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Place in Peril: Joplin’s Olivia Apartments
Jill Sullivan

Note: This article was originally published in the Winter 
2021 issue of The Joplin Toad, an intergalactic Joplin, 
Missouri fine-arts publication. It’s reprinted here with 
their permission and is followed by an update. 

Nearly 115 years ago, the construction of The Olivia 
Apartments in Joplin, Missouri, began and ended in 
merely nine months, with the building opening to the 
public in October 1906. According to historic newspaper 
accounts, the Olivia was “the first apartment house 
built in Joplin,” shortly thereafter becoming known as 
the “handsomest apartment house in the west.”

The Olivia was commissioned by A.E. Bendelari, an 
entrepreneur who, like many others, made his way to 
Joplin during their mining boom, arriving about 1900. 
Initially involved with the development and operation 
of mines, Bendelari discovered “one of the richest 
mines in the history of the field,” the Yellow Dog Mine. 
Although Bendelari was prominent in the upbringing 
of the Joplin mining district, he didn’t stick around, 
leaving Joplin and dying in Lexington, Kentucky, by 
1952. Bendelari named the Olivia after his mother, 
who never set eyes on the five-story masterpiece.    

The Olivia is one of several notable projects designed by 
architect Austin Allen, who graduated from Joplin schools 
and re-settled in the area after studying and working for 
agencies in Europe and New York. One could argue that the 
Olivia is perhaps his most notable Joplin project; however, 
his architectural accomplishments are aplenty, including 
Joplin’s United Hebrew Temple, the Elks Club Lodge #501, 
St. Peter’s Catholic 
Church, the 
Shubert Theatre 
(demolished 1940), 
and the Newman 
Building, which 
presently serves as 
the Joplin City Hall. 
Not to mention 
residences, 
such as his own 
home and that of 
mining executive 
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Oliver S. Picher, which contains many characteristics that he used in the 
Olivia: intricate woodwork, stained glass windows, wainscoting, etc. 

Contractors Christopher August Dieter and John Wenzel (Dieter & Wenzel) built the 
Olivia, as well as many other prominent Joplin structures, including the Hotel Connor 
(demolished 1979), the Miners Bank Building (fire 1982; demolished 1983), the Scottish 
Rite Temple, and others. The Joplin Globe dubbed Dieter, who emigrated from Germany 
in 1899, “the dean of Joplin builders.” The works of Dieter & Wenzel are acclaimed 
beyond Joplin, reaching into several other states and, during World War I, post office 
commissions from the federal government. The Olivia is among their most notable works.      

The Olivia was, indeed, handsome, as well as outfitted with amenities galore. A showcase 
of Italian marble, mosaic floor tile, skylights, and “a large leaded glass window with the 
name “Olivia” expertly crafted in multi-colored glass” greeted residents and visitors alike, 
with the rotunda being connected to the upper floors via “a polished oak staircase [that] 
spiraled upward.” Each of the original 34 apartments, some with nearly 2,000 square 

feet of living space, featured built-ins, 
fireplaces, detailed woodwork, marble 
bathrooms, and “every labor-saving device 
available,” as well as private balconies. 

Interestingly, the Olivia opened as what’s 
now commonly referred to as a mixed-use 
building, which includes both commercial 
and residential space. In a circa 1906 issue, 
The Hotel Monthly describes the Olivia 
as a “combination hotel, family hotel and 
apartment house.” We learn from local records 
that formal dining facilities, a grill room, 
a billiard room, a barber/manicure shop, 

and other spaces within the building were open to the public. 

The Olivia was in use for 100 years, from 1906 until the City of Joplin deemed the building 
unsafe and ordered residents to vacate in 2006. Since then, the Olivia has changed hands 
numerous times, with each well-meaning new owner renewing promises of revitalization. Yet 
decades-long deferred maintenance, abandonment, and neglect continue to threaten the 
Olivia, with a December 2020 fire exacerbating the situation. 

Locals, whether individuals, groups, or organizations, 
continue to make decades-long efforts toward a viable 
solution for saving the Olivia. Although the building is not 
currently slated for demolition, it has been suggested to 
the City of Joplin’s Building Board of Appeals in the past 
that it be taken into consideration and no doubt will be 
again if let to stand stagnant. To put it plainly, the Olivia 
is in imminent danger—time is of the utmost essence.  

But how, exactly, do we save the Olivia? Studies conducted 
by previous would-be developers suggest that luxury 
living isn’t the answer. A recent denial of another would-
be developer’s application for low-income tax credits 
indicates that that’s not a good option. Unfortunately, 
it’s not as easy as plopping a new roof on top and 
securing the perimeter to buy more time, unless the time 
that we buy is accompanied by a truly viable solution. 
But the good news is that the Olivia, as was found by 
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Olivia Apartments in state of neglect
(Photo by Jill Sullivan, 2020)
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We are seeking content for our Newsletter and Blog! 

