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Historic ships are crucial to understanding maritime and naval history. The preservation 

of working vessels and museum ships of historical significance is necessary to ensure their 

continued availability for public interaction, education, and appreciation. Olympia is one such 

museum ship that not only possesses an illustrious naval service record, but also provides the 

public with diverse opportunities to appreciate and interpret its significant contributions to 

maritime history. This vessel also has an extensive and unique preservation history as the oldest 

steel warship that remains afloat in the world. 

This study comparatively analyzes the many preservation strategies employed on 

Olympia. More specifically, it seeks to evaluate these strategies with regard to the 

standardization of historic vessel preservation established by the Secretary of the Interior and the 

National Park Service in 1990, and to show how this standardization affected and continues to 

affect the preservation of Olympia in comparison to past efforts. Olympia is an ideal case study 

for this analysis, as it received both pre-standardized and standardized preservation treatment.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 
Olympia is one of the centerpieces of the Independence Seaport Museum at Penn’s 

Landing along the Delaware River in Philadelphia. It is an historic vessel open to the public and 

remains the oldest steel warship afloat. Commissioned by the United States Navy in 1895 and 

partaking in twenty-seven years of naval service, Olympia possesses distinguished historical and 

maritime significance. This vessel also currently serves as a museum ship and attracts masses of 

visitors. Historically significant and publicly important vessels such as Olympia are key 

historical resources for further study, interpretation, and public appreciation. However, the ways 

in which historic vessels are preserved has evolved through time, especially following the 

publication in 1990 of the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Historic Vessel Preservation 

Projects. This publication standardized the application of preservation practices for historic 

vessels through the provision of explicit definitions, guidelines, and recommendations.   

The purpose of this thesis is to examine the differences between pre-standardized and 

standardized preservation practices used on historic museum vessels. Olympia serves as an ideal 

case study for this thesis as it is an historically significant museum ship that received both pre-

standardized preservation treatment and standardized preservation treatment during its sixty-one-

year tenure as a public museum vessel. The analysis of the ways in which pre-standardized 

preservation treatments differed from those that were standardized serves to highlight the effects 

that each approach had on Olympia in regard to the quality of the resulting preservation. Prior to 

detailing the particulars of this proposed study, however, a brief description of Olympia’s history 

and the history of its preservation must be outlined.  
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Constructed by San Francisco’s Union Ironworks in 1892 and equipped with two vertical 

triple-expansion steam engines, Olympia measures 344 feet long, fifty-three feet in beam, and 

twenty-one feet in draft. As a steel-hulled protected cruiser, Olympia exhibited armored plating 

that ranged from five to thirteen centimeters thick; displaced 5,676 tons; and possessed a heavy 

armament with two Mark VI turrets, four thirty-five caliber guns, and ten forty caliber guns 

(Cooling 2000:11-13). Olympia also represented a unique, formidable, and technologically 

advanced warship that contributed to many historically significant events throughout its twenty-

seven years of service. 

Olympia was the flagship of the Asiatic Squadron led by Commodore George Dewey 

during the Spanish-American War. It played an instrumental role in the United States’ victory 

over the Spanish flotilla at the Battle of Manila Bay in the Philippines in 1898 (Cooling 

2000:82). Though the Battle of Manila Bay may represent the most notable of Olympia’s 

contributions to naval combat and maritime history, the ship also participated in several other 

significant historical events. Olympia conducted convoy escort duties in the North Atlantic 

during World War I, contributed to the Allied effort in the Northern Russian Intervention, 

patrolled the Mediterranean Sea following World War I, transported the remains of the Unknown 

Soldier back to the United States from France in 1921, and even served as a naval cadet training 

vessel in the 1940’s after the ship’s decommissioning (Cooling 2000:x-xi). This study explores 

Olympia’s historical significance, beyond its role in the United States’ victory at Manila Bay, 

that supports the need for intensive preservation efforts.  

Olympia also retains a diverse and significant history of preservation. The United States 

Navy classified the ship as a relic in 1931 while it was docked in reserve at the Philadelphia 

Navy Yard and the non-profit organization Cruiser Olympia Association later claimed, restored, 
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and opened it as a public museum ship on the Philadelphia waterfront in 1957 (Birkholtz 

1999:106). Concerned for the well-being of this historic ship, the members of this association 

conducted the initial preservation efforts and various projects on board Olympia that allowed the 

ship to function as a public museum and attempted to preserve or restore the various ship 

features (Birkholtz 1999:106). Though the development and use of strategies were evident 

throughout the Cruiser Olympia Association’s implementation of preservation efforts, these 

strategies and methods were used prior to extensive examples of success in historic ship 

conservation and the publication of the Secretary of the Interior’s standards in 1990, which was 

six years prior to the Cruiser Olympia Association’s financial shortcomings that required the 

relinquishment of Olympia to another titleholder: the Independence Seaport Museum (Birkholtz 

1999:106).  

This project seeks to discover more about the scarcely studied Cruiser Olympia 

Association and the ways in which it formed and functioned. Moreover, this study analyzes the 

many facets of this organization’s preservation efforts, including the strategies developed by the 

Cruiser Olympia Association, the specific projects carried out, and the ways in which these pre-

standardized projects affected the appearance, interpretation, and overall preservation of 

Olympia.  

The title of Olympia transferred from the Cruiser Olympia Association to the 

Independence Seaport Museum in 1996 due to mounting financial deficiencies. Since 1996, the 

Independence Seaport Museum has developed explicit preservation strategies for use on the ship 

and has conducted expansive preservation projects that include efforts to protect the ship’s 

structural integrity, stabilize current environmental threats, and restore the ship’s appearance to 

that of a specific period in Olympia’s history. In contrast with the preservation strategies 
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formerly employed by the Cruiser Olympia Association, the publication of the Secretary of the 

Interior’s Standards for Historic Vessel Preservation Projects allowed the Independence Seaport 

Museum to develop standardized preservation strategy (Independence Seaport Museum Archives 

1999:1).  

This study seeks to analyze several key components of the museum’s approach to 

standardized preservation on Olympia, including the ways in which the museum incorporated 

these standards in the development of preservation strategy, the types of methods used in the 

strategies’ implementation, and the observed effects of standardized preservation, as 

demonstrated in specific projects that were designed and completed by the museum in 

accordance with the standards. Moreover, the analysis of the Independence Seaport Museum’s 

preservation strategies yields the opportunity to compare these standardized approaches with the 

pre-standardized strategies of the Cruiser Olympia Association.   

This study also seeks to analyze the differences between pre-standardized and 

standardized strategy development and implementation to highlight changes in the preservation 

of Olympia.  This study also focuses on Olympia as an important historical resource in order to 

understand the ship’s historical significance and need for preservation efforts. Within this scope, 

this thesis addresses the central question below.  

1. How has the standardization of historic vessel preservation affected the strategy 

development, methods, and results regarding the preservation of the museum ship 

Olympia? 

In addition to this central research question, this study also seeks to answer questions that 

concern more specific aspects of Olympia’s historical significance and diverse history of 

preservation. These include:  
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2. Beyond the Battle of Manila Bay, what additional contexts contribute to Olympia’s 

historical significance, and how does this significance necessitate the successful 

preservation of Olympia as a public museum ship? 

3. What types of preservation strategies and methods were developed by the Cruiser 

Olympia Association without the availability of standards for historic vessel preservation, 

and how did they affect Olympia’s preservation?   

4. In what ways did the Independence Seaport Museum standardize its preservation of 

Olympia and how did this affect the development of strategy and overall preservation of 

the ship? 

5. How do the pre-standardized preservation projects enacted by the Cruiser Olympia 

Association compare to the standardized projects of the Independence Seaport Museum 

in regard to successful preservation of Olympia?  

To address these questions, the research methodology for this study involves two major 

components, the first of which is historical research. To understand and analyze Olympia’s 

history during its use as an active service naval vessel, this thesis relies upon primary sources 

and first-hand accounts such as construction diagrams and drawings, battle reports, 

contemporary magazine articles, and the diaries of sailors who served on board the vessel. 

Secondary sources such as books and articles supplement and support the understanding of 

Olympia’s early history. This historical research not only helps to comprehend Olympia’s 

construction and naval service, but also contributes to the understanding and analysis of the 

history of preservation on board Olympia. Letters, project proposals, and work reports from 1931 

to 1996 contribute to understanding the history of these preservation efforts, and the 

organizations and individuals that implemented them.   
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The second component of this study’s research methodology is conservation assessments.  

In conjunction with historical research, these assessments reveal the history, methodology, and 

results of past preservation strategies employed on Olympia. Moreover, they allow comparisons 

of pre-standardized and standardized preservation, history, methodologies, and results. This 

component also highlights the integral changes and evolution of these preservation strategies 

through time and allows for analyses and comparisons between strategies and methodologies in 

regard to the standardization of historic vessel preservation practices. 

 Several different repositories and collections are used in this study, most notably Temple 

University’s Special Collections, the Independence Seaport Museum Archives, and access to 

Olympia itself. The vessel has functioned and served as a public museum since the United States 

Navy released the title of the ship to the Cruiser Olympia Association in 1957 (Cooling 

2000:225). However, even after the association transferred the title of the ship to the 

Independence Seaport Museum at Penn’s Landing in 1996, extensive records of the Cruiser 

Olympia Association’s management and preservation work were archived by the museum. This 

collection includes letters, project proposals, work reports, funding requests, photographs, and 

first-hand accounts of the initial preservation and restoration work employed during the Cruiser 

Olympia Association’s tenure as titleholder. Temple University’s Special Collections supplement 

this preservation history with the Henry Dexter Learned Letters, a personal communication and 

report collection that lends first-hand insight into the prevention of Olympia’s scrapping and the 

founding of the Cruiser Olympia Association. Dr. Seth Bruggeman’s unique research into these 

letters also provides a concise description and interpretation of the history of the Cruiser Olympia 

Association’s formation and initial preservation work.  
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 Another collection used in this study is the Independence Seaport Museum’s archive 

regarding the preservation efforts carried out on Olympia by museum employees between 1996 

and 2018. Similar to the Cruiser Olympia Association collection, this includes conservation 

assessments, structure evaluations, project proposals, photographs, and work reports. The wide 

array of material provides a thorough look at the ways in which the Independence Seaport 

Museum initiated and prioritized the preservation of the ship. It shows how the museum 

standardized preservation strategy development and implementation, and also how this 

standardization affected the ship’s overall preservation. This material also provides the 

opportunity to compare and contrast the standardized preservation practices that took place 

between 1996 and 2018 with the pre-standardized practices of the Cruiser Olympia Association 

between 1957 and 1996.  

A final resource for this study is Olympia itself. As a floating museum, access to all of 

the ship’s components, its many features, and the associated collections of artifacts located on 

board the vessel or within the museum’s archive is both convenient and invaluable. Areas of the 

ship open to the public present the opportunity for the study and evaluation of significant 

features. These include features situated upon the berth deck, main deck, and top deck, which 

provide access to the ship’s guns, compartment exhibits, and wooden top deck structures. Access 

to areas of the ship that are not open to the public provides additional information about the ship 

and past preservation efforts. These areas include the ship’s hull above and below the waterline 

(both outboard and inboard sections), coal bunkers, bilges, and cofferdams.   

The features that received preservation treatment throughout Olympia’s sixty-one-year 

tenure as a public maritime museum are diverse. These include but are not limited to steel 

structural components, wooden furnishings and top deck structures, and the ship’s various armor 
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and armament configurations. They provide an opportunity to study the way preservation efforts 

were implemented based on the ship feature or type of historic material, the ways in which 

preservation efforts were prioritized, and the results before and after preservation treatment.       

Though previous research conducted on the history of Olympia’s preservation and the 

standardization of historic vessel preservation overall is extremely limited, several studies and 

publications contribute to the understanding of Olympia’s construction and service history. 

Benjamin Franklin Cooling’s book reviews Olympia’s service history and briefly discusses the 

decommissioning of the cruiser, its placement in reserve, and its restoration to serve as a public 

maritime museum and naval shrine. Additional secondary sources establish context in regard to 

late nineteenth-century ship construction and the ways in which Olympia was unique and 

significant. Don Birkholtz’s Cruiser Olympia: Historic Structure Report (1999), produced by the 

Independence Seaport Museum, provides an overall evaluation of Olympia’s condition, including 

a brief and concise historical background of the ship, an evaluation of its physical condition and 

use as a public museum ship, and a brief examination of previous pre-standardized preservation 

efforts used by the Cruiser Olympia Association. Moreover, this structure report provides an 

analysis of the perceived factors affecting preservation and recommendations for treatment and 

allows this study to compare pre-standardized preservation effects with those that resulted from 

standardized efforts. Altogether, the use of studies such as these provides the means for 

answering the crucial question of how standardization has affected the preservation of the 

Olympia.  

Chapter 2 provides a comprehensive historical record and documentation of Olympia’s 

naval service, highlighting the historical significance of its construction, instrumental role during 

the Spanish-American War, deployment during and after World War I, and eventual 
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decommissioning and move to reserve at the Philadelphia Navy Yard. Chapter 3 centers on the 

pre-standardized preservation methods used on the ship between 1957 and 1996, focusing on the 

history and preservation strategies of the organization that originally established the ship as a 

museum and naval shrine: the Cruiser Olympia Association. Through the analysis of many 

specific preservation projects, this chapter attempts to determine the overall effect pre-

standardized preservation strategy had on the ship’s historic material.  

Chapter 4 focuses on the preservation of Olympia following the transfer of its title to the 

Independence Seaport Museum and the subsequent exclusive use of standardized strategy in 

regard to preservation. This chapter attempts to summarize the application of the Secretary of the 

Interior’s Standards for Historic Vessel Preservation Projects in regard to the development and 

application of preservation practices, and the effects of this application. Finally, Chapter 5 

provides a brief comparison of the pre-standardized projects carried out by the Cruiser Olympia 

Association with the standardized projects of the Independence Seaport Museum. This chapter 

also defines the ways in which historic ship preservation has changed with the publication of the 

standards, how these changes have affected the preservation of Olympia as a museum ship and 

provides conclusions and recommendations.  

This study attempts not only to discover the reasoning behind Olympia’s preservation and 

its establishment as a public museum, but also attempts to uncover the ways in which historic 

vessel preservation has changed through time. Although much research has been done on 

Olympia’s unique construction, its role in the United States’ victory in the Philippines, and the 

impact that this American victory had on world history, Olympia’s unique and diverse history of 

preservation has not been thoroughly documented. This study capitalizes on the Olympia’s 

unique case as an historically significant museum ship that received both pre-standardized and 
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standardized preservation treatment over sixty-one years. By evaluating the use of each of these 

preservation treatments on Olympia, this study can demonstrate the impact that standardization 

has had on the preservation of historic ships and the ways in which the historic ship community 

can continue to improve this preservation.  

In summary, a timeline of preservation efforts undertaken on Olympia will be compiled 

based on historical and conservational documentation. This information will then be triangulated 

with qualitative data collected through interviews of people directly involved with the Olympia’s 

historical preservation, and journaling of direct interaction with current preservation efforts. The 

information will then be synthesized with the definitions and guidelines set forth by the National 

Park Service (in conjunction with the preservation timeline and evaluation of the ship’s current 

condition). This analysis will provide a new, unique, and comparative view regarding the use and 

effectiveness of standardized preservation practices.   

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  
 

CHAPTER 2 

HISTORY OF OLYMPIA 

 
Olympia was designated as a historic landmark by the National Register of Historic 

Places in 1974 for its instrumental role in the Battle of Manila Bay during the Spanish-American 

War. However, the ship’s historical significance is also based on additional factors, including 

distinctive construction that reflected a unique period of United States naval history, its use of 

advanced engineering features, and its role during World War I and the Russian Intervention. 

Though the victory in the Philippines under the command of Commodore George Dewey 

remains the most prevalent and acknowledged of Olympia’s contributions to American history, 

the significance of this ship stretches beyond the Spanish-American War. Analysis of Olympia’s 

historic background demonstrates this ship’s need for continued preservation. 

 
National Register of Historic Places Landmark Designation 

 
Olympia became a national historic landmark in November 1974 for its role in the Battle 

of Manila Bay (National Park Service 1974:1). The National Register of Historic Places (NRHP) 

initiated in 1966 after the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) passed in the same year. 

Administered by the National Park Service of the Department of the Interior, the National 

Register contains a list of districts, sites, buildings, and objects considered historically significant 

and meriting protection and preservation efforts (National Park Service 2017). Olympia’s 

designation listed it as an object in good condition, under private ownership, and with 

unrestricted access to the public (National Park Service 1974:1). 1898 was the specific date of 

significance listed, as the battle between the Spanish and American fleets took place on 1 May of 

that year. As observed in the nomination form that led to its demarcation as a historic landmark, 
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the ship’s role in the decisive American victory was instrumental (National Park Service 1974:2). 

However, Olympia’s contribution to the American triumph in Manila Bay was not limited to the 

battle itself. This victory also ushered the United States into the global scene among world 

powers in regard to territorial expansion and global trade (Cooling 2000:111). For the first time 

in the country’s history, the United States emerged as the victor in a conflict against a world 

power that took place in foreign waters far away from mainland America. This victory placed the 

United States among other contemporary world powers such as Germany, Great Britain, and 

France (National Park Service 1974:2). Olympia’s continued naval service following the 

engagement in Manila Bay, such as in World War I and the Russian Intervention, demonstrate 

this ship’s additional historical significance. 

The analysis of several sources was necessary in the determination that Olympia is 

historically significant outside of its role in the Battle of Manila Bay. Primary sources including 

the diaries of crewmembers, ship logs, and reports, such as Captain Charles Vernon Gridley’s 

succinct battle report that followed the engagement in Manila Bay provide insight on crew life, 

the places that the ship travelled, and battle damage. Secondary sources are also used in the 

study. Benjamin Franklin Cooling’s USS Olympia: Herald of Empire (2000) provides a 

background of the ship’s construction, naval history, and decommissioning. Norman Friedman’s 

US Cruisers: An Illustrated Design History also allows for comparisons to be made between 

Olympia and other cruisers of the 1890’s and early-twentieth century. 

 
United States Naval Strategy and Theory 

 
Olympia was constructed during a time of ferment in regard to American naval theory 

and strategy. The late nineteenth-century was a time of territorial expansion, foreign commerce, 
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and the emergence of a modern nation-state through urbanization and industrialization (Cooling 

2000:7). These themes greatly contrasted with the status of the American navy, as United States 

sea power had been largely neglected during the years following the American Civil War. 

Domestic conditions during the 1880’s, however, allowed for more expensive programs, such as 

the rearmament of the navy for the purposes of home water defense, the acquisition of colonial 

territory, and the advancement of commercial opportunities such as increased foreign trade 

(Cooling 2000:7).  

In March 1883, Congress appropriated $1.3 million for the construction of four new steel 

warships to be designated Atlanta, Boston, Chicago, and Dolphin, coined the “Squadron of 

Evolution” (Shulman 1995:138). This act of Congress signified the beginning of a naval revival 

which later proved instrumental in the construction of Olympia. This effort to mobilize a 

modernized navy that began under the administration of President Chester A. Arthur was 

continued by Secretary of the Navy William C. Whitney, after Grover Cleveland took the 

presidential office in 1885 (Cooling 2000:9). The dominant naval policy in the early 1880’s was 

one of commerce raiding and coastal defense, which stipulated attacks on the enemy fleet’s 

supply lines and the protection of home waters. In agreement with this defensive stance, Whitney 

authorized the construction of two coastal defense battleships in 1887, Texas and Maine 

(Shulman 1995:138,112,126). Though Cleveland was defeated in the presidential election of 

1888 by Benjamin Harrison, Whitney authorized the additional construction of two more 

protected cruisers that would further serve the coastal defense and commerce raiding naval 

strategy before he left office (Shulman 1995:138). Whitney’s authorization of these two cruisers 

resulted in the development of unique and transitional vessels with regard to their speed, armor, 

and weaponry. 
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However, Benjamin Tracy (Whitney’s replacement as Secretary of the Navy under 

Harrison) began to rethink American naval policy. Rather than continue to construct large, fast, 

commerce raiding cruisers such as the two Whitney had previously authorized, Tracy advocated 

for the construction and organization of large battle fleets capable of offensively engaging enemy 

fleets in their own waters (Friedman 1984:29). Nevertheless, Tracy allowed the continued 

construction of the two protected cruisers previously authorized by Whitney. One of these two 

became Olympia, designated C-6 (Cooling 2000:10). Along with the disruption of foreign trade, 

the purpose of these proposed large and fast vessels was to protect American commerce by doing 

battle with foreign fleets that harassed American trade. Upon the authorization for construction, 

Whitney stated that this approach reflected an offensive spirit while maintaining the traditional 

naval framework of commerce protection and coastal defense, which foreshadowed this vessel’s 

distinctiveness (Cooling 2000:9). Furthermore, Whitney specified that these two approved 

vessels were to be constructed using entirely domestically produced steel. This was 

unprecedented in the construction of American warships but represented even more of the 

domestic industrialization that was spurred in the United States during the construction of these 

protected cruisers (Birkholtz 1999:5).  

