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Feasting on Green Sea Turtle Soup in the Victorian Era
“Sing ‘TURTLE SOUP,’ for Alice, would you, old fellA?”
THe MoCk TurTle SigHed deePly, and began, 
a voiCe CHoked wiTH SobS, To Sing THiS: --
“beauTiFul SouP, So riCH and green, 
waiTing in a HoT Tureen!
wHo For SuCH dainTieS would noT STooP?
SouP oF THe evening, beauTiFul SouP!
SouP oF THe evening, beauTiFul SouP!
beau—-ooTiFul Soo—ooP!
beau—-ooTiFul Soo—ooP!
Soo—ooP oF THe e—e—evening,
beauTiFul, beauTiFul SouP!

“beauTiFul SouP!  wHo CareS For FiSH,
gaMe, or any oTHer diSH?
wHo would noT give all elSe For Two 
PennyworTH only oF beauTiFul SouP?
PennyworTH only oF beauTiFul SouP?
beau—-ooTiFul Soo—ooP!
beau—ooTiFul Soo—ooP!
Soo—ooP oF THe e—e—evening

beauTiFul, beauTi—Ful SouP!”
—lewiS Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in WonderlAnd, 1907

Imagine the plight of the Green Sea Turtle (Chelonia mydas), 
cursed with having delicious meat used for stews, chops, 
soups, and other culinary preparations, consumed by a horde 
of ravenous humans over many centuries (Fig. 1.). This turtle 
was the most popular of all the sea turtle species on the menu, 
esteemed for the delicacy and rich flavor of the meat. Ernie Liner 
(2005) listed an astounding 281 recipes and 20 auxiliary recipes 
for turtles, some with intriguing names like Turtle Fins with 
Sauce Madere, Turtle Fins A L’Americaine, Turtle Fins Mornay, 
and Flipper Turtle Soup. James R. Spotila (2004, 2011) paints a 
grim picture of the barbaric collecting techniques and inhumane 
slaughter over time to supply the ever-expanding market for 
food and other products (Fig. 2.). Alice in Wonderland listened 
attentively to the Mock Turtle’s melancholic song above, about 
the desirability of this widely sought-after soup (Fig. 3). 

Although all sea turtles are theoretically protected today, a 
viable illegal trade in meat, calipee, shells, oil, and eggs exists in 
many countries with sea turtle populations. Even young turtles 
are not safe as they are collected and prepared for sale to tourists 
as bizarre curios. Years ago, I saw several dozen stuffed groups, 
each with five hatchlings on a miniature bandstand, dressed as 
mariachi band musicians wearing sombreros and playing tiny 

instruments in shops in Mexico. I could not imagine having 
these on display in the home, especially as they gave off the smell 
of decomposition from improper preservation. I was stunned 
to discover that even the high-scale restaurant in Everglades 
National Park in Florida sold green sea turtle soup and steaks 
at astronomical prices in the late 1950s- early 1960s; when I 
complained to the staff, I was ignored, dismissed as a trouble-
maker, and asked to leave the premises.

How To be FaSHionable wHile SlurPing TurTle SouP in THe 1800S

Soup was extremely popular during the eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries. The liquid was normally served in 
plain tureens but in some wealthier homes, elaborate tureens 
depicting the animal served were all the rage. Examples include 
turkey, swan, duck, chicken, fish, pig, deer, boar and cow heads, 
tree shrew, exotic bird, and a host of other animals and vegetables. 
An extraordinary collection of these tureens is shown in the 
Campbell Collection of Soup Tureens at Winterthur Museum, 
Library and Garden in Delaware, USA. In this collection is a 
large swimming Green Sea Turtle tureen (Fig. 4) but the maker is 
unknown. The tureen is made of cut and shaped pieces of fused 
plate. In 1742 Thomas Bolsover, a cutler in Sheffield, England, 
invented this technique called Sheffield plate and the piece was 
probably made in Birmingham, England between 1800-1830. The 
term “fused plate” describes wares made from copper with a thin 
layer of silver fused on one (or two) sides. The body is in the form 
of a bowl stamped into shape with a drawn molding soldered to 
the lip (Fig. 5.). The detailed head, flippers, and tail all have hand-
chased decorative details soldered into place. The lid is attached 
to the back of the head with a soldered and riveted five-knuckle 
hinge. A stepped circular button is soldered to the underside of 
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Fig. 1. Green Sea Turtle (Chelonia (mydas) virgata) from Historia fisi-
ca, politica y natural de la isla de Cuba by Ramón de la Sagra, 1839-
1856. 
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the body behind the head. The various components are plated 
on both sides, with narrow strips of silver bent around and 
soldered to the edges. The dimensions are height 24.7 cm, width 
43.8 cm, and length 41.9 cm. This tureen is large and heavy so 
the servants must have been in good physical condition with 
high pain tolerance carrying hot soup in a metal container 
without spilling.

