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A History of Racine’s Park Systems 
 
 
 
       From the most inauspicious beginning, there was no provision for parks in 
the original plat of the City of Racine; the park system has kept pace with the 
ever -growing city and in this centennial year the City may view with pride the 
735 acres comprising the present park system. This amounts to 10 acres per 
1000 population, which is a very good rating. The system is composed of 10 
large parks, 19 small parks, 4 community houses with playgrounds, a large 
outdoor pool, and a zoological exhibit.  
 
 
       As the village grew to encompass the school section area south of Seventh 
Street, East and West Parks were designated public squares and were the scene 
of band concerts, picnics, and public gatherings. These two parks were 
apparently adequate until 1902 when a growing population density necessitated 
additional areas. Acutely cognizant of this W. H. Krantz, then president of the 
Racine Business -Men’s Association. His committee drew up articles of 
incorporation of the Racine Public Park Association and Mayor Peter B. Nelson, 
who named the first park board, is credited with the actual starting of the present 
park system. 
 
 
        It is to this group that we owe a good share of the land now comprising 
Washington Park, Presently the only public golf course in the world situated 
entirely in the heart of a metropolitan district. The Kranz committee petitioned the 
City Council to acquire this land, then the Erskine property, and two years later , 
Mayor Nelson accepted an offer of the Racine Women’s Club to provide $1000 
for the initiation of a comprehensive park system if the city would match that 
amount. This was so accomplished by public subscription. The newly created 
Park Commission had rented the property, and now bought the tract for the 
amount of $20,487.50. 
 
 
        With the impetus of the Women’s Club donation, park planning moved 
rapidly ahead. Well -known Chicago Landscape Architect Jens Jenson was 
named to plan the park system. Local newspapers, civic, and professional group 
participated fully; a full time superintendent was named, and “authorized to pay 
laborers $1.75 a day when in his judgement they were worth it.” 
 
 
        In subsequent years the city set aside for park purposes all the property it 
owned east of Mound Cemetery extending to the Root River and the frontage 
from Twelfth to Sixth Street. William Horlick donated most of the island now 
known as Horlick Park and William Lewis made a gift to the city of the play area 



now bearing his name. Cedar Bend, a part of Washington Park was purchased a 
few years later; then followed by the Gittings family of the land in back of Howell 
School and south of Washington Park High School. 
 
         The old North Beach bathhouse held the attention of the townspeople 
during the latter part of 1908. Built from the subscriptions on land recently 
acquired, Park Commissioners spearheaded the drive for funds, members of the 
Elks Club, Y.M.C.A. and other groups participated in the active and successful 
venture. The entire city recognized the desirability of the project, unsolicited 
contributions swelled the sum, and soliciting expanded beyond the Park 
Commissioners and was taken over by scores of Racine people who were 
interested in the immediate erection of this desirable building. A benefit matinee 
at the Bijou Theater was one of the most successfully attended events of the 
summer. A miniature bathhouse was erected on Main Street and the tickets sold 
to the matinee. The Racine Journal and The Racine Times kept the interest high 
and backed the venture to the fullest. The needed sum was eventually attained 
and the bathhouse formally opened. “Mayor and City Official take first dip in the 
Surf of North Beach” read a Racine Times caption dated August 20, 1908. Public 
protection was affordable, a full time manager employed and regulation bathing 
suits prescribed for men and women.  
 
 
         The spirit of cooperation, enthusiasm and the desire and ability of the 
people of Racine to work together for the fulfillment of this project is an apt 
commentary on the unity of thought and civic mindedness of that era. The history 
of the City and of the entire republic is evident today in the many cooperative 
enterprises which form a part of the economic and social make-up of the City of 
Racine in 1948. 
 
