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*This book is dedicated to those who packed their things and left…so we could enjoy 
the most wonderful inland lake in history. 
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Introduction 
 
 
Since my childhood, I’ve studied the many stories and folklore around Dale 

Hollow.  I’ve listened as old-timers recollect stories from when the lake was made 
and before.  I never tire of hearing the old stories from this history-rich community 
and eagerly search for more.  Living on the water has only enhanced my love of Dale 
Hollow, and I can’t imagine life elsewhere.  I can’t wait for the water to fall in the 
autumn so I can get back out there and walk amid the bricks and blocks of the 
remnants of long ago communities.  This place is my home.  I’ve tried to convey that 
feeling in the stories that follow, and I hope that you, as a reader, can obtain as 
much good from reading them as I have in writing them.  The first half of this book 
is devoted to pictures and documentation of the history of Dale Hollow.  The second 
half is a series of those warm short stories I’ve heard through the years.  They are 
very close to my heart, and I think they will touch yours. 

I’d like to thank my family.  I have no greater possession.  Their support has been 
enormous.  The computer skills of Mickey Ledbetter and his friends have made all of 
my writing possible.  I thank them for their huge contribution.  Another big thank 
you goes to Mrs. Christine Upchurch for her wonderful pictures and recollections.  
She’s a special lady.  I’d like to express my undying gratitude to those of you that 
have taken the time to say such kind words about my stories, I am truly grateful.  
And, to all the people in communities everywhere that choose to make a difference 
in life…carry on…and make history. 
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Dale Hollow Dam 
 
 
The building of Dale Hollow Dam was authorized by the Flood Control Act of 

1938 and the River and Harbor Act of 1946.  In early 1942, the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers began evacuating people from their homes and businesses.  Their 
properties had been purchased and most had moved by early autumn.  Power 
generating units were installed in 1948, ‘49, and ‘53.  The dam was built by private 
contractors and supervised by the Corps.  The dam is located approximately three 
miles east of Celina, Tennessee, 7.3 miles above its juncture with the Cumberland 
River.  The lake covers portions of Clay, Pickett, Overton and Fentress Counties in 
Tennessee and Clinton and Cumberland Counties in Kentucky.  The project consists 
of 27,700 surface acres of water and 24,842 acres of surrounding land. 

 
Information and picture supplied by U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 

 

 
 

The beginning of Dale Hollow Dam 1941/42 
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The Old Towns 
 
 
The old cities and communities of the Obey River Valley were really special 

places.  I’ve talked to so many ex-residents from these communities, and I’ve yet to 
talk to one that wouldn’t move back in a minute.  Just drop a mention of anything 
‘old town’ related, and a flood of information and emotion comes flowing forth.  The 
people of these communities had such a passion for their towns and villages.  Now 
days, some people love their communities, some do not.  But, it seems that in those 
times, there was a universal love of those areas, and those same people get fighting 
mad if a harsh word is spoken about old Willow Grove or Lillydale, Gum Grove or 
Fox Springs.  There is a fire in them that is still holding on after over 60 years.  
These pictures and stories are for them. 
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Willow Grove 
 
 

 
Willow Grove 1930’s 

 
The town of Willow Grove began as a small community in the very late 1700’s and 

early 1800’s.  Some say it derived its name from a small grove of willow trees along 
what became known as Irons Creek.  Still others say that it was lovingly named in 
respect of the previous home of some of the very early settlers in the area.  A number 
of families moved from New York State, near a town called Willow Grove.  Some say 
they named their newly found home in respect of their old hometown.  However it 
received its name, it became a thriving area and by the time Clay County was formed 
in 1870/71, it had become a metropolis for its day.  With general stores, a 
mercantile, grist mills, and a school, it was a very convenient place to live.  It was 
nestled conveniently on the banks of Irons Creek and was close to where the Irons 
mingled into the Obey River.  The rivers were a primary means of transit during 
those days, and most major cities began their early days on the banks of one.  Willow 
Grove also resided along TN Hwy 53.  It was one of the biggest and best roads in this 
section of Tennessee, and its busy travels only boosted Willow Grove’s local 
economy.  I marvel at how the people of this town got along.  In the entire existence 
of Willow Grove, during all its years, there were but two marriages that ended in 
divorce.  That’s saying something.  The townspeople and their descendants still get 
together for a reunion once a year on Labor Day weekend.  Short stories and 
recollections are shared about the town…that drowned. 
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The summer of 1942 was a gut-wrenching and painful one for the residents of 
Willow Grove and surrounding communities.  Many heated debates between the 
townspeople and the Army Corps were carried out at the homes of the residents and 
in public forums.  The Corps had put together a final picnic and get-together for the 
residents of Willow Grove as a way of smoothing-over this very tough situation.  
Some were glad that the Corps took the time to allow this closely-knit community to 
gather and say farewells.  Others were so overwhelmingly bitter over the deal, that a 
number of harsh words were spoken.  A number of ugly arguments had gotten 
underway when some of the townspeople coaxed Dr. Edward Clark to speak. Dr. 
Clark was a loved individual in the community, and even though he was 
uncomfortable speaking publicly, he chose to give his town some words of 
encouragement. Dr. Clark may not go down in history as a poignant speaker, but his 
speech on July 18, 1942, offered hope to a group of people in desperate need.  His 
speech softened the blow of moving and inspired many to press on.  His renowned 
speech follows: 

 
I have been asked, urged to try to talk to you a little.  I am a sick man, both in 

mind and body.  Those of us in this area which is soon to be inundated with water 
have a double problem to the rest of you.  I do not know what to say to you, or what 
is right to say to you.  I do not know how to say it. 

 
I am standing before you this afternoon attempting to address you when it 

occurs to me that I have more problems and more serious problems than anyone else 
I know.  We people in this valley are soon to have to seek new homes somewhere.  
All that has been dear to us, we are going to have to turn our backs upon and leave.  
Many of us have sons in that awful conflict that is raging now and will have for the 
balance of this war.  Many of you have other sons who will be inducted into the 
service, and I am telling you now…many of them will be sacrificed in this conflict 
before it is over.  Their blood will be spilled on foreign soil.  Of all the sad things I 
know anything about, it is war and hell.  And Sherman said war is hell, and I believe 
he is right. 

 
In addition to that problem with you, we are having to give up the dearest thing 

that any human has ever had from a human standpoint, and that is our little castle 
called home.  There are three words that stand out in the English language.  Those 
words are HOME, MOTHER, and HEAVEN.  I realize in this great crowd of people 
here today who are gathered here to make contact for new homes; the majority of 
you will never see each other again.  Some will go one way, some another.  But, I 
want to tell you that with that kind of dark picture before you, you should be 
thankful…because we are living in a country and under a flag that so far has 
guaranteed to you the right of Liberty, Justice, and the Pursuit of Happiness.  You 
can and will find homes in other communities.  We hope and trust that after this is 
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over and we settle back to normal, you will be useful citizens and happy the rest of 
your lives.  I am thankful we had this get-together meeting here today.  I hope that 
much good in the way of directing the tenant farmer to the people who can finish 
them homes will be accomplished, and I believe that if we just use our judgment 
with the help of the Extension Service of the University of Tennessee is giving us 
and will continue to give us, we can and will all find homes. 

 
I want to say this to you…be careful.  The price of land is 40 to 50 percent higher 

than it was a few years ago.  The man who has land to sell wants to get all he can get 
for it, and the man who had to buy feels he has to buy regardless.  Remember that 
after the other war, there was an awful letdown.  It is coming to all of us again to 
some degree.  To those of you who are going to buy land, let me admonish you to be 
careful.  But, put your home in a community where you think you would like to live; 
where there are churches, schools, and in an enterprising community that will help 
you to be better citizens.  So far as knowing what you aught to do, I do not.  I do not 
know myself.  I do not know what I am going to do, myself.  I do not now what is 
right to do.  I do not know what I can do, but by the help and direction of the 
Almighty God, I am going to live somewhere and try to make an up-right, useful 
citizen the remainder of my active life, which is not long, and I trust that you will do 
the same. 

 
Dr. Clark’s speech hit home for many.  People came to terms with the inevitable 

and moved to higher ground.  But, before we carry on, I’d like to share a few pieces 
of poetry about Willow Grove.  The first was written a very long time ago by Dewey 
Birdwell.  Dewey is no longer with us, but his heart-felt poem still is. 
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We Love Our Homes 
 

By Dewey Birdwell 
 
 

We people here at Willow Grove 
Are facing one sad thing 

We hate to give our homes up 
We sure dread the sting. 

 
We hope the land appraisers 

Will all have in their mind 
To allow us what our homes are worth 

That we have to leave behind. 
 

Things like this are serious 
As most all people know 

To give up a home you love 
With nowhere else to go. 

 
We hope arrangements can be made 

With neighbors far and near 
Where we can buy another home 

Or rent one by the year. 
 

We don’t want to move at all 
But people in power say 

“We want an Obey River Dam 
And you must move away.” 

 
We will miss the church so bad 
And schools where we often met 

In Willow Grove, the place we love 
And a place we won’t forget. 

 
But as we leave this place today 

Let’s hold our head up high 
And take the advice Dr. Clark gave 

This eighteenth of July. 
 

And if we never meet again 
Like we have here today 

Let’s hope we meet in a better world 
Where we won’t have to move away. 
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WILLOW GROVE LIMERICKS 
 

By Darren Shell 

 
 

FROM WILLOW GROVE LEFT A FATHER, 
A MOTHER, SON, AND DAUGHTER. 

THEY WENT AWAY 
‘ERE BREAK OF DAY 

AS THEIR HOME SUBMERGED IN WATER. 
 
 
 
 
 

MR. SEWELL SAID HE WASN’T LEAVING 
“DON’T LISTEN!  THE CORPS IS DECEIVING.” 

HE SAID, “THINGS WILL GET BETTER.” 
AS HIS FEET GOT WETTER, 

AND SOON, EVEN HE WAS BELIEVING. 
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Old Fence Row 
By Darren Shell 

2005 
 
 

If you could speak, old fence row, 
What is it you’d say? 

Would you speak of your younger years 
Near rolling fields of hay? 

Or, would you tell of old Jim Watkins 
In his mill there on the hill? 

Or maybe Willow Grove, the town that drowned, 
As these shores were filled? 

Would you tell us about the gym 
Where so many kids played ball, 
Riding horseback to the game 
On crisp evenings in the fall? 

How about Bob Upchurch, turning wrenches 
And pumping gas? 

How about Little Tom’s secret cave 
Behind his out-house in the back? 

Or would you, friend…old fence row, 
Tell us your deepest woe? 

That painful afternoon…in your hollow, 
Some sixty years ago. 

It must be a horrid memory…the tugging on your wire, 
The noisy, frantic bubbles…ascending toward the sky. 

It wasn’t your fault, poor fence row, 
That no one took the time 

To remove your worthless, twisted wires, 
As the water began to rise. 

And, it’s unfitting that you bare this pain 
from this accidental crime. 

You’ve had such wonderful memories, 
From so much better times. 
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But, I remember you, fence row, 

For all the things you’ve seen. 
And look forward to seeing you again, my friend, 

When the water begins to recede. 
I’ll see you again next autumn 
When once again you ascend. 

And maybe your heart will have lightened some, 
From what happened way back when. 
And, although your posts are rotting, 

And there’s not much left of you, 
I’ll patiently wait to visit 
And share a sunset view. 

We’ll reminisce about the old town, 
And see our campground friends. 

We’ll remember all the good times 
And not mention that old memory again. 

 
 
Between the boat ramp of the Willow Grove Campground and the point of Willow 

Grove Resort, is a small cove.  During the very early years of Dale Hollow, many odd 
things lie just beneath the surface of the lake.  Despite vigilant efforts by the Corps 
and many other people, some of the ‘old things’ still remained.  One poor young lad 
found this particular fence while swimming…and lost his life.  I do not know the 
man’s name, but I think of him when I see those few old fence posts that still reside 
there.  Those old posts saw a lot of history, both good and bad, and that’s a touching 
thought. 
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Irons Creek Bridge near Willow Grove 

Hawkins Children 
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Willow Grove High School Late 1930’s 

 

 
Willow Grove Gymnasium 

School is out of picture on right. 
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Second large school house in Willow Grove (in distance) 

Christine Dulworth Upchurch (left) 
Unknown neighbor (center) 

Randall Dulworth (with dog) 
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Early Willow Grove School 

It was a two-year school at this time 
 

 
The sight of the Willow Grove Church of Christ is now the swimming area of the Willow 

Grove Campground. 
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This was the last gathering of the church in 1942 

 

 
In Willow Grove 

Bob Upchurch, Owner (seated, far right) 
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Johnson Ford 1943, just downstream from Willow Grove 

 
This picture is significant in that it shows the Obey in early 1943, just as the lake level was 

beginning to rise.  Notice the cleared land.  The tree line denotes the future lake level.  
Picture taken from Hwy 53 road bed, one half mile above First Island, facing North-West 

toward Poor Branch.  The mouth of Stillhouse Creek and McClusky Cemetery are just out of 
view to the right.  The old ford is in the center of the picture.  The graves of Mary J. Johnson 
and her baby Mary E. were moved from the lake where the rubble of her home is on the right 

side of the picture.  Kyle Cemetery was just left of the picture. 
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Water rising over Hwy 53 bridge at Goodpasture Bend near Dale Hollow Dock, 1943 

 

 
View of Barksdale Bend from Pleasant Grove looking into Horse Creek, 1942 
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Lillydale 
 
 
Although the community of Lillydale was much smaller than Willow Grove, it still 

had the charm and everyday necessities…school, church, political structures.  It had 
many local communities, as well.  Ashburn Creek contained many homes and 
cemeteries, and was almost a town of its own.  The Harrison family stretched so far 
up stream from Lillydale, that they had two different areas named for them…the 
Upper Harrison, and the Lower Harrison.  Both had homes and cemeteries…and 
people. 