A rare George III silver green turtle soup ladle was offered 
for sale in 2009. The ladle’s bowl is in the form of a sea turtle 
with palmette leaves at the handle join and a pineapple finial.

How are Sea TurTleS Faring Today?

It is beyond the scope of this paper to identify all of the 
threats and challenges many chelonians face throughout the 
world (see Bjorndal 1995 for overview). In Spotila’s list of the 
ten best and worst countries in terms of sea turtle conservation 
(2004), the CITES (the Convention on International Trade in 
Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora, also known as the 
Washington Convention) List of Contracting Parties includes 
seven countries from the Spotila worst listing—Japan, Morocco, 
Indonesia, Spain, Cuba, Republic of Korea, and Equatorial 
Guinea. To get a sense of the Green Sea Turtle carnage over time 
throughout the world, read The IUCN Amphibia-Reptilia Red 
Data Book Part 1, compiled by Brian Groombridge in 1982, “…
that large-scale commercial exploitation is a cause of depletion 
or extinction of sea turtle stocks, and secondly, that the fishery 
tends to shift from one area to another…as each stock in turn 
is depleted.” The turtle species completely assessed in the 2004 
IUCN Red List of Threatened Species include the two marine 
turtle groups, Cheloniidae and Dermochelyidae, with six of the 
seven species identified as threatened (Baillie et al. 2004). 

However, there is some skepticism regarding the accuracy of 
the IUCN lists, as articulated by Nicholas Mrosovsky (2003). His 
points center on inadequate recognition of differences among 
species, inconsistency in application, insufficient scientific 
documentation, and lack of transparency. Quoting Mrosovky: 
“But if it cannot do better with red listing, then it creates an 
opportunity for another organization to step in with a better 
system—a system that respects and insists on the separation of 
extinction risk assessment from action priority setting, a system 
that disallows unsupported, undocumented listing, a system 
that abandons procedures that produce contradictions, and 
a system that keeps the ever-elastic, precautionary principle 
out of the presentation of the evidence. Conservation needs 
emotion and dedication and courage and—in the right place—
precaution, but it also needs the best scientific information 
available.”

The late Archie Carr, renowned sea turtle biologist sums it 
up this way: “I used to believe that the green turtle would not 
be threatened by the fishermen who net and harpoon them. It 
seemed to me that effective protection of the nesting colony 
alone would save the species. I no longer believe this. It is now 
clear that people are so abundant, and the life cycle of a sea 
turtle is so complicated, that nobody really knows what he is 
doing to a population when he kills a turtle or takes the eggs 
from a nest. The capacity of people to consume and their 
ability to destroy are growing beyond the tolerance of the small 
populations in which sea turtles live. If a carefully planned, 
comprehensive strategy were worked out, sea turtles could no 
doubt be permanently saved; and the green turtle certainly 
could be made an important link with the vast production 

Fig. 2. “Catching Turtles on the Coast of Cuba” from Charles Knight’s 
Pictorial Museum of Animated Nature; and Companion for the Zoo-
logical Gardens… 1856-1858. 

ER
N

ST
 M

AY
R 

LI
BR

A
RY

, H
A

RV
A

RD
 M

U
SE

U
M

 O
F 

CO
M

PA
RA

TI
VE

 Z
O

O
LO

G
Y

Fig. 3. Alice in Wonderland was a devotee of Green Sea Turtle Soup 
song sung by the Mock Turtle. Credit: Alice’s Adventures in Wonder-
land (London, New York. William Heinemann, Doubleday, Page & 
Company. 1907, p. 131. “The Mock Turtle drew a long breath and 
said, ‘That’s very curious.’”, The Winterthur Library: Printed Book 
and Periodical Collection).
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potential of the sea. Without such a strategy, however, we are 
likely to lose some of the species completely before much more 
time goes by.”
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Fig. 4. Large silverplate on copper (fused plate) swimming Green Sea 
Turtle tureen shown in the Campbell Collection of Soup Tureens at 
Winterthur Museum, Library and Garden in Delaware, USA. Gift of 
Margaret Dorrance Strawberry Foundation II, 1996.4.54. 
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Fig. 5. Green Sea Turtle tureen bowl shown in the Campbell 
Collection of Soup Tureens at Winterthur Museum, Library and 
Garden in Delaware, US. Notice hinge on carapace on right side. Gift 
of Margaret Dorrance Strawberry Foundation II, 1996.4.54. 
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