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The opening of Roath Park on June 20th 1894 was, in the words of the Western Mail the 
previous day, "the consummation of seven years' work". This was Cardiff's first publicly-
owned park, built on land donated for the purpose by the Marquis of Bute and other 
landowners. The Marchioness of Bute cut the first turf in a ceremony in August 1887 in 
what became the Recreation Ground. Construction began in earnest in 1888 and by early 
1894 the work was nearing completion.

As it still is today, the park was divided into five distinct sections – recreation ground, 
pleasure garden, botanic garden, lake and wild garden – covering some 120 acres in total.
It was fully enclosed by railings and surrounded by newly built roads that provided a 
spectacular three and a half mile drive around the park. The postcard image below, a 
Francis Frith photograph taken in 1896, shows the railings and road on the eastern side of
the lake.

On February 23rd 1894 the Parks Committee visited the park to inspect progress, and the 
report in the South Wales Daily News the next day, described the park as "one of the 
largest and finest artificial parks in existence."  Commenting on what had been 
accomplished, the reporter observed that "the whole of the land which now presents so 
charming an aspect was, two or three years ago, little better than a swamp … The 
aforetime “Dismal Swamp” has been converted into a fine stretch of pleasure grounds, 
gardens, and lake, extending from Penylan almost to Llanishen, and this fine stretch of 
land has been reclaimed in a manner that is simply astonishing."



The Parks Committee planned an opening ceremony that would match both the 
importance of the new park to the town, and the scale of the engineering achievement. On
March 29th it was decided that the park would be called Roath Park and it would be 
opened by the Earl of Dumfries, the eldest son of the Marquis of Bute, on June 20th, his 
13th birthday. At the same meeting it was also agreed that a demonstration of aquatic 
sports would be held at the lake on the opening day and that memorial trees would be 
planted to commemorate the occasion. 

Leading up to the opening day there was extensive coverage in the Western Mail of the 
forthcoming events. On June 15th the official programme was published along with an 
invitation to the people of Cardiff to take part:
"... in order to ensure the remembrance of the occasion in the minds of all Cardiffians … 
the mayor (Councillor W.J.Trounce) has issued a cordial invitation to the townspeople of 
Cardiff to join in a procession, which is to assemble at the back of the Town-hall, and 
start at half-past two on the 20th of June from thence, and proceed to the park by way of 
Westgate-street, St Mary-street, Duke-street, Newport-road, Castle-road, Albany-road, 
Wellfield-road, and Ninian-road."

Shopkeepers and householders were asked to decorate their places of business or 
residences, and all businesses in the town were requested to close at noon on the day, 
"when vehicular traffic will be stopped, and the town will be en fete."

On the opening day itself the Western Mail observed: "A great influx of visitors is 
expected from all quarters today, the railway and steamboat companies have arranged 
numerous excursions, and tens of thousands of people will probably foregather at the 
Roath quarter of Cardiff to witness the consummation of the great work inaugurated just 
seven years ago." This expectation was evidently fully justified, as the Western Mail's 
report next day stated that "the procession ... covered nearly three-fourths of the distance 
from the starting point to the park, and occupied about three-quarters of an hour in 
passing a given point." In the procession were mounted police, fire brigade and various 
Council officials (including the borough engineer William Harpur and head gardener 
William Pettigrew, who were largely responsible for designing and laying out the park). 
The ceremonial party comprised the Mayor and members of the Council, the Earl of 
Dumfries and the Marquis of Bute. Trades and friendly societies, accompanied by bands 
and banners brought up the rear.

The photographs below show the procession in Wellfield Road, copyright Cardiff 
Libraries:





The Western Mail report the following day described the scene when the procession 
arrived at the park: "Wellfield-street and Ninian-road, both of which were brilliant in 
bunting, were crowded with some thousands of spectators. It was just 3.40 when the head
of the procession came in view, heralded by the discharge of fog signals on the Roath 
Branch of the Taff Vale railway, which runs along the eastern side of the recreation 
ground."

On arrival at the park the Earl opened the gate with a gold key handed to him by the 
Mayor, and the ceremonial party entered the park, where there was an enclosure for 
Council members and other leading citizens to sit, and a raised platform. The public were 
then admitted and surged in, the police being unable to keep the crowd out of the 
enclosure. More rockets were fired on the railway and there was enthusiastic cheering 
from the crowd.

Speeches from the platform followed. The Mayor referred to the "magnificent park ... 
which would not only be of advantage in our day and generation, but throughout all ages 
to come." At the end of his speech the Earl of Dumfries spoke in Welsh. According to the 
Western Mail reporter, "his concluding remarks in Welsh, which he pronounced with the 
facility of a native, took the audience, now numbering about 10,000, by surprise, and 
brought "Morien" to his feet. The Archdruid could not resist the temptation, and delivered
a short address in Welsh, which we regret to say, a very small proportion of those present 
understood."

When the speeches ended the ceremonial party took a drive round the park, along Ty 
Draw Road and the eastern side of the lake, round the Wild Gardens and along the 
western side of the lake. Arrangements had been made for an excursion on the lake, but 
this was omitted owing to lack of time. The party returned to Cardiff Castle for  
presentations to the Earl by the Chamber of Commerce and the townspeople, followed by
an evening banquet given by Lord Bute, and a firework display at Sophia Gardens.

The postcard image below shows the west bank of Roath Park Lake in 1896, two years 
after the official opening.



On June 20th the public were admitted to the Recreation Ground and lake section only, 
but the following day the park was fully open – meaning that there was also access to the 
Pleasure and Botanic Gardens. The Wild Garden was not completed and opened until 
1896, and Llandennis Gardens, at the north end of the park, was laid out in 1897-98 but 
not opened to the public until 1923 following the extension of the borough boundary.
 
Roath Park immediately established itself as Cardiff's most popular park, a position it 
retains 120 years later. Under the headline "The Park a Favourite Rendezvous", the 
following appeared in the Western Mail on June 23rd 1894, three days after the official 
opening: “The Roath Park has fairly jumped into popular favour, and on Thursday the 
recreation field was the resort of many hundreds of people who strolled to and fro 
enjoying the fresh air and sunshine, and admiring the picturesque views of the 
surrounding country. From early morning until dusk, groups of children could be seen 
enjoying themselves at various games, and at the Lake the boats were freely patronised 
by a considerable crowd of visitors. Judging from appearances up to the present, the 
Roath Park promises to be the favourable resort of the town”.