The protected cruiser was a short-lived ship type in the American navy, constructed 

almost exclusively between the mid-1880’s and the first decade of the twentieth century. Though 

Olympia was a protected cruiser, it also exhibited features of the armored cruiser class such as its 

larger size, fast and efficient engines, and sizable number of high caliber weapons (American 

Society of Mechanical Engineers 1977:1). The steel armored “turtle shell” deck that enclosed 

and protected the engines, boilers, magazines, and coal bunkers characterized the protected 

cruiser class of ships (Hovgaard 1920:170). As these ships were often too small for heavy side 
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armor (such as the side belt armor observed in armored cruisers), this protective deck guarded 

the vitals of the ship without hindering the ship’s speed.  

The earliest known example of a protected cruiser was Italia, constructed in Italy in 1880 

(Hovgaard 1920:58). The British later developed the Leander-class cruiser between 1882 and 

1883, which implemented sloped edges to the protective deck, shielding the waterline of the 

vessel from horizontal enemy fire. The first protected cruiser to include both of these features 

was the Chilean vessel Esmerelda (Birkholtz 1999:5). Designed and built by the British firm 

Armstrong at Elswick in 1884, it featured a continuous protective deck with sloped sides and 

cofferdams (isolated compartments within the ship that ran along the waterline and often filled 

with fibrous material to prevent flooding in the case of hull damage or puncture) (Hovgaard 

1920:46). This adoption of the protected cruiser by the British provided a model for later 

development by the United States. Olympia represented a ship of original design, but certain 

features of the American vessel displayed European influence; such as the presence of 

cofferdams (Birkholtz 1999:5). 

 Overall, Olympia was a transitional vessel that ideally represented a period of great 

change in American naval theory. Olympia was one of the last ships authorized to employ the 

effective but fading American naval strategy of commerce raiding and defense before the shift to 

a much larger and more offensive battle fleet took place. This vessel was also one of the first 

(and briefly utilized) class of protected cruisers. It would have initiated the construction of an 

entirely new class of ships had it not been for this shift in naval strategy. Due to this shift in 

naval policy that followed its construction, Olympia represented an exceptional example of naval 

history and ship building before the construction of battleships such as Maine and Texas gained 
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overwhelming favor. Finally, this ship represented economic and industrial change in the United 

States, specifically the emergence of domestic steel acquisition and production.  

 
Construction 

 
Another aspect of Olympia’s historical significance was its construction. In April 1890, 

the Navy Department authorized Olympia’s production; and on 10 June, Secretary Tracy 

awarded $1,796,000 to the only bidder that responded: Union Iron Works of San Francisco, 

California (Cooling 2000:12). This was an exceptional decision by the Navy, as the 

overwhelming majority of steel shipbuilding (especially the construction of cruisers) during the 

late-nineteenth century took place on the East Coast at shipyards such as Cramp Shipbuilding 

Company of Philadelphia and John Roach Shipyard of Chester, Pennsylvania (Birkholtz 1999:6). 

Led by Superintendent Irving Scott, Union Iron Works represented the only West Coast shipyard 

capable of constructing steel warships of Olympia’s proposed caliber during the late 1880’s and 

early 1890’s (Cooling 2000:13). As the Navy desired a shipyard with the location and resources 

available to construct and repair American naval vessels that operated in the Pacific, Union Iron 

Works not only suited the Navy’s needs, but was also situated in an ideal location for 

shipbuilding in San Francisco Bay (Birkholtz 1999:6). 

Although the Navy provided the basic design of the ship and the construction of the guns, 

Union Iron Works provided the detailed design proposals and completed the majority of 

Olympia’s construction. This included the hull, hull beams and angles, frames, armored deck, 

heavy armor plating, and machinery (such as the various engines and boilers) (Birkholtz 1999:6). 

Companies such as Pacific Rolling Mills (which was a part of Midvale Steel Company of 

Philadelphia), Carnegie Phipps and Company of Pittsburgh, and the Bethlehem Steel Company 
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of Bethlehem, Pennsylvania produced the steel for the construction of these features (Cooling 

2000:15). Though Olympia was only the third cruiser constructed in San Francisco Bay by Union 

Iron Works, it represented the largest American vessel yet constructed on the Pacific Ocean. In 

 

 
FIGURE 1: The assembly of Olympia’s frames at Union Iron Works in 1891 (Courtesy of the 

Independence Seaport Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA). 

 
June 1891, the ship began to take shape, as workers laid the keel and erected the frames. In 

October of the same year, the ship received its name before its initial launch on 5 November 

1892 (New York Times 1892). Though initially plagued by production delays due to inconsistent 

fabrication and alterations, workers then “filled up” the ship’s hull by installing features such as 

the steel rigging, sponsons, conning tower, and cabins (New York Times 1892). 

 
Armament  

 
At the time of its completion, Olympia displaced 5,676 standard tons (6,694 standard tons at full 

load) and measured 344 feet in length, fifty-three feet in beam, and twenty-one feet in draft. It 

was to be complemented with a crew of thirty-three officers and 395 enlisted men. Due to 
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Olympia’s designation as a flagship, the presence of thirty-five band members and forty marines 

bolstered the complement of men (Read 1897:21-23). Olympia’s weaponry was also formidable. 

The original primary armament consisted of four Mark III eight-inch thirty-five caliber breech 

loading guns. These guns weighed fourteen tons each and fired 260-armor-piercing or explosive 

 

 
FIGURE 2: The launching of Olympia’s hull at Union Iron Works of San Francisco in 1892 

(Courtesy of the Independence Seaport Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA). 

 
shells at 2,100 feet per second. These four guns were split between two armored monitor-style 

turrets located fore and aft of the ship’s superstructure (with one turret located upon the 

forecastle and one located upon the aft quarterdeck) (Read 1897:29).  

The ship’s original secondary armament consisted of ten five-inch forty-caliber guns 

mounted in casemates along the hull of the main deck, fourteen six-pound anti-torpedo boat guns 

mounted in sponsons located on the berth deck and top deck, six torpedo tubes capable of 

launching Mark I Whitehead torpedoes, six one-pounder thirty-seven-millimeter guns, two 

Gatling guns, and an arsenal of rifles (Read 1897:29). To complement this weaponry, the ship 

contained 272 cast iron shells for the eight-inch turreted guns in addition to 964 fixed rounds for 
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the five-inch guns, 3,498 rounds complemented the six-pound guns, 3,700 one-pounder rounds, 

and thirty-six torpedoes (Read 1897:25). For comparison, the British Eclipse-class, consisting of 

nine protected cruisers constructed for the Royal Navy in the mid-1890’s, exhibited five forty-

caliber six-inch quick firing guns, six forty-caliber 4.7-inch quick firing guns, eight three-inch 

twelve-pound guns, and six three-pound guns (in addition to three torpedo tubes) (Friedman 

2011:87-88). The armament of these steam propelled British warships that were in service during 

the same time period as Olympia was noticeably lighter in comparison and demonstrated 

Olympia’s formidable military might as a ship of the late-nineteenth century. 

 
Armor 

 
To fulfill its role as a protected cruiser, Olympia also possessed heavy armor. Five-inch-

thick steel plates enveloped the conning tower, three and a half inches of steel armored the 

turrets of the forecastle and aft quarterdeck, and four-inch-thick steel gun shields protected the 

five-inch guns (Scientific American 1896:177-178). However, the most notable feature regarding 

Olympia’s armor was the armored “turtle shell” deck installed to protect the vitals of the ship 

below it; such as the two main steam engines and six boilers. This prevented the ship from 

sustaining catastrophic or disabling damage in battle. The armored deck stretched the entire 

width of the ship and nearly the entire length (Read 1897:2). Though the thickness of the flat top 

of the armor was only two inches, the steel was thickest where the deck sloped amidships (at 

4.75 inches thick) and where the deck met the hull (at four inches thick) (Scientific American 

1896:177-178). This construction aspect was an attempt to emphasize the purpose of the armored 

deck, as the thickest steel was located at the positions most likely to sustain impact from enemy 

shells. In comparison with Olympia, the similar British Eclipse-class cruisers of the 1890’s were 
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outfitted with decks armored with steel that was only 1.5 to three inches thick, much thinner than 

that of Olympia. Though the engine hatch and conning tower steel armor of the Eclipse-class 

cruisers was six inches thick, the gun shield armor was also less than Olympia’s, as it measured 

only three inches thick (Friedman 2011:87-88).  

 

 
FIGURE 3: The installation of Olympia’s armored protective deck by Union Iron Works of San 

Francisco (Courtesy of the Independence Seaport Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA). 

 
Machinery and Technology  

 
Olympia’s original construction and configuration resulted in a large, well armored, and 

heavily armed ship, but its most innovative and historically significant features were the 

engineered machinery within the hull. These included items such as a pair of two-hundred 

ampere dynamos that powered search lights and various motors, an ice/refrigeration machine, 

and six steel boilers (four of which were double ended) (Read 1897:48) Most noteworthy of 
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these machines were the two vertical stroke triple expansion reciprocating steam engines that 

propelled the ship. The 1890’s witnessed a rapid engineering evolution in steam propulsion, 

especially in regard to its use in naval ships (Cooling 2000:21). Olympia was an early example of 

a naval vessel to be equipped with this type of engine.  

 

 
FIGURE 4: Olympia’s ice machine on the main deck of the ship (Photo taken by author, 2018). 

 
The American Society of Mechanical Engineers nominated Olympia’s engines as a 

National Historic Mechanical Engineering Landmark in 1977 for their distinctive use during the 

late-nineteenth century and unique modification (American Society of Mechanical Engineers 

1977:1). Six coal fired boilers (three for each engine) complete with forty furnaces powered the 

engines. They operated under a forced draft and closed stokehold system. In addition, Olympia 

contained eight fresh water tanks below the protective deck (and one distributing tank located 

above it) that held 7,869.58 gallons of water (Read 1897:55-56). Additional features related to 

the engines were the forty coal bunkers situated on the port and starboard sides along the hull. 
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Olympia carried 1,169 tons of coal, with bunkers located above and below the protective deck. 

Finally, Olympia featured twin propellers constructed of manganese bronze which measured 

fourteen feet and nine inches wide. In its entirety, the machinery aboard Olympia weighed 1,239 

tons, consumed 2.19 pounds of coal per indicated horsepower, and provided a range of over 

6,000 nautical miles (National Park Service 1974:2).  

The effectiveness of these engines was key to the application of heavy armor without 

sacrificing speed (as detailed in the original plans set forth by Secretary Whitney to use Olympia 

as a powerful commerce raider and coastal defense ship). Due to the armored deck that covered 

the engine and boiler rooms in their entirety, modification was necessary in the installation of the 

ship’s machinery (American Society of Mechanical Engineers 1977:1). Although the popular use 

of horizontal engines in the years that preceded the construction of Olympia allowed the 

machinery to be easily installed and protected below the waterline, George Wallace Melville 

(engineer, arctic explorer, and Chief of the Bureau of Steam Engineering) supported the use of 

vertical engines in warships. The associated lower costs, higher speeds, and greater efficiency of 

these engines motivated this preference (Butterman 2012). He argued that the issue of a less 

protected vertical engine could be solved by the installation of an armored deck, such as the deck 

on Olympia (Butterman 2012).  

Additional unique and significant features of Olympia’s engine construction were its cast 

steel pistons. These pistons possessed a shortened stroke of forty-two inches, which allowed the 

entire engine to fit beneath the armored deck and be completely protected from potential enemy 

fire (Read 1897:48-50). The shortened piston stroke, which became a common feature among 

protected and armored cruisers of the late-nineteenth century, was yet another engineering feat 

that allowed for effective propulsion without sacrificing protection. The performance of these 
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engines, along with the rest of the ship, was observed soon after its completion. November 1893 

was the designated date for Olympia’s preliminary sea trials, and the official sea trials took place 

in December (New York Times 1893). 

 
Sea Trials 

 
During Olympia’s preliminary contractor trial, the ship traveled a total of sixty-eight 

nautical miles in Found Bay of the California coastline and reached a maximum speed of 21.26 

knots. The official trial took place in the Santa Barbara channel where the ship sailed for four 

hours, generated a measured 17,700 horsepower, and reached a maximum speed of 22.2 knots 

(Wiggins 1894:112). Another comparison to Eclipse-class cruisers of the mid-1890’s showed 

that Olympia only possessed slightly more displacement than its British counterparts, but over 

twice the generated horsepower. The Eclipse-class ships generated around 8,000 horsepower 

(Friedman 2011:87-88). Olympia’s speed outpaced the British ships by nearly four knots, which 

prompted Scientific American to declare Olympia as greatly superior in 1896.  

It was not only British ships that Olympia outperformed. USS Raleigh, another protected 

cruiser launched in 1892 and equipped with six boilers and two vertical triple expansion steam 

engines, produced a top speed of 21.12 knots during its official sea trial (Navy Department 

1914:40-46). After the completion of Olympia’s sea trials, the purpose of its construction was 

met: The United States possessed a large, fast, heavily armed, and prominently armored ship in 

the Pacific that was not only able to engage enemy vessels, but also to use its speed to flee if 

necessary (Cooling 2000:8). The ship was commissioned on 5 February 1895, captained by John 

J. Read, and assumed the flagship role of the Asiatic Squadron in the Pacific fleet on 25 August 

1895 (Read 1897:1).  
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Overall, Olympia’s construction displayed several features of historical significance. 

First, Olympia represented a technologically advanced yet transitional vessel at the time of its 

construction in the 1890’s. Constructed as part of the “New Steel Navy,” this ship displayed 

some of the final transitions that took place during the shift from wood construction to steel and 

sail propulsion to steam, as evidenced by Olympia’s Oregon pine decks and auxiliary schooner 

sail rig (Cooling 2000:16,18). It was also the largest ship constructed on the West Coast (until 

the subsequent construction of USS Oregon the following year) and demonstrated early 

innovative use of vertical triple expansion steam engines. The American Society of Mechanical 

Engineers also designated Olympia’s engines a national landmark. Founded in 1880 for the 

promotion of general awareness regarding innovative technical heritage and the recognition of 

historically significant works of engineering, this society demarcated Olympia’s engines as its 

twentieth national landmark. Olympia represents one of only two remaining vessels originally 

equipped with these engine types (American Society of Mechanical Engineers 1977:1).  

Though the protected cruisers of the Squadron of Evolution that predated Olympia shared 

some construction features throughout the squadron such as armored decks, vertical triple 

expansion engines with shortened piston strokes, refrigeration, and electrically powered lighting 

and ammunition hoists, the Olympia displayed all of these features (Cooling 2000:18-23). The 

use of each of these respective technologies was not revolutionary; but, the effective combination 

of all of them on a single vessel was an achievement of historical significance. Olympia’s speed, 

armor, and armament were historically significant as well. This vessel not only possessed the 

standard heavy armor of a protected cruiser with its protective steel deck, but it also retained 

great offensive capability and speed. In comparison to its domestic and foreign contemporaries, 

this balance between armor, speed, and weaponry as a protected cruiser were distinctive. Finally, 
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its construction also became a symbol of American capability in steel production (particularly 

Harvey steel armor plates) and warship assembly given the nature of its configuration and the 

use of domestic steel.  

 
The Spanish-American War 

 
The National Register of Historic Places determined Olympia’s role during the Spanish-

American War and the Battle of Manila Bay to be the vessel’s most noteworthy contribution to 

history. The ship was commissioned in February 1895 and named flagship of the Asiatic 

Squadron on 20 August 1895 under the command of Captain John J. Read (Cooling 2000:32). 

After its departure from the United States to China, Read led the Olympia’s crew through various 

stints of training and visits to Asian port cities such as Hong Kong, and Yokohama (Tisdale 

1908:63). On 3 January 1898 the Navy transferred command of the ship to Commodore George 

Dewey, a sixty-one-year-old Civil War veteran from Vermont. Due to the tension present 

between Spain and the United States, Commodore Dewey arrived war ready, he immediately 

demonstrated his leadership through his correction of the poor state of ammunition supplies. He 

also retained sailors whose enlistment had expired, as he desired an experienced crew in the 

event of war (Cooling 2000:60).  

Though political strains that concerned territorial expansion and imperialism in regions 

such as the Caribbean and the Philippines were already present between Spain and the United 

States, friction dramatically rose after the battleship Maine suffered a catastrophic explosion in 

Havana Harbor of Cuba on 15 February 1898. Though George Melville (Chief of the Bureau of 

Steam Engineering) and Phillip Alger (United States Navy ordnance expert) deemed the 

explosion an accident caused by a spontaneous fire in the ship’s coal bunkers that ignited a 
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magazine, American yellow journalism placed swift blame upon Spanish mines in the harbor 

(Fisher 2009:1). The United States officially declared war on Spain on 25 April 1898. Secretary 

of the Navy John Davis Long ordered Commodore Dewey to depart Manila Bay and to “engage 

and destroy the Spanish fleet when and where you find them” (Tisdale 1908:212). On 25 April 

1898, the crew made the cruiser battle ready by dismantling, stowing, or even throwing 

overboard the wooden spars and hatch covers to avoid casualties from flying wood splinters 

during battle (Tisdale 1908:213). 

 

 
FIGURE 5: Admiral George Dewey (Courtesy of the Independence Seaport Museum Archives, 

Philadelphia, PA). 

 
The Battle of Manila Bay 

 
On 1 May 1898, Dewey led the Asiatic Squadron into Manila Bay to meet the Spanish 

flotilla under the command of Rear Admiral Patricio Montojo y Pasarón (Cooling 2000:71). 

Notwithstanding the threat of sea mines, Olympia led the squadron of ships in a single file battle 
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line into the bay. The Spanish fleet tasked with the defense of Manila Bay against the Asiatic 

Squadron consisted of only seven vessels: two unprotected cruisers and five gunboats (two of 

which were disabled and needed to be towed and anchored into position prior to battle) (Gridley 

1898). These ships were anchored along the shore in an inward bent battle line that gathered at 

the inlet of Canacao Bay. The Spanish fleet was outmatched; Montojo’s ships totaled 11,300 tons 

and thirty-one major guns, the heaviest of which were 6.2-inch rifles. In comparison, Dewey’s 

fleet totaled 19,000 tons and possessed fifty-three guns of five-inch caliber or higher (ten of 

which were eight-inch caliber) (Cooling 2000:78).  

The Spanish also possessed batteries on land at Sangley Point and Canacao that contained 

thirty-four total artillery pieces. However, these artillery pieces were obsolete, inadequately 

maintained, and manned by ineffective crews (Gridley 1898). After entering the bay to brief and 

inaccurate fire from Spanish shore artillery, Commodore Dewey issued his famous command of 

“You may fire when you are ready, Gridley” to his captain at 0522 hours. After this command, 

the battle commenced when Olympia’s forward turret of eight-inch guns opened fire upon the 

Spanish battle line of ships. Gun crews obtained range by cross bearings from standard compass 

readings and distance taken from charts (Gridley 1899). Though the accuracy was extremely 

poor for both the American fleet and the Spanish, the outdatedness and ill preparation on the side 

of the Spanish led to swift advantage acquired for Commodore Dewey and his fleet.  

The Asiatic Squadron battle line passed the Spanish ships a total of five times (three 

times to the west and two times to the east) at distances that ranged from five thousand to two 

thousand yards (Cooling 2000:80). Commodore Dewey’s attacks resulted in severe damage to 

the Spanish fleet, including Montojo’s flagship Reina Christina, after Montojo ordered a counter 

attack against the offensive American vessels (Cooling 2000:80). Due to Reina Christina’s 
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slower speed, Dewey’s fleet heavily raked the ship from bow to stern and disabled it. Reina 

Christina landed only one shell which struck but did not penetrate Olympia’s hull directly 

beneath a starboard gun port as the American vessels made their second sweep west (Tisdale 

1908:230). In contrast, the American ships took very little damage. The only recorded damage to 

Olympia was the indented steel plate on a starboard sponson, plus torn planks on the starboard 

forecastle and one stanchion carried away by enemy shot. The one hit amounted to a dent in the 

hull on the starboard side just one foot below the main deck rail abaft the number four coal port 

(Gridley 1898). By the early afternoon, Dewey and his captains observed the overall destruction 

of Montojo’s fleet, after which the ships anchored, and Dewey accepted the surrender of 

Montojo and the Spanish at 1215 hours. 

In all, Spanish causalities consisted of 161 killed in action and 210 wounded. In contrast, 

only nine Americans were wounded. Accuracy on both sides of the battle was poor. The ships of 

the Asiatic Squadron expended 5,839 rounds, but only 142 of these were hits (Cooling 2000:84). 

This resulted in a hit rate of only 2.4%. With the Spanish flotilla and land fortifications 

destroyed, Dewey and his fleet took the Cavite naval station and established a blockade of the 

city, which firmly initiated American supremacy in Manila (Tisdale 1898:239). When news of 

the battle in Manila Bay reached the mainland United States, Commodore Dewey and Olympia 

became the first symbols of victory against the Spanish. Subsequently, Dewey and Olympia also 

became representative images of America’s global imperial presence after news of the American 

victory in the Caribbean reached Manila in July (Cooling 2000:101). On 13 August 1898, after 

American ground forces arrived, Dewey launched a brief and modest bombardment of the city 

which resulted in the swift Spanish surrender of the city of Manila. This ended over 377 years of 

Iberian rule in the Philippines (Cooling 2000:100). After the conclusion of the war, many 
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questions remained such as the potential annexation of the Philippines and the Philippine 

insurrection in February of 1899 (Tisdale 1908:260). As Olympia was a flagship commanded by 

Commodore Dewey, it assumed the role of facilitator in the aftermath of the conflict until 20 

May 1899. Olympia returned to the United States and was welcomed by a parade in New York 

City on 29 September 1899 (Cooling 2000:121). 

