USS Olympia

Herald of the American Century
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A National Historic Landmark, USS Olympia (C-6) helped secure victory for the United States in the Spanish-American War in 1898 and later carried the body of the Unknown Soldier from France to Arlington, Virginia, in 1921.  As a popular floating museum, Olympia today plays a vital role in the economic life of the Delaware River waterfront by promoting tourism.  

However, for many years, Olympia was a victim of neglect.  Saved from the scrap yards, but otherwise largely forgotten, she lay in “mothballs” at the Philadelphia Naval Shipyard from 1922 to 1958.  Though well intentioned, the Cruiser Olympia Association, charged with restoration of the ship, had neither the resources nor the expertise to properly preserve this unique American treasure.  By 1996, her decks leaked profusely, her hull was a mass of corrosion, and she may have achieved the all-time record among floating vessels for length of time without dry-docking.  The Independence Seaport Museum, recognizing her historical significance and importance in Philadelphia maritime tradition, adopted Olympia and since that date has worked to renew and to preserve this remarkable vessel for future generations.

Historical Significance

Olympia is the oldest steel warship afloat in the world.  Commissioned in 1895, Olympia was built with innovative armor plating produced by Pennsylvania steel mills.  She was one of the fastest ships of the era.  Flagship of the Asiatic Squadron, she was crewed by over 400 officers and enlisted men and carried a contingent of 40 Marines. 

On May 1, 1898, under the direction of Theodore Roosevelt, then undersecretary of the Navy, Commodore George Dewey led the Squadron to victory over the Spanish fleet at Manila Bay in the Philippines.  This Spanish-American War battle was the first significant triumph for the United States of America over the old colonial empires of Europe and it began America’s journey to become a dominant force on the globe.

Olympia is emblematic of this new era. With her luxuriously appointed officer’s wardrooms juxtaposed to her 24 bristling cannons, she truly represents Theodore Roosevelt’s image of the New Steel Navy.  She embodies the “walk softly and carry a big stick” gunboat diplomacy that dominated US foreign policy for decades during and after Olympia’s time in service. 

In one of her last missions, Olympia was given the unique honor of returning the body of the Unknown Solder from La Havre, France, in 1921.   

Olympia represents a significant turning point in the history of the United States.  Her launching defines the moment of our ascension as a major power; her engagement in the Philippines marks her as a major fighting force of the United States, itself a former colony, in combat against the old European imperial dominations.  In the aftermath of the Great War, Olympia became the symbol of the rise of the United States to the position of a great world power. 
Educational Significance
Olympia is a terrific platform for educating schoolchildren and adults alike about the history of the U.S. Navy, America’s emergence as a world power, and life at the end of the Gilded Age. The Independence Seaport Museum has designed multiple shipboard programming on renewable resources, the industrial revolution, and technological innovations, mechanical advantage, as well as stories of sailors’ life on board.  These programs greatly enhance visitors understanding of America at this crucial moment in her awakening onto the world stage. 
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Preservation Efforts

In January 1996, when the Seaport Museum assumed management of Olympia, we immediately took steps to protect her from impending catastrophic mishap and are pleased to report that we have successfully administered much of the requisite first aid.  As of September 2007, the Museum has raised and spent over $4,000,000 on Olympia.    Restoration activities over the past 11 years have produced significant results, including the following. 

Documentation

· We set up and enlarged our collection of over 500 original construction drawings of the ship in both digital and paper formats.

· We organized and expanded our collection of more than 300 copies and original photographs of Olympia during her service period.

· We succeeded in establishing the Seaport Museum as the repository of primary resources of the era such as Naval documents, the ship’s newspaper, the Bounding Billow, as well as diaries, photos and glass plate negatives, musical instruments, furniture and artifacts from the ship’s crew.

· We drafted a 160 page Historic Structures Report in accordance with the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Historic Vessel Preservation. 

Assessments

· We conducted extensive stability tests and floodable length studies in conjunction with the US Navy.

· We established a single compartment floodability standard for the vessel, with assistance from the respected engineering firm, Jamestown Marine Service.

Environmental protection
· We have successfully removed and disposed of 30 tons of asbestos from public and non-public spaces in an environmentally safe manner. 

· We have removed and disposed of over 25 tons of non-historic and non-hazardous debris once contained on the ship.

Repairs and Restoration

· We repaired six watertight bulkheads and their watertight doors with a Save America’s Treasures project grant.

· We have restored 6 of the 10 six-pounder gun ports to their original configuration.

· We acquired and installed two more original six-pounder guns for two vacant casemate gun ports.

· We constructed a new wheelhouse to precise historic specification in conjunction with our boatbuilding workshop and with generous support from the PA Historical and Museum Commission and the 1772 Foundation.
· We repaired or replaced deck plating and catwalks in critical engineering spaces.

· We painted the topsides and other exterior and interior surfaces for coverage of approximately one acre of surface area.
· We applied a waterproof membrane to the exterior decks.

· We upgraded the ship’s electrical and service water systems.
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Safety

· We installed an improved mooring system.

· We implemented a remotely monitored system of bilge, fire, and security alarms containing 57 sensors.

· We upgraded emergency pumps and emergency lights.

· We established comprehensive clearly marked tour routes to greatly improve the visitor experience on both Olympia and our other National Historic Landmark vessel, the 1944 submarine Becuna.
Interpretation & Programming

· We removed many inappropriate and anachronistic displays from the interior of the ship.

· We have made several steam engines on board Olympia operational for demonstration and educational programming.
· We have opened multiple previously closed spaces to the public, including the National Engineering Landmark engine room.

· We are in the process of installing new interpretive panels to interior and exterior spaces (with the help of a grant from the National Park Service). 

· We tour over 20,000 school children annually through the Olympia.

· We will offer a variety of shipboard programs in line with the National Standard for Education for grade school students using Olympia as an educational platform.  Future programming will include lessons on Teddy Roosevelt and the Great White Fleet, the Olympia and the fight against the Bolshevik Revolution, the science of shipbuilding, and the geography of coal and the Industrial Revolution.

Restoration Needs

The Museum’s initial 11-year campaign to preserve Olympia has won many important friends.  In 1999, the ship was awarded “Official Project” status by the Save America’s Treasures program of the National Trust for Historic Preservation.  

To ensure her long-term survival, which is not yet guaranteed, Olympia must be towed to a dry-dock facility where she will undergo extensive hull repairs and deck replacements. Olympia was last dry-docked in 1945.  Today her hull is seriously corroded, especially along the wind-and-water line, and she needs extensive hull-plate repair.  Olympia currently has 62 patched holes in her hull.  In addition, all of Olympia’s exterior decks need replacement to ensure the long-term preservation of the interior of the vessel.

In conjunction with ensuring the physical integrity of the ship for future generations, we plan to refine our interpretation and education programs and the Museum’s outreach efforts to connect with a larger audience who will be able to use this brilliant teaching aide to increase their understanding of our past and our future.
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