         With the expansion and ever increasing density of the City came when men 
of vision and imagination to suggest and recommend long range projects for the 
city. They saw the great aesthetic potentialities of the urban area, the lake front, 
Root River, and many others. They proposed a Lake Shore Drive from the then 
City limits to the Lighthouse, proper subdivision of the land along the Root River 
to prevent buildings having their backyards facing the river to destroy its natural 
beauty, the acquisition of more land along the river, park expansions, a street 
tree planting program and a unified street system. It is most unfortunate that the 
more comprehensive of these plans have yet to reach fulfillment. 
 
          The acceptance in 1921 and 1930 of the property now known as Shoop 
and Johnson Park, after their donors, expanded the system to almost double its 
size at that time. Shoop Park later followed the original lead of Washington Park 
Golf Course and was laid out as a six-hole course; both, however, have long 
since been converted into 9-holes. Johnson Park Golf Course is one of the 
sportiest public courses in this part of the country. The next two large 
developments of the city were the Racine Street and Douglas Park Community 



Centers. Three years later Washington Park Swimming Pool was built. 
Meanwhile the Racine Zoo shared in the expansion of the park system.  Founded 
in 1924, the Head Keeper, after a donation of two fawns, estimated its value at 
$150.00. Today its value is set at $70,000.00. 
 
           
           The most recent acquisition of the park system has been the development 
and dedication of the former South Shore Park as Roosevelt Park. Other recent 
additions were the Lake Front from St. Patrick Street to English Street; property 
known as Colonial Heights consisting of some 54 acres of land bordering on the 
Root River and dedication of park area in subdivision known as Green Crest; and 
acquisition of 5 playgrounds. 
 
 
            In the original plat of the City was a half-block between Fifth Street and 
Sixth Street on Main Street, complete with hitching post, the town pump, watering 
troughs, etc. With the dedication ceremonies in 1884, this area became known 
as Monument Square. Injunctions, court proceedings, broken contracts, hot 
tempers, and ridicule of the Square both by Racine citizens and visitors to the 
city, have occupied a prominent role through the years to the present day when it 
yet remains a harsh and barren edifice to the shortsightedness of a small but 
influential minority, many of whom do not yet conceive the exceptional 
opportunity for the full development of this strategically located area, constituting 
as it does, the closest approach to the Civic Center that the City may expect in 
the near future. This year the City Council has been requested to furnish funds 
for the redevelopment of the Square and it is hoped that civic pride will replace 
the litigation and ridicule that has so long surrounded the heart of the City of 
Racine. 
 
 
            The City Council has been asked for funds for 1949 for the improvement 
of South Beach and Fifth to Tenth Streets comprising the reclaimed land now 
being filled to the breakwater. A Lakeshore Drive along the length of the south 
shore is under consideration for the future. A parking lot for Horlick Park, play 
apparatus at North Side Playground, increased picnic grounds at Washington 
Park, concrete slabs at the foot of Goold, Augusta, and Melvin Avenue were 
provided in this year’s budget. Among others is a budget request for a new and 
modern clubhouse at Shoop Park to replace the present old and inadequate 
frame structure. 
 
 
            The entire park system suffered acutely from lack of funds during pre-war 
years, and lack of men during the war and post-war years. While material is still 
in short supply, today rapid progress is to be seen in maintenance and new 
construction in the park system. 
 



          The entire park system is managed and governed by a Board of Park 
Commissioners, consisting of five members, who are appointed by the Mayor 
and confirmed by the Common Council, for terms of five years. The parks are 
maintained and operated by 41 regular employees and 47 seasonal employees. 
The budget for maintenance and operation in 1948 is $226,952.82, and for 
improvement and outlays, $64,383.84. 
 
 
           As a city grows, as living conditions become more crowded, as hours of 
work become shortened, vacation time lengthened, the number of holidays from 
work increases, there is a continuous and ever increasing need for more open 
spaces in the form of parks for passive and active recreation. The Racine Park 
System will continue to keep pace with the growth and stability of the City of 
Racine.  
 
  
 
 
  
 