This was not only a great victory against a foreign power for the United States. This 

battle proved the effectiveness of the protected cruiser vessel type and the emergence of the 

United States Navy onto the global stage in its decisive triumph over an established world power. 

This victory also marked the emergence of the United States as a world power itself and 

demonstrated the success of the United States’ naval strategy (National Park Service 1974:2). 

Though the events of Manila Bay and the influence that followed certainly merit Olympia’s 

placement within the National Register of Historic Places, this vessel possesses additional 

historical significance from other periods that further portray Olympia’s importance and the need 

for its preservation. 

  
World War I and the Russian Intervention 

 
 Olympia’s roles in World War I and the Russian Intervention were also of historical 

significance. Although the American navy modernized in the years preceding the entry into 

World War I, the number of modern vessels was quite small; which required the repurposing of 

older vessels. Though Olympia was one of these older vessels, in comparison to the more 

modern battleships and dreadnoughts of this era, it remained useful due to its original design as a 

flagship (Cooling 2000:183). Flagships such as Olympia housed a flag officer and his large and 

diverse staff whose purpose was to command a fleet of ships and act as ambassadors while the 
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captain or admiral led the ship. The fame acquired by Olympia after its momentous role in the 

Battle of Manila Bay under the command of Commodore Dewey made it a worthy choice for its 

eventual role (Cooling 2000:180). As a result, Olympia functioned in both military and 

diplomatic ways during and after the war. Coastal defense, interventionism, humanitarianism, 

and the transportation of the remains of the Unknown Soldier were among Olympia’s most 

notable functions during and after World War I.  

 
Coastal Defense and Convoy Escort 

 
 Coastal defense was the first of Olympia’s functions during this period. World War I was 

the first event in world history during which the submarine had large scale use as a weapon of 

stealth. By 1917, Imperial German submarines sunk 430 neutral merchant vessels (many of 

which were American vessels providing food and supplies to the Allied war efforts) (Cooling 

2000:179). These submarines measured around 214 feet long, berthed a crew of around thirty-

five men, and contained twelve torpedoes. The use of this submerged technology and torpedo 

arsenal by the Germans outmatched the rest of the world and forced the Allies to alter their naval 

strategies due to their use on such a large scale (Cooling 2000:179).  

After the United States’ entry into World War I in 1917, it formed the “Patrol Force 

United States Fleet” and tasked it with patrolling the eastern seaboard. Though the United States 

Navy continued to trend toward large battle fleet concepts in line with Alfred Thayer Mahan’s 

theories, the need for defensive ships capable of anti-submarine duties, sea mine operations, and 

convoy escorts was still present (Cooling 2000:180). The protection of American ships and 

harbors in home waters from the German submarine threat was paramount. This patrol force 
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consisted mostly of slightly dated vessels such as Olympia, in contrast with modern American 

warships used on the frontline of naval war efforts. 

 

 
FIGURE 6: Olympia (visible second from the left) serving as a convoy escort ship during World 

War I (Courtesy of the Independence Seaport Museum, Philadelphia, PA). 

 
Olympia’s configuration as a flagship led to its designation as the command ship of this 

patrol force fleet. The installation of a Fessenden oscillator on Olympia also enhanced the 

distinctive use of the ship. This device used echo ranging that predated sonar and detected the 

echoes of the underwater sounds it created (Birkholtz 1999:13). This technological upgrade 

installed at the bottom of Olympia’s hull just above the bilges countered submarine attack and 

detected the presence of enemy submarines through electro-acoustic vibrations (Birkholtz 

1999:13). Olympia received the title of flagship of the patrol fleet and patrolled the waters 

between New York’s harbor and Nova Scotia after the installation of this new defensive 

technology. Though Olympia’s impact on Allied efforts was slight, it successfully escorted 

Allied cargo ships throughout the Atlantic for the following year. In February 1918 Olympia 

escorted British merchant ships from the coast of Nova Scotia to New York’s harbor. It also 
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escorted a convoy of twenty-one vessels from New York to the western coast of Ireland (Cooling 

2000:184).  

 

 
FIGURE 7: Olympia’s Fessenden oscillator below decks (Photo taken by author, 2018). 

 
The Russian Intervention 

 
 The Russian Intervention by the Western Allies was another important historical event 

that displayed the significance of Olympia as a historic landmark. After World War I ended in 

1918, Russia remained immersed in a civil war fought primarily between the Red Army of the 

Bolsheviks and the White Army of the minority, with the “Red” Bolsheviks coming to power in 

the autumn of 1917 (Cooling 2000:184). After much desertion and mutinies amongst the Russian 

military along with economic and social strife, democratic revolution ended the Tsarist 

monarchy in February 1917. Russia then withdrew from the Allied alliance and signed a peace 

treaty with Germany (Cooling 2000:184). The Russian government established an assembly and 
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elections in September of the same year, but the Bolsheviks revolted the following month, which 

resulted in the peace treaty with Germany (Birkholtz 1999:14).  

Though the United States was largely unconcerned with which party ruled in Russia, 

several factors influenced France and Great Britain to prod the United States into collaborative 

action. For instance, France and Great Britain were concerned over the loss of an ally in the war 

against Germany and the German soldiers that would be free to return to the Western front after 

their release from Russian capture (Beers 1943:1). Also, masses of war material and supplies 

shipped by the Allies to Russia were threatened with German capture, as well as the potential use 

of northern Russian ports as additional German submarine bases (Beers 1943:2). Due to these 

possible threats, French and British officials alongside American ambassadors in Russia advised 

President Woodrow Wilson to intervene. Wilson agreed to act and dispatched one American 

warship to the most potentially threatened region. However, it was crucial to President Wilson 

that the dispatch of a warship did not disrupt the ongoing war efforts such as the transportation of 

soldiers (Birkholtz 1999:14). These parameters made Olympia a prime candidate for the task. 

The vessel departed Charleston, South Carolina in April 1918 for an undisclosed location 

(Cooling 2000:185). After a brief stay along the coast of Scotland (where machine gun squads 

and fellow crew members drilled for landing party operations), Olympia departed for Murmansk, 

Russia in May.  

Though the extent of the United States’ involvement in this conflict remains enigmatic, 

political and military miscommunication between the Allied forces of Europe and the United 

States led to an eventual undeclared war against the Bolsheviks and the spread of communism. 

This Northern Russian Intervention (or Polar Bear Expedition) was Olympia’s most crucial 

involvement in this engagement and took place between April and November 1918 (Beers 
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1943:6). The reasoning behind Olympia’s selection for this expedition remains somewhat 

illusive. However, it was probable that the ship’s flagship configuration and special refit for 

arctic travel were influential. The purpose of Olympia’s expedition was to recover large 

stockpiles of weapons and military supplies from the Russian towns of Murmansk and Archangel 

(Beers 1943:7). Though the United States was extremely reluctant to interfere in Russian affairs, 

the European Allies requested this assistance to prevent these supplies from falling into the hands 

of encroaching German forces in Finland (though the Bolsheviks eventually captured the 

stockpiles) (Cooling 2000:191).   

 

 
FIGURE 8: A machine gun squad that was part of Olympia’s landing force in Murmansk in 1918 

(Courtesy of the Independence Seaport Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA). 

 
 Around 15,000 people populated the small Russian town of Murmansk, located at the 

terminus of a railroad that ran to Saint Petersburg, allowing the transportation of Allied military 

supplies throughout Russia (Cooling 2000:189). A simple fishing village prior to the outbreak of 

World War I, Murmansk’s easily defendable harbor and year-round ice-free port above the 
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Arctic Circle stimulated the construction of the railroad terminus. In 1917, the Russians unloaded 

two million tons of supplies and additional cargo, which demonstrated the strategic importance 

of this town’s railroad (Beers 1943:5). However, these factors were also attractive to the German 

military, which viewed Murmansk as an ideal location to establish a submarine base. Olympia 

was dispatched due to this potential German encroachment from Finland and increase of an 

already substantial submarine threat (Beers 1943:5).  

The Secretary of State and Secretary of the Navy cautioned Captain Bion B. Bierer upon 

Olympia’s arrival at President Wilson’s request to cooperate with the French and British military 

presence and simply act to protect and further Allied interests without being drawn into further 

action against Russian forces (Cooling 2000:188). Though they ordered Bierer not to engage in 

land operations, they also ordered him to use his crew to complement resistance against potential 

German forces. Orders also included assisting in the recovery of war material from the nearby 

town of Archangel if necessary (Cooling 2000:194). Overall, the muddled and vague direction 

given by United States officials alongside the presence of both British and French military forces 

created a complicated, confused, and potentially volatile situation.  

 The events that immediately followed Olympia’s arrival at Murmansk were slow and 

uneventful. According to crewman and electrician Lloyd Thomas O’Kelly, the standard days 

aboard the vessel off the coast of Murmansk consisted of war rationed meals and maintenance 

upon the ship (Cooling 2000:190). However, on 8 June, Bierer sent 110 men ashore to establish 

defensive emplacements and police the city. Russian observers received this action as an attempt 

to disrupt the establishment of a new Russian republic. The following month witnessed a riot 

within the town by Russian sailors, which resulted in a search of the entire town assisted by 

Olympia crewmen that seized weapons and quelled the inflammatory situation during the search 
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(Cooling 2000:191). Though the crewmen subdued the immediate insurrection within the town, 

the Bolsheviks received this Allied action as more extensive disruption of Russian affairs, which 

resulted in the Bolshevik reevaluation of their political stance. This new threat of a full-scale 

confrontation alongside further political pressure from France and Great Britain to intervene 

caused Captain Bierer to comply with British requests for additional support. Captain Bierer 

ordered Lieutenant Henry Floyd to select fifty Olympia men to complement an expeditionary 

force sent to the nearby Russian town of Archangel (Beers 1943:12-15). 

 Similar to Murmansk, Archangel’s location possessed great strategic value. Founded by 

the Dutch in 1584, Archangel was a harbor town adjacent to an ice-bound port along the Dvina 

River that possessed thirteen miles of coastline ideal for docks and harbors and linked with the 

Trans-Siberian Railroad (Cooling 2000:194). Twenty-one days after Olympia’s arrival at 

Murmansk, the fifty selected Olympia sailors boarded the SS Stephens (one of the twelve vessels 

that comprised the international fleet of this Northern Russian Campaign) bound for Archangel. 

These men accompanied a coalition force of British, Serbian, French, and former Tsarist soldiers 

(Beers 1943:15). Though the initial tasks given to the landing party at Archangel included the 

onshore recruitment of Russians and Poles for the Slavo-Allied forces, the landing of Allied 

forces on 2 August 1918 resulted in the ousting of all Bolsheviks from the town, which an 

enthused public and receptive local government met with enthusiasm (Cooling 2000:195).  

 However, the engagement did not end after the landing. Olympia crewmen pursued the 

Bolsheviks that fled over seventy miles through nearby swamps and forests to the south of 

Archangel. Led by Ensign Donald M. Hicks of Olympia, the men pursued the Bolsheviks by rail 

and river southward toward the town of Vologda, where the landing party’s pursuit met stiffer 

Bolshevik resistance (Cooling 2000:195). The engagement culminated in an exchange of 
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machine gun fire along the Dvina River that lasted five hours, after which the complement of 

Olympia men returned to Archangel with fifty-four Bolshevik captives (Birkholtz 1999:14). 

 

 
FIGURE 9: Olympia’s complement of men that took part in the landing at Archangel and pursuit 

of the Bolsheviks in 1918 (Courtesy of the Independence Seaport Museum Archives, 
Philadelphia, PA). 

 
Hicks and his landing party returned to Olympia at Murmansk on 14 September, which officially 

ended fourteen weeks ashore for the American forces. This Allied Russian Intervention was the 

first record of open combat against Russian forces. Upon the return of the fifty Olympia men sent 

with the expeditionary force, American officials (including Captain Bierer) began to express 

reservations regarding further intervention. On 13 November 1918, Olympia departed Murmansk 

for Scotland and its role in the Allied Intervention in northern Russia ended (Cooling 2000:196).  

  
Humanitarianism and Peace Keeping  

          
  Another example of Olympia’s significance during this historical period was its 

contribution to humanitarianism and peace keeping throughout the Mediterranean region after 
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the conclusion of World War I. After the armistice that ended the war on 11 November 1918, 

many European territories were left in a state of turmoil and division, which led to further 

confrontation, violence, and epidemics of starvation and disease (Cooling 2000:200). Opposing 

ethnic factions that lived among disputed territories created centers of social and civil unrest. To 

counter and ease situations such as these, the United States established a naval base at the city of 

Spalato in the Austrian Kingdom of Dalmatia along the Adriatic coast. It acted as a base for 

forces ordered to patrol and protect this region (Cooling 2000:201). After the collapse of the 

Austro-Hungarian Empire, this region that surrounded Spalato (located in modern-day Croatia) 

fell victim to quarrels between the former Austro-Hungarian Empire and Italy that concerned the 

disputed territories. These territorial disputes led to the creation of the Inter-Allied Patrol, 

comprised of various international naval vessels tasked with patrols of the coastline and the 

maintenance of tranquility (Cooling 2000:201).  

Olympia arrived at Spalato in February of 1919 to augment the destroyers, station ships, 

and submarine chasers that comprised this patrol force. Once again, Olympia’s configuration 

made it an ideal candidate to serve as flagship of all American naval forces in the Adriatic and 

act as a floating embassy during tense political negotiations (Birkholtz 1999:14). One such 

dispute required Lieutenant-Commander S. Field to lead twelve Olympia sailors ashore to quell 

Austro-Italian disputes within the city of Spalato. This entailed police force actions, the 

enforcement of a curfew, and the neutralization of the threat of the mob, all while under the 

surveillance of Olympia’s searchlights (Cooling 2000:204). This mission to keep the peace 

throughout the Balkans and along the Dalmatian coastline continued for two years. In September 

1919, Olympia returned to Spalato and once again dispatched a landing party sent ashore under 

much different circumstances. After renegade Italian generals captured a Serbian garrison of 
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military men at Trau, Olympia’s landing party employed quick and decisive action to defuse 

further hostilities between the Italian military and Jugo-Slavs. Olympia continued to serve as 

flagship for all United States naval forces in the Adriatic until May 1921 (Cooling 2000:204).  

 

 
FIGURE 10: An Olympia sailor with other members of the Inter-Allied group at Spalato 

(Courtesy of the Independence Seaport Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA). 

 
 Olympia and its complement of men also engaged in humanitarian efforts throughout 

Europe after the conclusion of World War I. For example, the ship’s crewmembers assisted in 

disease prevention and the improvement of sanitary conditions at port cities affected by the war. 

One of these port cities visited and assisted by Olympia was Venice, Italy, where many people 

suffered from the Spanish flu and diphtheria (Birkholtz 1999:14). Olympia also travelled to 

Ragusa in December 1920 and provided crewmen to assist nearly 2,500 Russian refugees that 

fled from Crimea to escape Bolshevik rule. These refugees lacked adequate supplies of food, 

shelter, and suffered from outbreaks of smallpox and typhus. Olympia’s complement of men 

assisted in providing food, soap, and medical attention where needed to contribute to the 
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refugees’ wellbeing (Cooling 2000:206). This tour of duty in the Adriatic Sea concluded on 25 

May of 1921 and Olympia returned to American shores in Charleston, South Carolina (Cooling 

2000:206).  

 
The Unknown Soldier 

 
 The final significant role played by Olympia was the transportation of the casket of the 

Unknown Soldier. This casket contained the remains of an American soldier killed in action on 

the Western Front during World War I and in September 1921 represented all who lost their lives 

in the engagements of the war (Birkholtz 1999:15). This emblematic selection honored those 

who lost their lives and served as a method of public mourning for the overall loss of life during 

World War I and for the soldiers killed but never subsequently identified. After the conclusion of 

the war, Olympia became outdated in several ways, as it was heavier and slower than more 

modern heavy cruisers of the United States Navy (Cooling 2000:211). However, its 

configuration as a flagship once again allowed for one last opportunity for the ship to contribute 

to an important task. This made Olympia an attractive option for the budget-conscious United 

States Navy. The United States selected Olympia to carry the remains of the Unknown Soldier 

from France back to the United States in 1921 due to its flagship configuration, low cost 

operation, and its publicity from its role in the Battle of Manila Bay (Birkholtz 1999:15).  

After Olympia returned from its last tour of duty in the Adriatic in May of 1921, it served 

as the flagship of the Atlantic Fleet’s training unit and took part in naval exercises along the 

eastern seaboard. The ship departed Philadelphia on 3 October 1921 tasked with the transport of 

the Unknown Soldier’s remains (Cooling 2000:212). It arrived at Le Havre, France on 24 

October 1921 and received elaborate French and American military ceremonies that 
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accompanied the casket to the ship. Crewmen loaded the casket aboard Olympia before it 

departed, acknowledged by seventeen-gun salutes from the accompanying French and American 

warships within the harbor (Cooling 2000:213). On 9 November 1921, Olympia arrived at the 

Washington Navy Yard and completed its task of escorting the remains of the Unknown Soldier 

back to American soil. Crewmen unloaded the casket and the procession continued to its 

eventual internment within the white marble tomb at Arlington National Cemetery, where it 

remains under Tomb Guard Sentinel duty to this day (Cooling 2000:214). 

   
Significance of Olympia 

 
 Though Olympia is registered as a national landmark for its function during the Battle of 

Manila Bay in May of 1898, several additional factors contribute to this vessel’s historical 

significance. The construction of Olympia during a transitional period in American naval history, 

the effective use of innovative technology and engineering, and its role during World War I and 

the Russian Intervention each contribute to the ship’s importance historically. Olympia was a 

unique transitional vessel; reflective of a shift in naval theory, strategy, and technology. The ship 

was also one of the last cruisers approved for construction under Secretary Whitney’s coastal 

defense and commerce raiding naval policy, which produced a fast ship with a protective 

armored deck. Olympia’s distinctiveness was apparent in its correspondingly large size and 

heavy armament, which indicated the evident shift toward a more Mahanite battle fleet enacted 

by the United States. Another indication of Olympia’s transitional quality and significance was 

the use of both wood and steel. The wooden decks and accents, monitor turrets, and auxiliary 

schooner sailing rig all portray the final shifts that took place as the United States Navy 

transitioned from wood to steel and sail to steam.  
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Second, as a ship of the “New Steel Navy,” Olympia not only remains the oldest steel 

warship afloat in the world, but it also embodied the use of innovative technology and 

engineering. The successful use of refrigeration, electrical powered lighting and ammunition 

hoists, and modified vertical triple expansion steam engines below a protective armored deck 

reflected the effective combination and application of contemporarily advanced technology and 

allowed for the exceptionally improved performance of the ship. This significant performance 

was evident in its faster speeds, heavier armor, and greater weaponry in comparison to both 

foreign and domestic contemporaries.  

Olympia’s role during World War I and the Russian Intervention prominently displayed 

this ship’s expansive historical significance as well. Most notably was its diverse and unique use 

after the United States Navy deemed the ship outdated, which included the application of 

technology to enact coastal defense and convoy escorts in response to the first historic example 

of expansive submarine use during wartime, and its use during the intervention engagements in 

Russia. Olympia men who took part in the peace-keeping and fighting against the Bolsheviks on 

Russian soil was the most extended engagement during an undeclared war, and also embodied 

initial American efforts to stymie the spread of communism, a definitive theme of American 

history that would continue for decades. These additional factors not only justify the preservation 

of Olympia, but also demonstrate this vessel’s impact on American and naval history separate 

from the Spanish-American War. 

 
 
 
 
 

 



  
 

CHAPTER 3 

THE CRUISER OLYMPIA ASSOCIATION AND PRE-STANDARDIZED PRESERVATION 

STRATEGY 

 
 The Cruiser Olympia Association provided the initial efforts necessary to rescue Olympia 

from potential scrapping and restore it as a naval shrine and maritime museum for public use. 

The unfortunate lack of established standards and extensive successful examples of historic ship 

conservation resulted in the association attempting to establish its own standards and strategy 

development during the infancy of historic ship preservation in the United States. Several 

strategies were evident during the association’s tenure as title holder to the ship. These included 

the reliance upon donated materials and cooperative volunteer labor, the replication and 

replacement of historically significant ship features, and overall maintenance (rather than 

targeted maintenance) for the preservation and restoration of the ship. The goals of these 

strategies were the restoration of Olympia’s original outward appearance, the establishment of a 

safe and proper public museum environment on board the ship, and consistent maintenance that 

allowed for the ship to remain open to the public for interpretation and appreciation.  

