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Randy Peterson, head elephant 
handler for the Carson & Barnes 
Circus, shows some affection to 
Ila, one of the three elephants in 
the traveling circus. The circus is 
performing today at the Boulder 
County Fairgrounds in Longmont. 
Times-Call/Jill P. Mott 

Invitation for activists
Handler asks protesters to come see him in action 

By John Fryar and Rachel Carter 
The Daily Times-Call 

LONGMONT — Randy Peterson, Carson & Barnes head 
elephant handler for the circus performing here, says he wishes 
people concerned about the welfare of the three elephants under 
his care would see for themselves how the animals are treated.

Animal-rights demonstrators typically just show up to hold 
protest signs when the circus is in town, but they aren’t around 
the rest of the day, Peterson said.

“Everybody’s entitled to an opinion,” Peterson said, noting that 
the demonstrators have become a predictable background 
presence. “It wouldn’t be a circus without them.”

But during a Wednesday afternoon interview outside Carson & 
Barnes’ version of the “Big Top” outside the Boulder County 
Fairgrounds, Peterson noted that no animal-rights protestors 
showed up to watch one of the circus elephants help him erect the tent in the morning.

“If they did care, they’d be out here right now and would come and see what we do,” Peterson said. 

Circus protest 
A Times-Call slideshow 

Leslie Irvine, a Longmont woman who protested the circus’ Wednesday shows, said such an invitation is 
meaningless because handlers would only put on a show.
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Circus audiences don’t get an “honest look” at how animals, and elephants in particular, are treated, 
Irvine said. She trusts people who have gone undercover to capture photos and videos of handlers using 
“bullhooks” — a tool that resembles a fire poker — to prod the animals to perform.

“Anyone who has a dog knows you can’t force an animal to perform the same tricks day after day after 
day,” she said. “Animals just don’t do that unless you have a lot of treats. But they don’t have treats; they 
have electric prods and bullhooks.”

Ann Swissdorf of Lakewood also came to the fairgrounds to protest how circus animals are treated: not 
just training methods, but animals being chained, caged and hauled around the country in trailers.

“You have to think about where they come from; they’re not allowed to do what’s natural to them,” she 
said. “You have to imagine that, to get a tiger or elephant to do what you want them to do, there must be 
some type of fear.” 

About five people protested the circus’ matinee Wednesday 
afternoon. A dozen people picketed the evening show, which 
Carson & Barnes cancelled because of strong winds. Irvine 
and Swissdorf also plan to protest the circus’ shows today.

“These animals do two, one-hour shows a day,” Irvine said. 
“The rest of the time is when the abuse happens.”

Peterson, however, said it’s unfortunate protesters “don’t see 
what we do 24 hours a day.”

He has a three-person crew working with him to tend to the 
three female Asian elephants — Isla, Opal and Ila — that are 
part of the Carson & Barnes animal menagerie.

Peterson’s message to such protesters would be: “Spend a week in my shoes, or with me,” watching how 
the elephants are handled and treated. “And then, if you still have a problem or want to debate, then let’s 
talk about it.”

As for the use of “bullhooks,” a pronged stick that’s the focus of People for the Ethical Treatment of 
Animals’ complaints about Carson & Barnes elephant handling, Peterson acknowledged that “we carry 
them.”

Used properly, however, a bullhook “is a tool for guiding” the elephants and is used “only in an 
emergency” to physically control the animals, he said.

“I put the whole tent up this morning without touching” Isla, Peterson said, “just by using vocal 
commands.”

Peterson, who’s been enamored with circuses since he was an 8-year-old Milwaukee visitor to the Circus 
World Museum in Baraboo, Wis., started working with circus elephants because a boyhood friend’s 
family owned several.

Peterson said he later met his future wife, Melissa, when she was driving a horse-drawn circus coach at 
the Circus World Museum. She and their three children — Allison, 10, D’Anna, 8, and D.J., 7 — travel 

 

 

 

