
Elephants in 

SOFIA ZOO



Hello, my name is 

Artaida, and today 

I’m going to tell 

you about all of 

the elephants who 

have lived in the 

Sofia zoo.



Aerial photo of Sofia Zoo



The history of the Sofia zoo is 

inextricably bound up with the 

history of the elephants who have 

lived there …



In 1889, King Ferdinand I 

established the first zoo on 

the Balkan peninsula over 

the remains of a former 

city dump in Sofia.  In the 

first year of its existence, 

the royal collection 

included many eagles, 

swans, and pheasants 

formally living within the 

Sofia palace at Vrana. At 

the time, King Ferdinand 

had assembled the first 

foreign collection of  exotic 

animals and birds in the 

Balcans. 

That’s how the elephants 

Nal and Damajandi came 

to Sofia…



Training of Nal and 
Damajandi

Among Nal’s many accomplishments 
was ploughing fields.

Nal and Damajandi were acquired  from  

Carl Hagenbeck’s Tierpark Hamburg 

Germany in 1912 at the age of three 

years old. They lived at the Royal 

Residence in Vrana until the construction 

of the new elephant house at the Sofia 

Zoo was completed in 1929.  



The elephant 
enclosure in the 

Royal Zoo in Sofia

The elephant house in downtown Sofia was started in 

1928 following to a design of the Bulgarian architect 

Stanislavov. On the 10th day of July, 1929 their new 

home was ready, and the two  elephants were relocated 

from Vrana to Sofia …



However, their relocation 

proved to be a difficult task. 

Nal had changed his formally 

“tranquil” temper to became 

an evil and dangerous bull. To 

transport him by truck was 

unthinkable. He was lured into 

a special reinforced metal cage 

placed on  strong wheels and 

pulled to Sofia by four heavy 

draft horses.

Unfortunately, his temper did 

not improved in his new 

home…

He attacked the strong fence 

made of rail. Nothing could 

calm him down even the Sofia 

Fire Brigade.  Finally, his 

keepers proved to be more 

foxy, and they managed to 

convince him to settle down.



Contrary to Nal,  Damajandi, his companion, 

received the applause of the local population all  

along the 10 kilometers from Vrana to downtown 

Sofia.   She was a real Lady ! ! 



In 1935, a new comer 

joined the gang - Pasha 

came to Sofia as a small 17 

year old adult elephant. 

He was also purchased  

from Carl Hagenbeck’s 

Tierpark. 

As a young bull, he was 

friendly with his keepers, 

and enjoyed a regular 

pedicure with lard spread 

over his feet to prevent 

cracking. After Nal’s dead 

he became the new mate of 

Damajandi.



Growing older,  Pasha 

started to show the 

evil side of his 

character. Naturally 

very strong, smart 

and aggressive, the 

purpose ruling his life 

now became the  

throwing of objects 

and sand at his 

keepers. 

Pasha died in 1975, 

having sired two 

elephant babies. But, as you can see here, 
all rules have an exception 
-which confirms the rule.



Unloading of the two Indian 

elephants Sativan and Savitri in 

the Varna harbor /15.IX.1955/

In 1954, Sofia Zoo 

purchased from 

India a pair of young 

elephants – Sativan, 

a male, and Savitri, a 

female. 



Sativan had difficulties adjusting to life 

in captivity, and died in 1964.  But, he 

left Savitry pregnant. She gave birth to 

a female calf named Sofia in April 1965. 

For some unknown reason, Sofia did 

not seek her mother’s milk. She was 

hand-reared,  and was growing well. 

However, she died at the age of three as 

a result of a vile act of poisoning by a 

visitor.



Savitri and Pasha became 

parents of a male calf in 

May 1972, who was named 

Pasha Junior.  He was the 

second young elephant 

killed by a visitor who threw 

into his enclosure a loaf of 

bread with pins baked 

inside.   He dies in 1980.



Savitri’s glorious 
march through the 
streets of Sofia

What tasty 
tree-leaves!!!

