental, and physiological tolerances 
of reptiles and amphibians at the time due to a great paucity of 
scientific studies on their biology and behavior. Likewise, animal 
caretakers at most zoos up until the mid-20th Century were usually 
not specialized or formally trained animal care professionals, but 
rather general laborers that often had a poor grasp of reptile and 
amphibian biology, behavior, and husbandry. Because of these 
experimental and information-based deficiencies, it is likely that 
few reptiles and amphibians experienced good welfare during this 
period.

Societal norms and attitudes towards animal health and well-
being were also very different from what they are today. While 

the antivivisectionist movement in England which concerned it-
self with animal cruelty (primarily in medical research) had been 
around since the 1850s (Elston 2004; French 2019), animal man-
agement practices in zoological parks were not typically scruti-
nized or seen as a concern. Animal welfare as a legitimate field 
of scientific inquiry did not come about until the 1960s when 
it was born out of the agricultural livestock industry in the UK 
(e.g., Harrison 1964; Brambell 1965), and while the wellbeing of 
animals in zoos had been a focus of zoo biologists for some time 
(e.g., Hediger 1950), it would take several decades for the field of 
animal welfare science to catch on and officially become woven 
into the fabric of modern zoo and aquarium management (see 
Norton et al. 1995; Rabb et al. 2005; Maple and Perdue 2013; Ka-
gan et al. 2015). Although there has been scientific interest in the 
welfare of captive reptiles for several decades (e.g., Warwick et al. 
1995), it wasn’t until the last decade or so that welfare has really 
become an important driving force behind the day-to-day care 
and management of reptiles and amphibians in zoological parks 
(see Mendyk 2022b).

As many zoos and aquariums in the latter half of the 20th Cen-
tury transitioned from operational models that focused primarily 
on leisure and entertainment for their visitors to one that also in-
corporated wildlife conservation, research, education, and animal 
welfare (e.g., Crandall 1964; Norton et al. 1995; Tribe and Booth 
2003; Rabb and Saunders 2005), their messaging also changed, es-
pecially as it related to the ways in which animals were displayed 

Fig. 4. A group of children ride a large Leatherback Sea Turtle (Der-
mochelys coriacea) at the New York Aquarium. Image from Anony-
mous (1909b).

Fig. 5. Children ride an American Alligator (Alligator mississippiensis) 
at the California Alligator Farm. Undated postcard.

Fig. 6. An American Alligator (Alligator mississippiensis) tows a child 
in a carriage at the California Alligator Farm. Undated postcard.
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and presented within their collections. Presenting compelling 
narratives about respecting wildlife and the importance of con-
serving threatened and endangered species would be difficult or 
impossible if captive representatives continued to be exhibited 
in dismal, minimalistic exhibits devoid of furnishings, environ-
mental variability and stimuli, displayed in sensationalized ways, 
or portrayed as species that should be feared or “tamed” (e.g., al-
ligator wrestling). As a never-ending process, modern zoos and 
aquariums continue to work towards creating complex captive 
environments that more appropriately align with the biological 
needs of species, as well as effective messaging that reflects their 
commitment to wildlife conservation and animal welfare; indeed, 
various herpetological exhibits arising from this paradigm shift 
have been both conceptualized (Conway 1968) and realized (Mur-
phy and Mitchell 1989; Marcellini and Murphy 1998; Sigler 2015).

Numerous advancements and innovations in herpetological 
husbandry made over the past century have contributed to an 
improved quality of life for many captive reptiles and amphib-
ians, greater captive lifespans and increased reproductive success 
(Murphy 2007; Burger 2018); however, there is still much that re-
mains to be learned about the biology, behavior, and husbandry 
of this group that will be important for further advancing the field, 
as well as various antiquated or misguided management practices 
that need to be addressed (e.g., Mendyk 2018; Mendyk and War-
wick, in press). If the rapid ‘exponential’ rate of progression ob-
served over just the last few decades is any indication of the future 
pace of advancement and trajectory of herpetological husbandry, 
one might ponder what reptile and amphibian husbandry and the 
field of zoo herpetology in general will look like 100 years from 
now. Will our current level of understanding, methodologies and 
practices be considered just as archaic to future zoo herpetolo-
gists as the practices highlighted in this account are to us?

Today, even in the face of surmounting challenges (e.g., Men-
dyk 2021), zoological parks are making great strides in advanc-
ing the field of zoo herpetology by shying away from antiquated 
keeping practices and those that may not be grounded in sci-
ence or have a justifiable basis (e.g., Mendyk 2018; Mendyk and 
Warwick, in press). Several institutions such as the London Zoo 
are also leading the way in developing experimentally informed, 
evidence-based husbandry practices for reptiles and amphibians 
that can be applied across the board and adopted by other zoo-
logical institutions (e.g., Jayson et al. 2018; Whatley et al. 2020a, 
b; Carter et al. 2021a, b; Michaels et al. 2021; Thomas et al. 2019). 
This perpetual state of progression will be key to ensuring that 
zoos are meeting their obligation to provide optimal care for their 

collection animals, and crucial to the overall success and future of 
this field (Mendyk 2021).

Finally, tying directly into this topic of progression and ad-
vancement, it is important to recognize that several zoos which 
started out decades, or even more than a century ago as tiny road-
side animal attractions have undergone remarkable transforma-
tions to become major accredited zoological institutions and, 
more importantly, champions of reptile and amphibian conserva-
tion and educational outreach (e.g., Peeling 2014; Burger 2018). In 
particular, the St. Augustine Alligator Farm Zoological Park, which 
was originally founded in 1893 as a small roadside display of na-
tive Floridian reptiles (Burger 2018), has grown, transitioned, and 
matured into a world-class institution and leader in crocodilian 
science, conservation, and captive management. By granting out-
side researchers access to their living collection, the park has fa-
cilitated dozens of collaborative studies in crocodilian biology and 
related subjects (e.g., Dinets 2015; Drumheller and Brochu 2014; 
Drumheller et al. 2016; Drumheller-Horton et al. 2019; Erickson 
et al. 2014; Merchant et al. 2018; O’Brien et al. 2019), and fundrais-
ing efforts spearheaded and hosted by the park have contributed 
significant funding to crocodilian conservation and research ef-
forts throughout the world. The expertise of its staff has also been 
instrumental in advancing industry standards and practices in 
crocodilian management and in training new generations of her-
petologists and other professionals on crocodilian management 
through the AZA’s Crocodilian Biology and Professional Manage-
ment course which the park hosts each year. The key takeaway 
from all of this is that not only do institutions like the St. Augustine 
Alligator Farm Zoological Park represent excellent case studies in 
how zoological parks have evolved and progressed over the last 
century, they also illustrate the inherent value of zoos and why 
they are a force for good in the world—a message that is some-
times lost on the general public, politicians, and even the broader 
herpetological community.

Acknowledgments.—I thank Gen Anderson, the Smithsonian In-
stitution Libraries, and the Biodiversity Heritage Library for provid-
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Fig. 7. A live American Alligator (Alligator mississippiensis) slides down 
the “gator chute” at an unspecified alligator farm. Undated photo.

Fig. 8. Postcard from the California Alligator Farm, likely from the 
1910s. Note the taxidermied American Alligator (Alligator mississip-
piensis) “shooting the chute” with live alligator waiting in tow. 
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