 

http://www.longmontfyi.com/entertainment/diningguide.asp
http://movies.zap2it.com/movies/browse/movie/0,1259,80501-20--,00.html
http://hosted.ap.org/dynamic/fronts/ENTERTAINMENT?SITE=COLON&SECTION=HOME
http://hosted.ap.org/dynamic/fronts/STRANGE?SITE=COLON&SECTION=HOME
http://www.longmontfyi.com/podcast/rayburn/index.asp
http://www.longmontfyi.com/podcast/rayburn/index.asp
http://www.longmontfyi.com/outdoorsblog.asp
http://www.longmontfyi.com/outdoorsblog.asp
http://www.longmontfyi.com/shatterproofblog.asp
http://www.longmontfyi.com/shatterproofblog.asp
http://www.longmontfyi.com/multimedia/20070606_CIRCUS_PROTEST_SHOW/
http://www.longmontfyi.com/multimedia/20070606_CIRCUS_SCHOOL_SHOW/
http://www.longmontfyi.com/multimedia/20070603_TINY_TIM_FINAL/
http://www.longmontfyi.com/multimedia/20070526_SVVSD_GRADUATION/
http://www.longmontfyi.com/multimedia/20070526_SVVSD_GRADUATION/
http://www.longmontfyi.com/multimedia/20070520_KARAOKE_AUDIO_SLIDESHOW/
http://www.longmontfyi.com/multimedia/20070505_KINETICS/
http://www.longmontfyi.com/multimedia/20070428_HERITAGE_FAIR/
http://www.longmontfyi.com/multimedia/20070428_HERITAGE_FAIR/
http://www.longmontfyi.com/multimedia/20070421%5FKALEB%5FSLIDESHOW/
http://www.longmontfyi.com/multimedia/20070419_SENTIMENTAL_JOURNEY/
http://www.longmontfyi.com/multimedia/20070419_SENTIMENTAL_JOURNEY/
http://www.longmontfyi.com/Local-Story.asp?ID=15776
http://www.longmontfyi.com/Local-Story.asp?ID=15776
http://www.longmontfyi.com/multimedia/seminarian_c_publish_to_web/
http://www.longmontfyi.com/multimedia/20070402_OPENING_DAY/
http://www.longmontfyi.com/multimedia/20070402_OPENING_DAY/
http://www.longmontfyi.com/communityreview.asp
http://www.longmontfyi.com/communityreview.asp
http://www.longmontfyi.com/multimedia/20070325_GALA_PERFORMANCE_2007/
http://www.longmontfyi.com/multimedia/20070222_Losar/
http://www.longmontfyi.com/multimedia/20070222_Losar/
http://www.longmontfyi.com/multimedia/20070311_MASTERSON_DINEEN/
http://www.longmontfyi.com/multimedia/20070311_MASTERSON_DINEEN/
http://www.longmontfyi.com/multimedia/20070106_YOUNG_ARTISTS
http://www.longmontfyi.com/multimedia/20070106_YOUNG_ARTISTS
http://www.longmontfyi.com/multimedia/20070204%5FJOHNSONS%5FCORNER%5FCHAPEL/
http://www.longmontfyi.com/multimedia/20070204%5FJOHNSONS%5FCORNER%5FCHAPEL/
http://www.longmontfyi.com/multimedia/20070130%5FBELLY%5FDANCE%5FSHOW/
http://www.longmontfyi.com/communityTC/readersphotos/
http://www.longmontfyi.com/multimedia/20070528_Memorial_Day_Slideshow/
http://www.longmontfyi.com/multimedia/20070528_Memorial_Day_Slideshow/
javascript:;
javascript:;
javascript:;
javascript:;
javascript:;
javascript:;
javascript:;


Bolder Boulder 2007 
Into the Dirt 
CU Graduation 
Cinco de Mayo 
2006-Year in Photos 
2007 New Year's Ice 
Swim 
Immigration Raid in 
Greeley 

 
Education
2007 Third-Grade
Reading CSAP 
Scores 
Homework Help
Newspaper in Ed.
SVVSD 
Accountability 
Report

 
Special Sections
Back to School
Balance
An Expo for Women
Boomers
Bridal
Community Review
Fall Auto
Fall Home 
Health
for Your Mind & Body 
Kid Scene
Longmont Magazine 
Longmont Visitors 
Guide
Readers' Choice 
Awards
Salute to Seniors
Savor
Senior Expo 2006 
Spring Home 
Summer Camps
Vacation Guide
 

Customer Service 
 Subscriptions
Vacation Hold
Submit an obituary

with Peterson on the Carson & Barnes performance spring-through-fall circuit and are with him when he 
and the elephants spend off-season months in the circus’ Hugo, Okla., headquarters.

He said he’s been with Carson & Barnes for five years and worked with the Ringling Brothers circus for 
nine years before that.

Peterson, who declined to give his age, said elephants are the reason he made circus work a career and 
are why he’s still in it.

“If it wasn’t for the elephants, I’d probably be flipping burgers at a McDonald’s or something,” Peterson 
said.

For him, the circus “is not the show; it’s not the glamour. It’s the elephants.”

John Fryar can be reached at 303-684-5211 or jfryar@times-call.com. 
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