
They Came by Foot,  
by Boat, by Horse

h If you visited the Zoo on 

opening day, you could have enjoyed 

a ride in a goat-pulled carriage.

The Zoo’s opening day on July 1,
1874, was a rousing success—
more than 3,000 visitors came by 
streetcar, by horse-drawn carriage, 
and even on foot. The most direct 
route was to come up the Schuylkill 
River by steamboat, which arrived 
at the Zoo’s landing every fifteen 
minutes. The Girard Avenue Bridge 
opened to the public only three 

days later, making it even 
easier for city residents 

to discover the Zoo.
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Hundreds of animals were on display  
that day—131 mammals, 674 birds, and 
8 reptiles on 10 acres of land—and 
the Zoo was immediately popular. Its 
architecture had been modeled on the best 
zoos of Europe, where animal attractions 
were already common. After only eight 
months, more than 224,000 people (nearly 
half the population of Philadelphia) had 
already visited the Zoo!

Admission was 25 cents for adults, 10 cents 
for children, and members were admitted 
for free (just like today!). These prices 
remained in effect for the next 50 years.

This is the oldest known photo of the Zoo’s opening in 1874.  
It shows the North Gatehouses, and some of the eager visitors, 
shielding themselves from the summer sun with parasols.

The steamboat Undine docks at a wharf 
created for the Zoo, shown here in front 
of the new Girard Avenue Bridge in 1876.



Breakthroughs in  
Animal Health

h Feeding an entire zoo has always 

been a big job. Each year our animals 

consume over 6 tons of apples, 600 bales 

of hay, 100,000 crickets,  

and much more!

Some of the most amazing work at the 
Zoo goes on beyond these gates. The 
Penrose Research Laboratory, which 
opened in 1901, was the first of its kind 
to study animal health. Researchers 
made critical discoveries about animal 
nutrition and disease—including the 
finding that animals can contract some 
diseases from people! The laboratory 
has since closed, but today the Animal 

Health Center provides modern, 
state-of-the-art veterinary 

care. Philadelphia is 
one of only a handful 

of zoos to employ 
both a full-time 
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animal nutritionist and veterinary 
pathologist (who studies and  
diagnoses diseases).

In the 1920s, Penrose Laboratory 
researchers began to suspect that zoo 
animals were suffering from diseases 
caused by poor nutrition. They created 
a concoction called “Zoo Cake” and 
introduced it into the animals’ diets 
in 1935. The death rate of primates 
dropped by half  over the next five 
years. Other animals also lived longer 
and their overall health improved. In 
the following decades, zoos around the 
world adopted recipes, based on Zoo 
Cake, for their animals.

Philadelphia Zoo nutritionists created Zoo Cake by mashing together 
grains, brewer’s yeast, cooked chicken, cod liver oil, calcium, and salt. 

Penrose Laboratory



An Elm That’s  
225 Years Strong

The tree you see here is the oldest tree on 
Zoo grounds—it’s an English elm, 22 feet in 
diameter. It was planted in 1785 by William 
Penn’s grandson, John Penn, the year after he 
built a summer house on what would later 
become Zoo grounds. You can still see this 
house today; it’s called The Solitude.

This species of elm (Ulmus procera) has seeds 
that are sterile, so saplings are created by 
growing shoots from the roots of a mature 
tree. There’s a theory that all the English 
elms in existence today descended from a 
single tree that was transported to Britain by 
the Romans around the year A.D. 10.  
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h How can you tell which kind of tree 

is which? By its leaves. Elm trees have 

leaves with jagged edges. Look closely 

and you can see that the  

veins don’t meet exactly 

in the middle.

John Penn

English elms like this one are 
somewhat rare. In the 1970s, 
Dutch elm disease killed more 
than 25 million of these trees in 
the U.K. and the U.S. 

View of the English elm from 
direction of Peacock Pavilion.



Longtime Residents  
of Distinction

h If your great-grandparents 

visited the Zoo 75 years ago, they 

could have met this same tortoise, 

named Mommy!

The Philadelphia Zoo was the first 
in the U.S. to exhibit live reptiles. 
Mommy the Galapagos tortoise, who 
you can still see today, arrived here in 
1932. Galapagos tortoises are the world’s 
largest, with a lifespan of 150 to 200 
years. Since the Zoo’s opening in 1874, 
we have been home to 30 Galapagos 
tortoises and more than 21 Aldabra 
tortoises, including four hatchings of 

Galapagos tortoises since 1975. 
These distinguished reptiles 

were around back when 
dinosaurs roamed  

the planet. 
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For 38 years, the Zoo was also home 
to Roger Conant (b. 1909, d. 2003), 
considered the 20th century’s most 
accomplished herpetologist (scientist 
who studies amphibians and reptiles). 
He was not only Curator of Reptiles, 
starting in 1938, but also had a big 
impact on the Zoo overall during his 
tenure as Zoo Director. Conant was 
committed to helping people overcome 
their fear of snakes. If you go inside 
the Zoo’s reptile building today—
which Mr. Conant designed himself—
you can find one of the snakes that is 
named for him!