The Cruiser Olympia Association accomplished much in its efforts to conserve Olympia 

as a floating museum. However, due to the lack of established standards, precedents, and 

resources in regard to successful historic museum ship preservation; the methodology used in the 

application of these strategies occasionally resulted in detrimental effects on Olympia’s 

preservation. These included methods that altered original historic material, the application of 

contextually inaccurate historical interpretation, and the use of unsustainable preservation 

practices.  

It is important to note, however, that many of these strategies and projects developed and 

performed by the Cruiser Olympia Association took place prior to the establishment of the 
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National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA), the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP), 

and (most relevantly) the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Historic Vessel Preservation 

Projects. Each of these government acts and publications drastically changed the management of 

historic material and locations and, through time, provided precedents of successful historic ship 

preservation and the establishment of accepted standards for appropriate strategies. Though the 

establishment of the NHPA and NRHP took place in 1966 during the Cruiser Olympia 

Association’s tenure as titleholder to the ship, the practice of pre-standardized preservation and 

restoration strategies upon Olympia continued. The association could not be entirely blamed for 

detrimental effects, as the publication of Standards for Historic Vessel Preservation Projects did 

not take place until 1990; thirty-six years after the Cruiser Olympia Association acquired 

responsibility of the ship and only three years before the association relinquished its title. 

Therefore, Olympia serves as an ideal case study for the analysis of pre-standardized 

preservation and restoration strategy upon historic vessels and the ways in which these strategies 

developed through time. 

 First, a description of Olympia’s history after its final decommissioning must be outlined 

to establish the historical context of the ship and the way in which it garnered the public’s 

attention in regard to preservation and restoration efforts. A history of the Cruiser Olympia 

Association must also be provided. This private non-profit organization acquired Olympia’s title 

from the United States Navy in 1957 and retained it until the title transferred again to the 

Independence Seaport Museum of Philadelphia in 1996. During this nearly forty-year tenure, the 

association performed its methods of preservation and restoration, and operated the ship as a 

museum vessel/naval shrine open to the public. The history and motivation that surrounded this 

organization’s formulation was of course determined by its founders, and the way in which it 
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operated embodied key components in the analysis of the work carried out by its members and 

volunteers. Additionally, the history of this organization and its preservation and restoration 

efforts represented an entirely unexplored concept; therefore, the establishment of historical 

background is also necessary for proper analysis.   

 
Olympia’s Decommissioning and Initial Preservation Efforts   

 
 Olympia’s naval record approached its end after the ship’s contribution to peace-keeping 

in the Mediterranean and the transport of the Unknown Soldier’s remains back to the United 

States. The completion of this task ceremoniously ended the vessel’s use abroad. Once back in 

American waters, the Navy refit the vessel and assigned it to the Atlantic training squadron 

where it was used by naval midshipmen for one last training cruise in the summer of 1922. Later 

in the same year, the Navy decommissioned Olympia for a final time on 9 December and placed 

it in reserve at the Philadelphia Navy Yard among various other decommissioned American 

warships (Cooling 2000:215-218). 

 Preservation efforts for Olympia were diverse and fraught with initial failures. Though 

the threat of the ship being scrapped was ever present during this period, labors to highlight this 

significant vessel’s need for preservation included efforts from various national veteran’s 

organizations, historically inclined citizens of the Philadelphia region, and the involvement of 

congressional representatives (Bruggeman 2017:13). Though the majority of the ship’s history 

while docked in reserve at the Philadelphia Navy Yard remained undocumented, the actions of 

these veterans, politicians, and involved citizens spearheaded efforts to spotlight Olympia’s 

significance and prevent the potential scrapping of the ship (Cooling 2000:218). In 1931, a 

gathering of surviving veterans of the Battle of Manila Bay resulted in the vessel’s 
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reclassification as a miscellaneous auxiliary ship on 30 June of the same year; represented by the 

designation IX-40. 

 

 
FIGURE 11: Olympia while docked in reserve at the Philadelphia Navy Yard (Courtesy of the 

Independence Seaport Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA). 

 
This new classification allowed for the ship to avoid scrapping and temporarily be 

preserved as a relic (Bruggeman 2017:13). However, political efforts to bring the prospect of 

Olympia’s preservation before Congress initially faltered. John J. Cochran, a congressman from 

Missouri, expressed an idea in 1935 for the relocation of Olympia to Washington D.C. as a 

veteran’s memorial. Cochran wished to haul the ship to the capital, set the hull in concrete 

(which would eliminate the costs associated with the preservation and maintenance of hull 

integrity for a floating vessel), and charge each visitor fifty cents to cover preservation and 

restoration expenses (Bruggeman 2017:14). The financial pressures in the United States during 
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the Great Depression caused the Navy to balk at this proposal due to the expected costs 

associated with the transfer and restoration of the vessel. These initial efforts rescued Olympia 

from the prospect of scrapping but presented no sustainable plan for future preservation or 

restoration (Bruggeman 2017:15).   

 Olympia remained in the Philadelphia Navy Yard as a relic in reserve for nearly two 

more decades after Cochran’s attempts to transfer the ship to Washington D.C. and restore it as a 

museum failed. The degradation of the ship that resulted, along with the accidental death of a 

woman killed after a fall through an open hatch in the deck while she explored the vessel, 

negatively impacted Olympia’s public image and availability for visitation (Bruggeman 

2017:16). Public Law 523 was also passed by Congress on 23 July 1954; it required the 

immediate disposal of four historic ships designated as relics: USS Hartford, Constellation, 

Oregon, and Olympia (New York Times 1954). However, this public law also allowed for private 

non-profit organizations to acquire the title of these ships under the supervision of the United 

States Navy, which would prevent the ships from being scrapped provided that a suitable 

permanent berth and adequate funds for restoration and maintenance were available (Learned 

1955). Due to the advanced degradation of Olympia after its many years docked at the navy yard 

and the great risk of the ship’s potential disposal that followed Public Law 523, the Order of 

Founders and Patriots of America responded to the prospect of Olympia’s title acquisition 

(Learned 1955).  

 
The Emergence of the Cruiser Olympia Association 

  
 Founded in 1896, The Order of Founders and Patriots of America was a hereditary and 

patriotic fraternal membership comprised of ancestors of colonial Americans and Revolutionary 
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War veterans (Bruggeman 2017:19). During the deliberation with the United States Navy to 

acquire the title to Olympia in 1954, Dr. Henry Dexter Learned governed the Order and was 

largely responsible for heading the cause to acquire the ship’s title and eventually to formulate 

the plan for preservation and restoration. As a veteran of both world wars and a languages 

 

 
FIGURE 12: A photograph of the ship’s forward blower room, which highlights the poor state of 
Olympia’s condition while in reserve (Courtesy of the Independence Seaport Museum Archives, 

Philadelphia, PA). 

 
professor at Temple University in Philadelphia, Learned occupied an ideal position to prevent 

Olympia from being scrapped (Bruggeman 2017:23). One of his first actions in this regard was to 

write Pennsylvania Senator Edward Martin and request that Congress appropriate funds for 

explicit historic ship preservation that would allow for visitation. He also described this as a 

suitable opportunity for veteran memorials and patriotic youth activities (Learned 1956). After 

many meetings with various officials and much consideration of the cost associated with the 

eventual preservation and restoration of the ship, Learned formulated the Committee to Save the 
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Cruiser Olympia (renamed the Cruiser Olympia Association the following year, 1955) and 

petitioned the United States Navy for ownership of the vessel (Learned 1956). The deadline for 

the Cruiser Olympia Association to acquire a suitable permanent berth for the ship and attain the 

necessary funds for proper restoration was set as 1 December 1956 by Secretary of the Navy 

Thomas S. Gates.   

  The first task administered by Learned was fundraising for the maintenance and 

restoration of Olympia. The Navy initially estimated that the cost of minimal maintenance and 

restoration that would allow for safe public visitation would register upwards of $650,000 

(Learned 1956). In response, Learned wrote to many prominent Americans throughout the 

country to receive assistance and donations toward this heavy cost estimate (Bruggeman 

2017:24). Learned also began to appoint individuals for the operation and management of the 

Cruiser Olympia Association. One key individual was Francis D. Pastorious, a lawyer and former 

Philadelphia city treasurer tasked with assisting in the incorporation of the Cruiser Olympia 

Association and overseeing fundraising efforts (Bruggeman 2017:23). Another central figure 

appointed by Learned was Edmund A. Crenshaw, a United States Navy Reserve officer and 

veteran of both world wars. Appointed by Learned as the Cruiser Olympia Association’s chief of 

restoration, Crenshaw reevaluated the Navy’s $650,000 maintenance and restoration estimate 

and determined that the necessary work on Olympia to accommodate visitation and the 

acquisition of a suitable permanent berth for the ship would cost $250,000; which greatly 

lessened the burden of the association’s fundraising efforts (Learned 1956). However, the 

association was only able to accumulate $10,000 by the deadline of 1 December 1956. After this 

date passed, Secretary Gates granted a deadline extension to June of 1957 (Bruggeman 2017: 

24).  
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 Shortly after the deadline extension, Learned secured a breakthrough success in regard to 

the long-term survival and restoration of Olympia. In March 1957, Learned was put in contact 

with Asik L. Brener, owner of the Keystone Ship Repair Yard in Philadelphia. Brener not only 

provided an updated cost estimate for maintenance and restoration of $158,000 (nearly $100,000 

less than Crenshaw’s estimate and nearly $500,000 less than the Navy’s original estimate), but 

he also offered to finance the project and accept later payments from the Cruiser Olympia 

Association (Maxwell 1961:2). The association devised multiple plans to make these payments 

to Keystone Ship Repair Yard. Miscellaneous and less historically significant metals located 

throughout the ship were collected and scrapped for sale. After an initial inspection, the North 

American Smelting Company determined that Olympia contained around $150,000 worth of 

scrap metal (Maxim 1957).  

Charles Fish, a member of the Cruiser Olympia Association and close associate of 

Francis Pastorious, devised a second plan. Fish allowed for Olympia’s original bronze 

manganese propellers to be melted down; he used the metal that remained to mint 

commemorative coins decorated with an engraved image of Olympia alongside Admiral 

Dewey’s famous quote during the Battle of Manila Bay: “You may fire when you are ready, 

Gridley” (Bruggeman 2017:25). The association sold the coins as souvenirs for one dollar each 

and the proceeds, along with the proceeds gained from the scrapped metal, contributed to 

Keystone Shipyard’s cost estimate of $158,000. Finally, the association found a permanent berth 

for Olympia in Philadelphia along the Delaware River at Penn’s Landing, just south of the Ben 

Franklin Bridge (Roos 1958). The Navy accepted this plan for restoration funding and the 

proposed permanent berth site and transferred the title of Olympia to the Cruiser Olympia 

Association on 11 September 1957. The association removed the ship from its berth in the 
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Philadelphia Navy Yard, sent it to Keystone to receive its initial restoration efforts, and prepared 

it for its debut as a restored naval shrine on 1 May 1958 (the sixtieth anniversary of the Battle of 

Manila Bay) (Cooling 2000:225). 

 

 
FIGURE 13: Henry Dexter Learned and Francis Pastorious accepting the transfer of Olympia’s 

title in 1957 (Courtesy of the Independence Seaport Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA). 

 
After the successful acquisition of Olympia’s title from the Navy and the establishment of 

a secure maintenance and restoration plan, Learned retired. He continued to serve as chairman of 

the Cruiser Olympia Association alongside Crenshaw. Pastorious was declared the president of 

the organization, Fish the vice-president, and Arthur Lou the treasurer (Bruggeman 2017:25). 

Together, these men sustained the initial purpose of this private non-profit organization through 

the application of preservation and restoration strategy on Olympia.  
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Cruiser Olympia Association Preservation and Restoration Strategies 

       
 Throughout the Cruiser Olympia Association’s thirty-nine-year tenure as title holder of 

the ship, the organization and its members used several preservation and restoration strategies. 

Though no strategies were explicitly recorded or described by the Cruiser Olympia Association, 

a study of archived work reports, financial records, and official correspondence between 1957 

and 1996 exposed overarching strategical aims. 

 

 
FIGURE 14: Olympia being towed from Keystone Shipyard following its restoration to serve as 
a museum vessel in 1957 (Courtesy of the Independence Seaport Museum, Philadelphia, PA). 

 
The United States Navy issued a formal document to the Cruiser Olympia Association 

after the transfer of the vessel’s title in 1957 that delivered recommendations for necessary 

projects, materials, and costs for the restoration of Olympia to its original condition and for the 

vessel to serve as a public museum (Independence Seaport Museum Archives 1957:1). The study 

of this document, along with the association’s corresponding material, solidified the 
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determination of three major strategies: the reliance upon volunteer labor and donated materials, 

the replication and replacement of historic features on board the ship, and maintenance to 

conserve the integrity of the ship as a public museum.  

The goals of these strategical aims were the restoration of the ship’s original historically 

significant condition and the use of labor and material that allowed for safe and effective 

function as a public museum (Independence Seaport Museum Archives 1958:1). These strategies 

used by the Cruiser Olympia Association allowed for Olympia to outwardly appear in the way 

that it did during its most significant historical context: the Battle of Manila Bay in 1898. These 

strategies also allowed for convenient public access, enjoyment, and historical enlightenment 

through the interpretation of restored historic ship features and artifact displays. Finally, these 

strategies attempted to maintain financial sustainability through the procurement of free labor 

and materials.  

These strategies used throughout the Cruiser Olympia Association’s tenure resulted in 

varying success. The absence of extensive examples of successful historic ship preservation in 

the United States during the 1950’s and the corresponding lack of standards led to pre-

standardized strategy development based on United States Navy recommendations and the ship’s 

specific needs. The association achieved several meaningful victories in regard to the 

preservation of the ship and its function as a public museum. However, some of these pre-

standardized practices occasionally resulted in the alteration of original historic material, the 

presentation of historically questionable materials, and the use of unsustainable preservation 

methodologies. Several of the association’s projects demonstrated the application and results of 

pre-standardized preservation. 
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Volunteerism, Donations, and the Establishment of a Safe, Accessible, Public Museum 

 
Henry Dexter Learned’s and the Cruiser Olympia Association’s success in rescuing 

Olympia from being scrapped not only preserved a significant vessel for public enlightenment, 

but also reflected the initial use of preservation and restoration strategies. Volunteers from the 

Veterans of Foreign Wars contributed to much of the initial maintenance, repairs, and 

improvements on board the ship (Bruggeman 2017:29). The association also used capitalistic 

strategy in its preservation efforts. In exchange for donated materials from local companies, the 

association offered publicity through the placement of plaques on board the ship and even the 

use of Olympia’s features in advertisements. For instance, in 1958, the association requested a 

donation of painting materials from M.A. Bruder & Sons in exchange for the display of a bronze 

plaque inscribed with the company’s name, information, and details of the donation (Pastorious 

1958). The dependence on volunteer labor and donated materials was crucial, as the Cruiser 

Olympia Association did not receive state, federal, or municipal grant money and relied on 

visitor fees and the sale of associated merchandise (including the propeller coins). These 

instances also exemplified the association’s desire to maintain financial responsibility and 

involve the community (Bruggeman 2017:29). 

Volunteerism and donation reliance also contributed to the conversion of Olympia from a 

decommissioned warship to a safe, accessible, and functional naval museum open for public 

visitation and interpretation (Independence Seaport Museum Archives 1958:2). The association 

recruited volunteers from organizations that included United States Marine Corps Reserve units, 

United States Navy Damage Control units, local union apprentices, and even high school shop 

classes (Independence Seaport Museum Archives 1992). This strategy also contributed to the 
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restoration and preservation of ship compartments, features, and artifacts for presentation as 

museum exhibits throughout the ship (Cooling 2000:226). As the Cruiser Olympia Association 

was the first organization tasked with the creation of a suitable public environment on board the 

ship, many duties were necessary. This task was also prioritized in order to attract the public and 

gain proceeds from paid visitors (Pastorious 1958).  

One of the first projects was the creation of a convenient entranceway for museum 

visitors. This required the cutting and removal of steel plate along the starboard side of the hull 

on the berth deck to make way for the attachment of a steel platform and gangway. This also 

required the removal of one entire stateroom within the officers’ country in the aft berth deck 

(Whyte 1969). Though this project resulted in the compromised integrity of the ship’s original 

steel hull and the removal (and subsequent disposal) of historic wooden material from an original 

stateroom, it also provided a convenient and necessary access point for visitors while fifteen 

additional staterooms remained undisturbed for public viewing (Birkholtz 1999:75).    

Another Cruiser Olympia Association project that converted the ship to a public museum 

was the installation of modern appliances by volunteers to increase visitor convenience. The 

provision of a safe and well-lit public area was an initial recommendation from the Navy and 

soon after the transfer of Olympia’s title, Francis Pastorious acquired donated lighting units and 

corresponding batteries (Independence Seaport Museum 1957:1). Pastorious also oversaw the 

installation of power lines from shore to ship. Progress reports accounted for the receipt of 

donated fluorescent interior lighting units and piping from local Philadelphia companies such as 

Electric Storage Battery Company (Pastorious 1958). This observed emphasis to establish proper 

inboard electrical capabilities and lighting showed the association’s desire to provide the public 



 56 

with the opportunity to move comfortably about the ship and safely observe its features and 

displays.  

The Cruiser Olympia Association also configured an alarm system on board the vessel. 

According to a project report invoice, the organization purchased an alarm from Rollins 

Protective Services in May 1980 for $1,890 (Independence Seaport Museum Archives 1980). 

This installation showed action to establish the ship as a functional museum, as the presence of 

an alarm protected the vessel and the integrity of its many features and artifacts from theft and/or 

vandalism. The association also requested donations of plexi-glass display cases and windows 

from the Plastics North American Company in November of 1983. These items were later used 

for the display of artifacts and for dividers that prevented public access to sensitive historical 

compartments but retained the opportunity for public viewing (Hires 1983).   

Another project that exemplified pre-standardized preservation and restoration was the 

association’s work on Olympia’s forward berth deck. Originally, this area of the ship housed the 

crew’s berthing area, sick bay, medical dispensary, enlisted head, and the large steam powered 

anchor windlass (Birkholtz 1999:64). The Cruiser Olympia Association replicated period 

appropriate hammocks, sea bags, and mess tables for display in the crew’s berthing area and 

installed exhibits such as the sick bay (Birkholtz 1999:66). 

The ship’s sick bay was originally located on the starboard side of the berth deck between 

frames nineteen and twenty-six. It contained a bathtub, toilet, sink, desk, and bunks for sailors in 

need of medical attention or rest (Birkholtz 1999:66). Olympia’s sick bay also had direct 

associations with significant events in the ship’s history and proved to be of instrumental 

importance when the crew encountered smallpox in 1896 after the ship’s stay in Vladivostok, 

Russia (Tisdale 1896:143). The ship also experienced the spread of disease between 1919 and 
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1920 during its assignment in the Mediterranean after several crewmembers died from the 

Spanish Flu, which was an epidemic throughout Europe (Keck 1919).  

The Cruiser Olympia Association converted the original sick bay’s space into a 

contemporary modern office during the 1960’s in order to provide the association with increased 

administrative capabilities. Employees and volunteers removed several components of original 

steel bulkheads and installed non-historic donated materials such as plywood wall paneling, 

carpet, air conditioning units, and a suspended ceiling. They also installed non-historic electrical 

lighting units and furniture such as desks and filing cabinets to improve and expand 

administrative space on board the ship (Knight 1968).  

After the installation of this office in the original sick bay’s compartment, the association 

decided to replicate another sick bay for display in the area forward of the ship’s operating room. 

Volunteers walled off this space and placed several pieces of non-historic furniture and display 

cases within it (Knight 1968). The association’s manager also contacted members of the Institute 

of Pennsylvania Hospital and encouraged them to lend insight, donate relative materials for 

display, and voluntarily assist with the installation (Knight 1968). However, many articles put on 

display in this replicated space were later determined to be of questionable historical authenticity 

compared to items observed within naval sick bays during the late nineteenth-century (Birkholtz 

1999:66).  

Another similar project was the exhibition of a dentist and barber compartment. Installed 

on the port side of the ship between frames twenty-six and twenty-eight, employees and 

volunteers enclosed the space within corrugated steel bulkheads and inserted reclining barber 

chairs, a sink, and shelves complete with dental and barber tools (Birkholtz 1999:67). However, 

there was no historical evidence that indicated these compartments were present during any 
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period of Olympia’s active service. The tools displayed by the association and the use of 

uniformed mannequins within the exhibit were determined to be of questionable historical 

authenticity as well (Birkholtz 1999:67).  

Though the desired goals of the Cruiser Olympia Association’s reliance on volunteer 

labor were community involvement and fiscal conservatism, the association often lacked an 

adequately staffed work force. 1975 work reports detailed the attempted recruitment of youth 

volunteers from local high schools to assuage the lack of staff members (Independence Seaport 

Museum Archives 1975). The youths were encouraged to work for fifty hours and carry out 

duties previously assigned to full time employees such as ticket management, janitorial duties, 

the surveillance of exhibits, and patrolling the ship for a proposed fifty total hours in exchange 

for a framed commemoration award (Independence Seaport Museum Archives 1975). 