 
Another community near Lillydale was Vann’s Branch.  It was just north-east of 

“the cut”, nearly on the KY/TN line.  It, too, had cemeteries and homes and barns. 
 
All of this helped make up the city of Lillydale.  It had one of the first post offices 

in the area. Ms. Gwyndolin Phillips was one of the many fondly remembered 
postmasters.  The post office itself made a journey after the coming of the lake.  It 
was moved to the top of the hill along side of what was then TN Hwy 53.  At the 
juncture of TN Hwy 294N and the Lillydale road, rests what was once the post office.  
It sets there, seemingly unnoticed, as the Lillydale Campground passers-by travel to 
and fro.  This pleasant little ‘barn-for-the-mower’ houses a lot of history. 
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The Lillydale School was also the meeting place of the Church of Christ and a number of 

other city functions. 
 

 
Excavation for Lillydale Bridge, mid 1930’s 
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Gum Grove 
 
Gum Grove was a community also known as Duncan Bottom.  Many Duncans 

lived there and several descendants still reside nearby.  It was not near as large as 
Willow Grove, but its cemetery was much bigger than that of any in Willow Grove.  
Because of its lack of merchants and number of churches, Gum Grove has been 
nearly forgotten in this day and age.  Most locals still remember it as Duncan 
Bottom (this terms seems to be more post-lake). 

 

Fox Springs 
 
Fox Springs was a community that existed at the mouth of Mitchell Creek, where 

it met with the Obey.  It, too, had a number of houses and a church and school.  On 
the northern point of the mouth of Mitchell Creek, the remnants of the old town still 
exist.  A few foundation stones are still piled where they once stood proud.  The old 
hand-dug and hand-laid brick well still is open.  Be careful with the kids here, it’s a 
long way to the bottom of this hole. 

 

Holmans Bottom 
 
Holmans Bottom existed right where the dam sets today.  Most of it covered the 

spot that the campground now occupies.  I have very little information regarding 
this spot, but I know that almost everything there was demolished to make that huge 
concrete thing we call the dam.  Twenty-five graves were moved from the Overstreet 
Cemetery, across the road from what is now the office of the Corps.  Overstreets, 
Stones, and Riches made up the majority of these graves.  They’ve all been moved to 
other Celina area cemeteries. 

 

Peytonsburg, KY 
 
The community of Peytonsburg existed near Sulphur Creek Marina.  The main 

settlement was south of the creek known as Sulphur Creek and some of it stretched 
out into the hollow where Sulphur Creek Marina’s boat slips are now located.  
George Coop operated a general store in the middle of the hollow, and raised his 
family nearby.  He was a flamboyant fellow of which many tales are told.  It is said 
that he was a prankster and was once reported to startle passers-by on their way to 
church by emerging from a barrel on the porch of his store as if he were naked in a 
barrel.  Of course, he wasn’t completely naked, but appeared to be when rising out of 
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the barrel.  I’m sure it made for quite a topic of discussion at the church.  He and 
some of his family were buried in the Old Sulphur Cemetery ½  mile south of his 
store.  This cemetery is among those that the Corps moved during the building of the 
lake.  Their remains were moved to Webb Cemetery in Kentucky. 

 

The Cherokee Nation 
 
Although the Native American Indians of this area had no cities or towns, they 

certainly occupied this area long before any settlers began claiming ground.  
Although the Cherokee Indians have a reputation for aggression, most were quite 
passive to the coming of the white man.  There were certainly a number of battles 
between the Cherokee and the white man, but eventually the Cherokee knew well 
enough to see that they were greatly overpowered by these white people, and sought 
out ways to persevere.  Two of the last great Chiefs of the Cherokee were Chief Obed 
and Chief Nettlecarrier. 

 
Chief Nettlecarrier has been mostly remembered for his savvy business ventures 

in the Obey River.  He realized, early on, that the white man was eventually going to 
take his land by force, and chose to move away from these parts by selling out his 
land.  He chose to sell out his land before the white man took it by force.  Many of 
the land acquisitions that the whites obtained from the Indians were drastically 
devoid of legal wording.  Some documents were disproved and other altered, but, 
by-and-large, the Cherokee walked away with money-in-hand to start a new home in 
the west.  The ‘Trail of Tears’ was the result of these and other dealings with the 
white man, and the valley of the Obey (Obed) would never be the same. 
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The Marinas 
 
 
I asked all of the marinas on Dale Hollow to participate in this book by relaying 

as much history of their marinas to me for print.  I devoted as much effort into each 
of their stories as they devoted to me.  They are listed in the order I received them. 

 
There are fourteen commercial marinas on Dale Hollow and the Kentucky State 

Park Marina.  There is no Corps reservoir in the country with more marinas per mile 
than this.  Despite the number of marinas on this body of water, it seems a very long 
way around it.  No matter how you drive to a marina, it is quite a drive to the next.  
It isn’t so bad by boat.  The proximity is much closer.  There have been many 
colorful individuals operating these marinas over the years, and that has given rise 
to the diversity of them all.  Each has found its niche on this lake and survives 
accordingly.  It has proven difficult to obtain historical information on most of the 
marinas.  Most have changed hands a number of times, and with the change, the 
history was often lost.  But, we’ve scraped together a little for you.  I hope you enjoy. 
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Willow Grove Resort 
 
 

 
Willow Grove Resort, 1948 

 
Willow Grove started out like most of the marinas on Dale Hollow.  It was little 

more than a place at the end of the old road where people pulled their old wooden 
boats onto shore.  Willow Grove was probably a little more elaborate than some, 
having rental cabins early-on.  Most had no place to stay until a good bit later. Mr. 
Bill Wimer and his wife Lucy purchased Army barracks used in the making of the 
lake.  I’m sure it was a pretty good deal for both they and the Corps.  The Corps 
didn’t have to move the buildings after the project and the Wimers got a set of 
instant rental cabins.  They were a little crude but were more than sufficient for the 
fishermen of the time.  There were very few pleasure boats in those days.  Although 
there were houseboats on Dale Hollow since the very beginning, they were still 
primarily used for fishing.  The fishing was fantastic in the early days.  Some of the 
old pictures I’ve seen over the years have reflected the rich source of large fish that 
filled these waters.  They say that the fishing is not as good now as it once was.  I 
think the fish have just gotten smarter.  I know that there are hundreds more bass 
boats flailing the shorelines now with far greater mechanical equipment.  Many of 
the old timers from way back would be amazed at the advancement of fishing tackle 
and digital equipment.  I fished many nights with old Tommy Gray of Livingston.  
That old toot had nothing but a piece of string and a lead weight for a depth finder.  
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He could be driving his boat full blast…in the dark…in the middle of the lake.  He’d 
reach over and shut off the motor…make three steps to the front of the boat with 
pole in hand…and make a cast…all of this in the elapsed time of about four seconds.  
What amazed me even more is that we would be sitting directly over one of the 
many moss beds, on exactly the proper portion of it.  I’ll never know how he 
managed to find those moss beds in the dead of night like that.  He would normally 
have one fish in the boat before I could untangle my line and make a cast.  Neat guy. 

 
Sometime during the 1950’s, Willie P. Speck and Dr. Norris purchased the dock.  

Somewhere just before then, a man by the name of Jim Sickelino owned the place.  
He only owned it a short while when the pair of Speck and Norris bought it.  They 
ran it for several years, up through the mid-1970’s.  It was Dr. Norris’ son, Gary, that 
first studied the moved graves of Dale Hollow in depth.  Gary D. Norris has 
compiled books of information about the old foundations and moved graves.  It was 
years before anyone would believe his story about the exposed graves on the Clark 
Bottom flats.  I’m glad he was persistent. 

 

 
Willow Grove Marina 1958 

 
In the middle 1970’s, the marina was purchased by two businessmen from 

Livingston.  Johnny Fred Coleman and Kenneth Winningham bought the dock and 
began building some larger slips.  A man by the name of Dan Stewart operated the 
place with the other two men being silent partners. Mr. Stewart left after a few years, 
and the marina was then turned over to Mr. Roger Mabrey.  Roger, or Roy, as he was 
often called, was a very colorful fellow.  I got to know him over the years and truly 
enjoyed his friendship.  Most of his family worked at the marina as well.  That whole 
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family fit in very well at the place.  They were a very closely-knit group and still stick 
together like glue.  Great family. 

 

 
Willow Grove Marina, the Freeze of 1977/78 

 
Another of the men working at the marina at that time was Mr. Al Brannock.  Al 

was an older fellow with a bright white flat-top hair style.  Everyone at the marina 
felt as if he was Grandpa Al. I think he kind of liked it that way.  The man was 
retired, and he came to Tennessee from his home in Ohio every year during the 
summer.  He lived in a tiny little camper in the far edge of the parking lot, 
overlooking the back of Colson Creek.  He worked nearly everyday of the summer, 
and he worked for free.  The man simply would not accept pay.  I’m not sure exactly 
why he did it, but I am sure that Dale Hollow and Willow Grove were his favorite 
places on Earth.  He died in 1985, in his little camper in the edge of the parking 
lot…right where he wanted to be.  He was a neat old fellow. 
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Al Brannock 1982 

 
In January of 1982, Larry and Sheryl Shell purchased the marina with partners 

Keith and Audrey Harrison.  After a few years, the Harrisons left the business, partly 
due to Keith’s declining health.  Keith was a very dry man.  If you didn’t know him, 
you might miss his strange, dry humor.  He really was a funny guy once you got to 
know him.  He and I had a long conversation one day about the longest day of the 
year.  We determined that the longest day wasn’t some mid-summer day.  Since 
Keith worked when I was off and I worked when he was off, we determined that the 
longest day of the year was the other guy’s day off.  Funny guy. 

 
The restaurant at Willow Grove opened and closed constantly.  The management 

of it changed hands more times than a whiskey bottle in a frat house.  Betty Mabrey 
did a nice job for a number of years.  Don and Sherry Long did well for a short while.  
Jim and Mary Jo Slinker probably held out the longest, and made a good go of it.  
Tom and Linda Maxwell and their kids, Candy and Mike, ran it a couple of years.  
My Uncle John and Aunt Mary Shell did well a couple of years.  The restaurant 
business is an extremely difficult business to operate.  They all have my respect. 
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Compton girls 1960 

 
Tommy and Linda Maxwell and their children, Candy and Mike, have run the 

Dive Shop for two decades.  Mike now works at the marina, and plays there when he 
isn’t working.  They are a very dedicated lake family. 

 
Larry and Sheryl still own the marina at this time.  They live peacefully just up 

the road one mile.  They still take great interest in the marina, and love it as much as 
the day they bought it…or maybe a little more.  Their daughter, Marla, has moved on 
from the marina to pursue her career as a veterinary technician.  She is now a part of 
another family business, Ragland and Riley Veterinary Hospital.  Their son, Darren, 
and his wife, Beth, and daughter, Lauren, operate the marina with the help of 
Mickey and Lori Ledbetter and their children, Blake and Shaela.  Darren and Mickey 
have both served on the board of directors of the Tennessee Marina Association, and 
both jointly act as President of the Dale Hollow Dock Operators Association. 

 
Brian and Betty Lennon have worked at the marina for a decade.  Lou Nell 

Wilborn and Harlene Melton have been on the staff for over a decade, as well.  The 
familiar and favorite face of Darla Cummins has smiled at customers for many years 
as well. 
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Willow Grove Resort 2002 
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Willow Grove Campground 
 
 
Willow Grove Campground is located beside the marina.  For years, its giant pine 

trees offered shade to the campers.  The campground suffered the same woes as 
much of the southern United States.  The Pine Beatle swept across the southern US 
and a few other sections of America.  The beetles burrowed into the pines and 
eventually killed the trees.  Over three hundred trees died at Willow Grove 
campground, and Lillydale Campground suffered over one thousand.  Since that 
time (2000, 01, 02), the land around Dale Hollow has begun its re-growth process 
and is recovering from that very rough time.  Thankfully, the campground has 
retained its hardwoods, and campers can still find a little shade on this history-rich 
point that once overlooked a thriving town.  Jim Watkins operated a grist mill where 
the bathrooms occupy a plot of ground just behind the day use area.  His large barn 
sat just above the boat ramp parking lot, on the hill that overlooked the cemetery of 
the Willow Grove Church of Christ.  An occasional foundation brick from the church 
will erode to the surface of the soil in what is now the swimming area. 
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Sunset Marina 

 
 
In 1946, Garnett Arnold and Wood Reese built a small dock on the Obey River 

area of Dale Hollow Lake.  The dock was known as Arnold’s, and was located near 
where Sunset’s floating Marina and Restaurant is now.  Mr. and Mrs. Lloyd 
Harrison purchased Arnold’s dock in 1949.  The Harrison’s, originally from 
Tennessee, were living in Detroit, Michigan, where Lloyd was an executive in the 
automotive industry.  While traveling through the Northwood of Canada, Lloyd 
visited a resort called Sunset.  He enjoyed his stay there so much that he decided to 
name his establishment…Sunset Dock. 
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History of Sunset’s Cedar Cabins 
 
 
Based on his experiences from traveling through the Northwood, Lloyd was able 

to construct several cabins along the shoreline of what is now Sunset Marina and 
Resort.  Beginning in 1949, Lloyd constructed several cabins, averaging one per 
year, which became one and two bedroom duplexes.  He used a native resource, red 
cedar, and built the cabins with intricate detail.  Each six-inch cedar log was pieced 
together using white oak splines, which are extremely solid and sturdy connectors.  
The splines made the cabin walls extremely solid and airtight.  The interiors of the 
cabins were also given the same attention to detail.  All the interior walls and even 
the sheeting on all the roofs are made of red cedar.  The ceilings are cathedral, and 
large cedar logs that were delicately placed give support to the roofs.  The cabins are 
extremely unique, and since red cedar does not succumb to the elements, they will 
remain beautiful vacation retreats for many years to come.  The quaintness and 
rustic nature of the cabins could not be efficiently or cost effectively reproduced with 
today’s resources. 

