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1.02 The origin of the City of Racine Park System 
 
Parks have always been a part of Racine’s history.  The citizens of the city have 
always been a dominating factor in the establishment of its’ parks. As early as 
1842 Racine had three parks which still exist today: West Park, East Park, and 
Monument Square.  These were areas set aside in 1842 when Racine first 
platted the urban area, which, at that time, were residences for the wealthy. 
 
West Park 
 
In 1842 the school commission of the Town of Racine laid out a portion of the 
school section, number 16, and surveyed it into lots and blocks.  Blocks 19, 25, 
and 26 were reserved from sale and set aside for permanent use as public parks.  
Block 19, now called West Park, consist of 4.5 acres in area is located between 
9th and 10th Streets, and College and Park Avenues.  Originally the south end 
was low and required considerable filling to make it of any use, except as a 
skating pond. A fence was built around it earlier and foot paths traversed it 
diagonally, making shortcuts for the people walking.  In the early days there were 
few trees except at the north end.  Baseball was played there and some circuses 
performed there. In the 1890’s a large number of Elm trees were [planted in a 
linear form covering it quite thickly and in 1911 forty of them half grown, were 
transplanted to other city parks. Presently devastated by Dutch Elm disease, not 
one remains today.  In the spring of 1911 West Park was remodeled.  Pergola 
comfort stations were built at the four entrances towards the ends of the diagonal 
walks.  A water court and a flower garden with a small iron railing around it was 
installed. This was designed in the center of the park where the diagonals met.  
Today the water courts are gone, but the pergolas still remain.  The park is not 
large but it is one of the many beautiful park spaces in the city. 
 
East Park 
 
At one time comprising blocks 25 & 26 of the school section, East Park is located 
between 10th and 11th Streets, and from Main Street to Lake Michigan.  In 1849 it 
was reduce by half by State appraisers, who sold the whole block 26 east of 
Lake Avenue.  The park was made use for community and society picnics, all 
day political gathering, and band concerts. At onetime it had a large fountain in 
the center of the basin which was surrounded by a wide margin of decorative 
plants and flowers encircled by an iron railing.  It was divided into four triangular 
sections and graveled walks running diagonally through the park. The walks were 
shaded by mature maples.  On the 4th of July, 1943 a statue of Mary Todd and 
Abraham Lincoln was put in place of the fountain.  Today the walks have been 
paved and Racine’s Gateway Technical Institute infringes upon it’s eastern side.  
The main feature these two parks had in common was that no matter which way 
one would enter the park it would be an open exposure. 
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Monument Square 
 
The Park now known as Monument Square is 1/10 of an acre in an area on the 
west half of a block of land dedicated to public use when the original plat of 
Racine was made.  One hundred years ago this plat was put on the record in the 
Office of the Register or Deeds of Racine County.  Today a certified copy of it 
remains there. 
 
In the early days of Monument Square, known then as “Haymarket Square” was 
the business center of Racine, such as it is today.  Farmers brought their hay and 
wood and other produce to the sell to sell.  Unhitched horses tied to the wheels 
were common site. There was usually three or four to a dozen plus teams of 
horses and wagons there almost every nice day. This then was a true square for 
it had the flavor of a barnyard rather than that of a park most of the time. 
 
Not until the 1890’s was there any serious attempt to improve and beautify the 
square.  In 1884 the erection of the Soldier Monument was completed and the 
name was changed to Monument Square.  A new site was created for the 
farmer’s market.  In 1886 a curbing was installed around the park, and in 1911 
the lawn was sunken 18 inches below the curb line and the entire surface 
sodded. Two concrete water courts were built on either end and a water system 
installed for sprinkling purposes. 
 
The individual responsible for designing East and West Park and also Monument 
square was Racine’s Parks Superintendent, A.A. Fisk.  
 
These parks were used as attraction to home seekers.  A city without parks and 
playgrounds is at a disadvantage for a place of residence, especially in 
competition with a city that has them.  Through the last 135 years the park 
system has expanded through the purchase of lands by the city or through 
donations of land by public-spirited citizens throughout the community.  Of 
Racine’s 1087.66 acres of parkland over 500+ have been donated. By 
recognizing peoples desires and leisure service needs, positive and aggressive 
leadership of mayors and common council has brought into being the services of 
the City of Racine, Department of Parks and Recreation. 
 