  

 
FIGURE 15: A Cruiser Olympia Association mannequin display that exhibited medical 

equipment and musical instruments (Courtesy of the Independence Seaport Museum Archives, 
Philadelphia, PA). 
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The Cruiser Olympia Association also frequently encountered financial difficulties and 

were often unable to pay for contracted work on Olympia. For example, Drehmann Paving 

Company installed a waterproof membrane and traffic bearing surface on the ship’s top deck, 

quarterdeck, and forecastle in 1974 to stifle deterioration caused by water damage below these 

decks. The association’s inability to pay the full fee resulted in long term disputes with the 

contracted company and further water damage to several of the ship’s features due to the 

incomplete installation of the surface (Knight 1977).  

The association suffered from seasonal fluctuations that involved inclement weather as 

well. Work records cited the “severe weather at Penn’s landing” during the winter months as a 

reason for low admission and thus low funds (Johnson 1990). The Cruiser Olympia Association’s 

manager wrote to the employees of the museum ship Ling to request insight on the addition of 

inboard heaters. The letter cited the problems with admissions on board Olympia during colder 

months and inquired into the impact of heater installation upon Ling and the effect this had on 

visitor admissions (Johnson 1990). Though the association made diverse and intrepid attempts to 

correct its financial shortcomings, employees did not devise a suitable long term solution. In 

1996 the association relinquished the title of Olympia to the Independence Seaport Museum 

(adjacent to the ship’s berth at Penn’s Landing) due to a lack of financial capability in 

maintaining the vessel (Cooling 2000:228).  

Overall, the Cruiser Olympia Association’s strategy to rely on volunteer labor and 

donated materials allowed for the ship to be opened for convenient public enjoyment and 

historical enlightenment. The use of this labor and materials also provided the public with a safe 

space to observe the ship and allowed the association to expand its administrative capability and 

provide the public with exhibits. However, these efforts occasionally resulted in the alteration of 
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original historic material and inaccurate historical displays, which could be explained by the lack 

of access to precedents and standards of historic ship preservation, and the association’s financial 

shortcomings.  Though the Cruiser Olympia Association’s reliance upon donated materials and 

volunteerism to establish a public museum and maintain funding for restoration and preservation 

was an explicit and standalone strategy, it was also contributed to additional pre-standardized 

strategies used by the association such as the restoration of Olympia to its original condition 

through replication and replacement.  

 
Replication and Replacement of Historic Ship Features 

 
Another strategy of the Cruiser Olympia Association was the restoration of the ship’s 

original outward appearance. As outlined by the recommendations issued to the Cruiser Olympia 

Association by the United States Navy, the most desired portrayal of the ship was the way it 

appeared under the command of Commodore Dewey during the Battle of Manila Bay in 1898 

(Independence Seaport Museum Archives 1958:1). To accomplish this restoration, the 

association developed a strategy that entailed the removal of material that dated to later contexts, 

the restoration of historic material contemporary with 1898, and the installation of replicated 

material that matched the ship’s 1898 appearance. For instance, many work reports detailed the 

restoration of light fixtures throughout the ship to their original condition and the repainting and 

varnishing of original woodwork within the officer’s heads and the galley (Independence Seaport 

Museum Archives 1985). Correspondence from the association’s manager also described the 

restoration of the ship’s machine shop to working order. The association requested original plans 

from Union Iron Works in San Francisco for the repair of an original drill press within the 

machine shop on the berth deck (Knight 1977). 
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 The association also replaced original features and artifacts of the ship that had gone 

missing throughout Olympia’s naval service and its term in reserve at the Philadelphia Navy 

Yard. One example was the attempt to reacquire Olympia’s original secondary armament of five-

inch forty-caliber guns, removed and potentially scrapped while the ship was in reserve 

(Pastorious 1958). Olympia’s armament in 1898 consisted of ten five-inch forty-caliber guns 

placed within armored casemates along the main deck of the ship (five portside and five on the 

starboard side) (Read 1897:27). However, after the Cruiser Olympia Association received the 

title of the ship and transferred it from its mooring in reserve at the Philadelphia Navy Yard, the 

entirety of its armament upon the main deck of the vessel was missing (Vinson 1958). Early 

preservation activists such as John J. Cochran touted Olympia’s guns as an integral aspect of the 

ship’s historical interpretation, so Francis Pastorious wrote to Carl Vinson (the Chairman of the 

House Armed Services Committee) in 1958 shortly after the ship’s title transfer to inquire about 

historic vessels that could serve as potential gun donors.  

 

 
FIGURE 16: One of the donated five-inch fifty-one caliber guns from Colorado, installed upon 

the forward port main deck of Olympia in 1958 (Photo taken by author, 2018). 
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Pastorious relayed the importance of replacing Olympia’s guns and implored Vinson to 

use USS Colorado, a Colorado-class battleship launched in 1921, as a gun donor candidate 

before it sold for scrap (Pastorious 1958). He also emphasized the need for quick action, as the 

lack of guns on board Olympia impeded the continuation of preservation and restoration efforts. 

Pastorious’s efforts succeeded and resulted in the donation of six guns from the deck of 

Colorado to be installed on Olympia’s main deck before Colorado’s sale for scrap (Pastorious 

1958). The donation of Colorado’s guns solved the issue of Olympia’s lack of armament on its 

main deck and provided the public with an improved ship appearance. However, these were five-

inch fifty-one caliber guns which did not match the original five-inch forty-caliber type and did 

not accurately portray the condition of the ship in 1898. The five-inch fifty-one caliber guns 

would have more accurately portrayed Olympia’s outward appearance after its refit in 1917 

during its convoy escort and interventionism assignments in the North Atlantic and Russia 

(Cooling 2000:181-184).  

Another example of the alteration of Olympia’s outward appearance was the fabrication 

and installation of replica turrets. According to the association’s correspondence and work 

reports, this goal furthered the strategy to portray Olympia’s most significant historical period 

through the replication and replacement of the ship’s features consistent with 1898. Olympia’s 

original primary armament upon the ship’s completion in 1893 consisted of four eight-inch 

thirty-five-caliber breech loading rifles in two twin Mark XI turrets (Read 1897:27). One turret 

on the foredeck contained two guns, and the second turret on the quarterdeck contained two 

more. These monitor-style turrets’ armor was 3.5 inch Harveyized steel on the rounded sides, 1.5 

inch Harveyized steel on the tops, and they rotated through the use of steam engines below the 

protective deck of the ship (Birkholtz 1999:46).  
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The turreted eight-inch rifles served as the ship’s primary armament for over twenty-two 

years and during the American victory at Manila Bay. However, a refit of Olympia in 1916 

required the removal of the turrets, eight-inch guns, and corresponding protective circular armor 

supports. Open gun platforms constructed of wood and framed in steel replaced the turrets 

(Birkholtz 1999:45). Though these open gun platforms initially featured one four-inch forty-

caliber rapid fire gun each, five-inch fifty-one caliber guns replaced them in 1917 (Cooling 

2000:182). These platformed guns supplemented the ship’s armament during Olympia’s 

historically significant assignments of coastal defense and convoy escort in the North Atlantic, 

humanitarianism and peace keeping missions in the Mediterranean, and interventionism in 

northern Russia.  

Though the five-inch fifty-one caliber guns installed in 1917 were not present when the 

association received Olympia, the open gun platforms remained on the ship after the Navy’s 

 

 
FIGURE 17: An aerial photograph of Olympia taken in 1951 that portrays the ship’s forward and 

aft wooden gun platforms (Courtesy of the Independence Seaport Museum Archives, 
Philadelphia, PA). 
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transfer of the ship’s title to the Cruiser Olympia Association in 1957 (Independence Seaport 

Museum Archives 1958:2). As the strategy to use replication and replacement to portray the ship 

as it did in 1898 was one of its primary objectives, the association removed the historic platforms 

and discarded their parts soon after the transfer (Birkholtz 1999:45). To take the platforms’ 

place, the association ordered two nonfunctional steel plate replica turrets and four replica steel 

gun barrels from John E. Lingo and Sons Incorporated in Camden, New Jersey (Independence 

Seaport Museum Archives 1958). This company constructed the turrets of half-inch welded steel 

and donated them to the association to be mounted on the protective armor supports.   

The association intended these replicas to appear in the way the original turrets and guns 

did during Olympia’s instrumental role in the Spanish-American War, but they lacked historical 

accuracy in their construction and their installation resulted in the loss of some historic material. 

The replicas lacked the historic details that were present upon the original turrets, including 

awning jackstays, access hatches, and ventilator cowls (Birkholtz 1999:45). Their construction 

also did not exhibit dimensional accuracy compared to the originals. The replica turrets not only 

measured six inches less in height when compared to the originals, but the barbettes that the 

replicas rested on were also eight inches less in height than the armored barbettes that the 

original turrets rested on (Birkholtz 1999:45). Thus, these replica configurations were not only a 

full fourteen inches lower than the originals, but they also lacked the height necessary for the 

reinstallation of the commemorative bronze bas relief awarded to Olympia and placed between 

the guns on the forward turret in 1899. Also, their installation clashed with the addition of the 

five-inch fifty-one caliber guns, as these two features belonged to two separate historical periods 

of Olympia’s history. However, the association succeeded in observing the Navy’s 

recommendations for restoration and in replacing distinguishable features for public viewing.  
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FIGURE 18: Olympia’s replicated forward turret (Photo taken by author, 2018). 

 
The Cruiser Olympia Association’s pre-standardized strategy of replication and 

replacement through donations allowed for the financially sustainable acquisition of Olympia’s 

replicated original armament for public display and allowed the ship to partially appear as it did 

during its historic role during the Battle of Manila Bay. Though the installation of these 

replications resulted in the loss of the gun platforms and clashed with the addition of the five-

inch fifty-one caliber guns on the main deck, the association acted in accordance with the 

recommendations issued by the Navy after the ship’s title transfer (Independence Seaport 

Museum Archives 1958:2). The absence of historic ship preservation standards during the 1950’s 

could also explain the replicas’ lack of structural accuracy. 
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Maintenance for Preservation and Restoration 

 
 A third strategy implemented by the Cruiser Olympia Association was the use of regular 

maintenance on the ship. The goals of this strategy were the establishment of consistent museum 

functions, the restoration and refurbishment of features viewable by the public, and the 

preservation of the historical and mechanical integrity of the ship. These strategy components 

took place throughout the entirety of the ship (areas that were both open and restricted to the 

public) and included volunteers, employees, and contractors (Independence Seaport Museum 

Archives 1958:1). Cruiser Olympia Association work reports outlined the standard duties of 

employees and volunteers and showed that the necessitated duties not only included regular 

museum maintenance, but also included labor on historic material. For example, employees and 

volunteers emptied trash, vacuumed rugs, cleaned display cases, bought supplies, and 

guided/supervised tour groups on board the ship. The same employees and volunteers also 

refurbished historic wooden furniture, sealed and caulked windows and portlights to stymie 

leaks, and painted bulkheads in historic compartments (Independence Seaport Museum Archives 

1987). This strategy also involved the installation of modern appliances and accessories. 

The association’s installation of modern appliances and accessories not only 

demonstrated the goal of increasing the ship’s accessibility and convenience to the public, but 

also revealed that the organization extended its purpose in this regard. Initial efforts that took 

place after the vessel was acquired by the Cruiser Olympia Association were limited to the 

improvement of visitor experience and convenience, such as the fabrication of an entrance and 

the acquisition of lighting units for use in public areas of the ship in 1958. The Cruiser Olympia 

Association later expanded this approach with the installation of modern appliances in nonpublic 

areas of Olympia, which improved working conditions and increased the effectiveness and 
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productivity of restoration and preservation efforts by the association’s employees 

(Independence Seaport Museum Archives 1981). For example, the association installed copper 

waterlines, waste lines, and operable sinks in April 1980 to improve comfortability and 

convenience for its members (Independence Seaport Museum Archives 1981).  

Efforts to increase convenience also included the expansion of work zones on board the 

ship. For instance, employees installed lighting units in Olympia’s blower rooms and throughout 

the wing passages in May 1984. This action allowed for more convenience and accessibility 

when maintenance and repair was necessary in compartments such as the ship’s cofferdams 

(which was a prioritized area, as the cofferdams were situated along the waterline of the vessel’s 

hull) (Gladen 1984). As these locations were not publicly accessible, this action signified an 

attempt to increase maintenance capabilities. A study of the dates that these features were added 

by the Cruiser Olympia Association reflected that the expansion of working areas for 

preservation and restoration was prominently employed in the late 1970’s and early 1980’s, 

twenty years after the association claimed the title of Olympia.  

An additional project example of the association’s maintenance strategy was the 

attempted leak prevention on the top deck of the ship. The top deck’s wood planked weather 

decks were severely water damaged on the forecastle, top deck, and quarterdeck upon the ship’s 

transfer to the association. These original decks portrayed the historically significant transitional 

period of American naval history in which Olympia was constructed and exhibited the transition 

from wooden ship construction to steel (Birkholtz 1999:34). Constructed of Douglas fir, the 

ship’s weather deck originally exhibited a fine finish and displayed seams filled with white pitch 

at the ship’s completion in 1893 (Birkholtz 1999:34). However, several layers of concrete, 

canvas, and tar paper concealed the original wooden planks upon the vessel’s transfer in 1957. 
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Though unconfirmed, it is surmised that the placement of these materials took place during 

Olympia’s time in reserve at the Philadelphia Navy Yard as an initial attempt to stifle leaking 

(Birkholtz 1999:34).  

After the vessel’s transfer, the prospect of deterioration due to water exposure remained a 

serious threat to the wooden decks and to the various historic materials located below them on 

the main deck and berth deck that would also be exposed (Independence Seaport Museum 

Archives 1958:2). The association addressed the issue in 1976 and contracted the installation of a 

waterproof and traffic bearing membrane on the top deck, forecastle, and quarterdeck by 

Drehmann Paving Company (Knight 1977). Though this effort to waterproof the exposed decks 

of the ship was meant to improve the preservation of historic features, the delay in the deck’s 

installation and its performance resulted in further water damage and deterioration on board 

Olympia. Examples of severe deterioration observed below compromised sections of the top 

deck included rotten wooden decking and rusted steel emplacements such as the inboard faces of 

casemates. Steel deck plating in contact with waterlogged wooden deck planks displayed 

extreme wasting and rust damage as well (Birkholtz 1999:34). 

Another example of the Cruiser Olympia Association’s pre-standardized maintenance 

strategy involved one of the ship’s starboard boarding ladders. Olympia originally had four 

boarding ladders and platforms, two on each side of the ship’s hull (two amidships and two at 

stern quarters on each side) (Birkholtz 1999:102). Constructed of teakwood and complemented 

with hardware of steel or bronze, the ladders allowed for boarding from smaller boats alongside 

Olympia. Steel and teakwood platforms mounted to the hull secured the ladders to the ship, and 

they were supported by brackets on the hull and davits on the ship’s deck that allowed for 

stowage while underway (Birkholtz 1999:102). 
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The Cruiser Olympia Association removed a significant portion of the original starboard 

amidships boarding ladder in 1983. The association’s progress report that detailed this procedure 

also described the circumstances of its removal and cited insurance liability premiums and time 

constraints as the only factors that necessitated its removal “as fast as possible” (Independence 

Seaport Museum Archives 1983). The report denoted that the ladder was under inspection and 

study for the fabrication of an historically accurate and period appropriate replacement; yet it 

was ultimately removed, discarded, and replaced with a contemporarily modern staircase 

(Independence Seaport Museum Archives 1983). Though the boarding ladders possessed 

historical significance such as the use of the starboard aft ladder by New York’s Governor 

Theodore Roosevelt in 1899 after the ship returned from its monumental victory over the 

Spanish at Manila Bay, its removal was necessitated by insurance liabilities, safety precautions, 

and the ship’s function as a public museum.  

A final example of the Cruiser Olympia Association’s pre-standardized maintenance and 

restoration strategy was the attempted restoration of Olympia’s pilot house in 1985. Olympia’s 

pilot house originally contained the ship’s primary wheel that rested on a bronze steering 

pedestal, chart tables for navigation, a single berth, and two engine telegraphs for communication 

with the ship’s engineers below (Birkholtz 1999:46). Constructed entirely of wood, the original 

pilot house measured nine feet in length and nine feet in width. After the addition of outboard 

extensions to the side bulkheads, the structure became a six-sided enclosure in 1902. This 

enlarged the pilot house to nine feet by sixteen feet but left much of the original structure intact 

(Birkholtz 1999:46).  

The Cruiser Olympia Association designated the pilot house structure as a candidate for 

restoration, as it represented a significant historic feature of the ship and contained crucial 
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components to the vessel’s previous function (Caviston 1985). The structure also represented a 

feature that required treatment due to the wooden side bulkheads that had experienced 

progressive rotting after the transfer of the vessel’s title in 1957 (Birkholtz 1999:46). Ship 

Manager William H. Caviston wrote to various Philadelphia corporations in pursuit of donated 

materials that would assist in this restoration. He highlighted the necessity of preservation and 

demonstrated the need for donations after he cited the lack of state, federal, or municipal grant 

money received by the association (Caviston 1985). On 5 June 1985 Caviston requested plywood 

panels, shutters, and insulation that would contribute to the pilot house project. The association’s 

employees then concealed the rotten sections of the wooden side bulkheads with the donated 

plywood panels (Birkholtz 1999:46).  

The association also sandblasted the interior of the pilot house in 1989 in an attempt to 

strip the original varnish from the woodwork. The use of this methodology on historic material 

irrecoverably damaged the original woodwork and resulted in the later need to remove the 

original pilot house entirely (Birkholtz 1999:46). Association employees used this sandblasting 

methodology in 1958 as well to strip the accumulation of paint off of furniture in unspecified 

officers’ cabins (Pastorious 1958). Overall, the Cruiser Olympia Association’s maintenance 

strategy allowed for more expansive restoration, the installation of features that improved 

preservation, and provided the public with a presentable museum for visitation and historical 

enlightenment. However, without access to established precedents or the availability of 

standards, several of the pre-standardized maintenance practices exhibited some extreme 

methodologies that occasionally resulted in further deterioration of historic material. 
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Effects of Pre-standardized Preservation Strategy and Methodology 

 
 The Cruiser Olympia Association and the figures responsible for its formation prevented 

the scrapping of Olympia and provided the ship with all of the initial restoration and preservation 

work necessary for its function as a public museum. This work involved the development of 

strategies that abided by United States Navy recommendations, addressed the needs of the ship 

and the association, and increased the opportunity for the public to visit it. The association also 

operated for nearly ten years before the passage of the National Historic Preservation Act and, 

most notably, more than thirty-three years prior to the publication of the Secretary of the 

Interior’s Standards for Historic Vessel Preservation Projects. These limitations explain an 

understandable lack of acquired knowledge, experienced employees, and standardized practices 

in regard to the preservation of floating historic vessel museums.  

Though the employment of preservation and restoration strategies occasionally resulted 

in the alteration of historic features, damage to original historic material, and the display of 

historical inaccuracies, the association successfully established the museum as a safe, accessible, 

and functional museum open to the public. Another understandably difficult obstacle for the 

association was the dearth of funding and adequate staff members that was exacerbated by 

inclement weather and the lack of grants. Between 1975 and 1976 alone, the Cruiser Olympia 

Association expended $150,000 on ship improvements, highlighting the association’s crucial 

need for funding (Knight 1977). Chapter 4 presents an analysis of the standardized preservation 

strategy and methodology that followed the transfer of the Olympia’s title to the Independence 

Seaport Museum. 

 

 



  
 

CHAPTER 4 

THE INDEPENDENCE SEAPORT MUSEUM AND STANDARDIZED PRESERVATION 

STRATEGY 

 
Although the Independence Seaport Museum employed preservation strategies similar to 

the Cruiser Olympia Association, such as reconstruction and replication, the museum was able to 

rely on the Secretary of the Interior’s standards in the formulation and application of these 

strategies to preserve Olympia. The Independence Seaport Museum received Olympia’s title 

from the Cruiser Olympia Association in 1996 and retains the title in the present day. Throughout 

this nearly twenty-two-year tenure as titleholder of the ship, the museum used many preservation 

strategies to conserve the vessel as a significant historic landmark and to maintain the its utility 

as an attraction open for public interpretation and appreciation. Three major preservation 

strategies were the immediate protection of Olympia from threats such as weather damage and 

deterioration, the stabilization of deterioration, and the restoration of significant historical 

features on board the vessel. An analysis of the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Historic 

Vessel Preservation Projects determined the ways in which the Independence Seaport Museum 

standardized its strategies. Specific projects associated with these three strategies further 

highlighted the application of the standards. 

The implementation of these standardized strategies contributed to several components of 

Olympia’s preservation; including the protection of Olympia from elements such as foul weather 

and wake damage, the reduction of deterioration rates in the hull and inboard bulkheads, and the 

installation of historically accurate reconstructions. Each of these strategies were directly 

influenced by the definitions, standards, and guidelines published within Standards for Historic 

Vessel Preservation Projects. As this document was published by the United States Department 

of the Interior in 1990, Olympia serves as an ideal case study regarding the application of 
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standardized preservation strategies, as the title of the ship transferred to the museum only six 

years later. However, prior to the analysis of these standardized strategies and their application 

on Olympia, an overview of Standards for Historic Vessel Preservation Projects must first be 

established.  