 
Although Mr. Harrison passed away in 1987, his wife, Mildred, continued to 

operate Sunset Dock until November 1993, when she decided to sell to Mr. Tony 
Sloan of Albany, Kentucky. Mr. Tom Allen came aboard as General Manager, and 
Sunset Dock became Sunset Marina and Resort.  Under new ownership, this area 
has been developed into the premiere vacation spot on Dale Hollow Lake.  The rustic 
cabins are still one of Sunset’s greatest attractions, along with the cottages 
overlooking the cove and the old dock.  Sunset’s Marina and floating restaurant 
began immediately, and it was fully operational by July 1997. 
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First Obey River Bridge Second Obey River Bridge 

 

 
Third Obey River Bridge 
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Ferry over Obey River during building of the third bridge 

 
The new Obey River bridge (fourth) was completed and in use by September of 

1996, and the old Obey River Bridge was removed in February of 1997.  Adjacent to 
Sunset is the Obey River Campground and Recreation Area, which includes 132 
campsites with water and electric hookups, 5 bath houses, public swimming beach, 
picnic sites, volleyball courts, playgrounds, shelter houses, and 2 boat ramps. 

 
The combination of facilities offered by Sunset Marina, and those provided by the 

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, make this area of Dale Hollow Lake an unparalleled 
location for family vacations, romantic getaways, family reunions, and group 
gatherings. 

 
Story provided by Sunset Marina and Resort 

 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 
The Allen family still presides over Sunset Marina and this wonderful section of 

Dale Hollow.  They and their crew still continue to provide a clean and professional 
atmosphere for the vacationing public.  Sunset has donated its time to the Dale 
Hollow Dock Operators Association and helped found the Tennessee Marina 
Association.  Their positive influence has not only been felt on this lake, but in the 
surrounding communities, and at other marinas across the mid-south. 
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Livingston Dock 
 
 
In the late 1950’s and early 1960’s, a bank had unwillingly acquired a business 

resting on the shore of Mitchell Creek.  For the lack of a name, it became the 
Livingston Dock.  Since a Livingston bank owned the business, it seemed a sensible 
name for such a venture.  The bank hired Bedford Beechboard to oversee operations.  
Over the years, he built a number of cabins on the shore of the point overlooking the 
merger of Mitchell Creek and Carter Creek.  Time passed and the bank eventually 
found itself some buyers.  In 1964, Mr. Junior Bowman and Robert Cook purchased 
the marina and eagerly began business.  After four or five years, Junior bought out 
Robert Cook and became soul owner of the marina.  The marina found itself in the 
hands of a very resourceful and vibrant man.  Junior Bowman built a number of 
rental houseboats and rental boat slips, and became one of the very elite of the early 
docks on Dale Hollow.  His marina flourished in these years as a dock, boat and 
motor dealership, and rental cabin retreat. 

 
Junior was always enthused with the speed and raw horsepower of the bass boats 

and speed boats of the era.  Few had any more knowledge of outboards than this 
man in this particular time.  He studied these early high-horse powered machines 
and held an understanding of their nature and mechanical makeup.  He sold boats 
and motors and rented his machines to fashion himself a living here on Dale Hollow.  
By some strange twist of fate, in the winter of 1976, Junior lost his life when one of 
his boats experienced a steering problem, causing the boat to capsize in the cold 
winter waters.  Dale Hollow lost a special member of its early history, here in its own 
crystal waters.  Junior’s wife passed away in 1985, leaving the marina in the hands of 
her sons, Steven and Randall.  It rests in their name to this very day.  After over forty 
years, the Bowmans still hold their family tradition here in this marina, and life 
passes there much as it has since the time of Junior.  Those old Johnson outboards 
still purr as they did way back when, and the time ticks along much as it has for 
decades.  And, the Bowmans are quite happy with it that way. 



Stories From Dale Hollow 

35 

East Port Marina 
 
 
East Port Marina and Resort was established in 1965 by Buck and Bea Morton.  

The couple started out with eight dock slips and a small fishing hut.  They offered 
bait, tackle, and a few snacks.  They eventually expanded, adding 35 White Water 
Fishing Boats.  East Port was once supported with a ferry to shuttle fishermen from 
Byrdstown, wanting to take advantage of fishing on the river. 

 
Ed and Peggy Stevens purchased the Dock in 1974, becoming the first to buy the 

big houseboats to rent to the public (50-60 ft.  boats were enormous in their day).  
They began adding cabin rentals and hotel rentals, as well as a larger store.  They 
offered souvenirs, warm food, gas, bait, and necessities for the fishermen 
frequenting their facility. 

 
Clyde and Vicky Craig purchased the marina from Ed and Peggy in 1995.  They 

and their four children continue to provide the family atmosphere that had become 
a fixture here.  Since their purchase, the Craigs have expanded to incorporate a 
number of large rental houseboats and lavish cabin rentals.  Their restaurant, built 
in 2002, has continued to provide ‘cheeseburgers in paradise’ since its opening.  Its 
catfish dinners and hand-dipped ice cream have made this spot a destination of its 
own, here many miles up river.  Their breakfasts have converted their once 
fisherman-only marina into a special destination for the personal watercraft lovers 
of the lake.  There’s nothing like miles of winding, smooth water in the morning to 
make the Sea-Dooer in all of us long for a stack of pancakes…miles up river.  The 
Craig’s hard work and family atmosphere make this destination a ‘must’ for all lake-
lovers. 
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Hendricks Creek Resort 
 
 

 
Pace’s Place, 1946 

 
Near the end of WWII, a group of investors purchased some acres of ground 

adjoining Corps property near the back of Hendricks Creek.  Politically influential 
businessman Mr.J. Fred Pace headed up the group.  Gordon Brown, Sewell Harland, 
and a silent partner joined Mr. Pace in his venture.  This business was more of a 
private camp with a few small cabins built from cull lumber.  Lumber was a scarce 
commodity after the War, but Mr. Harland’s contacts in the lumber business 
allowed the group enough crude hardwood to erect these small cabins.  These cabins 
were to be used by this elite group and their followers, but soon a number of 
outsiders began wanting to boat from this point on Dale Hollow.  The group soon 
hired Curtis and Effie Anderson to oversee the project and be make-shift security 
guards. 

 
A few people began asking to leave their boats at this guarded spot on Dale 

Hollow and the Andersons agreed on the grounds that when the owners of the boats 
were not around, that their boats could be rented to customers.  Believe it or not, 
many took them up on this opportunity.  One must keep in mind that these were 
simple wooden row boats and not elaborate cruisers.  Today’s slip customers would 
probably frown on this concept of rent, wouldn’t you say?  So anyway, this private 
club became public. 
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Before long, the Corps of Engineers recognized the situation going on and 
approached the owners.  Contracts were filled out and it became official.  The 
marina was known as Spearstown Dock at that time.  In 1949, this group of men sold 
the marina operation, but kept the property adjacent to the marina.  After a number 
of sales (probably three), George Hardin purchased the dock in 1951, and began 
calling it Hendricks Creek Fishing Camp.  He kept it two years and sold it to Frank 
Brindle, Sr., sometime in 1953.  The marina has been in the Brindle family since that 
time.  It was they that changed the name to Hendricks Creek Marina.  Frank Brindle, 
Jr. (better known as Bim), heads up the operation with his son, Frank III. The 
Brindles had two partners in the late 1950’s.  Robert and Mike Boyce remained with 
them until 1961.  One of the Brindle’s early dock managers was none other than 
future Horse Creek Dock owner Jack Huddleston.  Jack worked at the marina 
during 1967 and 1968, before moving on to his own business.  From 1973 to 1993, 
Charlie and Dot Shake managed the marina.  Chuck Spivey helped run the facility 
from 1987 to 2004.  For over 50 years, the Brindle family has been a part of Dale 
Hollow, making them second only to the Roberts family of Cedar Hill in long-term 
family ownership.  Their red, white, and blue colors still fly over what was once a 
private camp, and hopefully will fly for a very long time to come. 
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Sulphur Creek Resort 
 
 
On May 25, 1978, John Short and Michael Humphrey purchased Sulphur Creek 

Marina from Harold Barnes.  Harold had twelve houseboats, the largest being 57 
feet long, which was quite large in its day.  Michael bought out Mr. Short’s share of 
the business about a year later, and began purchasing more large houseboats for his 
rental fleet.  Large houseboats have always been the focus of Sulphur Creek.  That 
tradition holds true to this day, with the addition of their fleet of 90 ft.  boats. 

 
In 1988, Sulphur Creek unveiled their state-of-the-art, 30,000 square foot store 

and restaurant, affectionately called “Mike’s Landing”.  This, coupled with the 
lakeshore log cabins and campground, makes Sulphur Creek the perfect vacation 
spot for lake-lovers of all kinds. 

 
These days, the hollow is filled to the brim with luxury boat slips and giant rental 

houseboats.  The business has grown from its humble beginnings to a stronghold on 
Dale Hollow.  Mike, Bonita, and their son, Brian, have grown their business and 
have supported many local community functions.  They have been strong supporters 
and board members of the Kentucky Marina Association.  They and their long-term, 
right hand man, Jay Carey can still be found around the marina…doing what they 
love, here on Dale Hollow. 
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Wolf River Resort 
 
 
In 1944, Jimmy E. Adams bought the land in the upper area of the Wolf River.  

There was little more than a wagon road coming over the mountain, and the lake 
had not reached its full stages.  Boats would be launched in Illwill Creek and brought 
around to his acreage.  Jimmy and his son Jimmy Jr. started clearing the land and 
building the beginnings of his fishing camp.  For nearly forty years, Jimmy Adams 
kept his marina in the Wolf River.  In 1983, he sold it to Ewert Wilson and Ken 
Wittington. 

 
Ewert Wilson and Ken Wittington owned the marina for a couple of years when 

Ewert’s son was killed in a boating accident, here on Dale Hollow.  After the 
untimely loss of his son, Ewert sold his half of the marina to Chuck Jones.  Times 
were tough in the early 1980’s trying to run a marina on Dale Hollow.  After a couple 
of years, Wittington’s share of the marina was sold on the courthouse square.  
Luther “Hoppie” Conner purchased his share on that day and kept it until the entire 
marina suffered the same woes.  In 1995, Conner’s and Jones’ business again was 
placed on the auction block at the courthouse. 

 
In 1995, Bruce Carrender bought the marina at the courthouse auction and began 

renting houseboats manufactured at his houseboat manufacturing facility near 
Albany, Kentucky.  The purchase proved beneficial for Mr. Carrender…build 
houseboats at his facility when sales were slow and rent them until a buyer could be 
found.  It was a savvy business move that kept his operation busy and kept his 
marina in clean new rental houseboats at all times.  It also kept the cost of his 
rentals down and gave him a strong advantage in the industry. Mr. Carrender’s 
shrewd business tactics paid off and his marina has become one of the largest full-
scale docks on Dale Hollow.  Russ and Debbie Flowers have been strong supporters 
and workers at the marina for many years, and helped track down the history that 
you are reading now.  Mr. Carrender still owns and operates the marina in Wolf 
River on the border of Kentucky and Tennessee, and it remains in good hands. 
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Eubanks Dock 
(Lillydale Boat Dock) 

 
 
Not much history here.  A fellow named Eubanks operated a mud boat ramp here 

for a year or two in the late 1940’s.  It changed hands and became Lillydale Boat 
Dock.  I guess it was a fairly nice facility for its day.  They sold a little gas and some 
bait and had a few wooden runabouts scattered along shore.  Of course, all the 
marinas started as a fishing camp and evolved from there.  This particular dock did 
not evolve much from the fishing camp days, and after a few short years, it closed its 
gates as a marina and eventually became the Corps-operated camping facility it is 
today.  Lillydale is still loved by many, despite the pine beetle devastation of the late 
1990’s and early 2000’s.  Its new foliage and trees are just beginning to take shape, 
and the landscape is slowly maturing into the beautiful campground that it once was 
in its early days. 
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Dale Hollow Marina 
 
 

 
Celina Lodge and Boat Dock (Dale Hollow Dock), early 1950’s 

 
Dale Hollow Marina started its days much like the rest, as a fishing camp.  At that 

time, it was called Celina Boat Dock.  It quickly escalated into a thriving business.  A 
boat dock and lodge were completed fairly early on, and their business grew steadily 
in the 1950’s.  It first started in 1945, with a fellow by the name of Slim Serrells, of 
Nashville.  One year later, Mr. Lewis Wells and Bill Wicker of Richmond, Kentucky, 
purchased the marina.  One more year later, Wicker sold his portion of the dock to 
Mr. Bill Irvine (1947). 
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Mr. Irvine kept the marina until 1952 when it was bought by Tom Adams of 
Marion, Pennsylvania.  Not long afterward, Tom passed away and the marina fell 
into the hands of then-girlfriend Hazel Heist.  After a court battle, Tom’s sister 
managed to obtain the marina.  Finally, in 1958, she sold the marina to Mr. Bob 
Maywald.  For over twenty-five years, Bob ran the dock, building on and renting 
many of the old Westmoreland/Stevens type flat-bottomed houseboats of the time. 

 

 
Dale Hollow Marina 

 
In 1985, he sold out his beloved marina to Steve and Jan Chapin.  Jan’s brother, 

Denny, was involved for a number of years before moving on to a job with the Better 
Business Bureau.  Steve and Jan still own the marina, and have let some of the 
newer employees take over some of the reins of the business.  Several young faces fill 
their roster (pictured below, left to right).  Josh Frieler, Tammy Price, Kelly Scott, 
Linda Lovell, Jason Upton, and Amber Sager head up the organization in place of 
Steve and Jan. 

