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Summer tour of Birkenhead Park
a report by Joanna McilHatton
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Members had an excellent conducted tour of the recently
refurbished Birkenhead Park. Opened in 1847 as the first
public park in the world, it took 1000 labourers three years
to build, working with shovels, for one penny each per
day.

Sir Joseph Paxton, Head Gardener at
Chatsworth House, came and designed the park.
Paxton’s idea was to make a country landscape of open
meadows, hills and woodland with curved rcads and
paths, creating a different view at every turn. Only the
entrances were straight with a lodge at each entrance.
The lakes were shaped to look like sinuous rivers with
views across to features like the Boathouse and Swiss
Bridge.

Plots of land surrounding the perimeter of the
park were sold off for building high-class housing, the
maoney so raised used to partly finance building of the
park. Paxton built a two mile long carriage drive around
the perimeter, keeping the centre free for pedestrians.

Edward Kemp who trained at Chatsworth under
Paxton, was made Park Superintendent at an annual
salary of £150 and a £1000 a year budget to maintain the
park, a phenomenal amount of money at that time,
resulting now in some very rare trees.
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The impressive Grand Entrance was designed by young
Liverpool architect, Lewis Hornblower who also designed
the boathouse, bridges, railings and gates. The stone
bandstand, built in 1847, is probably the oldest stone
bandstand in the world. The Grand Entrance was used
later in the 1850s as a model for Central Park in America.
In the 1930s this entrance was the scene of many political
meetings.

In 1977, the park was designated a Conservation
Area and declared a Grade | Listed Landscape by English
Heritage in 1995, with particular reference to the Grand
Entrance building, and the boathouse with its bandstand
above it. Wirral can be justifiably proud of these buildings.

Since 1846, numerous sports clubs have used
the park including Birkenhead Cricket Club and
Birkenhead Rugby Club. Other sports were fishing,
archery, curling. In the 1860s, the Manchester and
Liverpool Agricultural Society started its annual Cattle
Show in the Lower Park.

In 1878 and 1917, a National Eisteddfod was
held in the park, evidence of the importance of a Welsh
population in Birkenhead. At the beginning of the 20th
century, animals grazed at night which shows how rural
Birkenhead was, even then. In 1940, all the iron
railings surrounding the Park were commandeered for the
war effort. New replica ones have now been installed.

In 1976, the ‘Friends of Birkenhead Park’ was
formed, the first 'Friends’ group on Wirral.

The park boasts a smart new pavilion. The lake
has been dredged to its original depth of 6 to 8 feet
providing home to beetles, frogs, toads, dragon and
damsel flies. There are five gardeners including the
assistant manager. Two members of staff from the
university do educational projects with young people.
Birkenhead Park is to receive another grant of £451,000
from the Heritage Lottery Fund for a five-year activities'
programme.

Thanks go to the two rangers who showed us
around the park.

The Swiss Bridge in
Birkenhead Park

From a schools' art
exhibition in the Pavilion
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