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Author’s Note

When I set out to tell the story of David L.
Hayes and his magnificent trophy smallmouth bass, I had no idea how
huge this story had become and how far its word had reached. I
guess that’s why they call them “World” records. This one fish has
made history in so many ways. From day one, this record had made a
name for itself, as well as those that share the number two and
three positions on the world record chart.

Caught on the Tennessee/Kentucky State Line,
both states have laid claim to David’s 11-pound beauty since its
scales first felt dry air. With rumors and half-truths buzzing
through the Dale Hollow current, I simply wanted to let the world
know the story. Three men sat quietly on the sidelines of this
controversial tale and watched as their fish jumped up and down
that world record chart. In this book’s writing, I hope I truly
captured the fish tales behind all the drama of the media. From D.
L. Hayes to John Gorman and Paul Beal, I wanted to tell the fun
history that captures the hearts of those that love a good
story—and love to fish. In my studies I eventually encountered the
many Smallmouths caught by Billy Westmorland, also. This man’s name
is on the chart many times! All of these men have great stories all
twisted into one, right here on Dale Hollow.

I thank them and their families for their
wonderful tales. Here is how it all happened.

DS ~


Chapter One
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“The One That Got Away”

November 1952

D. L. Hayes and his buddy, Paul Miller, sat
comfortably in their little fishing boat in the middle of Dale
Hollow Lake. It was a cool day with a few ominous clouds rolling in
the sky. The two had trolled most of their day around Lillydale
Campground in the heart of where the Obey and Wolf Rivers meet. It
was a favorite for both men, and this particular day was worthy of
their admiration. They’d caught several good fish over the course
of the day, but both were still anxious to catch what they’d come
for … one of those Dale Hollow Smallmouths.

After a long and pleasant day of reeling in a
number of good fish, the men decided to call it quits and join
their fellow friends back at Lillydale Campground. They had chosen
a pristine point in the heart of the lake to set up camp.

Around the campfire that night, Paul made
mention of the weather. “Supposed to be pretty cold tonight,
boys.”

“Ah, we’re dressed for a little cold breeze,
Miller. This is smallmouth country … no room for pansies.” Of
course, the bantering of friends went on for quite some time that
evening, and all eventually took leave and sauntered off to their
tents. As they curled up into their sleeping bags, quite a cold
storm was brewing.

When the rays of morning light pierced the
weave of David’s tent, he reached out to find his thermometer. It
seemed bitter cold despite all their cold weather gear they had
carted from their homes in preparation for the trip. David soon
found that it not only just seemed cold … it was 19 degrees cold!
And to boot, there were four dusty inches of bright white snow all
about them. Wow, what a difference a day makes.

Needless to say, the boys didn’t rush from
their tents and out into the biting wind and spitting snow. The
lake looked formidable, and most were intent on building a fire
instead. But after a long and frosty early morning nap and an even
longer stay by the fire, Paul and David fired up the little 25
horsepower Johnson and piled in their rods. They’d make the best of
this icy day on the Dale.

The two quickly decided that a nearby bend in
the river was the spot for them. It was a spot they often
frequented and, more importantly, was not far away! The spot in
question just happened to be the sharp and final bend in the Wolf
River, just above the Tennessee/Kentucky State line. It had a nice
array of both shallow and deep water for the boys to troll.

As far as shallow water goes, Dale Hollow
doesn’t have its share of it. It’s a deep lake where the channels
often delve to below one hundred feet, and even the many shallower
spots aren’t fishable until the lake drops its level in the autumn.
Usually, by mid November, the lake has fallen fifteen to twenty
feet in pool due to the generation schedule at the dam and the
naturally drier climate during that time of year. On this cold
November day, the water had indeed fallen nearly twenty feet making
many of the usually deep fishing spots closer to the surface. It
was a condition David liked, and he spent many days fishing the
lake at its lower levels.

After another fifteen minutes of searching
their way through the cold fog, the boys rumbled past Trooper
Island. On some days, the trolling would start right here and wind
around the corner to their intended destination of Jones Creek
Hollow. But today, the men were looking forward to a calm cove with
no breeze to begin their fishing adventure. At least it would be
warmer there, out of the wind.
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Phillip’s Bottom, Mouth of Wolf River

David finally pulled back on the throttle and
eased into the waters near Jones Creek (now State Dock Hollow). The
dirt road from Burkesville, Kentucky, was in view just ahead on the
left, terminating as a make-shift boat ramp. Even in the frosty
morning fog, the winding road looked out of place, carved into the
mountain side. Former Governor Albert “Happy” Chandler built the
road to what many referred to as “nowhere”. It wound its way
through the tiny community known as Frogue, then delved into the
placid hollow of Jones Creek, also known early-on as Hoots Hollow
(Hoot Owl Holler). In its early days, few saw need in yet another
road twisting its way toward Dale Hollow Lake. But in its later
days, many came to enjoy the Kentucky State Park that flanked that
“road to nowhere” on both sides. Miles of horse trails and camping
grounds would eventually fill the mountainsides near the lake, and
a grand lodge would one day overlook some of the favorite fishing
waters of D. L. Hayes. “The Road to Nowhere” soon became a road
heavily-traveled, and hundreds of boat slips would finally fill
this little hollow to the brim. But on this day, the only things
filling this bay were two hardy fishermen and the icy fog that
swirled with flakes of falling snow. Cold as it was, to these boys,
it felt like home.
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Overlooking Phillips Bottom from State Park
Lodge

Few early fishermen knew these waters like
these men. Even by today’s standards, their map-making skills were
keen. They had even used an early type of sonar to locate the old
home sites and foundations of the old houses and barns beneath the
waves in an effort to pinpoint key structures to fish at certain
times of year. They had old property maps remarked with odd digits
and depths that correlated with the current lake maps of the day.
The early lake maps were vague, and most fishermen preferred the
early Corps property maps over the bland blue and white blots
created for navigation. Most of the early maps were printed with
little information we now expect of our map-making; GPS grilled,
highly advanced, specialized and detailed, satellite guided sheets
of laminated perfection. David and Paul didn’t have the luxury of
our newly styled maps. They had made their own. Their high-tech
methods were about to pay off.
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Western Portion of 1950 Map of Dale Hollow Lake
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Eastern Portion 1950 Map of Dale Hollow Lake

Positioning themselves according to their
predetermined marks on their maps, the men began adjusting their
rods and rummaging through their tackle boxes for their favorite
lures.