Prior to 1905 there was little public sentiment for city parks, and none at all for 
their counter part, the county until 1925.  In 1905 Mayor Peter B. Nelson called 
attention to the city council of the need for more public parks.  At that time the 
best the city could do was to lease a piece of land for park purposes.  At this site 
a bandstand was erected for free open-air concerts and wooden playground 
apparatus was installed.  This was beginning of “Parks Improvement” for Racine. 
 
There was, however, a group of farsighted public spirited men and women who, 
beginning in that year, laid the foundation for the splendid park system we have 
today.  These individuals were the first park board appointed by the Mayor 
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Nelson on January 25, 1905.  They were: Charles R. Carpenter, Andrew 
Simpson, F. Lee Norton, Michael Higgen, and J.C. Hanson.   
 
During those days it was a common saying that the people of Racine had no 
place to go on Sundays and Holidays except Mound Cemetery.  Nelson decided 
to do something about it.  He asked for funds to purchase land for a park.  He did 
this in the form of a bond issue for $50,000 that was presented during the April 
election of 1905.  This issue was defeated by a substantial vote of 2,237 to 
1,473.  The issue was defeated due to insufficient understanding of the bond 
question.  Racine was therefore in the peculiar situation of having a park board 
with nothing to do.  But Mayor Nelson and the Park board refused to give up the 
fight for public parks.  It was a unanimous opinion of the members of the board 
that the vote did not represent the wishes of all the people.  It was the boards 
decision that it continue ahead with the work of establishing a park system for the 
City of Racine. 
 
Riverside Park 
 
In the beginning the board petitioned the city council to reserve for park purposes 
a strip of land off the east and south sides of Mound Cemetery extending from 
West 6th Street to 12th Street, and from the top of the bluff to Root River.  The 
petition was granted and the tract of land was named Riverside Park. 
 
Mayor Nelson together with the City Engineer decided the old swimming hole 
now called Island Park would make a good public park.  Nelson negotiated with 
the owners who were leather merchants and agreed that the city would lease the 
land for a $100 a year rental with option to purchase for $5,000. 
 
In June 1905 the board requested the council to appropriate $1,000 on 
conditions that the board raise a like sum by subscription.  This the council 
agreed to do and the canvass for fund began.  By the year’s close, $4,000 had 
been subscribed.  Of that sum the Woman’s Club donated the first and largest 
amount of $1,000.  With this improvement fund of $5,000 William Horlick agreed 
to purchase the land and donate it to the city for park purposes. 
 
Jens Jensen 
 
It was at this time Mr. Jens Jensen, landscape architect of Chicago, provided and 
outlined for a general plan that was best suited for Racine’s newly acquired park 
lands.  He not only did this but advocated a preservation plan for the whole city 
along its major topographic features.  One of the features he stressed was 
protection of the complete stretch of Racine’s lakeshore bluffs.  For Mr. Jensen’s 
professional services the City of Racine payment to him was $458.55. 
 
 
 



 4 

Lewis Field 
 
Due to the heavy use of Horlick Park by children the next acquisition was to 
secure an option on ten acres of ground lying between Horlick Park on the west 
and the Root River for $5,000.  The day before the option expired the subject 
was brought to the attention of William Mitchell Lewis, who purchased the tract 
and presented it to the city for a playground. Later Mr. Lewis gave $5,000 
towards the improvement of the park which is now known as Lewis Field. 
 
Washington Park 
 
Mayor Nelson decided to extend the park south to 12th Street without consulting 
anyone.  He called on Charles Erskine and asked if he would sell the property for 
park.  As early as October 24, 1905 the parks board entered into a lease and 
option of purchase with Charles Erskine for the forty-seven acres comprising 
Washington Park.  The lease was to run for three years from September 15th, 
1905.  Just before it expired the board exercised its option and purchased the 
ground for $20,487.50.  This park was of unusual beauty for the city because of 
its natural woodland; it was popular among the people.  Years later payments 
were completed by the city. 
 