Roger Conant, shown here with a tortoise in 
about 1935, wrote many books on reptile and 
amphibian biology, including the Boy Scouts 
merit badge booklet Reptile Study and the 
Field Guide to the Reptiles and Amphibians of 
Eastern and Central North America (1958), still 
widely used today.



Philly by  
Way of Africa

h Newborn orangutans only 

weigh about three pounds!  

The first-ever orang to be  

born in a zoo was born  

here in Philadelphia  

in 1928.

Two of Philadelphia’s favorite gorillas are 
famous for having lived long, healthy lives 
at the Zoo—which was especially unusual 
in the 1920s and ’30s. 

Bamboo, a baby lowland gorilla, was found 
by a sea captain in West Africa. In August 
1927, he arrived here in a suitcase, weighing 
only 11 pounds. At that time he was the 
only gorilla living in a U.S. zoo, and no 
one expected that he would survive very 

long. Bamboo grew to weigh 
435 pounds as an adult, and 

he set a record at the 
time for the world’s 

longest-living gorilla, 
reaching 33 years. 
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Like Bamboo, Massa was born in the 
remote jungles of Africa, in about 
1930. He was raised by people and sold 
to another sea captain, who brought 
him to New York. He was nursed back 
to health after a bout with pneumonia, 
but when he became too big to handle, 
he was sold to the Zoo in 1935 as a 
companion for Bamboo. He lived 
to be 54. In honor of Massa’s 50th 
birthday, a bronze sculpture of him 
was donated to the  
Zoo, which you can 
still see today  
behind the PECO  
Primate Reserve. 

Zookeepers think Bamboo (left) probably lived so long because he 
ate a carefully balanced diet. He also had a playmate when he was 
young—a chimp named Lizzie (right). Just like people, gorillas are 
very social animals, living in tightly connected groups in the wild. 

Massa



Hollywood Comes  
to the Zoo!

h Leo was trained to roar on 

command. Our tigers are trained, 

too—to let our vets give  

them check ups!

When the Zoo opened in 1874, 
the big cats lived in the original 
Carnivora House (shown here, c. 
1877). A new building, the Carnivore 
House, opened in 1949 and housed 
what was then the most diverse 
collection of cats in the country! 
In 2006 the Carnivore House was 
renovated to create Bank of America 
Big Cat Falls, where our  now spend 

their days. 
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Leo was nicknamed “Lucky Leo”  
after surviving two train wrecks,  

a flood, a fire, an earthquake, a studio 
explosion, and an airplane crash!

Carnivora House, c. 1877

Rocky proposes to 
Adrian in front of the 

Carnivore House. 

More than 160 lions have lived here at 
the Zoo since it opened, but perhaps the 
most famous around the world was Leo, 
the MGM mascot, who retired to our 
Zoo in 1931 after 15 years in the movies! 

You may have seen the Carnivore House 
before, even if this is your first time here! 
The movie Rocky II (1979) featured a 
famous scene where Rocky proposes to 
Adrian in the snow—right here in front 
of the Carnivore House!



The Ultimate  
Treehouse 

h A ride on a caterpillar may be a 

slow trip. At their fastest, they move 

100 yards an hour!

What is today the Treehouse was originally 
the Antelope House, built in 1877—the oldest 
building on Zoo grounds, after The Solitude. 

In 1985, after four years of construction, it re-
opened as The George D. Widener Memorial 
Treehouse, a unique educational and kid-
friendly experience. This natural history 
funhouse was filled with learning activities 
from top to bottom and six large-scale, 
naturalistic habitats. Today the Treehouse 
continues to offer unique opportunities—
especially at night, when our sleepover guests 
(Night Flighters) experience the Zoo in a 
whole different light.
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Designed by the famous Philadelphia firm of 
Venturi, Scott Brown and Associates, Inc., the 

Treehouse won multiple architectural awards in 
1985, including one  

from TIME magazine. 

Antelope House, c. 1890



Bringing up Baby 
Cheetahs

h The cheetah is the world’s 

fastest land animal, but baby 

cheetahs can’t walk on their  

own for the first two  

weeks of life.

Considered one of the oldest species of cats, cheetahs 
have always amazed people with their beauty and 
speed. The Philadelphia Zoo was home to the world’s 
first cheetah cubs to be born in captivity—arriving in 
March 1956. Although the cubs only survived a few 
days, this was a big first step. 

The next year, the same cheetah gave birth to two 
more cubs. This time she gave birth to her cubs on 
an open mat rather than in a nesting box, and the 
cubs survived—perhaps because it was more like 
the open plains of the cheetah’s natural habitat. This 
second litter of cubs lived to be three months old, but 
they succumbed to infection. Zookeepers and other 
scientists continue to seek creative ways to help zoo 
babies like cheetahs grow and thrive. 
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Cheetahs are difficult to breed in zoos. Females are very choosy about their 
mates and will often reject a number of males before finding just the right one.



