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The Elmer S. Dailey (U.S. Registry # 166315) is a wooden canal boat built
for service on the Erie Canal and later fitted with Diesel power for pushing other
barges. One of a group of three related vessels now sunk at their moorings in
Bridgeport Harbor, it is completely below the surface of the water, even at the
lowest tide. While nothing definite has been arranged, efforts are underway to
raise the vessel and find it a permanent setting.

The Elmer S. Dailey measures 105.2' long, 17.9' beam, 9.9' depth of hold,
and had a net capacity of 101 tons. The hull is almost rectangular in both section
and plan, with bluntly rounded bow and stern. The profile of the hull is nearly as
prosaicj the bulwarks, perforated by scuppers, rise upward to the stem which is
slightly raked back. There are prominent strakes in the bow and topside along the
sides of the vessel. A coaming about 2' high frames the single large cargo opening
which occupies about two-thirds of the boat's length. This was covered by a series
of convex hatch covers. Abaft is a small, boxy pilothouse the width of the coaming
and behind, a low cabin with companionway. A short stack protrudes from the cabin
roof. There is a small mast with lights and signal lines and a boom for lowering
the dinghy which rested on the cabin roof.

The Elmer S. Dailey was built by William H. Follette in 1915 at Tonawanda,
New York. In 1928 the Claire B. Follette, as it was originally known, was rebuilt
by Brown- Drydock on Staten Island. Two Fairbanks-Morse in-line six=cylinder Diesels
were installed, the pilothouse and stack were added, and the name changed. At some
later date, one of the engines was removed. A large compressed air reservoir was
used to start the direct-drive engine, which was variously rated at 180 or 210
horsepower. In its final version, the vessel was manned by a crew of three.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Elmer S. Dailey is the only known surV1v1ng Erie Canal boat.

One of

only a few wooden-hulled canal boats remaining, it is an artifact of America's most
It perfectly typifies the genre: simple lines, shallow draft,
dimensioned to barely fit the 18' wide locks, rounded ends and strakes to minimize
damage from collisions with other vessels or with the sides of the tight locks.
Although the 100-ton capacity of the Elmer S. Dailey reflects the enlargement of’
the Erie Canal during the 19th century, its form is essentially the same as that

famous canal.

of earlier, smaller canalboats.

The modifications of 1928 have not seriously compromised the historic value

of the vessel, since the distinctive hull shape remains.

Moreover, such a re-

building was common after the Erie was replaced by the New York Barge Canal, as

owners converted some of their old barges into tow-= or push—boats.l
done to the boat

‘The damage

and the amount of material lost due to its submersion can only be

assessed when it is raised, but current opinion is optimistic that structural
damage is slight.

The Elmer S. Dailey was built at the end of the Erie ersa, in 1915, by

William H. Follette, a prominent shipbuilder and mayor of Tonawanda, New York. One
-of his junior partners at the time was Stewart Dailey, son of Irish immigrants and
Shortly after Follette's death around 1917, Dailey
moved a number of canalboats to New York City where he established his own lighterage
company, moving material around the port and between New York and nearby New Jersey
and Connecticut harbors. The Elmer S. Dailey was used in this trade as a barge until
1928 when the Diesel power was added, so that in addition to carrying cargo in its

former mule driver on the Erie.

own hold, it could be used to push another barge.

Although its service on the Erie Canal was brief, the Elmer S. Dailey's
significance is great because of the part played by the Canal in American history.
The Erie Canal was the first important step in the transportation revolution which
transformed the American economy by creating a national market. In addition to its
economic effect from linking the Midwest with the East Coast, the Erie Canal inspired
the public to undertake numerous other (generally less successful) canal projects.

It trained a whole generation of engineers. And it added to American folklore a
wealth of anecdotes, songs and tall tales.

1Four of the fifteen canal boats in an undated but probably early 20th-
century view of New York have pilot houses similar to Elmer S. Dailey's. See Francis
P. Kimball, New York - The Canal State (Albany: Argus Press, 1937), opps pe 27.
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