 
Steve has enjoyed a well-deserved sub-retirement in the Hot Rod field.  He has 

lovingly built a number of fat-fendered old rods in his little shop.  With the blues 
softly playing in the background and the grinding and welding of hot-rod steel in the 
foreground, Steve is a happy man.  Steve’s wife, Jan, has held onto her place in the 
business a little longer than Steve.  She still checks the desk on a regular basis and 
keeps up with the dock-oriented comings and goings of Dale Hollow.  She has 
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written a number of articles and bits and pieces of local history, especially of the lake 
variety.  The two keep their residence a few miles south of the marina, with a 
pleasant view of the water that they have chosen to make their living upon.  I’m 
certain that right now, above the occasional rumble of an old Chevy, the tunes of 
Keb Mo are playing softly, as this couple overlooks the lake that they love…and, 
that’s a wonderful place to be. 

 

 
Crew of Dale Hollow Dock, 2005 

Left to right, Josh Frieler, Tammy Price, Kelly Scott, Linda Lovell, Jason Upton, Amber Sager 
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Horse Creek Marina 
 
 

 
Horse Creek Resort, 1954 

 
In the late 1940’s, a fellow by the name of O.H. Marshall, owned the mud boat 

ramp called Marshall’s Dock.  From what I gather, he owned it until 1951, when H.T. 
Dodson and his wife Mickie purchased it.  Although H.T. was born in Tennessee, he 
had been a Navy man for more than 25 years.  After his retirement from the service, 
he and his wife chose to move to near the place that H.T. had called home in his 
youth.  After their purchase in 1951, they began building a few boat slips and added a 
fuel dock on the water (a 55 gallon drum of fuel, floating on four empty 55 gallon 
drums and a wooden platform). 

 
The marina owned a few wooden fishing boats produced by a company called 

‘Westmoreland”.  This company was founded by the father of famed fisherman Billy 
Westmoreland.  This company built many of the old flat bottomed houseboats of the 
1960’s and 70’s, that most of the marinas eventually rented out for years and years.  
That company sold out to the Stevens family, who produced many of the flat-
bottomed boats for the marinas of Dale Hollow.  The Stevens family is still boating 
Dale Hollow to this day. 
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Harvey Dodson (front left), Don Sickles (left rear), Mickey Dodson (in white), 

And friends Jerry and Millie McClain. 
House/store at Horse Creek, 1952 

 

 
Katie Sickles, Horse Creek 1953 

 
In 1969, H.T. sold the dock to Jack Huddleston and his wife, Red. He had worked 

at Hendricks Creek Resort for two years, and felt he was ready for a marina of his 
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own.  The first couple of years, Jack had partners.  Billy Westmoreland took partial 
ownership, as well as Doyle and Stella Simcox.  Well, the rest, as they say, is history.  
Jack and family have been at the helm since the buy-out of his partners in the early 
1970’s.  Jack and Red, still own the marina, and plan to keep it in the family for 
years to come.  The hollow is quite full these days…boat slips as far as the eye can 
see.  It’s a far cry from the days of the four-drum gas dock of the fifties, but Horse 
Creek still feels like Huddleston to me, and I think it does to many. 
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Star Point Resort 
 
 
In 1948, Charlie and Pearl Sanders, and Ted and Gwen Mochow and their two 

young boys moved to Tennessee to build what was to become Star Point Fishing 
Camp.  They owned 12 wooden boats and five 3.3 hp Evinrude outboards. 

 
After a number of short leases in the restaurant at the marina, Tommye Copeland 

(then fourteen years of age) began working at the marina.  Tommye eventually 
bought the marina and worked it right up until her death.  She loved this marina and 
worked nearly every day of summer. 

 
Mr. Bill Flowers worked at the marina’s ship store for over forty years. 
 
In 1966, the marina was sold to C.G. and Lona Wright, from Dayton, Ohio.  They 

ran it for a number of years until Tommye Copeland bought the dock.  She ran the 
marina until her death in 2005.  Tommye was well known throughout this area, and 
many out-of-staters simply considered Tommye as part of the family…part of Dale 
Hollow.  Her nephew, Nathan, now presides over the marina, and the warm feel of 
Star Point Resort continues. 
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Holly Creek and Eagle Cove 
 
 
These sister marinas are owned and operated by Kenneth Winningham and John 

Officer.  There is a good bit of Holly Creek history in the Randalls’ Point story near 
the back of the book.  I have nothing for Eagle Cove. 

 
 
 
 
 

Cedar Hill Resort 
 
 
Cedar Hill Resort is the only marina on Dale Hollow that has been owned and 

operated by the same family since its beginning.  It was one of the earliest marinas 
on the lake and continues to grow steadily in the hands of the Roberts family. 
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Wisdom Dock 
 
 
Wisdom dock was originally owned and operated by James K. Wisdom.  It sold in 

the early 1980’s to Paul Boggs and Gary Latimer.  Gary sold out some years later and 
Paul is now the sole owner. 

 

 
Wisdom Dock, late 1940’s 
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Early Lake Activities 
 
 
Many of the old photographs of Dale Hollow and its Marinas show primarily one 

form of recreation on Dale Hollow…fishing.  Although fishing was probably its most 
universal past time of its day, many other forms of water fun began to take shape.  
The area of the lake around Sunset Marina was a heavily used portion of the lake 
due to its better road access and close proximity to local towns.  Waterskiing had 
become a favored sport on this stretch of water.  Two local men, Bill Winningham 
and William Meredeth Nevans were some of the first to ski the area.  No one in the 
area owned skis at the time, and the two made a special trip to Nashville to purchase 
a pair.  A local group of skiing friends formed and built a ski jump.  Bill Winningham 
and William Meredeth Nevans were in that group, as well as Gene Smith, Sam and 
James Kuykendall, and Tom Davis.  The ramp was there a number of years until the 
Corps caught wind of its existence.  The Corps felt it was too much of a liability to be 
allowed on Dale Hollow. 

 

 
Early 1950’s (crash-and-burn?) 
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About that same time frame (late 1940’s), a group of men from Livingston, 
Tennessee, started racing their little ten horsepower Mercurys on this stretch of 
water on Sunday afternoons.  Before long, spectators were lining the shore to watch 
the show.  Those that started the racing were Aubrey McCormick, Bill Bussell, Dr. 
C.N. Eley, Verlin Hyder, Raymond McCormick, Dr. H.B. Nevans, Osby Story, and 
Gradis Winningham.  Soon after these races took form, The National Outboard 
Championship tour came to Dale Hollow.  These men raced not only here, but 
numerous other lakes all through the south.  Gradis, actually took fourth place at the 
November 1950 APBA National Utility Outboard Championship, in class BU 
category, in Dallas, Texas.  He was clocked at a whopping 31 miles per hour!  Gradis’ 
son, Bill, would break in the new Mercury engines on his Sunday outings on Dale 
Hollow, and before long, was racing boats along side his father. 

 

 
Bill Winningham and mechanic, Chapin McCormick 

Fort Loudon Lake, Knoxville, 1951 
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The Dale Hollow Crew racing in Guntersville, AL, 1951 

 
These little wooden crafts and their tiny little engines would be gobbled up in the 

wakes of today’s high horse-powered machines, but the excitement generated by 
them in the 1940’s and early 50’s instilled a love of water in many people.  The 
rumble of horse power has always thrilled spectators, whether it’s 10 Mercury 
horses, or 300.  We can all thank these early pioneers of skiing and racing for the 
sports we enjoy today. 
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National Outboard Championship, 1948 

Cedar Hill Marina 



Darren Shell 

56 

Early House Boating 
 
 
There’s not much story here, but a bunch of fantastic and funny old photos.  

Enjoy. 
 

 
Dr. Sanderson’s houseboat at Holly Creek 

 

 
Clarence Hawkins houseboat 
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Owner unknown 

 

 
Mr. Edwards’ houseboat at Holly Creek 
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Kyle Agee’s boat at Star Point 

 

 
Lester Westmoreland’s houseboat 
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Mr. and Mrs. Little’s houseboat 

 

 
Paul McComas houseboat 
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This one’s my A-number one favorite.  Note the cargo box on top, to keep things 
from blowing off at high speeds.  That’s cutting-edge. 
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Short Stories 
 
 

The following short stories are ones I’ve heard about or 
been a part of, over the years I’ve spent at the marina.  
Having grown up walking the campground in the evenings, 
I found that every campfire loves a good story.  I heard 
many a tale around those fires and even told a few myself.  
The young ladies in the campground always loved a good 
ghost tale, and for some reason, I always found a few for 
them.  There are no ghost tales here, but those story-telling 
ventures through the park have provided some of the 
history that is contained here.  I’ve made every effort to see 
that the contents are completely factual.  At the end of each 
story, is a short narrative of points of interest of the story.  
I hope you enjoy these tales as much as I have enjoyed the 
telling. 
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The Foundation of Dale Hollow 
 
 

 
 
 

Introduction 
 
No book about Dale Hollow Reservoir would be complete without a mention of 

the families that forged the very spot that holds that giant man-made fixture holding 
back a couple zillion gallons of water.  Beneath Dale Hollow Dam’s huge concrete 
foundation, sits four hundred and forty-nine acres of what was once known as the 
‘Dale’ hollow.  The Dale, Irons, and Davis families made these hollows along the 
Obey River colorful and vibrant.  They not only provided the name for this 
wonderful lake, but they also provided the foundation of the gritty determination of 
those early settlers that chose to call this wilderness home.  This story is for them. 
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Chapter One 
 

“The Beginning” 
 
 

Autumn, 1808 
 
William and Rachel Dale stood proudly upon a ridge, looking down at the 

winding ribbon of crystal clear water flowing through a valley of hardwoods and 
rock bluffs.  In his right hand, William held the title to 449 acres of pristine 
wilderness and rich valley land that held a quarter mile of the Obey River.  The two 
loved this huge hollow and were happy to be finally moving to their recently 
acquired landscape.  Their newly built log home would easily house their five 
children, and its location near the junction of the Obey and their own creek branch 
made for a peaceful and convenient place to raise a family.  There was an abundance 
of water and timber, and the hollows were full of game to support the family year 
round.  One could stand on the porch and view the peaceful creek flowing by the 
home, or visit the Obey’s shoreline to see the many passing steamboats and log rafts 
that traveled in and out of Celina, Tennessee.  This huge hollow would become home 
for the Dales. 

 
Rachel was more than happy to be moving back to the Obey River.  She had called 

the valley of the Obey River her home for many years before moving south to 
Jackson County.  She and her parents had moved from a settlement probably twelve 
miles northeast of this location after a tragic accident involving her brother and a 
newly purchased horse.  Her brother died in the accident, and the family felt that the 
hollow that bared their last name held too many memories for the family to be 
constantly reminded of their loss.  After her brother’s death, Edward and Sara Irons 
took Rachel to Jackson County to live…not because it was the place they wanted to 
be, but because it wasn’t Irons Creek.  The Irons never truly moved on…they just 
moved away. 

 
Rachel started her daily rituals with a trip down to the creek.  She gathered water 

for cooking and sometimes washed an item or two in the stream.  Nearly every trip 
to the stream included the washing of at least three pairs of socks.  With five 
children around the house, the sock pile was a never ending mountain of cloth.  The 
Dales eventually had seven children to raise here in the hollow.  The pitter patter of 
little feet soon became a constant rumble.  It appears that the land wasn’t the only 
fertile thing in this hollow. 
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William normally started his day with the hitching of his horses to the wagon.  
His four dark horses knew the dirt trails of the area by heart.  Their daily ventures 
would take them as far east as Gum Grove, or as far west as Celina.  William had a 
way of finding deals.  With his many trips to these communities, he would often find 
that Celina might be a little short on flour.  Maybe Mouth of Wolf had some extra.  
His team of horses was the mode of transportation for William’s purchases from one 
city to another, and the little communities thrived with their little wholesaler.  I 
think that opportunist might be a better term.  He just had a way of making 
opportunities for himself.  He was good at making people happy and making himself 
some profit along the way.  He could find a need and fill it.  William also did a lot of 
surveying of land, as well.  He knew the land well and had been nearly everyplace in 
the county.  It was no easy job, though.  Traversing the countryside in those days 
was difficult, at best.  The rough roads were hard on wagons and horses, and the 
wading of the fords in the river could get tricky in inclement weather.  So you might 
say that William earned his deals and deserved the rewards of a hard days work.  At 
the end of each day, he would bat those horses toward home to his large family 
tucked neatly away in the hollow that bared their name.  Dale Hollow was 
special…even in those days. 

 
Time passed and William’s family grew.  His first child, Elizabeth, eventually met 

and married Mr. Matthew Davis.  Nearly all of the Davises in this area can trace 
their lineage back to him.  In fact, it has been said that the Davis family can trace 
their lineage back to Noah, through Japeth, down through Dales and on to Early 
America.  That’s WAY back, if you ask me.  I have trouble remembering Uncle So-
and-so.  So, as their lives progressed, they created life for hundreds to come.  They 
actually had twelve children of their own.  The most famous of their children was 
Captain James K.P. Davis.  He was a riverboat captain and quite a story unto 
himself.  The counties of this area owe a great deal to this juncture of these two 
families…their lineage has populated the Upper Cumberland, and their stories could 
fill a history book. 

So, as their lives progressed and their futures unfolded, the Dales and the Davises 
proceeded to inhabit the local towns.  Some helped settle Willow Grove and some 
lived in the little community of Holmans Bottom, just west of the Dale Hollow on 
the Obey.  Bits and pieces of the family scattered all over the land, and the richness 
of this family spread far and wide…and the Dales and Davises achieved a stronghold 
in the community.  And, life in this early wilderness pressed on. 
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Chapter Two 
 

“The Gamewell Ford” 
 
 

May 8, 1836 
 
William’s wagon pulled out of Clark Bottom (it wasn’t known as Clark Bottom, 

yet) and rolled through the settlement of Willow Grove.  William tipped his hat to 
the many residents he passed by in the process.  He and his family were widely 
known in these parts and people naturally gravitated toward his wagon in search of 
goods and news from the nearby towns. 