Undoubtedly if it wasn’t for Mayor Nelson’s unique ability to interest prominent 
citizens into his parks project, much of this might have never have been done.  
The way he did this was quite interesting.  He would send special delivery letters 
to individuals requesting their presence at City Hall with an 8 o’clock evening 
appointment with him.  Not until reaching City Hall did the people realize that they 
were to attend a public meeting.  This meeting was to hash out problems 
connected with the option for land by Erskine that became Washington Park. 
 
Throughout Racine, Mayor Nelson has been best remembered as the “Father of 
the City Parks System.” 
 
Over the years the individually established parks that were clustered along the 
Root River were amalgamated into the Washington Park area. 
 
Dodge Park 
 
On July 6, 1905 Judge J.E. Dodge donated to the city 170 feet on the east side 
of Wisconsin Avenue between 17th and 18th Streets.  With This acquisition 
completed Racine’s Park Systems began.  Within the next two years the city 
appropriated $5,000 in 1906 and $15,000 in 1907 for its park system. 
 
L. Simonson 
 
In spring of 1907 12 – ½ blocks of land east of Main Street from a point midway 
between 13th and 14th Streets to 16th Street was donated to the city for parks 
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purpose.  This gave to the city more than two blocks on the bluff overlooking the 
lake and free public access to the lake shore.  The donors were Andrew 
Simonson, Charles R. Carpenter, R. B. Lang, William M. Lewis, and George O. 
Fellows.  Though it is little depth, the parcel of land is long and creates a 
beautiful vista. 
 
North Beach 
 
During one of Mayor Nelson’s many hikes he inquired about a parcel of land that 
was on the lake shore.  This parcel of land was owned by James Cape & Sons.  
This site was a sand lot that the Capes used for much of their construction.  In 
July of 1908 the city purchased the land for $10,000.  Within a week money for 
erection of a bathhouse was raised by subscription.  A life line was strung on 
posts, which were driven into the bottom of the lake and a life boat was anchored 
at a convenient point for use in emergencies. 
 
Zoological Gardens 
 
By the years 1923 – 1924 the next principle interest.  In park expansion was the 
creation of the Racine Zoological Gardens.  Mr. Jacob Stuffel was the founder of 
the Racine Zoological Society. 
 
The zoo park was originally part of land owned by Henry Kuhne and George S. 
Write.  It was lost to foreclosure in January 1853, sold at public action at a 
sheriff’s sale for $28,000 to Harmon Griffin of Chicago and Joel Hall, Buffalo N.Y.  
Griffin sold his share to Wording, Wording to John Bull, Bull to William Utley.  On 
October 19, 1861 Utley sold to Erskine, July 28, 1876 for $2,500 sold to Burdick, 
Burdick to Bauman and finally Bauman to the City of Racine. 
 
The park was the site of Bauman and Haumerson Brick Yards.  The clay pit was 
so deep and wide that when the city acquired the property and converted it into a 
park the pit became the lagoon which is there today.  Much of the work that was 
done on the zoo was undertaken during the thirties, Work Progress 
Administration Projects.  The work included creation of zoo park administration 
building and terracing of the lake shore banks.  Some of the materials used for 
the administration Building were from the old County Court House.  This was 
used to cut expenditure costs.  For terracing of banks, landscaping grounds, and 
creation of walks it cost the city $4,346.05.  For the Federal Government, it cost 
$30,337. Today the zoo has more than 500 animals located in a 28 acre park 
overlooking Lake Michigan. 
 
Around 1910 a recreation program was established as a division of the Parks 
Department.  This continued until 1951 when the recreation division separated 
and formed its own department. During that year the city’s Park Department and 
City Planning Department began to function together as one department until 
1966 when the city created a separate Planning Department.  Then, in that year 
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the Park and Recreation Departments merged into a combined Park and 
Recreation Department. 
 
In 1967 the city’s first open space report was prepared.  Then in 1968 the city 
planning commission developed a community analysis report.  This is what has 
guided Racine’s Park and Recreation system throughout the year.  As a result, in 
future years, the desires and demands of its citizens will be met by the Racine 
Parks and Recreation Department. 
 
 
 
Note: 
 
This has been retyped from the original document which can be estimated to 
have been created around 1976 by an unknown author.  The original document 
with proper credits is kept in room 127 of the annex building, Parks & Recreation 
Specialist’s desk. 
 