For the Birds

h NOTICE: Attractive, vocal, and 

high-flying fellow with a colorful flair 

and exotic tastes seeking female who is 

looking to settle down.  

Please call or chirp,  

ask for Mike.

The Zoo’s Bird House opened in 1916, 
around the same time that two significant 
American birds went extinct: the passenger 
pigeon and the Carolina parakeet. Little 
did we know then what a major role our 
zoo and others would later play in efforts 
to save endangered bird species. 

In 2008, all but the Bird House’s façade 
was demolished, in preparation for the 
construction of the McNeil Avian Center, 

which opened in 2009. This 
new facility—offering 

lush, walk-through 
habitats—uses cutting-

edge geothermal 
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technology, reducing the Zoo’s 
energy use and carbon footprint.

Today the Zoo is a proud leader in 
efforts to save an endangered bird 
species from the Pacific Islands: 
the Micronesian kingfisher. When 
brown tree snakes were introduced 
to the island of Guam, they wiped 
out almost all the native birds. 
The Philadelphia Zoo helped lead 
efforts to rescue the last remaining 
kingfishers, as well as Guam rails, 
and to initiate breeding programs 
for these birds in zoos. You can see 
them here today! 

Passenger pigeons used to be so 
numerous that migrating flocks looked 
like dark clouds. The world’s last 
passenger pigeon, Martha (named for 
Martha Washington), died in 1914. 

Incas, the last 
Carolina parakeet 
in captivity, died 
in 1918. This was 
the only parrot 
species native to 
the U.S. 

Micronesian 
kingfisher

Guam rail

Bird House and Bird Lake



In the Pink 

h Why does a flamingo often stand 
on only one leg? It might be to warm 
up the other leg, which it can tuck in 
close to its body, but  
experts aren’t sure. Why  
do you think they do it?

Flamingos that lived in zoos used to lose 
their brilliant color and turn off-white. 
In the 1940s, members of our Zoo staff 
suspected that the bright pink color of 
flamingo plumage might be sustained 
by what they ate in the wild—namely 
carotenoids found in shrimp and mollusks.  
In 1948, the Zoo’s bird staff began adding 
carrot juice (which also has carotenoids) to 
the birds’ diet and—presto!—their feathers 
became pink again. Today flamingos in zoos 
eat a specially formulated food that provides 
the same components. 
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Each spring zookeepers would release the flamingos 
from their winter home into the outdoor exhibit; this 

photo is from the release in April 1953.



Raising Otters for 
America’s Zoos

h How do you keep the older brothers 
and sisters from bothering the newborns? 
Our clever keepers decided to allow parents 
to spend their days alone with new pups,  
but to reunite mom and dad  
with their older offspring  
at night.

 

The Zoo’s very first otters were 
European otters, which lived here 
from 1900 to 1902. During that 
same time, North American river 
otters arrived at the Zoo, and 
made up our otter exhibit until 
1994, when we acquired giant 
otters from a zoo in Germany. 
Giant otters are native to South 
America, and are the largest otters 
in the world! They seem to love 

our 13,600-gallon exhibit.
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The Zoo stands out as the first in 
the U.S. to have successful births 
of the giant otter. Thirteen pups 
have been raised here over the past 
five years. The offspring now live in  
zoos in Miami, Jacksonville, Dallas, 
and Los Angeles—where they have 
been paired up with otters to start 
families of their own.

This photo of North American 
otters was taken around 1944. 
Like other otters, their fur is so 
dense that water never touches 
their skin!  



Close Animal 
Encounters

The Zoo has understood from its early 
days that kids want to do more than 
look—they want to touch! Our first 
Children’s Zoo was also the first in the 
western hemisphere, opening in May 
1938. Young visitors to the “Baby-Pet 
Zoo” made contact with dozens of 
wild and domestic animals until 1944, 
when it closed. The Zoo’s next exhibit 
to be designed especially for kids, the 

Daniel W. Dietrich Memorial 
Children’s Zoo, was the 

largest children’s zoo 
in the world when 
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h What’s an heritage breed? It’s a 
breed of livestock that once was very 
common on farms before large-scale 
farming focused on just a few breeds. 
Meet our Delaware chicken,  
a critically threatened breed.

it opened in May 1957. This popular 
destination was renovated in 1980 and 
again in 2004.

The Zoo is now busy planning the 
new Hamilton Family Children’s Zoo, 
in and around the existing Pachyderm 
Building. It will offer a range of 
learning experiences, in addition to  
live animals for petting. There will 
also be rare or heritage livestock, 
opportunities for adventure-based play, 
and hands-on exhibits that promote 
reading and literacy.

Spanning two acres, the Daniel W. Dietrich Memorial 
Children’s Zoo was packed with pony rides, a Noah’s Ark,  
a barn and barnyard, and an area to pet the animals.

Baby-Pet Zoo
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