 
Today, William’s wagon rolled slowly along the muddy paths of Willow Grove and 

his wagon wheels sloshed as they cut through the rain-soaked soil.  The spring rains 
had made the roads nearly impassable in spots.  But, William’s horses were well 
trained and were used to the awkward maneuvers through the mud. 

 
William’s wagon was weighted down with a full load of ground wheat and 

cornmeal.  The little town of Mouth of Wolf was in need of both, and William had 
just purchased the load in Clark Bottom, and was making his way northeast to make 
a sale.  Despite the recent rains, the mid-day sun was shining vibrantly as he crossed 
one of the fords in the river.  For those of you not familiar with the term ‘ford’, they 
are shallow shoals in a river.  They are normally just downstream from a sharp bend 
in the river.  About the only way to cross in those days was to wade across at these 
fords.  But, because of the shallow area, the current became much worse because the 
same amount of water is traveling through the river banks.  The banks widen and 
the current increases.  Often a placid bend in the river becomes a rough rapid, just 
around the bend.  But, that was the only way across, and in most cases, the fords 
were shallow enough that the current made little difference.  So, the fords became 
the routes of transit from town to town. 

 
William and his cargo had nearly completed their journey.  They were on the 

outskirts of Mouth of Wolf, and could even see their destination waiting in front of 
them.  But, one thing stood in their way…the Gamewell Ford.  I don’t think the ford 
had been named that yet, but that was the location.  Just downstream of the 
juncture of the Wolf River and the Obey River, was what became known as the 
Gamewell Ford.  Often, after strong rains, the ford would become treacherous and 
difficult to navigate.  Today was no exception.  The normally clear waters of the 
Obey were dingy and brown with silt.  William’s horses had navigated much worse 
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fords than this in their day, but William treated each ford with the respect that it 
deserved.  He cautiously nudged his horses on.  Each steed tenderly placed each 
hoof into the swirling water.  The current tugged strongly on their legs and the 
wagon swayed to and fro and shook as the wheels rolled over the rough river 
bottom.  The ford deepened on the far side as they made their way across.  And then, 
half way across the river, the unthinkable happened.  The heavy load and the jolting 
of the river rocks on the wheels caused the right rear wheel to collapse.  The wooden 
spokes of the wagon wheel shattered under the pressure of the weight and the water.  
The wagon toppled downstream into the current.  William jerked tightly upon the 
rains in desperation, hoping the horses could slow the wagon before crushing him.  
The force from the wagon seat slammed William into the cold and turbulent water.  
His weight pushed his face into the river bottom, tearing at his skin.  He felt the 
weight of the wagon push him into the rocky bottom with immense pressure.  
Despite being partially penned beneath the turbulent wreckage, he could still pull 
his head above water.  Waves slapped his bloody face, and silt and soil clouded his 
vision.  Through the confusion, William experienced one last petrifying vision…four 
horses toppling through the waves.  Amid the knotted reins and broken legs and 
twisting agony of man and beast, William lost his battle.  He struggled to reach the 
surface for air when the weight of the flailing horses crushed his body into the river 
bottom.  And, in the early afternoon sunshine, in the valley of the river that he loved, 
William Dale lost his life.  The river life that he loved so very much had become his 
bane.  And the communities of the Obey River wept. 
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Chapter Three 
 

“Wise Law” 
 
 
William Dale was buried in the hollow that had been lovingly named after his 

family.  For the record, William’s father was named William, and his father before 
him.  So was one of his own sons.  The Dales and the Davises have all named a good 
many children after this one beloved man.  His grandson, Capt.  James K.P. Davis 
eventually inherited the 449 acres of land in that hollow.  He operated Davis 
Landing, a riverboat landing at what now is Cedar Hill Resort.  He willed that this 
tract of land “remain in the family and their descendants as long as a very wise law 
will permit.”  Well, that very wise law discontinued that permit in 1942.  The land 
just below the Barksdale Bend now houses one massive chunk of concrete, holding 
back thousands of acres of water.  The remains of him and his family were moved to 
the top of the ridge above their hollow, and their stones patiently wait for you to 
view them.  The Dale-Davis Cemetery is at the junction of TN Hwy 52 and the Dale 
Hollow Dam road.  It is a peaceful setting, nestled just above and out of view of the 
highway.  It appears to be in someone’s back yard, yet they don’t seem to care.  I 
have spoken with the family that lives there nearby and they understand the 
magnitude of what resides adjacent to their property.  The cemetery is open to the 
respectful public, and I recommend every lake lover visit that spot and offer their 
fond respects.  We lake lovers owe a great deal to these two frontier families and 
what they created nearly two hundred years ago.  I can’t help but feel that William 
Dale and his family should have a giant monument instead of a few simple 
headstones.  That little cemetery should be fenced and guarded and recognized for 
what it is.  It should be toured and respected.  A giant stone should be erected in 
respect of these families that forged this early area and provided the foundation for 
so many to come.  ‘Course, maybe there is one…maybe there is a giant stone 
blocking the way of the Obey River…maybe a giant monument has been erected in 
respect of the Dale Hollow, and we call it a dam.  And I, for one, treat that 
monument as such, and I hope it stays that way for…“as long as a very wise law will 
permit.” 

 
The End 
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The Dale/Davis Cemetery Clay County TN 

Stone on right is William’s, both left stones are Rachel’s 
 

*note: There are several different stories about the death of William Dale.  One 
history book states that he drowned on the Cumberland River while rafting logs.  
Another story states that he died on a river far south of Tennessee.  Most of these 
had very little detail, and I assumed that this version having more detail seemed 
more credible.  I have had supporters of this version of the story, and those that 
disagree altogether.  I believe it to be as I have written it, but have no more proof of 
its authenticity than the other versions.  Until I can prove otherwise, I will support 
this version. 
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Will of Iron 
 

The Story of a Family’s Loss 
in the Obey River Valley 

 
 

Introduction 
 
 
This story is dedicated to the frontier family of Edward Irons.  They have a place 

in history here on Dale Hollow. 
 
I’d also like to thank Mr. James Hunter for his story-telling and documentation of 

wonderful historical facts about this area.  His years as a park ranger have given him 
a unique insight on this lake and its surroundings.  He might not remember the 
eager ears of a tiny little thirteen year old Yankee kid, but I thank him just the same.  
Every community needs a loving historian like Mr. Hunter.  I’ve heard bits and 
pieces of this story over the years, which have probably all stemmed from one of his 
story-telling ventures here around this lake that he loves.  Thanks…and I mean it. 

 
A thank you would also befit Mr. Mark Willis…another park ranger that has 

unknowingly filled the same footsteps at my marina as Mr. Hunter.  Mark’s love of 
writing, and natural kind-heartedness have given me a wealth of information…and 
inspiration.  Thanks. 

 
This story is for all of you with a will of iron.  D 
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Chapter One 
 

“The Friendship of Old Toby” 
 
 

Early 1800’s 
 
Edward Irons stood proudly watching his seventeen year old son riding briskly 

through his mile-long pasture on horseback.  Edward, or Ned, as his friends called 
him, was immensely proud of his young son and took every opportunity to let the 
boy know how much he loved him.  The family supported young Eddie’s love of 
horseback riding, and accompanied him to a number of races as far south as 
Louisiana.  The boy was a natural when it came to riding, and the young man’s 
strong will and fiery demeanor made him a strong competitor in anything he put his 
mind to.  His small and strong stature was perfectly suited for the racing of equine 
and he excelled accordingly.  Eddie had accumulated a number of trophies in the 
sport and had plans of becoming professional at the very first opportunity at the age 
of eighteen.  He was absolutely certain he would attain that status and practiced 
daily to ensure it. 

 
The Irons family wasn’t exactly rich, but had considerably more property and 

time than most of the scraping-by locals.  This part of the country had not been 
settled by many folks, and a number of Cherokee Indians still roamed freely on the 
countryside.  Most of the Indians had moved west, but the Irons family still knew 
several, and cherished their friendship.  Chief Nettlecarrier, the last great chief of 
the Cherokee that lived in the area, was a close friend to the Irons and even returned 
once a year after the move, to enjoy a two-week long hunting trip to help supply the 
Cherokee with enough meat and hide to survive the long winters where they now 
lived, in Arkansas.  It was the Chief that sold Ned the property that now held his 
lovely home and farm.  The two men remained good friends their entire lives, even 
after the loss of several acres to the government over a dispute about Indian 
contracts and their lack of legal wording.  Ned eventually re-purchased his acres and 
carried out his life with a natural disregard of anything government-oriented.  He 
had very little good to say about his fine government, despite his love of this 
beautiful winding creek that flowed into the crystal clear Obey River…it was home. 

 
Ned Irons always insisted that he was not rich.  “I’ve worked hard enough in my 

day to purchase my own land twice, and anybody that don’t like it can kiss…” (well, 
you know).  I have a feeling that old Ned Irons did have a dollar or two.  He did have 
a lovely home for its day and always opened it to strangers in need.  Many a weary 
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traveler stopped by that farmhouse with its split rail fence and comfortable front 
porch.  Mrs. Irons always saw to it that their guests dined on the very best country 
ham and biscuits that the state could offer.  The Irons were strong-willed and 
loving…and a very special family in this early Tennessee wilderness.  And, here on 
this winding creek that bared their name, Ned and his wife raised a son and 
daughter, and lived a truly rich life. 

 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 
Ned marveled at his son’s ability to guide his steed with all the effortless and 

fluent motions of a true jockey.  I’m not sure the term jockey was even invented 
then, but this lad epitomized the very sense of the word.  He raced…it’s that simple.  
The wind dried the beads of sweat coming from Eddie’s young brow.  He bore a 
smile from ear to ear, and emitted a masterful sense of prowess of a champion…even 
here on this simple country field.  Ned could not express the magnitude of pride he 
held within himself…that’s my boy! 

 
“When can I ride?” asked a tiny young voice from behind him.  The voice was 

from Ned’s daughter of fifteen years of age.  Her auburn hair swayed gently in the 
breeze and her bright blue eyes had a longing for the gallop of the same horse now 
under the seat of her older brother. 

 
“I know you want to ride, honey, but your brother is practicing for his next big 

race,” said Ned, with a comforting smile.  Rachel loved her brother with all her 
heart, but wished she could get a little more of her father’s attention…as her brother 
did.  “What good is one horse among two riders?” she asked, with a look of 
dejection. 

 
“I’m going to fix that, soon,” said Ned, in his strong English accent.  His accent 

was unmistakable.  Try to imagine an English immigrant whose accent was 
beginning to be enhanced by deep southern lingo and the influences of Native 
American Indians.  It was different, at best. 

 
“What do you mean, pa?” asked Rachel, with her sweet little innocent voice and 

her chubby little toes digging into the red clay at her feet. 
 
“I’ll let you know soon, sweetheart,” he said, “but, let’s just let it be our little 

secret.”  Rachel absolutely loved secrets…and could keep them totally secret right 
down to the tickling of her feet.  Once those chubby little feet were tickled…and 
tickled well…the secret would come flowing out immediately.  Thankfully, Eddie 
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never caught word of his father’s quiet secret, and never forced young Rachel with 
the all-known secret-revealing soft spot of Rachel Irons.  And, Rachel was glad. 

 
The galloping hooves of Eddie’s horse came to a screeching halt in front of the 

two onlookers with a cloud of dust and the smell of sweat and leather.  Ned gave his 
son a proud smile and spoke, “Old Toby still puts on a good show.” 

 
“He might not win any more races,” commented Eddie, “but, he and I will always 

be best friends.”  Eddie reached down and stroked the sweat-covered neck of his 
best friend and steed.  “Do you still want to ride, Rachel?” 

 
“I think he’s too tired,” she replied, as she looked at the heavy panting of the old 

horse.  “I’ll ride tomorrow.” 
 
“Old Toby isn’t going to win any more races, son,” suggested Ned, “maybe we 

ought to look at replacing him.” 
 
Eddie looked down at the panting horse beneath him.  “He’ll never be replaced, 

Pop, but we might look at getting another…you know…to give him a break.”  Eddie’s 
eyes were filled with compassion, and yet, there was still the look of desire of a 
natural born competitor.  He would never give up Old Toby, but the racer in him still 
wanted to win.  “Someday, Pop,” he finally admitted, “but, he’s not ready to give up 
just yet.”  The horse whinnied at that very moment, as if he were seconding the 
motion, and Eddie smiled at the display.  “That’s my boy,” he said, with the same 
mannerisms of his father. 

 
The sun was setting as Eddie led his steed to his stall and combed him out 

lovingly.  Eddie had a soft spot for animals and normally had a way of commanding 
them in a way that not only let them know who was boss, but also rewarded them for 
good behavior.  Old Toby even tried Eddie a time or two, back in his spirited 
younger days as a colt.  Eddie’s determination (and anger) outlasted the strength of 
the colt as he rode Old Toby to total exhaustion, tirelessly kicking the sides of the 
horse and turning him to and fro.  Afterward, Eddie led him to the stall and washed 
him down and brushed him out.  A large bucket of oats was provided and a few calm 
words were spoken…and a friendship was created that lasted for a lifetime.  Old 
Toby lived the rest of his days on the beautiful plot of land that surrounded Irons 
Creek, under the loving care of the Irons family…even if he never won another race. 
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Chapter Two 
 

“The Battle of Irons Creek” 
 
 

Later that year… 
 
Ned Irons and his horse walked along the well-trodden path that paralleled the 

winding and clear Irons Creek.  Dangling behind him on a long rope was a very 
obstinate and strong-willed stallion.  The stallion pulled and tugged impatiently 
upon the lead rope with all the sub-ordinance of a heavily loaded pack donkey.  This 
horse had all the fiery grit and determination of the young lad that would soon own 
him.  The two would either hit it off right away…or bang heads like the bull headed 
young bucks that they were.  Ned had all the confidence of a proud father and 
provider…and was quite anxious to deliver this birthday present to his talented 
young son.  Ned smiled excitedly as he stepped into the path that led to their 
doorstep.  “Anybody home here at the Iron’s?” he asked, at a shout.  Soon, three 
bodies stepped from inside the weathered white farm house.  Mrs. Irons smiled 
knowingly as the two young ones raced from the porch.  Ned had been gone all day 
and part of the day before, and both of the children wondered where their father had 
gone.  They now knew.  Ned stood proudly beside the ornery young horse with a wry 
smile.  “If young Rachel would like to inherit Old Toby,” he offered, “then I could 
offer this stallion to Eddie on his birthday.” 