 
Standards for Historic Vessel Preservation 

 
The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Historic Vessel Preservation Projects is a 

resource for consistent insight and general recommendations for organizations tasked with the 

preservation of historic ships. The National Park Service created the National Maritime Initiative 

in 1984 following a congressional request to conduct surveys of historic maritime resources, 

recommend standards and priorities for the preservation of these resources, and recommend 

appropriate roles for both federal and private sectors in addressing these priorities (US 

Department of the Interior 1990:1). Developed by Michael Naab of the National Park Service 

and drafted in conjunction with various maritime preservation professionals and additional 

National Park Service officials, the National Maritime Initiative produced and distributed the 

Standards of Historic Vessel Preservation Projects document after its publication in 1990 (US 

Department of the Interior 1990:1).  

The purpose of this 101-page document is to define and establish uniform standards and 

procedures regarding preservation projects upon historic vessels. These standards are meant to 

clearly outline ideal maritime preservation methods through the provision of standards, and to 

highlight and propose ways to attain that ideal through the provision of guidelines (US 

Department of the Interior 1990:1). Following the format of the Secretary of the Interior’s 

Standards for Historic Preservation Projects, this document provides both definitions and 
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guidelines for application. For example, all vessels eligible for designation in the National 

Register of Historic Places (NRHP) meet the Secretary of the Interior’s definition of a historic 

vessel (US Department of the Interior 1990:3). Olympia meets this definition, as it was registered 

as a National Landmark by the NRHP in 1967.  

First, Standards for Historic Vessel Preservation Projects provides standards for the 

treatment of historic vessels during preservation efforts. Some of these overall standards include 

the preservation of characteristics that define the ship, the avoidance of removal or alteration of 

characterizing features, the employment of preservation maintenance (such as the repair of 

deteriorated features or the replacement of destroyed features), and the avoidance of any and all 

methodologies or treatments that may be destructive to the ship and its features (US Department 

of the Interior 1990:6). This document also defines the specific types of preservation treatments 

for historic vessels, including acquisition, protection, preservation, stabilization, restoration, and 

rehabilitation. Standards are provided for each of these specific types of treatment. For example, 

acquisition is defined as the act or process of acquiring ownership of, or responsibility for, an 

historic vessel (US Department of the Interior 1990:4). More specifically, the standards of proper 

acquisition require careful consideration of the type and extent of ownership rights that are 

required to assure preservation of the historic vessel, and the acquisition of the vessel’s title if 

complete ownership is necessary to ensure its best possible preservation (US Department of the 

Interior 1990:6).  

Finally, Standards for Historic Vessel Preservation Projects provides guidelines for 

individuals or organizations responsible for the administration of preservation strategy and 

methods. The document not only provides suggestions related to standardized treatments such as 

stabilization and restoration, but also provides recommendations for the application of each 
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respective treatment on particular areas or components of the historic vessel (US Department of 

the Interior 1990:13). For instance, some of the standardized guidelines listed for the application 

of stabilization methods upon an historic vessel’s hull, decks, and structural members include the 

use of historically appropriate materials and methods to ensure that decks and hull topsides are 

watertight, the repair or replacement of missing deckhouse tops, and the re-caulking of seams in 

wooden decks (US Department of the Interior 1990:26). These standards assumed an integral 

role in the development of preservation strategies for historic vessels throughout the United 

States. These standardized definitions of treatments and guidelines also influenced the 

Independence Seaport Museum’s preservation strategy and methodology applied to Olympia. 

However, to ensure a comprehensive understanding of the subject, a history of the Independence 

Seaport Museum and the way in which it acquired Olympia’s title from the Cruiser Olympia 

Association must first be outlined. 

 
The Transfer of Olympia’s Title to the Independence Seaport Museum 

 
 The Cruiser Olympia Association possessed Olympia’s title between 1957 and 1996 

despite shortcomings that included the lack of funding and materials for intensive preservation 

efforts. The tasks necessary for the ship to remain open as a museum (such as electrical, 

plumbing, and janitorial duties) began to take precedence over issues regarding historic 

preservation in the early 1990’s, as visitor fees represented one of the few and most crucial 

methods of funding acquisition for the association (Cooling 2000:227). The Cruiser Olympia 

Association also accepted the title to the Balao-class submarine Becuna and docked the vessel 

beside Olympia to open it as another public museum. Due to insufficient funds, shifted priorities, 

lack of manpower, and the addition of a second vessel, Olympia soon began to exhibit many 



 76 

signs of negligence due to reduced maintenance efforts (Birkholtz 1999:21). This included a 

dilapidated outward appearance exacerbated by the accumulation of rust and the 

peeling/cracking of paint throughout the vessel’s inboard and outboard features. In response to 

these dire financial straits, the Cruiser Olympia Association initiated correspondence with the 

Independence Seaport Museum concerning the transfer of Olympia’s (and Becuna’s) title to the 

museum (Cooling 2000:228).  

 The Independence Seaport Museum’s initial designation was the Philadelphia Maritime 

Museum, founded by J. Welles Henderson in 1961 (Downey 2007). In response to the public 

opinion that Philadelphia lacked an adequate explicit maritime museum to convey the city’s 

immense maritime history that included commerce, shipbuilding, and the Revolutionary War, 

Henderson rented building space at Washington Square and initially used it to exhibit his 

personal collection of maritime artifacts (Learned 1955). However, the museum’s location 

moved to 321 Chestnut Street in 1974, and again moved (for a final time) to Penn’s Landing 

along the Delaware River in 1995, after which its name changed to the Independence Seaport 

Museum (Downey 2007). The museum currently presents extensive exhibits, artifact displays, 

community outreach programs, and public education capabilities to serve over 110,000 visitors 

annually. It is also eligible to receive grants (including federal grants) for use in exhibits and 

preservation projects and contains a library and archive (Independence Seaport Museum 2017).  

 The title to Olympia officially transferred to the Independence Seaport Museum on 1 

January 1996 after the museum absorbed the Cruiser Olympia Association (Birkholtz 1999:21). 

The museum immediately applied preservation measures during the entirety of the year prior, 

including actions to improve the ship’s outward appearance and presentation. For example, the 

ship received a complete paint job in its red, white, and buff color scheme and curators 
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catalogued the large collection of unorganized artifacts scattered throughout the ship within the 

museum’s main building (Cooling 2000:228). The museum took immediate measures to also 

protect against catastrophic loss of the ship and to slow the deterioration rate that had greatly 

increased at the end of the Cruiser Olympia Association’s tenure as titleholder (Birkholtz 

1999:21). These immediate preservation efforts by the Independence Seaport Museum were 

followed by the implementation of explicit preservation strategy.  

 
Independence Seaport Museum Preservation Strategies 

 
 According to the Independence Seaport Museum, Olympia did not receive adequate 

preservation or maintenance efforts since its decommissioning in 1922 and could not survive 

intact in its condition after the transfer of the ship’s title in 1996 due to structural deficiencies 

such as hull deterioration and prominent deck leaks (Independence Seaport Museum Archives 

1999:1). As the United States Navy possessed the ability to revoke ownership of the ship’s title 

at any time in response to improper or poor preservation, maintenance, or presentation of the 

ship as a museum, the museum implemented several immediate actions upon the reception of 

Olympia’s title. These immediate actions achieved three key goals, including the improved 

appearance of the ship, the preservation of various cultural resources, and the reduced rate of 

deterioration (Birkholtz 1999:21). The museum accomplished these tasks through actions such as 

the removal of non-historic material and debris from the ship, the improvement of the electrical 

system on board the vessel, and the storage of historically significant artifacts and paper 

materials in safe and sustainable archives (Birkholtz 1999:21). The museum later drafted an 

initial preservation plan in February of 1998. This drafted plan was in accordance with the 

standards set forth by the Secretary of the Interior and proposed a timeline of ten years and a cost 
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of five-million-dollars (Independence Seaport Museum Archives 1998:5). Prepared by museum 

staff and various historic ship preservationists, this initial plan denoted the major aspects of 

preservation strategies for Olympia to be the documentation of historically significant 

components of the ship, fundraising for preservation efforts, and the administration of a stable 

and professional staff on board the vessel to apply preservation efforts (Independence Seaport 

Museum Archives 1998:5). This staff included permanent museum employees such as historic 

ship supervisors, managers, and shipkeepers. The museum outlined that the use of skilled 

craftsmen and preservationists through contract work would also be utilized (Independence 

Seaport Museum 1999:1). Together, these employees not only performed necessary preservation 

and maintenance work, but also assisted in Olympia’s continued function as a museum open for 

public interpretation and appreciation.  

This initial plan also outlined several distinct long-term strategies to be employed for 

Olympia’s preservation. The analysis of various archived materials that included project 

proposals, structure descriptions, and work reports written throughout the museum’s tenure as 

titleholder exposed the Independence Seaport Museum’s strict adherence to the Secretary of the 

Interior’s Standards for Historic Vessel Preservation Projects. The analysis of these archived 

materials also portrayed that there were three prominent standardized strategies: the protection of 

the ship and its many features from catastrophic loss and further deterioration, the stabilization of 

threats to the ship’s structural integrity, and the restoration of historically significant ship 

features. Each of these three strategies complied with the Secretary of the Interior’s definitions 

and guidelines; this resulted in the development of strategies that greatly differed from the pre-

standardized ones used by the Cruiser Olympia Association. Several key projects completed by 

the Independence Seaport Museum highlight the use of standardized strategies and methods, 
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including the installation of proper mooring and bilge alarms, the repair of transverse bulkheads, 

and the restoration of the ship’s original pilot house. 

  
Protection 

 
One of the first strategies developed by the museum was the protection of Olympia from 

catastrophic loss. Due to dire threats to the vessel’s structural integrity observed by museum staff 

members upon receipt of the ship’s title (such as profuse leaks and a corroded hull) the 

application of this strategy began almost immediately (Deroko 2003:1). Standards for Historic 

Vessel Preservation Projects defines protection as the act of applying measures meant to defend 

or guard the physical condition of the vessel from degradation, loss, or attack (US Department of 

the Interior 1990:4). Protection of an historic vessel is meant to cover or shield the ship from 

dangerous elements that may be destructive. This treatment is also defined as one of a temporary 

nature that is meant to precede or anticipate further historic preservation efforts (US Department 

of the Interior 1990:4).  

The Secretary of the Interior’s standards also provide guidelines for protection 

specifically applicable to floating and moored vessels. These guidelines include thoroughly 

assessing the immediate hazards to the ship (such as storms, theft, leaks, or other vessels), 

maintaining adequate mooring to prevent surges or grounding, installing emergency notification 

systems (such as bilge alarms), and appointing individuals able to monitor and keep watch over 

the ship’s condition (US Department of the Interior 1990:17). The guidelines also note that, in 

deploying these temporary protective measures, no significant historic features of the ship should 

be damaged or altered in any way.  
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The Independence Seaport Museum employed this strategy of protection in three major 

ways: the improvement of Olympia’s mooring arrangement, the installation of an extensive fire 

notification system, and flood prevention through bilge alarm installation and improved pumping 

capabilities (Independence Seaport Museum Archives 1998:1-8). The museum took decisive 

action in the improvement of Olympia’s mooring. Both Olympia and the submarine Becuna were 

moored at Penn’s Landing by four sets of wooden pilings (as there were no bollards or cleats 

situated upon the adjacent landing). The museum observed that the mooring arrangement 

established by the previous titleholder (the Cruiser Olympia Association) developed inadequacies 

that were exacerbated by the wake of passing merchant ships on the Delaware River and allowed 

the ship to move extensively fore and aft, especially during high tide (Independence Seaport 

Museum Archives 1998:8). This movement subjected the vessel to abrasions and presented a 

serious risk for potential loss. For instance, during the Cruiser Olympia Association’s tenure as 

titleholder, the rapid speed and subsequent wake from a passing merchant vessel on the 

Delaware River adjacent to Olympia caused significant damage to multiple deck railings and 

brows on the cruiser (Independence Seaport Museum Archives 1998:8).  

The Independence Seaport Museum complied with the standard of establishing an 

adequate mooring arrangement that prevented surges and defended the ship from damage due to 

movement. This standardized approach to altering Olympia’s mooring system began in July 

1996. The museum hired the naval engineering and marine architecture corporation Tri-Coastal 

Marine to conduct a study of the ship’s mooring options and provide recommendations for action 

(Independence Seaport Museum Archives 1998:8). Following this analysis, the museum opted to 

overhaul the ship’s entire mooring arrangement.  
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The Cruiser Olympia Association was responsible for the ship’s initial mooring 

arrangement at the Penn’s Landing marina (Cooling 2000:226). This arrangement included the 

installation of four wooden pile moorings: numerous log poles bound together and driven into 

the bottom of the waterway with the tops exposed to receive the lateral load of the ship’s 

mooring lines (Collins 2002:59). Olympia’s starboard side was moored against the line of four 

wooden pilings and secured to them using an arrangement of one bow line, one stern line, and 

two spring lines (Independence Seaport Museum 1998:8). The Independence Seaport Museum 

replaced these mooring lines that became decrepit and frayed with new and re-tensioned fiber 

lines, which virtually eliminated all fore and aft movement caused by wake. 

 The museum also removed all log camel fenders installed by the previous titleholder 

(Independence Seaport Museum Archives 1998:8). These camel fenders, placed between the 

wooden pile moorings and the ship, were single logs about eighteen inches in diameter that were 

chained to the wooden pile moorings and used to reduce impact and abrasions along Olympia’s 

hull (Independence Seaport Museum 1998:8). The camels floated with the tide of the river, 

provided a rubbing surface for the ship, and acted as a buffer between the pile mooring and the 

ship’s hull (Naval Facilities Engineering Command 1990:10).  

These thick wooden camel fenders caused severe abrasions to the ship during contact 

with the slightly deteriorated and compromised waterline of the hull Independence Seaport 

Museum 1998:11). During the winter of 1994, a log camel fender dislodged a rivet upon the 

ship’s hull two feet below the waterline at the junction of the armored deck and the exterior hull 

plating. This abrasion caused coal bunker B-11 to fill almost completely with river water, which 

then caused the ship to list fifteen degrees to starboard before damage control teams from the 
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Philadelphia Navy Yard patched the leak and pumped the flooded compartment (Independence 

Seaport Museum 1998:11). 

The museum deemed these camel logs detrimental to the preservation of Olympia’s hull 

integrity and opted to replace them with large rubber fenders to prevent abrasions against the 

rigid wood of the pile moorings at low tide and hard impact damage from the ship’s movement at 

high tide (Independence Seaport Museum Archives 1998:8-9). More specifically, the museum 

installed Yokohama pneumatic rubber floating fenders: cylindrical airbags complete with three 

layers of reinforced rubber and cord, hemispherical heads at both ends, and capped with flange 

openings for a chain attachment (FenderTec Marine Fendering 2018). These rubber fenders 

provided a far more absorbent rubbing and impact surface for the ship and prevented further 

concentrated abrasions and flooding along the waterline similar to the incident in 1994 (Kevin 

Smith 2018, pers. comm.).  

    

 
FIGURE 19: Wooden mooring piling and attached Yokohama fender. The submarine Becuna is 

visible to the right, exhibiting the same mooring establishment. 
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Another way the museum employed its standardized protection strategy was through the 

installation of fire notification and prevention systems. Fire was a great threat to Olympia’s 

longevity, as it was originally outfitted with many wooden features. These features included the 

Oregon pine decking, bulkhead furnishings upon the aft berth deck and aft main deck, weather 

deck structures like the pilot house, and inboard furniture (Birkholtz 1999:30-31). Upon the 

receipt of Olympia’s title from the Cruiser Olympia Association, the museum observed several 

factors that greatly increased this threat of fire, including expired portable fire extinguishers and 

cluttered combustibles scattered throughout various stowage areas on board the ship 

(Independence Seaport Museum Archives 1998:8). The ship contained only two fire alarms upon 

its transfer to the museum in 1996. Though the original installation of these two alarms by the 

Cruiser Olympia Association was an improvement to the ship’s complete lack of fire detection 

after its decommissioning, the museum deemed this arrangement inadequate due to the alarms’ 

range of only twenty-five feet each. This was insufficient due to Olympia’s maximum length of 

344 feet (Independence Seaport Museum Archives 1998:8).  

The museum addressed the threat of fire through the employment of its standardized 

strategy of protection and constructed storage lockers to house paint, solvent, and other 

necessary yet extremely flammable solutions. This included over 550 cans and bottles of 

flammable materials consolidated and stored within the lockers (Independence Seaport Museum 

Archives 1998:8). Also, the museum inspected, recharged, and replaced portable fire 

extinguishers on board the ship and purchased more to accommodate the need for adequate 

dispersal and stowage. Lastly, and most noteworthy, the museum renewed and upgraded the 

ship’s electrical system. This included the installation of appropriately dispersed fire and heat 
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detectors that were digitally linked with off-site monitoring systems and local fire departments 

(Independence Seaport Museum Archives 1998:8). 

The last way in which the Independence Seaport Museum employed its standardized 

strategy of protection was through flood prevention. Upon receipt of the ship’s title, flooding 

represented a significant threat to Olympia’s longevity due to deck leaks and the compromised 

condition of its hull’s waterline from steel plate wastage and abrasions (Independence Seaport 

Museum Archives 1998:10). Prior leak prevention efforts had also furthered the deterioration of 

exterior hull plates and inboard structural members. After thorough analyses, the museum 

observed the potential for thirty-six inches of standing water within the ship’s inner bottom and 

bilges (Independence Seaport Museum 1998:11). 

Though a permanent stationary and automatic bilge pump system was not installed, the 

museum initiated the flood prevention aspect of its protection strategy through the acquisition of 

many industrial sized portable pumps. This included the purchase and storage of automatic 

portable pumps that functioned through a flotation system, which activated the pump upon the 

presence of more than several inches of water accumulation (Independence Seaport Museum 

Archives 1998:11). The museum also installed a bilge alarm system throughout Olympia’s 

bilges, inner bottom compartments, and trim tanks. This electrical alarm system linked to an 

annunciator notification light board monitored by employees that denoted the exact location of 

the water accumulation, and also linked with off-site monitoring in the same manner as the fire 

detection system (Independence Seaport Museum Archives 1998:11).  

Overall, the Independence Seaport Museum applied standardization to each component 

of its protection strategy. Professional survey and analysis determined immediate hazards to the 

ship, the alteration of the ship’s mooring arrangement better defended the ship from damage and 
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deterioration, and the installation of emergency notification systems monitored by employees 

and off-site locations reduced the risk of catastrophic loss. Also, the application of these 

measures to protect the ship did not damage or seriously alter original historic material. 

  
Stabilization 

 
Another major preservation strategy used on Olympia was the stabilization of threats and 

deterioration. The museum applied this strategy rapidly after the implementation of protective 

measures due to the condition of the ship upon receipt and standardized it by the definitions and 

guidelines of the Secretary of the Interior. Standards for Historic Vessel Preservation Projects 

defines stabilization as the application of measures that are meant to slow or prevent further 

degradation of a vessel and to protect its structural integrity. Stabilization’s definition also 

includes “rendering the vessel weather resistant and watertight” in regard to historic vessels that 

remain afloat and exposed to the elements, such as Olympia. Maintaining the vessel’s essential 

form in these efforts is stressed (US Department of the Interior 1990:4). The standards also note 

that stabilization is an approach that must follow the acquisition and documentation of the 

historic vessel. Stabilization measures put in action to slow the rate of degradation are defined as 

often temporary and meant to provide additional time for more permanent and historically 

appropriate preservation methods (US Department of the Interior 1990:10). Stabilization 

measures used on historic vessels must also reestablish the structural integrity through the 

reinforcement of structural members or by slowing the rate of deterioration leading to structural 

failure (US Department of the Interior 1990:7).  

Standards of Historic Vessel Preservation also provides guidelines for the application of 

stabilization methods following the thorough documentation of existing conditions. Some of 
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these relevant guidelines include the removal of loose scale or corrosion from metal surfaces, the 

reinforcement of decayed or weakened structural members, and the repair or replacement of 

severely weakened structural members or hull material. The guidelines also advise the 

performance of a survey to determine the level of threat to hull integrity, preservation of existing 

hull openings, and reestablishment of watertight integrity of hull openings and fittings (US 

Department of the Interior 1990:21-27). As the Secretary of the Interior’s guidelines are 

segmented based on ship features, they apply to the stabilization of hulls, decks, structural 

members, deck, and bulkhead openings upon floating steel vessels. Three projects completed on 

Olympia by the Independence Seaport Museum that showed the adherence to standardized 

stabilization strategy were the repair of transverse bulkheads, the maintenance of six-pounder 

gun casemates, and the waterline hull repair project. 

