


 

Liverpool Botanical Collection is one of the largest plant collections 
in British municipal ownership; owned by the people of the city 
whose name it bears. It is also one of the oldest plant collections in 
the country, dating back over two hundred years. The Collection 
was first amassed in one of the uk’s earliest botanic gardens – the 
Liverpool Botanic Garden, which opened in 1803 close to Liverpool 
city centre. This garden was the first of three botanic gardens that 
have been created in Liverpool, each taking on the mantle of the 
former, each in turn lauded, lost and mourned. The last botanic 
garden closed amidst bitter scenes in the mid 1980s and the plants 
were taken out of public view to a Liverpool City Council Parks 
Department nursery, where they largely remain today. 

Liverpool Botanical Collection and the three Liverpool Botanic 
Gardens will forever be identified with the founder of the first 
garden, William Roscoe (1753–1831). Roscoe was the son of a 
market gardener. He became a solicitor, banker and philanthropist, 
and today is known as ‘the father of Liverpool Culture’ because of 
the many institutions he helped found in the city. He held strong 
political views and became deeply unpopular in Liverpool when  
as an mp he campaigned for the abolition of transatlantic slavery –  
a trade that had made the city rich. Roscoe was also a person of 
faith, a Unitarian and a passionate lover of art, books and plants, 
all of which he collected. His world-class collection of early 
Renaissance paintings can today be seen in the Walker Art Gallery 
in Liverpool. Doubtless inspired by the Italian Renaissance botanic 
gardens built at Padua and Pisa, the botanic garden he created was 
arguably the institution he loved most. He built it high above the 
commercial hustle of the docks at a place called Mount Pleasant. 
The garden was where all his interests converged; it was a heady 
alchemy of art, science, people and plants. 

John Shepherd (1764–1836) was the first Curator of the Liverpool 
Botanic Garden and helped plan its layout and character with 
William Roscoe. It was one of the first gardens in the uk to be 
originally laid out according to the principles of Swedish botanist 
Carl Linnaeus (1707–78). It was also the first garden to be built 
through public subscription. Many subscribers (known as 
Proprietors) were ship owners, who charged their captains with 
bringing back rare, tropical plants for the garden from the ever 
expanding colonial world. Famous plant collectors such as John 