 
Eddie stood in amazement as he stared at what he had so very much longer for.  

This thoroughbred was no ordinary horse, and Eddie saw that right off. 
 
“His momma was a winner last year in Frankfort,” said Ned. “His father is one of 

the fastest horses in the state of Kentucky…maybe he’ll do!” 
 
Eddie cautiously approached his eighteenth birthday present like a prize fighter 

approaching an opponent.  The two gazed deeply into one another’s eyes with a 
dissatisfied look.  Both seemed to snarl at one another as their stares lengthened and 
their dominating thoughts danced around in their heads.  Both of these two were 
used to getting their way…and had no intention of backing down. 

 
As the two sized one another up, Ned spoke, “He hasn’t been fully broke…owner 

said he was fast…very fast.” 
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His words were wasted on Eddie, whose thoughts were deeply entangled with 
that of a head-strong stallion.  With one swift jump, Eddie had grabbed that steed by 
the neck and swung himself up onto the bare back of this ill-willed stallion.  The 
horse whinnied loudly and stood high upon his back hooves…thus toppling Eddie to 
the ground with a crumpling thump.  Rachel raced to his side and grabbed the lead 
rope of the horse and led it quickly away from Eddie.  Ned quickly took hold of the 
rope as his wife raced to Eddie’s side, where he was already picking himself up with 
a look of anger and determination.  “Are you alright, dear?” she asked, with fear. 

 
Eddie replied shortly with, “Only my pride was injured…much unlike what this 

horse will soon endure.”  Eddie stomped to the barn and soon returned with a 
number of items.  Amidst the anger, Eddie could remember a few years back when 
Old Toby needed to be put in place.  He might as well start this relationship off on 
the right foot.  In his left hand, Eddie held a pair of heavy leather gloves.  In his right 
was a saddle strung over his shoulder.  On his worn leather boots were two tightly 
secured spurs…shining in the evening sun.  The spurs jingled as Eddie threw the 
saddle up onto the back of a very un-cooperative young stallion.  There was no need 
of verbal argument between these two generals of stubbornness.  There was well 
enough going on in their heads to account for quite a battle.  The horse jumped with 
a shake of disapproval when Eddie jerked up on the cinch strap of the saddle.  Eddie 
jammed a bit into the horse’s mouth and pulled snugly on the reins.  Eddie settled 
one foot onto the stirrup.  Expecting another round of bucking, he prepared himself 
for the worst.  Nothing happened.  The sound of his butt hitting the saddle even 
surprised Eddie himself.  The sub-ordinate stallion stood immovable.  Eddie nudged 
the beast with his knee…nothing.  Again he nudged, only a little harder.  “Two can 
play at this game, young man,” spoke Eddie, with an obvious twang of anger.  Eddie 
looked down at his shining spurs with an evil smile.  With one swift jolt, both of 
Eddie’s legs slammed backward into the sides of the stallion…and it responded.  The 
horse bolted into top speed instantly.  Eddie held on with the same anger and 
determination of the beast he rode.  Eddie tugged upon the reins to turn the animal 
with no success at all.  Small brush thickets brushed against Eddie’s legs and 
threatened to tear his kneecaps with every swat.  The steed turned north and ripped 
through a giant patch of briars that encapsulated a large open field.  Thorns tore at 
rider and steed.  Blood gushed from both as the briars ripped and tore their very 
being.  Eddie pulled the steed’s head with all his might to force it to turn.  Even with 
its head turned nearly to its side, the horse ran on and on.  It was as if two warriors 
were at battle, with neither willing to give in to the other’s will. 

 
Behind them, Edward Irons had quickly mounted Old Toby and began chase, 

with young Rachel and Sara Irons standing paralyzed with fear. 
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Ahead of Eddie was a problem…a big problem.  A dense forest arose from the 

hedge and briars.  Again, Eddie ripped the steed’s head to the side…and still the 
steed pressed on.  The forest was coming…and fast.  With every ounce of his being, 
Eddie pulled the steed’s head past his own knee, pounding on its head with all the 
might of his other hand.  The steed’s head pounded with every blow, but it 
continued.  A swift brush of a low-lying limb smacked at the face of Eddie, knocking 
him off guard, but not off of the horse.  Still he fought the beast.  First one limb, then 
another…then, with the cracking sound of a cue ball hitting the break; Eddie’s head 
hit the limb of a giant walnut tree.  The blow ejected Eddie from his bane, and sent 
him into a limp pile at the base of the tree.  Eddie’s heart pumped blood from the 
gaping wound that tore through his head.  His fingers twitched uncontrollably. 

 
Eddie’s last fading views were of a familiar face near his.  Old Toby licked at his 

blood-stained brow and nudged his motionless body.  Eddie’s limp arm tried to rise, 
but could not.  And, amidst the whaling of a mourning father…an old friendship 
between man and beast came to an end. 
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Chapter Three 
 

“The Fulfilling of Priorities” 
 
 
Edward Irons and Old Toby agonizingly made their way back to their home some 

two miles away.  Rachel and Sara Irons stood motionless in the path waiting for 
their return.  They could not believe their eyes as Edward entered the yard.  In his 
arms, he carried the limp and lifeless body of his only son.  He and Old Toby were 
covered in the blood of young Eddie.  Old Toby seemed to have knowledge of the 
circumstances and appeared to be grieving…if such a beast is capable of doing so.  
Edward was beside himself.  And, life as the Irons family knew it…ended with the 
ending of their son’s.  Somewhere in the agony of Edward’s mind were two 
priorities, and soon he would fulfill both. 

 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 
The earth-shattering thunder of a fifty caliper musket echoed through the Irons 

Creek Hollow.  Immediately thereafter, there came the dull thump of the falling 
body of a dead horse.  Blood spewed upon the ground much like that below a giant 
walnut tree on the outskirts of the settlement of Willow Grove, Tennessee.  Ned 
Irons stood heartbroken and angry as he viewed the dead beast.  One down, he 
thought, as he spit on the ground near the headstrong animal that took his son’s life.  
I’d like to think we were even, but we will never be.  Edward never forgave the 
beast…or himself for that matter.  If only I’d have never bought that horse…if Eddie 
wouldn’t have persisted…if that horse…but, all the shouldas and wouldas in the 
world could not bring Eddie back.  Ned was now forced to move on to the next of his 
priorities. 

 
Edward grasped the handle of his razor-sharp axe.  He stared down at the blood 

stains upon the ground at his feet.  With all the anger and sorrow in his heart, he let 
one swing of the axe fall upon the base of the walnut that helped in the death of his 
only son.  The first swing fell with utter satisfaction.  Deeply into its bark the blow 
fell, and a large gouge ripped into the trunk of the tree that had so innocently taken 
the life of a farmer’s son.  First one blow, then another, and after many painstaking 
swings from his axe, Ned saw and heard the falling of the old walnut.  He wanted to 
shout TIMBER, but the words just weren’t there.  The breaking of the trunk of that 
old tree snapped with much the same sound as that awful occurrence a day earlier.  
As much as Edward wanted to see that tree fall, it only seemed to add to his misery.  
He chopped and cut for days.  He split and shaved…planed and cut.  He fashioned 
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wonderfully planed walnut boards and pegged them together perfectly.  And, with 
every ounce of magnitude in him, Edward placed the remains of his son in the casket 
and pegged it shut.  He slid the casket into his wagon and prepared himself for the 
worst journey of his life. 

 
Just above the settlement of Willow Grove was a slightly higher knoll.  Its soil was 

composed of clay and shale, and was home to a very old cherry tree that cast shade 
upon a spot that Edward Irons had planned on for his own burial.  This particular 
place was a favorite among many in the area…overlooking the clear waters of the 
Obey.  With pick and shovel, Edward buried his son on this rocky hilltop, just 
outside of Willow Grove.  Some words were said, and family members wept for the 
untimely loss of a loved one.  Sara Irons stood strong with her daughter, Rachel, by 
her side.  So, on this hilltop overlooking Willow Grove, the Irons family offered their 
son…and here he would rest…forever. 

 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 
Edward and his family soon left Irons Creek.  Ned just couldn’t shake the 

memories of his son and the depressing thoughts of his untimely loss.  They soon 
moved to an area in Jackson County, and some say they then moved to the state of 
Indiana.  Little is known of the Irons family after that fateful time in their lives.  
Rachel eventually married William Dale and moved back into the area.  Those two 
owned the 449 acre tract of land that became known as the Dale Hollow…and their 
names went down in history. 
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Chapter Four 
 

“An Unexpected Solution” 
 
 

Spring, 1936 
 
The hum of a bulldozer broke through the morning air as it pushed through the 

dew-covered soil on a grassy knoll on the outskirts of Willow Grove, Tennessee.  An 
ancient cherry tree stood proudly near the noise and conveyed a sense of all-
knowing foreboding.  Its smooth, time-worn bark had seen the comings and goings 
of hundreds of townspeople that scurried to this hilltop to deliver their children to 
the tiny schoolhouse that they themselves had attended.  The old log cabin that had 
been in use for some one hundred years was now being demolished to erect a larger 
and more modern facility.  The blade of the dozer scraped harshly at the soil and 
rock. 

 
“Whoa!” shouted a laborer, as he looked down at the soil at his feet.  The outline 

at his feet was unmistakable, and his eyes widened as he stared in disbelief.  The 
dozer came to a halt and the driver soon joined his younger coworker.  Protruding 
from the soil was a mostly rotted and decomposed casket made of walnut.  “I’d 
better go get the mayor…he’s not going to believe this one.” 

 
Soon, the hillside was lined with onlookers and nosey housewives.  The townsfolk 

mumbled amongst themselves and theories were discussed about what to do now.  
The townspeople had no idea that they had been playing above…and getting married 
above…and learning above some unknown settler.  He must have been someone of 
the area, due to the painstakingly built casket.  No hunter passing by would have 
been buried in such an ornate box.  Even in its dilapidated state, it was obvious that 
someone had lovingly built this casket…someone capable…someone with the will of 
iron. 

 
Strangely, progress was not halted with this new discovery.  As townsfolk debated 

over what to do with this old grave, construction continued as if the box was only a 
pile of lumber.  The casket happened to be just outside of the new school, at the very 
front of the building.  Workers continued to build away while working around the 
remains of a proud and fiery young horseman.  There had been a number of 
arguments about the placement of the new structure.  Should they cut the old cherry 
tree, or move the building further east a few yards?  Should the building face north 
or south…east or west?  Should it have a basement?  As with most city projects, 



Stories From Dale Hollow 

79 

everyone had ideas and complaints, but few had plausible comments about proper 
construction. 

 
But something strange happened that few expected.  Those remains, being 

directly in the front pathway into the building, were simply left where they were.  
That’s right…they were formed right into the concrete that became the front steps of 
the new schoolhouse.  In fact, no one even argued over it.  There was no additional 
cost to leave him…and no apparent structure problems with it.  It actually added to 
the warm history of this place that the townsfolk loved.  Eddie Irons was now part of 
the Willow Grove gymnasium.  The townspeople eventually determined who the boy 
in the casket was, and it all made sense.  One of the oldest members of the town, Mr. 
John Brewington, remembered the story of the young man in the box.  The Irons 
had helped forge this thriving little city, and they felt that it was fitting to have a bit 
of heritage in the building.  The iron will of the Irons family was now not only the 
rock-solid steps of the Willow Grove School, but also a giant monument for the Irons 
family.  And time…as always…pressed on. 
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Chapter Five 
 

“The Iron Stone” 
 
 

Summer, 1942 
 
As we all know, the summer of 1942 was the most gut-wrenching and painful 

summers that the city of Willow Grove would ever encounter.  It was also its last.  
Soon the rising waters would engulf this quaint town and many other communities.  
The final product was the awe-inspiring Dale Hollow Lake, but this summer, Willow 
Grove was a city of sorrow and dejection.  Chainsaws hummed and fires 
burned…and the hollow-echoing rumble of dynamite was a common sound.  A 
group of construction workers were admiring the destruction of the school house on 
that special knob on the outskirts of town.  A pile of rubble was all that remained of 
the Willow Grove School. 

 
“One more chunk of concrete, boys, and this job is finished,” said the foreman, as 

he packed a bundle of dynamite under the old front steps of the schoolhouse.  A few 
moments later, a long fuse was attached to the bundle and workers fled accordingly.  
All stood anxious for the blast that would crumble the remaining few large portions 
of the school.  There is just something about demolition that makes grown men feel 
like little boys.  After every blast, the workers would give high-fives and smile 
excitedly.  If all this stuff had to go…then they might as well have some fun.  The 
foreman lit a cigarette with his lighted match, and promptly lit the fuse afterward.  
The workers exchanged eager smiles and put their hands over their ears and ducked.  
The hiss of the fuse grew quieter as it sizzled its way from the sheltered hillside and 
toward the old foundation.  And…it happened.  The deafening percussion of the 
blast thundered up and down the Obey and pieces of debris fell all around.  A cloud 
of dust floated in the air, and the rumble of dynamite bounced from the hillsides 
that would soon be the shores of Irons Creek.  The workers raced from their 
locations and up to the once grassy knoll.  What they saw amazed them. 