The transverse bulkhead repair and hull stabilization project took place in 2003 and was 

funded by the Save America’s Treasures grant program. The purpose of the project was to repair 

frames, bulkheads, and inboard hull plating from the inner bottom of the ship to the platform 

deck to reestablish it as a watertight boundary (Independence Seaport Museum Archives 

2003:1). Leaks in the hull at and below the waterline presented a recurring issue and potential 

threat to the ship’s longevity after the museum’s receipt of the ship’s title. The work performed 

on frame fifty-four (and bulkhead fifty-four, as bulkheads were identified by frame numbers), for 

example, exhibited the stabilization methodology used by museum employees and was broken 

into several components. Contract employees reinstalled steel plate sections to the frame and 

corresponding bulkhead by welding and ground down the welded seams to hide their visibility as 

it was an originally riveted feature (Independence Seaport Museum Archives 2003:2). 
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Employees monitored the use of heat during the welding to avoid affecting the integrity of the 

original rivets (Independence Seaport Museum Archives 2003:2).  

The project also involved the refurbishment of eight original doors along frame fifty-

four’s bulkhead. This included the refurbishment of the doors’ gaskets, dogs, and pins to 

reestablish their watertight integrity at the hold level of the ship. Four doors between the coal 

bunkers and four between the engine room and passageway received treatment (Independence 

Seaport Museum 2003:4). The completion of this stage consisted of the disassembly, cleaning, 

lubrication, reassembly, and adjustment of each component of the door (including the hinges, 

dogs, and pins) to ensure the door’s proper function. Employees then closed, dogged, and tested 

each door with chalk and hoses to determine the gaskets’ integrity. Original gaskets that were 

extremely deteriorated and ineffective were removed and replaced (Independence Seaport 

Museum 2003:5). 

The project also involved the sealing of compromised areas of the frame and bulkhead. 

For example, museum employees sealed exposed pipe flanges and bulkhead pipe penetrations 

with steel flange blanks. The work during this component of the project on frame fifty-four 

consisted of clearing loose bolts, rust, and debris from the pipe flange or penetration and wire-

brushing the entire surface area to remove flaking (Independence Seaport Museum Archives 

2003:6). The application of caulk to the flange’s contact surface ensured that the bolts securely 

tightened to the gasket. Museum employees also thoroughly inspected the bulkheads for loose or 

missing rivets, nuts, or bolts, tightened loose hardware, and replicated or replaced missing 

hardware. The installation of steel plate plugs also sealed holes along the starboard side bulkhead 

of frame fifty-four, outboard of watertight door number thirty-three (Independence Seaport 

Museum Archives 2003:6). The completion of this project reestablished the watertight integrity 
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of the transverse bulkheads. Consequently, the possibility of catastrophic widespread flooding 

and complete loss of the ship was drastically reduced. These actions also contributed to the 

ship’s ability to be towed (Independence Seaport Museum 2003:6).    

The second project that displayed standardized stabilization strategy and methodology 

was the repair of the six-pounder gun casemates. Olympia’s original berth deck armament 

consisted of ten total Driggs-Schroeder six-pounder guns that were placed within corresponding 

embrasures along the hull, five installed on each side of the ship and placed upon frames sixteen, 

thirty-one, forty-seven, sixty-six, and eighty-seven (Read 1897:28). However, the Navy removed 

all the berth deck guns in 1907 and the deck remained unarmed for the remainder of Olympia’s 

active service. The Cruiser Olympia Association acquired six replacement guns in 1957 and 

installed them within the original casemates. Five of the acquired guns were Hotchkiss-made 

(similar and contemporary with the original Driggs-Schroeder guns) and one was a Maxim-

Norderfelt gun (Birkholtz 1999:88). The Cruiser Olympia Association also purchased steel 

dummy gun barrels and installed them within the four casemates that remained empty (to give 

the outward appearance of guns), before closing and sealing all the berth deck casemates’ 

armored shutter panels. 

The Independence Seaport Museum initiated the six-pounder gun casemate project in 

2003. The purpose was to repair substantial leaks and corresponding water damage around the 

casemate armor. These leaks through the casemate armor contributed to severe rusting and 

wastage in the surrounding steel and severe rotting in the wooden decks below the casemates 

(Independence Seaport Museum Archives 2003:1). Museum employees chipped, scraped, and 

repainted all casemate embrasure joints to remove foreign materials and create a proper surface 
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for sealing. Clamps placed on the armored panels of the casemates prevented grating and further 

deterioration and the use of caulk sealed all gaps. Packed foam closed the larger, more visible 

 

 
FIGURE 20: Outboard view of the six-pounder gun casemate along the berth deck of Olympia 

(Photo taken by author, 2018). 

 
voids before caulking (Independence Seaport Museum Archives 2003:2). Finally, employees 

tested the weather resistant integrity of the embrasures and armored panel seals with hoses before 

painting them in historically appropriate colors (Independence Seaport Museum Archives 

2003:3). Consequently, the stabilization of these leaks slowed the rate of steel wastage upon the 

casemate armor and wood rot upon the deck caused by water damage.  

 Another stabilization project initiated by the Independence Seaport Museum that 

highlighted the use of the Secretary of the Interior’s standards was the repair of the waterline of 

Olympia’s hull. Initiated on the portside of the ship in 2015, this project has continued through 

2018. The purpose of this project is to arrest and contain corrosion of the ship’s waterline, reduce 
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and/or prevent the risk of leaks and catastrophic flooding, and investigate the status of the ship’s 

hull to determine decay rates and areas of priority. The ship is moored in the fresh, 

deoxygenated, and slow moving water within the Penn’s Landing Marina along the Delaware 

River (Deroko 2015:10). Though these conditions are far less conducive to steel corrosion than 

oxygenated salt water, Olympia’s steel hull plating along the waterline of the vessel experienced 

varying degrees of wastage including pack rust, severe pitting, and holes that allowed for leaks 

directly into the ship’s cofferdams and coal bunkers (Deroko 2015:2).  

The majority of the corrosion was along the plates of Strake L: the row of steel hull plates 

that corresponds with the ship’s current waterline below Strake M and above Strake K. Strake L 

is also the location at which the armored protective deck of Olympia meets the hull and secures 

to the shell plate through a complex riveting system (Deroko 2015:4). This juncture of the 

protective deck and hull plating along Strake L was also the location of the majority of corrosion 

discovered during this project. The waterline of the hull exhibited extensive pack rust, pitting, 

and holes just above and below the protective deck juncture along Strake L, especially at rivet 

points, which exhibited recession and a honeycombed appearance (Deroko 2015:4).  

The use of an ultrasonic device to test the hull plate’s thickness confirmed the corrosion 

of the hull’s waterline along Strake L. The steel hull plates along the ship’s waterline originally 

measured a half-inch in thickness, but ultrasonic testing showed that the thickness of plate L11 

was .303 inches in 2008. The test point on the plate was located six inches below the armored 

deck and one foot forward of frame forty-one (Deroko 2008:9). The same point tested in 2008 

was tested again in 2018 and showed a result of .249 inches. Plate L10 was also tested in 2008 

between frames thirty-nine and forty, showing a thickness of .487 inches (Deroko 2008:10). The 

ultrasonic thickness test at the same point on L10 in 2018 showed a thickness of .454 inches. 
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FIGURE 21: Hull plate rivets along the ship’s waterline that exhibit recession and a 

honeycombed appearance in 2018 (Photo taken by author, 2018). 

 
Both of these readings, along with the readings observed on plates L9 and L8, indicated a decay 

rate of around .04-.05 inches over ten years (or .004-.005 inches of decay per year). 

The Independence Seaport Museum developed a project design that allowed for the 

stabilization of the hull at and below the waterline without the necessity of a dry dock through 

the use of a cofferdam. Designed and constructed by Erik S. Carlsen of Philadelphia Machine 

Works, this welded steel cofferdam device featured a waterproof rubber and Styrofoam gasket 

and was designed to be lowered into the water, sealed against the ship’s hull, ballasted, and 

subsequently drained of water. This process created a working space around four feet below the 

waterline and allowed for around thirty-two square feet of the ship’s hull to be treated for each 

deployment of the cofferdam (Deroko 2015:6). Museum employees then blasted these exposed 
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sections of the ship’s hull with the use of an industrial air compressor, corresponding blast pot 

and hoses, and Sponge-jet Red G-40 Sponge Media to remove all pack rust and bring the hull 

plate to a near white metal finish (Deroko 2015:7). This allowed for the exposure of corrosion 

that included pitting, holes, and deteriorated rivets. The blasted steel was then plastered in 

Enecon CeramAlloy: a solid, two component polymer composite effectively used to repair and 

rebuild fluid flow equipment (Deroko 2015:7). 

The application of this CeramAlloy not only reinforced compromised sections of the hull 

plate and sealed holes, it also encased the steel and protected it from further corrosion (Deroko 

2015:2). After it cured, this composite provided full coverage of the blasted area, filled and 

sealed voids such as holes and seams, and retained a high compressive, flexural, and tensile 

strength. The application of this composite was also less invasive and less stressful to the hull’s 

steel when compared to the use of welding; which would not only result in permanently undercut 

and scarred plates but would also present the risk of potential steel shrinkage and distortion due 

to the heat (Deroko 2015:9). Overall, this project was an effective, temporary, yet long term 

solution to stabilize the hull’s waterline and mitigate the need for extensive steel work such as 

welding that would introduce complications to the hull’s structure (Deroko 2015:9).  

  This project adhered to the standards in several prominent ways. The hull’s waterline 

repair slowed and prevented further deterioration of the vessel through the removal of pack rust 

and the reinforcement of compromised hull sections. The risk of catastrophic flooding was 

reduced through the reestablishment of the watertight integrity of the treated sections of hull 

plate. Though the museum used the aggressive method of aggregate blasting, it was a necessary 

step to properly discover and stabilize the compromised sections of the ship’s waterline. The 
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FIGURE 22: The cofferdam device sealed against the forward port side of the ship’s hull. This 

allowed dry work to be done below the waterline (Photo taken by author, 2018). 

 
museum specifically selected the type of blast media in order to reduce the abrasiveness and the 

features of the ship that were blasted were limited to the ship’s robust steel hull. This project also 

highlighted the use of the standards, as it was intended to be temporary in nature and to stabilize 

the hull well enough to allow the ship to be towed to dry dock for extensive permanent repairs in 

the near future (Kevin Smith 2018, pers. comm.).      

The overall application of the museum’s stabilization strategy adhered to the Secretary of 

the Interior’s standards in several ways, including the reestablishment of watertight integrity 

through the reinforcement of structural members and the slowed rate of deterioration through the 

reestablishment of weather resistance. These projects also involved minimal alteration or 

destruction of original historic material apart from the few severely deteriorated components that 

required replacement. This also adhered to standardized stabilization, as the Secretary of the 
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Interior’s guidelines mandate the replacement of severely weakened or compromised structural 

members. As a result, Olympia regained appropriate watertight boundaries and was brought to a 

one-compartment standard; which greatly reduced the risk of catastrophic flooding and loss of 

the ship (Independence Seaport Museum 2003:6).  

 
Restoration 

  
Another prominent standardized strategy applied by the museum was the restoration of 

historically significant features on board Olympia. Standards for Historic Vessel Preservation 

Projects defines restoration as the historically accurate salvage of the condition and details of a 

vessel as it was portrayed at a particular time through the removal of later work or through the 

replacement of missing or significantly deteriorated earlier work (US Department of the Interior 

1990:5). Though the application of restoration was more pronounced after the implementation of 

strategies such as protection and stabilization due to the preliminary need to prevent immediate 

threats to the ship and stymie deterioration, one noteworthy example was the restoration of 

Olympia’s original pilot house.  

 Further terms associated with restoration within Standards for Historic Vessel 

Preservation Projects include reconstruction and reproduction. Respectively, these terms are 

defined as the creation through new construction of the accurate condition and detail of a 

particular vessel as it appeared at a specific period of time, and the construction or fabrication of 

an approximate copy of an object in the general form or appearance of the original (US 

Department of the Interior 1990:5). Both sub-definitions closely applied to the restoration work 

of the pilot house project. The standards outlined by the Secretary of the Interior’s publication 

associated with restoration require that restoration work be based upon verifiable historical, 
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pictorial, or physical evidence rather than upon conjecture. Further, these standards mandate that 

restoration decisions must not be made before careful consideration is given to the availability of 

substantiated historic information about the form or configuration of the vessel at the time to be 

represented by the restoration, and the degree to which the vessel’s original historic material will 

be affected (US Department of the Interior 1990:7).  

Guidelines for standardized restoration work upon historic vessels are also provided. The 

overall guidelines associated with restoration include the replication of a specific period in the 

vessel’s history, the replacement of missing or severely deteriorated features through new 

construction, the use of materials that match the originals in size, form, composition and color, 

the removal of rotten wood, and the use of appropriate chemical preservatives upon new wood 

used (US Department of the Interior 1990:80-82). Specific guidelines are also provided for 

restoration upon superstructure features and deckhouses; such as Olympia’s pilot house. These 

include the repair or replacement of severely weakened or deteriorated structural members with 

new materials that match the originals, the duplication of material design, the reuse of original 

hardware or that which matches the originals closely, and the replacement of deteriorated 

deckhouse coverings after structural stability is reestablished (US Department of the Interior 

1990:83). 

The Independence Seaport Museum’s restoration project on Olympia’s pilot house took 

place in 2006 and showed the use of standardized restoration. The project began with the survey 

and analysis of the original six-sided pilot house that was still present upon the ship’s forward 

bridge. However, this original historic pilot house showed a deteriorated and damaged condition 

due to the aggressive restoration methodology that took place in the 1980’s (Birkholtz 1999:46). 

This pilot house also exhibited extensively rotten wood panels and non-historic wood installed to 
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conceal degradation, which altered the deckhouse’s structural integrity and appearance 

(Birkholtz 1999:46). Due to the original pilot house’s condition, the museum chose to remove it 

and reconstruct a replicated pilot house. Though this decision resulted in the removal of original 

historic material from the ship, the museum strictly adhered to standardization in the application 

of this restoration. 

The museum adhered to standardized methodology in several ways, including historical 

research and analysis, the use of diverse historic references, and the reconstruction of the pilot 

house in the way it appeared during a specific period in the ship’s service history. Prior to the 

initiation of the project, the museum explicitly referenced the Secretary of the Interior’s 

standards in the project proposal. Though Standards for Historic Vessel Preservation Projects 

advocates heavily for the preservation of existing historic structures and features, this proposal 

also highlighted the publication’s statement that reconstructions and replications “may serve as 

effective tangible symbols through which public awareness of maritime heritage may be 

established” (Bruns 2006:1). Following initial fundraising, museum officials applied for the 

Keystone Historic Preservation Grant to finance the rest of the costs involved to complete the 

project (Cronin 2006). 

The museum conducted a survey and historical analysis of the original deteriorated pilot 

house prior to its removal. Research indicated that Olympia originally possessed an all-wood, 

eighty-one square foot pilot house at its launching in 1893. The United States Navy enlarged the 

structure to a six-sided pilot house in 1902 to accommodate an updated rigging system, the 

original four-sided pilot house remained virtually unaltered beneath the added structural 

components (Birkholtz 1999:46). The pilot house and its location on the ship’s forward bridge 

was also historically significant. In 1898, Commodore George Dewey issued his notable 



 97 

command of “You may fire when you are ready, Gridley” as he reportedly stood adjacent to the 

original pilot house at the onset of the Battle of Manila Bay (Bruns 2006:2). Sadly, the final 

analysis determined that the six-sided structure was too severely rotten, extremely damaged due 

to previous sand-blasting, and altered with non-historic wood used to cover areas of exposed rot 

(Birkholtz 1999:46). Consequently, hired maritime preservationists and museum officials 

recommended a reconstruction to accurately replace the original pilot house and maintain the 

structure’s historically significant presence on board the vessel (Bruns 2006:3). 

 The restoration period for the reconstructed pilot house was established as 1902. 

Maritime preservation professionals hired by the Independence Seaport Museum in 1999 

determined that the majority of unaltered original historic material that remained on board 

Olympia dated to 1902 (Birkholtz 1999:28-29). Thus, the selection of this date as the target 

restoration period for the pilot house reconstruction represented the earliest representable period, 

matched the most frequently observed historical context on board the ship, and allowed for the 

reconstruction of the original form of the pilot house installed upon the ship’s commissioning 

(Bruns 2006:1).  

The museum also used several diverse references in drafting plans for the reconstruction. 

Though no original plan drawings exclusive to the pilot house were available for use, the 

museum examined six original structural drawings of Olympia that partially incorporated the 

pilot house (Bruns 2006:4). The museum also referenced three historic photos of the pilot house, 

dated between 1899 and 1902, to define the house’s components. One photo from 1899 featured 

a portrait of a sailor within the pilot house and provided a clear view of the overhead, portside 

bulkhead, cabinet, and door. The light in this photo indicated the surface quality of the inboard 

wood, including the quality of the varnish and wood color (Bruns 2006:4).  
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FIGURE 23: Original plans referenced by the Independence Seaport Museum in the replication 

of the ship’s 1902 pilot house (Courtesy of the Independence Seaport Museum Archives, 
Philadelphia, PA). 

 
Another photo that dated to 1899 provided a perspective of the exterior of the pilot house 

(including the forward starboard corner), and revealed the presence of finely crafted wood, a 

dark stain, and a high gloss varnish finish on the outboard surfaces. In conjunction with the 

determination of structure features, additional historic photos that dated to 1902 also provided 

confirmation that the pilot house remained a square four-sided structure during the target 

restoration period (Bruns 2006:2). Finally, museum employees examined the deckhouses that 

were featured upon other contemporary historic American naval vessels to supplement research, 

such as the examination of photos of the battleship Oregon’s pilot house prior to drafting 

construction plans (Bruns 2006:2). The restored pilot house and corresponding furnishings were 
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reconstructed within the Independence Seaport Museum’s Workshop on the Water and installed 

on the ship in 2007.  

The Independence Seaport Museum abided by several aspects of the Secretary of the 

Interior’s standards during the restoration of Olympia’s pilot house. Though the museum was 

forced to remove the historic pilot house from the ship, this action was only taken due to its 

extremely deteriorated and damaged condition. Following this action, the museum conducted 

extensive research and analysis that included the preservation and study of the removed 

materials, selected an appropriate target restoration period for the reconstruction that matched 

much of the ship’s appearance without compromising historic integrity, and examined original 

plans and photos in planning the structure. 

 
Effects of Standardized Preservation Strategy and Methodology 

 
The application of preservation strategies by the Independence Seaport Museum 

highlighted the influence of standardization in the preservation of historic ships. The museum 

abided by the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Historic Vessel Preservation Projects in 

the formulation and application of preservation strategy on Olympia through the adherence to the 

definitions and guidelines provided within the publication. Three major approaches portrayed 

this adherence: the protection of the vessel through proper mooring and emergency notification 

systems, the stabilization of deterioration and loss through the reestablishment of structural and 

watertight integrity, and the historically accurate restoration of significant historic features on 

board the vessel. Various projects represented this adherence to standardization such as the 

reestablishment of proper mooring and fire protection, the repair of transverse bulkheads and hull 
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plating to stabilize leaks and prevent catastrophic flooding, and the reconstruction of Olympia’s 

pilot house. 

 

 
FIGURE 24: The completed reconstruction of Olympia’s 1902 pilot house, installed in 2007 

(Photo taken by author, 2018). 

 
These projects also resulted in minimal alteration or destruction of original historic 

material on board, which occurred only when absolutely necessary to maintain the ship’s and its 

feature’s structural integrity. The museum’s prioritization of these strategies was also 

representative of standardization. The Secretary of the Interior’s standards state that protection 

methods are meant to precede more permanent measures associated with stabilization and 

restoration efforts. As evidenced by the dates of the projects, the museum first employed 

methods that protected Olympia from immediate and prominent threats to the ship’s ability to 

remain afloat and structurally intact. Once adequate protection was established, the museum later 
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emphasized stabilizing deterioration and the accurate restoration of ship features for public 

interpretation. Chapter 5 provides a comparison between pre-standardized and standardized 

preservation efforts on Olympia along with conclusions and recommendations.



  
 

CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
 Olympia retains a unique history of construction and military use. Features such as its 

innovative vertical triple-expansion steam engines and its contributions to world events such as 

interventionism in Russia and the peace-keeping missions throughout the Mediterranean 

following World War 1 highlight the vessel’s historical significance. As the oldest steel warship 

that remains afloat, Olympia’s use as a public maritime museum and naval shrine is a crucial 

component of its contributions to the public interpretation and appreciation of maritime history. 

The additional facets of the ship’s history beyond that of Olympia’s involvement in the United 

States’ victory in Manila Bay during the Spanish-American War not only emphasize the ship’s 

significance, but also present the opportunity and necessity to prioritize the preservation and 

exhibition of Olympia. The preservation and exhibition of the ship’s many individual features on 

board that were present during these historical events and contributed to its function also 

provides the ability to emphasize the ship’s diverse and extensive naval record. 