For more information, conatct Missouri Preservation at 
admin@preservemo.org

a recent analysis, is, in fact, structurally sound, even after all that she’s been through. 
What’s more, the Olivia’s listing in the National Register of Historic Places (2008) makes 
potential revitalization projects eligible for both state and federal preservation-related tax 
credits (and it’s unlikely that any plan would be doable without them). Still, how do we 
save her? I don’t know, other than to say I suppose the answer to how we save the Olivia 
is not as important as our continually working together to try, whatever the outcome.        

The future of this magnificent historic structure is uncertain. The only certainty is that if 
we let the Olivia go, then we further damage the increasingly threadbare historic fabric of 
our community. It is said that A.E. Bendelari’s investment in the Olivia was a “monumental 
testimonial to the universal confidence in Joplin’s future.” Now, 115 years later, it’s up 
to us whether we revitalize the Olivia, thereby renewing confidence in our community’s 
future, or we let it go. It seems to me (and many others) that we’ve let go of too much. 

UPDATE: Long Live the Olivia!

In 2020, Post Art Library, a preservation-related 
not-for-profit located in Joplin, nominated the 
Olivia for inclusion on Missouri Preservation’s 
2020 Places in Peril list. It was their hope that a 
Places in Peril listing would help generate interest 
among developers and guess what?! It did!

After the December 2020 fire, the Downtown Joplin 
Alliance Endangered Properties Program Committee 
began working with city staff, community leaders, 
and others toward a viable solution for saving the 
Olivia. The result? The owners of Blue Haven Homes, 
a Joplin-based family-owned real estate investment 
company dedicated to renovating and revitalizing 
distressed properties, acquired the Olivia and is working 
with Neal Group Construction, also Joplin-based 
and previous recipients of Missouri Preservation’s 
esteemed McReynolds Award, to rehabilitate the 
Olivia with an Historic Tax Credit project for mixed-
use commercial and market-rate housing. At the time 
of this writing, the Olivia has a new roof, is cleaned 
out, and the project is on track with an anticipated 
completion date of spring 2023, just in time for Joplin’s Sesquicentennial (150th) year. 

The rehabilitation of Joplin’s Olivia Apartments is a wonderful example of 
how collaborative, decades-long preservation efforts can – and do – come to 
fruition. Keep up the good work, everyone. And long live the Olivia!  

The Olivia Apartments in Spring 2021, shortly after 
the start of construction.

(Photo by Riley Price, 2021.)
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On October 20th, Missouri Preservation made the virtual announcement of the 2021 Places 
in Peril list. Last year, in lieu of a “Watched” list or re-listing properties, the Places in Peril 
committee determined that once an endagered place is listed, it remains on the list until it has 
been saved. All of the listed locations are included on an interactive map which can be found on 
our Places in Peril home page. Each location is categorized by its current status and linked to 
a corresponding page with more information on how to help out those still endangered. Please 
take a look at this map if you have not yet had the chance, and help us keep it updated with the 
most recent information!

923  BROADWAY “SEIDEN’S FURS” 
Kansas City, Jackson County

UNION HOTEL
Jefferson City, Cole County

GRAND AUGLAIZE BRIDGE “BRUMLEY SWINING BRIDGE” 
Brumley, Miller County

OAKLEY CHAPEL AFRICAN METHODIST EPISCOPAL CHURCH
Tebbets, Callaway County

JOPLIN UNION DEPOT
Joplin, Jasper County

DORMAN HOUSE
Clinton, Henry County

Grand Auglaize Bridge (Photo by Missouri Life Magazine)
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Welcome to our Board!
Missouri Preservation voted and approved 5 new members to the Board of Directors at the 2021 
Year-End board meeting. We hope you will help us in welcoming these new directors! More 
information on each of the directors can be found at www.preservemo.org 

Marina Trifan — Saint Joseph
Ryan Reed — Omaha, NE (Hometown of Rolla, MO)

Jacob Stotler — Salem
Trevor Tutt — Saint Joseph

Mason Martel — Kansas City

Missouri Preservation would also like to thank the following board members who have termed-
off. Thank you for your hard work and dedication to the organization!

Ann Holtshouser —St. Louis
Bradley Wolf — Kansas City

Craig Milde — Cape Girardeau
Marion Smith — St. Louis

Rachel Consolloy — Kansas City

If you or someone you know is interested in serving on the Board of Directors for Missouri 
Preservation, please don’t hesitate to reach out. We are always seeking new individuals, 
perspectives, and fresh ideas for the organization!

SAVE THE DATE



Do you follow us on social media?
Follow us to get more updates on what’s happening in preservation around the state!

@missouri.preservation @missouripreservation@missouripreserv
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Advocacy Updates
Missouri Preservation will be attending the virtual National Preservation Advocacy Week, hosted 
by Preservation Action, in March 2022. 

Plans for a 2022 Missouri Preservation Advocacy Day at the Capitol in Jefferson City are still 
tentative, due to new concerns with COVID-19. Be sure to sign up for our email list to receive 
updates! 

Now Accepting Nominations!
The annual Missouri Preservation Honor Awards recognize individuals, groups, and 
organizations that have contributed to the preservation of MIssouri’s rich and diverse 
collection of historic resources. Help us recognize someone in your community! 

Nominations for the 2022 Honor Awards are due by February 7, 2022. 
Forms can be found online at www.preservemo.org