 
The white concrete of the front steps of Willow Grove High stood as they had 

since their construction.  A few chunks of large concrete footing lay along side of the 
giant stone.  “That rock must be made of iron!” exclaimed one of the workers.  
And…it was.  The Iron Stone of Willow Grove High stood with the same 
determination as the will of the Irons family themselves.  Those astonished 
construction workers knew when to leave well enough alone.  They gathered up their 
tools and left that plot of ground as it was…as it was intended to be…a monument. 
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. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 
As I’ve often said…Father Time pressed on, and the water did rise.  I just love that 

sentence.  When I read it, I get a feeling of the passion of those that forged this area, 
and those that watched it being destroyed…and watched the formation from land to 
lake.  It was a time of great emotion that we should all reflect upon as we slip into 
the clean and clear waters that we love.  Some have called it Healing Waters.  Maybe 
they are.  I know that in the fall, when the shades of the falling leaves shroud this 
lake in vibrant colors, and the lake has dropped its level to reveal some of the things 
that were left behind…I will be floating above the Iron Stone and peering into the 
clear water that covers an ancient grave.  And, as I stare at the white monument 
beneath me, I will remember Eddie and the rest of the iron-willed family that once 
graced this untamed land…and maybe even think of Old Toby. 

 
The End 

 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 
*Note: Several versions of this story exist.  It has come to my attention that young 

Mr. Irons more than likely died during a race, rather than before one.  His name is 
even in question.  No one has come forth with an exact first name, or the name of his 
first horse, which quite possibly was not Old Toby.  One thing I know for sure, there 
is certainly uncertainty in factual folklore, and I will continue to try to sort fact from 
fiction.  Three people can witness an occurrence, and you will hear at least three 
different stories.  So, to my knowledge, all other information in this story is factual. 

 
*Note: The walnut casket containing young Mr. Irons was dug and reburied three 

times!  The original log building of the Willow Grove School had been built onto 
many times and was demolished in the early nineteen-hundreds.  His remains were 
found during the building of that new school.  Then again, in the 1930’s, he was 
uncovered to build the very large school.  And finally, during demolition when the 
Corps built the lake in 1942.  Dynamite couldn’t remove the Irons boy from his 
much disturbed grave, and many people witnessed that event, hoping to see that old 
walnut casket one final time.  All agree on at least that much of this story.  So, I 
recommend you do what I do…listen to all of the versions of the story and average 
them together.  That, in my opinion, is folklore. 
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Iron’s Casket 1930’s 
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For the Love of Lily and Sally 

 
A Real-life Story of How A Town Got Its Name 

 
 

Chapter One 
 

“Second Home” 
 
 

Late summer, 1891 
 
William walked along the dew-covered and grassy shore of the Obey River.  The 

morning sun was just inching over the horizon as he glanced over his shoulder 
toward the town of Willow Grove.  He smiled as he passed the old cherry tree that he 
and his family had grown to love.  William’s family loved this little section of Willow 
Grove and came here as often as possible, given that they lived some two or three 
miles south of this special little spot.  His forty-five years of living had made him 
love this spot even more than he had ever expected.  Also, his years in the Civil War 
had worn him beyond his years, and he felt as if he had lived more than most of the 
friends and family that he now knew.  He preferred not to talk about those days and 
took great pains to tiptoe around the subject when it came up in conversation.  
William was happy in the present, and had no intentions of re-living anything that 
had to do with that war.  I survived…that’s all that matters. 

 
This morning, the Obey River lazily flowed southward with its tiny ripples of 

reflected sunshine dancing upon its surface.  The warm and dry summer had slowed 
the currents of this bustling river and William wondered if there was even room for 
one of those steam boats to make their way up-stream to this little community that 
resided some three miles northeast of the town of Willow Grove. 

 
This particular community was situated upon the northern bank of the Obey 

River, and just eastward of the mouth of the Wolf River.  The Wolf entered the Obey 
right here in this out-of-the-way village, and it was pretty much the eastern-most 
steam boat stop on this long stretch of river. 

 
Colonel James Armstrong conducted a business of boat repair here on the river, 

and maintained the dockage pier here in this little town.  He was one of those people 
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that could fix anything and always found a way to keep those steam boats traveling 
up and down the river. 

 
The community was far enough eastward that most of the tobacco and cotton 

grown within any distance would be taken here to be delivered on down the river.  
The steam boats rarely came this far up stream, but when they did, they could count 
on a full load when they left.  This little port was one of the only places nearby to 
export one’s goods…and it flourished accordingly. 

 
William’s footsteps pressed on a couple of more miles.  As he entered this little 

family-oriented community, he couldn’t help but notice the vibrant green color of 
the meadows that now seemed to surround him.  They seemed to be the very same 
rich color of the fields of his youth, near Clark Bottom.  Something about the nearby 
river seemed to enhance the lush green fields that bordered this winding ribbon of 
water…regardless of how far up or down stream that you viewed them.  This valley 
was fertile…from its nutrient-rich soil…to its colorfully displayed horizons.  This 
land was rich. 

 
William finally reached the Gamewell Ford and…while wading across…he began 

noticing the hustle and bustle of a riverfront community.  Despite its distant location 
in the far north eastern portion of Clay County, this tiny community thrived with the 
movements of families and friends here in this section of the county that most 
considered the “Land beyond the River.”  Not only was this land beyond the Obey 
River, but it also rested comfortably where the Wolf River met the Obey.  So, for 
many years, this warm little community nestled between the clean flowing waters of 
two rivers was called “Mouth of Wolf”. 

 
“Mouth of Wolf” was one of only a few areas nearby to actually process mail.  The 

post office conducted business for a number of years and still has a rough 
foundation that sometimes reaches a shallow enough depth to lovingly kiss the 
occasional propeller of numerous out drives of many boats to this day.  Local 
fishermen still hold the old foundation as a honey-hole of a fishing spot. 
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Lillydale Post Office Foundation 2005 

 
Much to William’s disappointment, Armstrong’s pier had no steamboats today.  

He had secretly hoped that there would be some sort of river-going vessel here at 
port when he arrived, just to catch a glimpse of that far-away luster that those 
beautiful old boats possessed.  But, not so today…Armstrong’s pier was empty and 
nothing that resembled a large boat was coming either up or down stream…quiet 
day on the Obey. 

 
After passing the pier at Armstrong’s, William began to view the outcroppings of 

a small building that had been described to him so vigilantly.  It was a small, church-
looking house situated upon the edge of a hill overlooking the merger of the Obey 
and the Wolf.  He turned and looked toward the two rivers that had given this town 
its name.  Mouth of Wolf, he thought…not very fitting for such a lovely little town. 

 
Momentarily, William reflected upon his schooling.  The door that he was about 

to enter looked almost identical to that of his Alma Ma’ter.  William attended the 
Montvale Academy, deeply within the center of Clay County.  It was an upper-scale 
school that was huge for its day.  Even though the school’s enrollment was less than 
impressive, some of its students were.  Influential names like Secretary of State 
Cordell Hull and Governor Benton McMillan filled its roster.  William’s post-war age 
seemed to go unnoticed in the upper-class school.  He was just another one of the 
boys.  His love of his school long outlasted the school itself. 
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The hinges of the school house door creaked as he pulled upon its time-worn 

brass handle.  Strangely, William seemed to feel at home with the odd squeak of the 
school house door.  Inside the door, two other teachers were already preparing for 
tomorrow’s lessons when William stepped through the door.  “Hello, ladies,” he 
said, “Sorry I’m late.” 

 
William had taken on the position of headmaster of the tiny school that doubled 

as the meeting house for the Church of Christ.  The building housed many city 
functions and most people loved the charm that this white farm house emitted.  The 
teachers would often spend the night in the rooms upstairs when the weather was 
inclement for travel or they just didn’t want to make the long walk home.  So, quite 
simply, this school house and church was also sometimes…home.  William soon 
became accustomed to calling it his second home, and he loved the community 
almost as much as his own Clark Bottom. 

 
The two ladies smiled as William entered the room and began to prepare the 

lessons that he intended to share tomorrow.  After a good bit of quiet time, the three 
began to slowly accustom themselves to one another and quickly became 
friends…which seemed to be the proper thing to do…here in this quiet little town of 
silent friendship and family trust.  This was Mouth of Wolf…and William was 
beginning to like it, already. 

 
This school held classes for children from ‘proper’ to eighth grade.  I guess 

‘proper’ was a term similar to kindergarten.  This school housed a fine young group 
of kids, and all of them eventually came to love the three teachers that had taken on 
the job of educating them. 

 
William, or Mr. Will, as he was known by the children, was the teacher of the 

fourth, fifth, and sixth grade students.  He taught them all tirelessly, as all good 
teachers do, and soon found himself coming to love the lads and lasses of Mouth of 
Wolf.  There were two young ladies in particular in his class that held his heart-
strings tightly.  They were both of the same approximate age, and rarely left one 
another’s side.  The first had hair of strawberry blond and was named Lily Gilliam.  
Her deep blue eyes always looked as if she were just about to break into a long 
giggle.  In fact, she normally was.  Her bubbly personality was a wonderful attribute 
to her bouncy demeanor.  She was a sweetheart of a little girl. 

 
Lily’s very best friend in the world was Sally Dale.  Her shoulder-length brown 

hair was wonderfully curled in long flowing waves.  Her deep brown eyes reflected 
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her tender and compassionate personality.  The relationship between the two was 
quite special. 

 
These two girls could just about do what they wanted in the class.  When they 

would bat their eyes and ask, “Please…Mr.  Will,” they would usually attain what 
ever it was that they wanted. 

 
This afternoon, the two looked deeply into William’s eyes and chirped a question 

in unison.  The two had been practicing speaking together, just to tease Mr. Will.  
“Could we go to the outhouse, Mr. Will?” they asked, with their voices rising in 
harmony. 

 
“Ladies,” asked William.  “Is there any thing the two of you don’t do together?  If 

I didn’t know any better, I’d swear that the two of you are the same person.”  
William looked at their smiling faces for a moment and chuckled.  “I guess, Miss Lily 
Dale, you can go to the outhouse.”  A chorus of chuckles echoed through the room as 
the girls bounced out the door.  William smiled and kept on teaching. 

 
William had never married in all his vibrant life, and had no children despite his 

fondness of them.  So, this job of teacher fit his personality, and he was truly glad 
that he had taken on the obligation of head master.  He loved these children in this 
lovely little community and relished the days he spent there. 

 
Soon, the two little girls returned and recited their much-practiced “Thank you, 

Mr. Will.”  William smiled at the two and chuckled as he shook his head.  And, in 
Mouth of Wolf, all was right with the world. 
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Chapter Two 
 

“Birth of an Idea” 
 
 

Thanksgiving, 1891 
 
William was gathering up his things and getting ready to make his journey back 

to Clark Bottom when his favorite pair of girls walked up to his desk. 
 
“I guess I’ll see you girls next week,” William said, with a smile. 
 
“We’ll miss you, Mr. Will,” said the girls, with their usual playful harmony.  They 

skipped out the door and down the steps, and William proudly watched them skip 
into the distance.  I’ll miss you, too, Lily Dale, he thought. 

 
William journeyed back home and enjoyed a pleasant Thanksgiving weekend 

with his family.  He had lovingly told his family about his favorite little girls and the 
rest of the community where he had been spending his time.  He had begun a 
practice on Monday mornings of saying, “Well, time to go to school, Lily Dale is 
missing me.” 

 
He had unknowingly been using this phrase where ever he went, and people 

began confusing Lily Dale as the school in which he taught.  And eventually, a few 
folks began to call that community Lily Dale, instead of Mouth of Wolf.  Eventually, 
word got ‘round to some of the townspeople and some of the local officials.  When 
confronted, William had no idea what had happened.  “The only Lily Dale I know of, 
sits right over there,” he replied, as he pointed in the direction of the two little girls.  
They sat quietly with their usual ornery smiles and just about to giggle.  “Which 
one?” asked the officials, with confused looks.  “Well, both actually,” replied 
William.  “Let me explain.”  William explained the story of his favorite little girls and 
promised to be more careful with his wording from now on. 

 
Life continued that winter as it had since William’s first arrival here as head 

master.  But, as the winter pressed into spring, something began to take shape in 
Williams mind.  William finally approached the local officials.  “Who would want to 
live in a town named Mouth of Wolf?” he asked, with a wry smile.  “We, as a 
community, can call ourselves what we choose.  This community is young.  
Remember that generations to come will be calling this community by the name of 
Mouth of Wolf.  Sounds like slobber to me!  Let’s change the name of Mouth of Wolf 
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to Lily Dale.  Look up ‘dale’ in the dictionary and you will find pleasant valley near 
water.  What could better describe this community?  What could be more pleasant 
than a valley of lilies…Lily Dale?  A valley of flowers sounds much more inviting 
than a Wolf’s mouth, don’t you think?” 

 
Well, believe it or not, the school teacher’s words hit home.  The officials of 

Mouth of Wolf agreed to change their name…because of the love of a special 
man…and two special little girls.  There have been a number of spellings over the 
years…Lilly Dale…Lilydale…but, eventually, Lillydale hit the maps and this thriving 
community became a town.  It just goes to show you, that special people make 
special things happen…and we could all focus on ‘special’ a little more often.  And, 
when my old boat glides through the waters north of Lillydale campground, I picture 
in my mind this valley of flowers and hear the harmonizing chuckle of two little 
girls…and thank them for their contribution to the town of Lillydale. 