 Olympia also retains an extensive and diverse history of preservation. The ship’s 

historical significance and influence initiated the movement to preserve it and provide access to 

the public for the appreciation and interpretation of the vessel. This also spurred the formation 

and organization of the Cruiser Olympia Association, which provided the initial efforts that 

prevented the scrapping of Olympia and the implementation of preservation. Though sporadic 

and difficult to determine, overall strategies were present in the way this organization and its 

members applied preservation efforts. Several of these strategies, such as the emphasis on using 

volunteer labor and encouraging the donation of conservation materials, compensated for 

shortcomings such as the lack of adequate funding. However, others allowed for the appropriate 
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functioning of the ship as a public museum. The establishment of access points, exhibits, and 

modern utilities provided the public with the convenience and accessibility necessary for the 

ship’s availability for interaction and appreciation. The replication and restoration of features 

such as the ship’s turrets and armament also allowed for the public interpretation of the ship’s 

military history and service record. 

The Cruiser Olympia Association, established in 1957, lacked the availability of 

extensive precedents in successful historic ship museum preservation and, more specifically, 

lacked access to established standards in regard to preservation strategy and application. The 

dearth of these resources and the observed difficulty to acquire adequate project funding and 

qualified employees and volunteers explain understandable missteps in the preservation of 

Olympia. Despite the Cruiser Olympia Association’s successful efforts to rescue the vessel from 

the scrapyard and its history of preserving and restoring the vessel as a public museum, the lack 

of standards and extensive precedents contributed to the Cruiser Olympia Association’s pre-

standardized preservation approach occasionally resulting in the deterioration or loss of 

historically significant material and the display of inaccurate historical exhibits (Birkholtz 

1999:106).  

Upon the publication of the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Historic Vessel 

Preservation Projects in 1990 and the transfer of Olympia’s title to the Independence Seaport 

Museum in 1996, established standards and guidelines for the preservation of historic vessels 

were available to the museum. This availability allowed the museum to explicitly incorporate the 

standards and corresponding methodology into preservation strategy, and these strategies were 

applied in explicit accordance with these standards. The three major strategies observed were the 
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protection of the ship from physical and environmental threats, the stabilization of deterioration, 

and the restoration of significant historic ship features.  

Through this application of the standards in strategy development and implementation, 

the Independence Seaport Museum’s strategies resulted in several key improvements. These 

improvements included the enhanced protection of the ship’s structural integrity, the reduction of 

damage to ship features, loss prevention of historic material, the historically consistent 

representation of time periods on board the ship, and the improved historical accuracy in 

restoration and replication. Examples that showed these improvements included the museum’s 

use of extensive historical sources in replicating ship features, archiving historic material 

removed from the ship for use in future study, restoration, or replication, the establishment of a 

target restoration period, and the use of appropriate protection materials. Another improvement 

of standardization was the prioritization of these strategies. In contrast with pre-standardized 

efforts that occasionally emphasized the restoration of large significant features such as the 

turrets and inboard exhibits, standardized preservation on Olympia stressed the immediate 

initiation of protective measures prior to stabilization or restoration efforts.  

The successful preservation of Olympia as a public museum vessel remains vital to 

maintaining a significant historical resource in regard to American naval and maritime history. 

However, challenging issues remain that continue to contest the preservation of the vessel, 

including the stabilization of hull deterioration, the restoration of several of the ship’s notable 

ship features, and the acquisition of adequate funding for the ship to be placed in drydock for 

extensive and intensive hull repair, as the ship has not been drydocked since 1945. The 

Independence Seaport Museum continues to apply standardized preservation strategy and 

methodology in efforts to stymie the ship’s ongoing issues. This includes the ongoing repairs to 
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the waterline of the hull to allow for the ship to be towed, and the continuation of establishing 

the vessel’s refit during 1902 as the target restoration period. Some limiting factors to these 

issues are the development of effective and efficient methodology in the challenging attempts to 

repair the ship below its waterline and the efficiency of restoring the ship’s appearance to that of 

1902 while maintaining the integrity of Olympia’s historic material. As these tasks develop 

further, the application of the standards continues to prioritize Olympia’s protection and the 

preservation of its historic material. 

In conjunction with Olympia’s historical significance, this study analyzes each 

component of the ship’s preservation history. However, there is much opportunity for further 

study and analysis in regard to standardization that would contribute to a fuller understanding of 

the effects of standardized historic vessel preservation. Further case studies on other historic 

vessels and their history of preservation strategy would supplement this study’s analysis. More 

specifically, additional studies on historic museum ship’s that received both pre-standardized and 

standardized preservation treatment would allow for comparisons between ships. Executing 

further comprehensive studies on various ship types would also enhance the overall study of 

historic vessel preservation. For example, the Iowa-class battleship New Jersey serves as a 

floating historic ship museum in the Delaware River along the waterfront of Camden, New 

Jersey and would serve as an excellent case study for the analysis of standardized preservation of 

mid-twentieth century steel warships.  

The sloop-of-war Constellation also presents the potential for a complimentary study of 

standardized preservation strategy and methodology used on wooden historic museum ships. The 

Navy decommissioned Constellation and it received restoration treatment to serve as a public 

museum vessel in 1955 (in comparison to Olympia’s similar museum restoration date of 1957). 
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An analysis of this ship’s history of preservation would provide the opportunity for the further 

study of the ways preservation approaches changed and developed through time in comparison 

with the evolution of approaches used on Olympia (National Park Service 2010). Some 

limitations for further study include the lack of historic vessels that date to Olympia’s service 

period or exhibit Olympia’s unique construction and ship type. Though the study of the Secretary 

of the Interior’s preservation standards and their application on floating museum ships and 

various vessel types would greatly compliment this study, many of the ships similar to Olympia 

were permanently lost or scrapped. Finally, the inclusion of a conservation based study on the 

preservation of certain materials, such as the conservation of steel ship features with regard to 

metallurgy, would also contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of Olympia’s 

continuing preservation efforts.  

The significance of Olympia’s preservation as a floating historic museum vessel 

represents a crucial and ongoing accomplishment. Not only is its historic material conserved for 

further research and interpretation, but the ship remains open to the public and provides the 

opportunity for appreciation and public education. By establishing a greater comprehension of 

this vessel’s history of preservation and the role of standardization in regard to the application of 

strategy and methodology, the effective and efficient preservation of historic vessels may be 

further developed and improved.      

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  
 

REFERENCES 
 

Beers, Henry P. 
1943 US Naval Forces in Northern Russia, 1918-1919. Office of Records Administration. 
Navy Department Library. Naval History and Heritage Command 
http://history.navy.mil/research/library/online-reading-room/title. Accessed 8/4/2017. 
 
Birkholtz Jr, Don 
1999 Cruiser Olympia Historic Structure Report. Independence Seaport Museum Archives, 
Structure Report, Draft. 
 
Bruggeman, Seth 
2016 Don’t Sink the Ship: Remembering the USS Olympia in Philadelphia after Manila Bay. 
Department of History, Temple University, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Burr, Lawrence 
2008 US Cruisers 1883-1904. Osprey Publishing, New York, New York. 
 
Butterman, Eric 
2012 George Wallace Melville: Biography. Engineering Topics. American Society of 
Mechanical Engineers www.asme.org/engineering-topics/articles/boilers/george-wallace-
melville Accessed 9/30/2017 
 
Bruns, Craig 
2006 Mini Historic Structure Report for the pilot house aboard the protected cruiser USS 
OLYMPIA. Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia Collection, Independence Seaport Museum, 
Restoration Architect and Ship Manager Files, Pilot House Renovations, 2006, Box 58, 
Independence Seaport Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Caviston, William H. 
1985 Letter to Phyllis Vail, 5 June 1985. Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia Collection, Cruiser 
Olympia Association, Restoration Correspondence, Box 30, Independence Seaport Museum 
Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Collins, James G. 
2002 Timber Pile Design and Construction Manual. Timber Piling Council. American Wood 
Preserves Institute. http://www.piledrivers.org/files/9971afc0-2754-41db-a9bc-849f87c51217--
c38abc5c-4dca-402f-b252-e7e8f85df9f8/timberpilemanual.pdf Accessed 7/6/2018 
 
Cooling, Benjamin Franklin 
2000 USS Olympia: Herald of Empire. Naval Institute Press, Annapolis, Maryland. 
 
Cronin, Karen 
2006 Letter to John Brady, 6 April 2006. Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia Collection, 
Independence Seaport Museum, President’s Files, Olympia Restoration and Interpretation, Box 
2, Independence Seaport Museum Archives, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.  



 108 

 
Deroko, Charles 
2003 Work Report 30 September 2002-2 September 2003. Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia 
Collection, Independence Seaport Museum, President’s Files, Olympia Restoration and 
Interpretation, Box 3, Independence Seaport Museum Archives, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 
 
Deroko, Charles C.  
2008 ULTRASONIC (UT) TESTING. Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia Collection, Independence 
Seaport Museum, Restoration Architect and Ship Manager Files, 1996-2008, Box 25, 
Independence Seaport Museum Archives, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 
 
Deroko, Charles C. 
2015 USS OLYMPIA PARTIAL PLATE AND RIVET INSPECTION.  Manuscript, Cruiser 
Olympia Collection, Independence Seaport Museum, Restoration Architect and Ship Manager 
Files, Box 25, Independence Seaport Museum Archives, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 
 
Deroko, Charles C. 
2015 CERAMIC ASSESSMENT REPORT. Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia Collection, 
Independence Seaport Museum, Restoration Architect and Ship Manager Files, Box 25, 
Independence Seaport Museum Archives, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 
 
Downey, Sally A. 
2007 His love for the sea launched a museum. Philadelphia Inquirer 13 May 2007. 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 
 
FenderTec Marine Fendering 
2018 Yokohama Type Fenders. Fender Types.   
https://www.fendertec.com/yokohama-
fenders/?gclid=CjwKCAjwkrrbBRB9EiwAhlN8_I_XtXZmnYLJgaGDR9dZxnuNVQRTVHGcv
V0yrgOJLBncDaIk1yXNnxoCpTIQAvD_BwE Accessed 7/6/2018 
 
Fisher, Louis 
2009 Destruction of the Maine (1898). The Law Library of Congress 
www.loc.gov/law/help/usconlaw/pdf/Maine.1898.pdf Accessed 6/8/2017. 
 
Friedman, Norman 
1984 US Cruisers: An Illustrated Design History. Naval Institute Press, Annapolis, Maryland. 
 
Friedman, Norman 
1985 US Battleships: An Illustrated Design History. Naval Institute Press, Annapolis, 
Maryland. 
 
Friedman, Norman 
2011 Naval Weapons of World War One. Naval Institute Press, Annapolis, Maryland. 
 
 



 109 

 
Gardmin, Robert and Randal Gray 
1985 Conway’s All the World’s Fighting Ships, 1906-1921. Naval Institute Press, Annapolis, 
MD. 
 
Gladen, Joseph W. 
1984 Cruiser Olympia Association Progress Report. Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia Collection, 
Cruiser Olympia Association, Restoration Correspondence, Box 30, Independence Seaport 
Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Gridley, Charles Vernon 
1898 Report on the Battle of Manila Bay. Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia Collection, Box 2, 
Independence Seaport Museum Archives, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 
 
Gridley, Charles Vernon 
1899 Harper’s Pictorial History of the War with Spain. Harper and Brothers, New York, New 
York. 
 
Hires, Edgar C. 
1983 Letter to John E. Sjostrom, 17 November 1983. Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia Collection, 
Cruiser Olympia Association, Restoration Correspondence, Box 30, Independence Seaport 
Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Independence Seaport Museum Archives 
1957 United States Navy Recommendations to Cruiser Olympia Association. Manuscript, 
Cruiser Olympia Collection, USS Olympia, Photos and Documents, Box 3, Independence 
Seaport Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA.  
 
Independence Seaport Museum Archives 
1958 John E. Lingo & Sons Invoice, 27 May 1958. Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia Collection, 
Cruiser Olympia Association, Restoration Correspondence, Box 30, Independence Seaport 
Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Independence Seaport Museum Archives 
1958 Cruiser Olympia Association Restoration Goals. Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia Collection, 
Cruiser Olympia Association, Restoration Correspondence, Box 30, Independence Seaport 
Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Independence Seaport Museum Archives 
1975 Cruiser Olympia Association Work Report, 25 November 1975. Manuscript, Cruiser 
Olympia Collection, Cruiser Olympia Association, Restoration Correspondence, Box 30, 
Independence Seaport Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
 
 
 



 110 

Independence Seaport Museum Archives 
1980 Rollins Alarm System Invoice, 30 May 1980. Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia Collection, 
Cruiser Olympia Association, Restoration Correspondence, Box 30, Independence Seaport 
Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Independence Seaport Museum Archives 
1981 Cruiser Olympia Association Project Report, 1 May 1981. Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia 
Collection, Cruiser Olympia Association, Restoration Correspondence, Box 30, Independence 
Seaport Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Independence Seaport Museum Archives 
1983 Cruiser Olympia Association Progress Report, 15 June 1983. Manuscript, Cruiser 
Olympia Collection, Cruiser Olympia Association, Restoration Correspondence, Box 30, 
Independence Seaport Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Independence Seaport Museum Archives 
1984 United States Navy NAVSEA Annual Ship Memorial Inspection, 23 May 1984. 
Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia Collection, Cruiser Olympia Association, Restoration 
Correspondence, Box 30, Independence Seaport Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Independence Seaport Museum 
1985 Cruiser Olympia Association Work Report, 5 June 1985. Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia 
Collection, Cruiser Olympia Association, Restoration Correspondence, Box 30, Independence 
Seaport Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Independence Seaport Museum Archives 
1987 Cruiser Olympia Association Work Schedule, 6 July 1987. Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia 
Collection, Cruiser Olympia Association, Restoration Correspondence, Box 30, Independence 
Seaport Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Independence Seaport Museum Archives 
1998 Preservation Plan: Cruiser Olympia Phase I (Protection, Documentation, Stabilization). 
Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia Collection, Independence Seaport Museum, Restoration Architect 
and Ship Manager Files, 1996-2008, Box 25, Independence Seaport Museum Archives, 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 
 
Independence Seaport Museum Archives 
1999 Olympia Restoration Plan. Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia Collection, Independence 
Seaport Museum, President’s Files, Olympia Restoration and Interpretation, Box 3, 
Independence Seaport Museum Archives, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 
 
Independence Seaport Museum Archives 
2003 Repairs to Make 6lber Guns on Berth Deck Weather Tight. Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia 
Collection, Independence Seaport Museum, Ship Manager Files, 2000-2003, Box 16, 
Independence Seaport Museum Archives, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 
 



 111 

Independence Seaport Museum Archives 
2003 Transverse Bulkhead and Hull Restoration and Repair Cruiser USS Olympia Repair 
Package. Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia Collection, Independence Seaport Museum, Restoration 
Architect and Ship Manager Files, 1996-2008, Box 25, Independence Seaport Museum Archives, 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 
 
Independence Seaport Museum 
2017 About the Seaport Museum. About www.philseaport.org/about Accessed 12/8/2017 
 
Johnson, Bertha G. 
1990 Letter to Submarine Memorial Association, 30 November 1990. Manuscript, Cruiser 
Olympia Collection, Cruiser Olympia Association, Restoration Correspondence, Box 30, 
Independence Seaport Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Johnson, Bertha G. 
1992 Letter to Chief Wayne D. Horbatt, 22 June 1992. Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia 
Collection, Cruiser Olympia Association, Restoration Correspondence, Box 30, Independence 
Seaport Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Keck, Marvin Rosenfeld 
1917 Marvin Rosenfeld Keck Diary. Manuscript, Marvin Rosenfeld Keck Collection, Series 3, 
Independence Seaport Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Knight, Casper J. 
1968 Letter to Dr. William Kelly, 9 September 1968. Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia Collection, 
Cruiser Olympia Association, Restoration Correspondence, Box 30, Independence Seaport 
Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Knight, Casper J. 
1977 Letter to Calvin Linn, 26 April 1977. Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia Collection, Cruiser 
Olympia Association, Restoration Correspondence, Box 30, Independence Seaport Museum 
Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Knight, Casper J. 
1977 Letter to William K. Watson, 15 July 1977. Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia Collection, 
Cruiser Olympia Association, Restoration Correspondence, Box 30, Independence Seaport 
Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Knight, Casper J. 
1977 Cruiser Olympia Association Project Report, 15 July 1977. Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia 
Collection, Cruiser Olympia Association, Restoration Correspondence, Box 30, Independence 
Seaport Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Learned, Henry Dexter 
1955 Committee to Save the Olympia Meeting Notes. Manuscript, Henry Dexter Learned 
Papers, Box 6, Temple University Special Collections, Philadelphia, PA. 



 112 

 
Learned, Henry Dexter 
1956 Letter to Sterling Cole, 11 July 1956. Manuscript, Henry Dexter Learned Papers, Box 6, 
Temple University Special Collections, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Learned, Henry Dexter 
1956 Letter to Sterling Cole, 11 August 1956. Manuscript, Henry Dexter Learned Papers, Box 
6, Temple University Special Collections, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Maxim, Conrad 
1957 Letter to Henry Dexter Learned, 6 Feb 1957. Manuscript, Henry Dexter Learned Papers, 
Box 6, Temple University Special Collections, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Maxwell, David O. 
1961 Cruiser Olympia Association Law Document. Manuscript, Henry Dexter Learned Papers, 
Box 6, Temple University Special Collections, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Musicant, Ivan 
1998 Empire by Default: The Spanish-American War and the Dawn of the American Century. 
Henry Holt and Company, New York, New York. 
 
National Park Service  
2010 National Register Information System. National Register of Historic Places. National 
Park Service https://npgallery.nps.gov/nrhp/Download?path=/natreg/docs/All_Data.html 
Accessed 8/10/2018 
 
National Park Service 
2017 National Register of Historic Places. National Park Service, Department of the Interior 
http://www.nps.gov/nr/ Accessed 7/10/17. 
 
Naval Facilities Engineering Command 
1990 Maintenance of Fender Systems and Camel, Naval Facilities Engineering Command, 
Alexandria, VA, https://www.wbdg.org/FFC/NAVFAC/OPER/mo104_1.pdf Accessed 7/7/2018 
 
New York Times 
1954 Dewey’s Flagship Facing Junkyard. New York Times 12 December 1954. New York, 
New York 
 
New York Times 
1893 Olympia Made a Record of 21.67 Knots. New York Times 16 December 1893, New York, 
New York. 
 
New York Times 
1892 The New Cruiser Olympia “She is the Largest Warship Constructed on the Pacific 
Coast”. New York Times 27 October 1892, New York, New York. 
 



 113 

O’Kelly, Lloyd 
1919 My Life: Shipboard Diary. Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia Collection, Box 2, 
Independence Seaport Museum Archive, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Paris, Mel 
1993 Letter to Cruiser Olympia Association, 29 December 1993. Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia 
Collection, Cruiser Olympia Association, Restoration Correspondence, Box 30, Independence 
Seaport Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Pastorious, Francis D. 
1958 Letter to Philadelphia Paint, Varnish & Lacquer Association, 25 June 1958. Manuscript, 
Cruiser Olympia Collection, Cruiser Olympia Association, Restoration Correspondence, Box 30, 
Independence Seaport Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Pastorious, Francis D. 
1958 Letter to H.F. Boehlert, 1 July 1958. Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia Collection, Cruiser 
Olympia Association, Restoration Correspondence, Box 30, Independence Seaport Museum 
Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Pastorious, Francis D. 
1958 Letter to Carl Vinson, 2 July 1958. Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia Collection, Cruiser 
Olympia Association, Restoration Correspondence, Box 30, Independence Seaport Museum 
Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Pastorious, Francis D. 
1958 Letter to M. McMullan Jr., 27 August 1958. Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia Collection, 
Cruiser Olympia Association, Restoration Correspondence, Box 30, Independence Seaport 
Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Read, John J. 
1897 Handbook of the USS Olympia: Flagship Asiatic Squadron. Kelly and Walsh Limited, 
Queen’s Road, Hong Kong. 
 
Roos, Walter D. 
1958 Letter to Henry Dexter Learned, 16 May 1958. Manuscript, Henry Dexter Learned 
Papers, Box 6, Temple University Special Collections, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Scientific American 
1896 The United States Protected Cruiser Olympia. Scientific American. 74(20):177. 
 
Shulman, Mark Russell 
1995 Navalism and the Emergence of American Sea Power, 1882-1893. Naval Institute Press, 
Annapolis, Maryland. 
 
 
 



 114 

Tisdale, Lieu 
1908 Three Years Behind the Guns: The True Chronicles of a “Diddy Box”. New York 
Century Company, New York, New York. 
 
United States Department of the Interior 
1990 Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Historic Vessel Preservation Projects with 
Guidelines for Applying the Standards. National Park Service, National Maritime Initiative, 
History Division, Washington, DC. 
 
United States Navy Department 
1914 Ship’s Data: U.S. Naval Vessels. Government Printing Office, Washington, D.C. 
 
Vinson, Carl 
1958 Letter to Francis D. Pastorious, 3 July 1958. Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia Collection, 
Cruiser Olympia Association, Restoration Correspondence, Box 30, Independence Seaport 
Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Whyte, Robert C. 
1969 Letter to Judge Weinrott, 23 February 1969. Manuscript, Cruiser Olympia Collection, 
Cruiser Olympia Association, Restoration Correspondence, Box 30, Independence Seaport 
Museum Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Wiggins, Marcus P. 
1894 The Cruiser Olympia. Harper’s Weekly. 38:112. 

 
 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  



 

 


