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Hampton Roads’ Spanish-American War V

by Becky Poulliot

orfolk’s bid for a naval ship to
instill patriotism, increase
tourism and prime the local

economy predates the battleship
Wisconsin by almost a century. On
May 29, 1899 thousands on both sides
of the Elizabeth River witnessed a
massive parade of ships honoring the
arrival of the newest addition to the

100th Anniversary
The Spanish-American War
1898-1998

fleet, the Reina Mercedes. Reina’s
story-and how she came to Hampton
Roads-has all the makings of a
suspense novel, with happenstance and
politics determining the final outcome.

The Reina Mercedes began her
career in 1887 as a Spanish unprotected
cruiser. Named for the recently
deceased Queen Mercedes and rigged
as a schooner, Reina like its early
American counterparts (i.e. the
American “ABC” cruisers) could move

ictory Parade

The Virginian-Pilot produced and published this drawing of the Spanish unprotected cruiser Reina

s

Mercedes in 1899. Captured and successfully salvaged in late 1898 by the U.S. Navy, the cruiser
was an obsolete ship and had little combat value, even to the Spanish. Her arrival in Hampton
Roads, however, sparked a large parade to celebrate America’s decisive victory over the Spanish.
(May 6, 1899 drawing from the Virginian-Pilot)
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under steam or sail. She and two sister
ships, Alfonso XII and Reina Cristina,
were designed by the Spanish Brigadier
of Naval Engineers, with Reina being
built at the Cartagena shipyard. The
ship was obsolete by the time her service
began. As early as 1890, a Royal Decree
found her “unfit for modem warfare.”
Prior to the outbreak of the Spanish-
American War, the Reina Mercedes
served as the Santiago guard ship and
patrolled Cuban and Puerto Rican coasts
to prevent smuggling of weapons to the

insurrectionists. With the outbreak of
the war the Spanish fleet needed every
vessel, no matter how dilapidated.
Statistically, the steel-hulled Reina
Mercedes displaced 3,090 tons, ran
under steam propulsion power and was
outfitted with 22 guns of various
caliber. Her crew numbered 300.
May, 1898 found her steaming into
Santiago Harbor with Admiral Cervera,
not as a combat ship per se, but as a
block ship should the U.S. Navy make
Victory parade continued on page 6


































