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Once dubbed “the Great Experiment,” the Excelsior class was developed in the late 2270’s 
as the testbed for the Transwarp Drive, a revolutionary propulsion system that showed great 
promise and was poised to forever change space travel as we know it. 
 
The prime impetus behind the development of Transwarp Propulsion technology was 
Starfleet’s desire for extra-galactic exploration—outside of our galaxy, beyond the 
immensely powerful energy field known as the Galactic Barrier.  The Starship Enterprise (CH 
1701) remains the only Federation Starship to have breached the barrier—in 2264 and 2268.  
The second occasion saw the starship commandeered by a group of Kelvans seeking to 
return to their home in the Andromeda Galaxy.  Based on the limited data gathered during 
that mission, it was concluded that a combination of super-warp propulsion and specially 
modulated shielding would be required, should a vessel wish to safely traverse the barrier 
and avoid the deadly psionic side-effects. 
 
An additional contributing factor behind the development of Excelsior and of Transwarp, 
was the pace of KDF development and expansion.  The introduction of the C-8/C-9/K’Herr 
class Dreadnought—which comfortably outgunned the Federation II Dreadnought class—
plus reliable intelligence pointing towards increased heavy starship production once again 
forced Starfleet’s hand and caused them to accelerate their plans. 
 
Authorized in mid 2274, the project’s aims were simple—to produce a heavy cruiser of 
increased size & capability vis-à-vis the Enterprise class, that packed Dreadnought-level 
firepower or better, had room for a vastly increased small craft loadout and was capable of 
self-sufficient operations for a minimum of 10 years.   
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
By 2282, the development process had advanced to the point where just two designs were 
still in consideration—Excelsior and Ingram.  Starfleet ordered one full-scale prototype of 
each and subjected them to exhaustive testing over the next year.  Would it not have been 
for the ultimate failure of Transwarp development to produce substantive results, then it is 
very likely that both classes would have entered production. 
 
As it stood though, the problem with engineering and producing a working Transwarp Drive 
lay not with the actual hardware—both Excelsior’s FTWA-1 and Ingram’s UTI-27 engines 
performed flawlessly—but rather the physics and engineering principles that made up 
Transwarp theory and the computer control systems that Starfleet developed to harness and 
implement that theory.  The modifications made to Enterprise by the Kelvans were simply too 
advanced, radically so, and were impossible for Starfleet to replicate given the Kelvans’ vast 
technological superiority over the Federation.   
 
Starfleet’s solution in this case was to try and develop a way of producing a controlled 
wormhole.  In theory, producing a controlled wormhole directly in a starship’s path would 
cause a ship to be sucked in and propelled forward at speeds far above what any 
conventional warp drive of the day, was capable of. 
 
However, the efforts of Starfleet’s most brilliant engineers and physicists were unable to 
produce a control system sophisticated and powerful enough to manage the wormhole 
once it was opened. Warp engine imbalances, which occurred to an almost frightening 
degree on early prototype starships equipped with Linear-feed Warp Drive Systems, began 
occurring with the same alarming frequency on both Excelsior and Ingram.  Despite the 
massive amounts of data collected during these tests/trials and the sheer amount of effort 
that went into trying to adapt the experimental control systems to counter any imbalance, 
no real progress was made.   



The most damning setback to Transwarp Development was the loss of the prototype Ingram.  
While on yet another field trial, the warp engines became unbalanced, but instead of the 
problem being corrected or at least compensated for by the latest set of computer 
modifications—they inexplicably caused the engines themselves to implode—resulting in the 
total loss of the prototype and its skeleton crew. 
 
By this time, Starfleet was rapidly loosing patience.  More time, effort and resources was 
being poured into the development of a working Transwarp Drive system, than into 
development of the starship that system was meant to equip.  Consequently, after the 
destruction of Ingram, all Transwarp development work was permanently canceled. 
 
Based on all data and evaluations to that point, Excelsior’s design was chosen for active 
production and the ship was stripped of all experimental computer control systems, 
replaced by the latest systems designed for use with standard warp drive.  The whole 
concept of Transwarp Drive was not exactly essential to dealing with the military threat 
posed by the Klingon establishment and with Excelsior’s tactical capabilities such as they 
were, Starfleet was understandably anxious to see the ship enter production as soon as 
possible. 
 
Excelsior’s phaser armament—11 Banks and 5 individual emitters—benefitted from the 
increased power output afforded by a larger warp reactor core and more powerful warp 
engines, so much so that these weapons were designated as ‘Type VIII’ models.  The 
Excelsior was also the first ‘heavy’ starship class to include aft-firing photon torpedo 
launchers as standard. 
 
The Deflector Shield System though was where Excelsior stood out—with a capacity some 
41% higher than the Enterprise class.  In simulations, this allowed for a comfortable margin of 
victory in a one-on-one encounter with a KDF K’Herr class vessel, especially given the 
general superiority of phaser vs disruptor weaponry. 
 