Each fellow had his favorite supply of odd
tackle and lures of many varieties. Their well-stocked tackle boxes
had large crank baits like the Creek Chub brand as well as colorful
Doll Fly hair jigs. But, as usual, the Dale Hollow favorite, 600
series Bomber crank bait, was soon tied to most of the poles
secured to the aft of the boat. The characteristic wiggle of those
deep-diving lures was known to man and fish alike, and thousands of
these baits were tugged through this lake’s clear waters. So, on
this cold Dale Hollow day, the choice wasn’t what bait … but what
color!
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The Bomber Bait Company was begun in the
early 1940s by Ike Walker and C.S. 'Turby' Turbeville. In an
attempt to create the perfect deep-running crank bait, the two
developed several early model Bombers right out of their garage.
Eventually, the tried and true Bomber was made in five sizes, with
the 600 series being the frontrunner and mainstay of the group. The
company built the early models out of wood, but then tested one
model in 1949 in cast plastic. It didn’t seem to please the
fishermen of the time, so wood remained the chief component in
their construction until the 1970s—and then inevitably
discontinued. As with most lure companies, these savvy businessmen
realized that the color of a particular lure was often a key issue
in crank bait sales. Every angler preferred a favorite color, and
at times … so did the fish! So it only made sense for Ike and Turby
to create dozens of color combinations to fill the tackle boxes of
fishermen all over the country.
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Some Color Varieties of early model Bombers, circa
1950~80

Soon, each man had their pole rigged. At the
end of each was a colorful Bomber attached to about one hundred
yards of twenty-pound monofilament line. The two had learned early
on that lighter weight lines could easily snap in the bitter cold
conditions of winter fishing, so twenty-pound test was their usual
choice. The heavy test also aided in retrieving those precious
Bombers when that inevitable stump found one. With their lines
trying to freeze into the eyes of their poles, the men watched each
pole gently bend with the shaking action of their lures bouncing
along the lake bottom inside Jones Creek.

Years of practice had taught the men the
proper routes for trolling these waters. It was important to keep
their Bombers running true just off the lake bottom. If the bait
was too high above bottom, it would cruise right over the
tightly-tucked smallmouth bass nestled in the base of the weed beds
and rocky outcroppings below. But run a lure just a wee-bit too
deep … and it would snag into the many stumps and rocks of the
Dale. So, there was a fine line (no pun intended) between catching
that beautiful golden beauty and losing that new pearl-white
Bomber. The two had learned that only one pole each was essential.
That was the rule. Even though four lines could be dragged along, a
fish or a hang-up just wasn’t worth the extra tangled lines of the
other poles. It was a tried and true method still used today on the
Dale.

Without the slightest of effort, the men
navigated the little boat around the point of Jones Creek. They had
mapped a special location close to that cove and had learned to
pull their baits at the perfect angle to avoid getting caught up in
two large weed beds. Although both men knew about the many
foundations beneath the waves ahead of them, this weed bed was
their all-time favorite Dale Hollow honey-hole.

These particular two patches of weeds were
about ten to twenty feet apart, giving just enough room to squeeze
a couple of perfectly-placed Bombers in view of the bronze-backed
fish that called these patches home. If the men could hit that
trail between the weeds, an aggressive smallmouth would nearly
always take the bait. It was the perfect bass habitat … all they
had to do was hit it just right.

David’s boat kept chugging on around the
Jones Creek point and aimed out into the large open body of water
known as Phillips Bottom. The last great bend of the old Wolf River
beneath them created a steep bluff wall that surrounded what was
once the Upchurch family farm. Several barns and fences dotted the
landscape before the lake was created, and the large white
clapboard farm house owned by the Upchurches overlooked this one
hundred plus acre farm of bottom land along the river. In its day,
it was a grand site. On this day, two wiggling Bombers overlooked
the shadowy remains of yesteryear as they bounced along.
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Upchurch Family Farm, Phillips Bottom, 1930s

Formidable as the lake bottom was in this
bend of the river, there was a reason these men loved to troll
here. They had each caught beautiful five-pound Smallies—those
high-jumping wonders of the Dale right here in this special
spot.

David no sooner got the boat aligned when
Paul’s pole doubled over with a force on the opposite end on his
line. Excitement swelled as David slowed their pace and Paul
checked his rod. But excitement turned to disappointment in three
seconds flat. The slow tug of a ball of weeds could be felt on the
end of the line. Paul tugged away at the mess underwater and
eventually pulled it into the boat as David kept tension on his own
line. No sense in ruining a good run through “the patch”. He soon
had cleared his bait of green debris and again stretched his line
back out into the lake behind them. After an hour of criss-crossing
their favorite spot, it had not yet yielded the fish they had
expected. Both were starting to get cold and were about to make a
final run before heading back to camp. David aimed the boat through
the cut one more time for their last run.
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