
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

        Jules Verne and the Heroes of Birkenhead. 
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The Adventures of Captain Hatteras (1864) is the first 

of Verneôs 54 volume series of works entitled the 

Voyages Extraordinaires and it starts in Birkenhead 

with Richard Shandonôs ship The Forward.  

Six other of Jules Verneôs novels also have their heroôs 

ships built in Birkenhead, including Captain Nemo in 

Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea (1869) who 

commissions the double hull of his submarine The 

Nautilus from Birkenheadôs Lairds shipyard. 

 

The SS Great Eastern at Birkenhead.   Jules Verne - 

A Floating City (1871).                                                                              

 

 

We know that Jules Verne visited the town of 

Birkenhead on at least two occasions and wrote 

about his experiences in Backwards to Britain 

(1859) and A Floating City (1871).  

However, Verneôs relationship with Birkenhead runs 

much deeper than this and indeed it begins with his 

very first novel. 

                      Jules Verneôs Birkenhead in c1870. 

 

I am indebted to my brother Kenneth Lamb for first pointing 

out the many similarities between Verneôs The Floating Island 

(1895) and the town of Birkenhead and the Wirral Peninsula. 

  Many will dismiss these similarities as ócoincidencesô and 

maintain that this is the end of the story.  

                                                                                                 

As we shall see this is just the start of our adventure. There 

will be many more ócoincidencesô to explore in the 

wonderfully imaginative world of this true genius of France. 

The Floating Island (1895) by Jules Verne. 
 

    Jules Verne and the Heroes of Birkenhead. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As befits the science fiction genre, the Floating Island is a millionairesô playground designed 

to take its inhabitants on a perpetual cruise around the Pacific Ocean. Floating Island was but 

a Great Eastern modernised ï only several thousand times larger. The populace drives 

electric motor cars, Munbar has a talking watch, the boulevards have moving pavements, the 

hotels are air conditioned, and sprinklers keep the lawns verdant as the Pearl of the Pacific 

sails through the drier zones of the oceans.   

The population, all of them millionaires, are the healthiest on the planet, the shopping streets 

of its main town óMilliard Cityô are often deserted as the occupants shop via óteleautographô 

while two forts and 500 soldiers guard the ten thousand inhabitants from possible pirate 

attack. Floating Island is a paradise ï what can possibly go wrong?   

In Jules Verneôs órealityô The Floating Island is Birkenhead and Wallasey and its two greatest 

secrets will remain hidden for a very long time after we have finished this particular story.    

 

                     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 1895 Jules Verne published his science fiction novel 

óThe Floating Islandô also known as óPropeller Islandô 

(L'Île à hélice). The storyline traces the adventures of a 

French string quartet who are on a concert tour of the 

United States. The quartet are involved in a carriage 

accident while travelling from San Francisco to San 

Diego and are offered hotel accommodation by Calistus 

Munbar (a character loosely based on Phineas T Barnum 

the Greatest Showman).  

Munbar takes them to an Island called Standard Island, a 

giant artificial island that proceeds to float off across the 

Pacific Ocean taking the unwitting quartet with 

it.                                                                                                                                                          

Jules Verne The Floating Island (1895)  

 

 

Jules Verne will want to oversee proceedings and so he 

will smuggle himself on board the Floating Island as the 

exiled King of Malecarlie (The King of Wallasey?), so 

setting a tradition of appearing in oneôs own productions 

ï a tradition later carried on by those two other great 

masters of the imagination - Alfred Hitchcock and Stan 

Lee.   

 

  

The King of Malecarlie (left) 

in Jules Verneôs The Floating 

Island (1895). 

The author himself (right) 

photographed about the time 

of the writing of the novel.  



                    The Floating Island (1895) by Jules Verne. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Verne later gives a clue to tell us where we really are; 

He also noticed there was a current in the sea flowing eastward at an appreciable speed as it 

ran against the pierheadsé 

Jules Verne The Floating Island (1895). 

 

 

 

 

It is 1895 and twenty miles from San Diego in Southern 

California, four French musicians lie on the ground after the 

carriage in which they were riding has suddenly turned over 

by the side of the road.  

Yvernes, Frascolin, Pinchinat and Sebastien Zorn are a string 

quartet who have achieved great success in the United States 

and are great friends.  

 

 

A stranger offers accommodation to the quartet in a great city just two miles way, however 

they have been led to believe there are no large towns in the area. The quartet accept the 

offer of good rooms in a fine hotel. They are then taken in an electric tram to a quayside and 

ferry terminal which in Jules Verneôs imaginary world is based on Liverpoolôs Pier Head.  

Probably the ferry boat was 

worked by electricity, for there 

was no steam, and in two minutes 

they were on the other side of the 

watercourse, alongside a quayé  

Jules Verne The Floating Island 

(1895). 

 

 
Liverpool Pier Head c1880 

 



On the other side of the watercourse (Birkenhead) the electric tram takes the four musicians 

towards a great park.  

The car resumed its course along some country roads and entered a park over which ariel 

appliances poured an intense light.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                     

In 1870 George Francis Train achieved something that no one had ever done before - to great 

celebrations he became the first man to ever travel around the world in eighty days.  
 

                                                                                                                                                              

The gate of the park gave access to a wide and long road paved with sonorous flags.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Five minutes later the artistes descended at 

the steps of a comfortable hotel, where they 

were received with a welcome that augured 

well, thanks to a word from the American.                                                                                    

Birkenhead Queenôs Hotel c1865. 

The Queenôs Hotel is located opposite 

Birkenhead Park Entrance and is the terminal 

of George Francis Trainôs (Phileas Foggôs) 

tramway. The tram and its extremely patient 

waiting horse are easily visible (right). 

                                                                 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Here Verne is emphasising the two great social 

experiments that put Birkenhead at the forefront 

of town planning in the 19th century ï Europeôs 

first tramway and the worldôs first public park.  

Verneôs tram route replicates exactly George 

Francis Trainôs 1860 tram route from Woodside 

Ferry to Birkenhead Park Entrance (right). 

George Francis Train (pointing) at the 

opening of the Birkenhead Street Railway 

30th August 1860. 

 

 

 

 

Birkenhead Park gate and to the rear - 

a wide and long road paved with 

sonorous flags.  

 

 

 

Entrance to Birkenhead Park c1900. 
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Jules Verne then describes the city; 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

The quartet are invited to a tour of this great town by 

Calistus Munbar.  

ñCalistus Munbar presents his morning civilities to each 

of the honourable members of the Quartette Party and 

begs them to descend as soon as they are ready to the 

dining room of the Excelsior Hotel where their first 

breakfast awaits them.òI                                                  

 

                                                   I am yours, gentlemen.                                                         

 
 

Through the large windows the light was 

pouring into the room, and the view extended for 

a mile down a superb road planted with trees. 

The view from the Queenôs Hotel extending for 

a mile down Park Road North, Birkenhead. The 

planted trees of Birkenhead Park are on the left.  

Park Road North, Birkenhead.  

 

 

The city was built on a regular plan. The avenues 

and roads, provided with verandahs above the 

footways, crossed each other at right angles, 

forming a sort of chessboard.  

Birkenheadôs chessboard pattern of streets dates 

back to the 1820ôs and is a copy of New Yorkôs 

pattern of streets inaugurated in 1811. 

Birkenheadôs Regular Plan.  

It was remarkable that the trees, of recent 

planting, no doubt, were none of them fully 

grown. So, it was with the squares at the 

intersection of the chief arteries of the city, 

carpeted with lawns of freshness quite English. 

H         

                     Hamilton Square, Birkenhead. 

carpeted with lawns of freshness quite English. 