Though her role as a technology testbed proved less than successful, the Excelsior had a 
heavy influence on starship design and engineering through the later half of the 23rd and 
into the early 24th century.  The class also proved to be powerful and extremely capable, 
eventually supplanting the venerable Enterprise class as Starfleet’s premier deep space 
explorer.  A design variant, produced in limited quantity, was the basis for the third Starship 
Enterprise (CH 1701-B), which served from 2293 to 2327. 
 
Ships of the class continued to serve with distinction well into the 24th century, where Starfleet 
top brass favored them as command ships.  They remained relatively untested in combat 
however, until the advent of hostilities with the Cardassian Union in the early 2330’s, where 
they bested the technologically inferior forces of the Cardassian Guard. 
 
By the latter half of the 24th Century however, Excelsior class ships and others of that era 
(Miranda, Centaur et al) were considered second-line units.  They participated heavily in the 
Dominion War, where the Valley Forge (CH 43305) accumulated the most impressive kill 
record of all ships still operating.  Nevertheless, the class suffered grievously—though not as 
much as the Miranda class—and the Valley Forge herself was lost and presumed destroyed 
during the First Battle of Chin’toka in 2374. 
 

An attempt was made early on in the war, to boost the class’ combat capability. In 2373  
Lakata (CH 42768), one of the small handful of ships produced to the modified design 
standard, was selected as a testbed.  Her power systems were upgraded across the board, 
her Type VIII Phaser Banks were replaced with higher power Type IX models (along with 
numerous additional emitters installed) and the 4 Torpedo Launchers were upgraded to MK 
III specs to accommodate a loadout of Quantum Torpedoes.  Unfortunately, when the 
Lakota herself was tested (albeit unintentionally) against the USS Defiant (DD 74205), the 
results were abysmal and it was decided against upgrading any further ships at the time. 
 
Excelsior class production (of all variants) ended in 2346, in favor of the Korolev and 
Ambassador classes.  All surviving vessels were formally retired at the war’s end in 2376, the 
Excelsior (CH 2000) herself being restored for inclusion in the Fleet Museum. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Excelsior class, original configuration (top) circa 2285 
Excelsior class, modified configuration (bottom) circa 2293 

Class 
Classification 
 
Service 
Number Active 
 
Length 
Beam 
Height 
Decks 
 

Excelsior 
Heavy Cruiser  
 
2285-2347 
0 
 
467m 
185m 
100m 
28 
 

Mass 
 
Compliment 

2,150,000 metric tons 
 
705 

Armament 
 
 
 
Defense Systems 

11 Type VIII Phaser Banks 
5 Type VIII Phaser Emitters 
4 2nd Class Photon Torpedo Launchers 
 
Standard Deflector Shield System 
        total capacity 1,201,500 TerraJoules 
 
Standard Duranium Double Hull  







Editor’s Annotations 
 
Starfleet’s ‘Great Experiment’ really, really took a while to grow on me.  The creation of Nilo Rodis-Jamero and Bill George, the Excelsior was to the Enterprise, what the B-29 “Super 
Fortress” was to the B-17 “Flying Fortress” during World War II (according to the script from Star Trek III). 
 
When writing the history, I hesitated heavily.  I don’t like leaning heavily on any one source, but reading Volume 12 of the Federation Spaceflight Chronology and letting Richard 
Mandel’s extremely detailed explanation roll around the recesses of my brain for a bit, I decided to follow the path he laid out—and in that vein, this is probably one of the more weaker 
publications I’ve written.  From a political and military standpoint, it wouldn’t take much effort for one to concoct his/her own reason why developments with the Klingons & Romulans 
pushed Starfleet to build what was then, a massive machination such as Excelsior.  From a technical/engineering standpoint, it’s even easier—no clear, concrete explanation ever 
having been given as to why Transwarp was ultimately considered a failure. 
 
I do have to give Mr. Mandel credit for his great creativity though.  Those who know something of US Naval History during the World War II era should enjoy the nice chunk of text in which 
he crafts a story with eerie parallels to the Philadelphia Experiment.  As always, a link to that specific volume of the FSC can be found in the bibliography. 
 
One would imagine that the Excelsiors began to loose some of their military ‘luster’ around the time of the Cardassian War.  The emergence of the Renaissance class at the turn of the 
century and the introduction of the Ambassador class a little while thereafter made them obsolete, but given the technological inferiority of the Cardassians, the conflict seemed perfect 
for a ‘gallant last stand’ of sorts.  Unfortunately, there is very little known about it and creating a whole backstory from scratch would be outside the scope of this publication. 
 
As I was mildly disgusted with the way the Miranda was treated in DS9 (as mere canon fodder), I was slightly more relieved to see just the Valley Forge bite the dust as hard as the Sitak 
and the Majestic.  Nevertheless, if there was any doubt that the Excelsior class’ glory days were long behind it, latter episodes of DS9 put those to rest.
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