This fellow, Ivan 
Stamboliysky is 
still working in 

the zoo !!!

Then, in 1982 a major change occurred to all the 

inhabitants of the zoo, the zoo was moved to a new 

location. The collection was transferred to its present 

location near the base of Vitosha mountain.



Savitri enjoys the new enclosure. 



In 1983, a brighter ray in 

Savitri’s life was the 

coming of another cow 

from the Circus Berolina, 

Berlin, DDR. Her name 

was Zita, and she was 

born in 1963. 



In the new enclosure Zita 

and Savitri lived together 

for almost 30 years on 

very good terms in 

understanding and 

friendship.  Although, 

Savitri was the dominant 

elephant. They even slept 

in one stall until the time 

when Zita became sick 

with a stomach disorder 

accompanied with fits. 

The vet who treated Zita 

always had direct contact 

with her. This illness was 

the reason the two cows to 

be separated for a longer 

period, which caused a 

disruption in their 

relations… 



Zita died in 2002 in a tragic 

accident.

She was pushed by Sivitri 

into the inner moat…..

Savitri left alone, wasn’t very 

happy,

and than I arrived on the 

scene …



And now here I am arriving …



Oh  ! !  I 

definitely like 

it here !!!



Don’t think for a moment that I have 

come unaccompanied! I have been 

chaperoned by three young keepers 

from Gelsenkirhen Zoo Germany (well, 

I was only 42…). They stayed for two 

weeks to keep me company, and in their 

free time trained my new keepers to 

cope with my tricks and moods… 



When they were sure that I felt good, they introduced me to my new 

stall mate…Savitri. We liked each other right away, but I made her 

understand that I will be in charge here from now on…



Throughout the years of change, the routine of caring for our feet was 

lost, and my feet were neglected.  My feet went from bad to worse. So in 

2005 a professional “pedicurist” came accompanied with a vet to care for 

my feet.  I was determined not to give him a chance, so they immobilized 

me …



My mate was also immobilized, and both of us had blood 

samples taken for testing.  It was a big commotion but later 

I learned that Dr. Khalil from “Four paws” assisted the 

other vet, and the foundation paid the expenses for the 

cares we received . Minerals and vitamins were sent to us 

as a gift from “Salvana”  to boost our quick recovery. 



My pedicure was completed.  But everyone understood it was not a good 

idea to do this immobilization business - - repeatedly.



So, the Sofia Zoo Director send an SOS request to the 

elephant community for help and advice. And that is how 

Alan Roocroft responded…(just between you and me, and 

the lamp-post, we became very close friends.) 

… look how we dance



Alan, as a typical Englishman took everything under control.  He suggested to the  

Sofia Zoo management they contact Chester Zoo to arrange to have two Bulgarians 

go to Chester to be adequately trained.  Alan provides regular training for the staff 

and elephants at Chester Zoo. Alan and our friends in Chester Zoo dramatically 

changed  the concept of  how to care for the elephants at Sofia Zoo. The idea for PC 

(Protected Contact) was introduced and embraced by Sofia Zoo management.



As a result of many reconstructions  and with 

the financial support of Sofia municipality  

my home was changed.  And now I and the 

people who care for me,  feel protected and 

safe from each other. 

If you only knew, how I drive this guys from 

pillar to post.



My husbandry needs are met on a daily basis.  I 

even get to soak my feet every day to medicate my 

long standing foot problems. 



Than the time comes for my 

pedicure! First one leg…

than the other…



Than of course the cleaning of my ears…



Alan now comes to see me on a regular base. 

Every time after he leaves they make 

something new and better for me.  In the year 

2007, Sofia Zoo offered me a special summer 

lounge with a nice and cozy sand bed.  I have 

the same inside in my bedroom.



I was provided with a special device for my 

everyday fitness: high-placed feeder. That’s 

how feeding became an amusement…



The latest enrichment for Artaida is a special ball-feeder for elephants.