 
The End 

 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 
*Note: I’ve been unable to substantiate the name of the teacher, Mr. Will.  Also, 
some say that Lily Dale was the one person Lillydale was named after.  I can’t prove 
either story.  I believe this story to be as I’ve written it. 
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The Spirit of Clark Bottom 
 

The Real-life Story of One Man’s Quest to Document and Explain 
A Very Special Spot in the Middle of Dale Hollow 

 
 

 
 
 

Introduction 
 
This story is very dear to me.  I spent the summer of 2005 searching for answers 

to questions that seemingly no one knew.  I’m speaking of the graves of Clark 
Bottom.  In late summer, when the water level drops, approximately thirty grave 
sites emerge from the clear waters of Clark Bottom.  For the record, Clark Bottom is 
not on any maps. Dr. Edward Clark owned a large number of acres north of the Obey 
River and south of Willow Grove on the ridge known as Sheep Back.  The property 
extended out into the red clay flats north of First Island. Dr. Clark was such a 
vibrant and beloved member of society, that it was only natural that his area of land 
be lovingly known by his name.  Although Clark Bottom is not mapped, it did exist, 
at least in the final days of Willow Grove.  It was certainly well known throughout 
this part of the country and is still remembered today. 

This story is dedicated to those souls in Clark Bottom…may they rest in peace. 
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Clark Bottom Cemetery 
 
 

As I step from boat to shore, 
And on to age-old graves, 

I wonder…were you farmers, 
Housewives, children, slaves? 

 
And I wonder, could you have known 

About this dam they’d build? 
The dam that covered this land in water, 

The land your fathers tilled. 
 

I wonder if…knowing now… 
What you didn’t know then, 

Would you change your resting place, 
This shoreline you’re within? 

 
Would you choose to remove yourselves 

From this shallow shore? 
Would you move your age-old rottings 

From this place you once adored? 
 

Would you remove your contribution 
From this clay you knew so well? 

Would you allow some foreign plants 
To intrude your fertile soil? 

 
So, would you move, if you could? 

If you were given a chance? 
I, for one, would not displant you 

From this ground that you’ve enhanced. 
 

Hundreds have swam and walked above 
Your unknown watery graves. 

And, most have no idea 
Of the contribution that you gave. 

 
But, in my heart, resides a love 

That I cannot explain… 
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A tender-hearted understanding 
Of your hardships and your pain. 

 
I think of you, my unknown friends, 

When o’er your water I go. 
I think your shore’s a wonderful place, 
And I just thought you should know… 

 
That when my number’s called, 

And I ascend above, 
That I just might be joining you… 
In this place that you once loved. 

 
 

Darren Shell 
2005 
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Chapter One 
 

“Discovery” 
 
 

Summer, 2005 
 
Darren Shell sat comfortably and quietly on the front deck of his houseboat.  This 

was one of his very favorite places in the world.  The boat itself was his favorite 
place, but today it was parked at the mouth of Irons Creek, in the little hollow west 
of the Alred Hollow, which was also one of his favorites.  The light of the early 
morning sun was just beginning to extinguish the security lights of Willow Grove 
Marina and the shapes of the buildings and boat slips could be seen emerging from 
the misty morning haze.  Darren’s mind skipped from his day off to the facets of 
work that were no doubt beginning at the bustling marina in the center of Dale 
Hollow Lake.  His family had owned the marina well into their third decade, and 
seemed to love this business here in the foothills of the Smokey Mountains.  
Darren’s thoughts bounced through Mickey’s schedule.  Mickey Ledbetter was 
Darren’s partner in the running of the marina.  Although Darren’s family owned and 
operated the dock, Mickey carried out his day as if it were his very own business, 
whenever Darren was away.  He was the type of guy you would want running your 
business if you could not be there.  In fact, the business generally made more money 
with Mickey at the helm, than Darren.  Although Darren loved this business that his 
family owned, he was pretty soft for the running of a business.  He would just about 
give away the house if you let him.  Mickey was just the opposite.  At the end of the 
day, money was made regardless.  In all honesty, it took both of these men and their 
spouses to fill the shoes of Darren’s parents that ran the marina for over fifteen 
years.  They ran the marina with the same enthusiasm as the two of these men and 
their families, with fewer employees.  It was a trying time in the early years trying to 
make ends meet at this marina.  The place was run down drastically, despite the 
efforts of those running the marina before the Shell’s purchase of the dock in 1982.  
Their early efforts set the pace for a thriving marina for decades to come.  They 
loved it, and at the time of this writing (2005), they still very much love and protect 
it, to this very day.  Not everybody realizes the sacrifices of the Shell family early-
on…moving from out of state to this tight little community in east Clay County, but 
their presence has been known in so many ways.  They have benefited this 
community, and here they reside as a testament. 

 
So, as Darren sat quietly in the early morning air, his wife and daughter slept 

comfortably in their quilt-lined beds, nestled deep within the houseboat.  This was 
Darren’s favorite time of day when the first rays of light shown over Irons Creek.  
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And, as one more bonus for Darren, he was also in his very favorite attire, which 
consisted of only two items…his floppy bucket cap and a set of swim trunks.  Right 
now, right here, Darren Shell was happy.  Not that he was unhappy elsewhere, he 
was just exceptionally happy here.  He lived by a particular unspoken creed of his 
family…work hard, play hard, love thy family.  He certainly worked hard.  He and 
Mickey would often put in seventy to ninety hours a week.  That two week period 
over the fourth of July, they would often work over one hundred hours a week, much 
like Larry and Sheryl Shell a decade earlier.  But, the play is where Darren excelled.  
Ski, swim, snorkel, bicycle…any form of recreation could excite him.  He approached 
every aspect of his life with the same enthusiasm…full throttle.  If you are gonna do 
something, do it one hundred percent, not half way.  Grab the bull by the horns, or 
stay the hell away from it. 

 
Darren had another love in his life…history.  Not the kind of history you read in 

history books.  He respected the founders of this country in all walks of life, but his 
interest was in local history.  He loved this government-impounded lake area and all 
the folklore that went along with the seized land and moved homes and graves of 
this Upper Cumberland mountainous region.  It possessed a history so rich, that 
many would study it in depths beyond what you and I might fathom as normal or 
customary.  He may have been born elsewhere, but these acres of Dale Hollow were 
sacred, and he treated them as home. 

 
Today, Darren’s wife and daughter had plans in town.  His girls, as he called 

them, had things going on.  Beth and Lauren were busy today and Darren was forced 
to spend the day on Dale Hollow by himself…bummer, huh.  He would be forced to 
walk the shores of this lake by himself.  He would be forced to wander the lakeside 
and let his mind flow wither-to and beyond…soaking up the history-rich folklore of 
Dale Hollow.  He supposed he could stand it, if he must.  No more than a few 
thousand hours would be tolerable.  But six or eight hours would be enough today. 

 
Darren sat as he normally would on these days.  His feet were propped up on one 

of the other chairs, and his hands held a pencil and a rather abused leather journal.  
He was pondering another one of his many stories that he would put on paper and 
distribute among the many slip holders at the marina.  Most of his work was 
fictional, with factual settings near the old town of Willow Grove that was now under 
a lavish blanket of water.  The town had been destroyed, as many of you know, and 
the many tales of families from way-back-when were re-told with loving conviction 
through Darren’s works of writing. 

 
Darren dropped off his girls at the marina and dropped off his Sea Doo in 

exchange for his old wooden Lyman runabout.  There was something about cruising 
Dale Hollow in that old wooden cruiser that seemed to fit that very day.  The 



Stories From Dale Hollow 

95 

beautifully finished mahogany of that boat glistened in the mid-day sun.  The sun’s 
rays danced off of the bow of the 1958 Lyman and shimmered all around its hull 
cutting through the lake surface of Clark Bottom.  Darren decided to stop his craft 
on one of the red clay flats of what the Corps called Kemper Flats.  The people of 
Holly Creek Marina simply called it the Flats.  Some called it the grassy flats.  It was 
a portion of Dale Hollow that rested just above First Island and covered probably 
over a mile of gently rolling hills and knolls.  The Sheep Back Ridge overlooked this 
whole area, and the red clay shown vibrantly in the midday sun.  It was one of 
Darren’s favorite places on the entire lake, and today would prove to be worthy of 
his fond respect.  The water level had fallen, and he had begun his normal fall 
inspection of the lakeshores in the area.  He would look for lost fishing tackle, hunt 
for the occasional arrowhead, and simply look for the lost items of a busy summer 
now that the lake level had fallen.  Little did he know, but today would shake the 
very foundations of his love of this lake.  It would force him to study and evaluate all 
the information he had absorbed up until this point.  It would ignite the very fires of 
inquisitiveness that had inspired his love of local folklore from day one.  It would 
inspire in him the thrill of the hunt…of forgotten people he didn’t know.  He just 
didn’t know it yet. 

 
Darren’s old boat slid gently onto the dense red clay of a shallow shore about half 

way down the Clark Bottom flats.  With its motor trimmed to the hilt, the old boat 
slid easily onto shore, as Darren prepared to step out of the side of the boat.  It 
seemed strange that amidst this dense clay that there were clumps of weeds growing 
periodically. 

 
Darren stepped over the gunwale of his boat and onto shore.  He was used to 

stepping on the firm clay of shores like this here on Dale Hollow.  But strangely, his 
foot sank deeply into its surface.  He felt the strange ooze of silty mud squish 
between his toes.  As he looked down at his mud covered foot, he could discern a 
shape in the clay.  That looks like…holy cow…a coffin!  Darren looked to his left.  
There was a long row of coffin-shaped holes.  He looked to his right…then behind 
him.  Everywhere…GRAVES!  My God…I’m standing in a cemetery! 

 
Darren’s hands trembled as he re-examined his sunken foot.  It stood firmly in 

the chest area of a grave.  The sound of rippling water beat the side of his runabout 
as he stood motionless…wide eyed and shaken.  The mid-day sun shone through the 
crystal clear water and onto thirty dark weed-covered old grave sights.  A surge of 
emotion rippled through Darren much like that of the tiny waves hitting this special 
shoreline.  He stared in disbelief as he gently pulled his foot from the hole.  “I’m so 
very sorry,” he said, still looking deep into the soil.  A hundred thoughts bounced 
around in his brain.  He quickly grabbed his journal and scratched out a few words 
on paper.  They would become the best poem his hand had ever penciled.  And, at 
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that very moment, a spark ignited in Mr. Shell.  All the stories that he had written 
about the old town of Willow Grove and the moving of the old graves were funneled 
into his brain all at once.  Then questions followed.  Were these graves moved?  
Could they have been moved?  Who were these people?  And the questions kept 
coming.  They came in the morning…they came at night.  Each question provoked 
another until Darren had made up his mind.  I will find the answers, even if no one 
else had been able to.  This place should be known and respected.  I WILL do this.  
Somehow, someway, I will do this. 

 
So, as the heat of the midday sun baked into the floppy bucket cap that rested on 

Darren’s head, a challenge had formed somewhere between his head and his 
heart…and Darren NEVER questioned his heart.  He would find this information 
and share it with the public.  This place would be known and respected and 
understood.  And, on the shallow shores of Clark Bottom, Darren Shell was inspired. 
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Chapter Two 
 

“Of Grave Digging” 
 
 
For those of you unfamiliar with the digging of graves of Dale Hollow, I will make 

mention here.  The process was simple, in terms of how it was completed.  But, what 
actually happened was anything but simple. 

 
For instance, everyone knew that this particular problem must be dealt with, but 

few had any idea of the complexity of the ordeal.  Everyone had a complaint, but few 
had anything that resembled a solution to the problems that plagued the 
communities that were forced to suffer the move.  First and foremost, no one was 
willing to dig up a loved one or friend, and in this closely knit community, everyone 
knew everyone else, so finding someone to dig remains was problem number one.  
Problem number two was the actual digging itself.  Imagine pushing a shovel into 
the rocky soil in this region.  Even though there may have been a rock denoting a 
grave, do you think that you could find the grave beneath with a shovel?  Also, think 
about the conditions of the graves themselves.  Many of the graves had been there 
since the 1800’s.  So, in the early 1940’s, if one wanted to dig one of these 
graves…which no one did…there was quite possibly nothing left to dig but the very 
rotted remains of a wooden casket.  More than likely, the casket itself was 
completely gone.  In rich soil conditions, even bones rot rapidly.  So, if in fact 
someone was willing to dig a series of graves that had existed for a century, there 
was simply nothing to dig but extremely rich dirt.  This brings up another 
interesting dilemma. 

 
Knowing that such conditions existed, the Corps provided a small wooden 

box…maybe a foot square…to house the remains of the moved body.  It may only 
contain a couple of shovels of the grave itself.  One would chisel and dig into this 
rocky clay until the rich soil of a grave would be found.  A few shovels later, the grave 
was dug, labeled (if there was a marked stone), and nailed shut into the little box 
and moved.  So quite frankly, (and these are my words) the graves were moved…and 
not moved.  Legally they were documented and transported to their new 
cemetery…hopefully forever this time. 

 
Now, some graves were not completely rotted and the entire casket was moved.  

I’m sure the more recent graves with more elaborate headstones were moved 
entirely, but old graves simply could not be. 
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But what of the rest of these graves, could the red clay house their rotted remains 
for eternity?  Sure, a few shovels of Mr. Johnson were moved to St. John’s Cemetery, 
or Donaldson Cemetery, or where ever.  I’m not saying that the Corps was not 
thorough in their digging.  I’m just saying that matter is matter, and some of what 
matters, remained. 

 
Another point of interest is how graves were dug and covered in the first place.  

An important note about the digging of graves is time-frame.  Graves dug in the 
1800’s were chipped from the earth with one special geographical quotient…all 
graves faced EAST.  Graves were dug (at least in the deep South) with the deepest of 
teachings of Christianity.  The coming of the Lord would be in the east.  All old 
graveyards were dug with the bodies placed heads westward and feet eastward.  It 
was done this way so that the rejuvenated soul could witness the ‘coming of the 
Lord’.  I didn’t believe this one.  My mother assured me it was so, and proceeded to 
prove it to me.  Mother Knows Best.  At least mine does anyway.  Every grave in this 
cemetery faces east.  It may be somewhat northeast, but that is because of the tilt of 
the Earth.  Most people in the 1800’s didn’t have a compass and relied on the rising 
of the sun for their perception of East.  I think one could witness the coming of the 
Lord from somewhat northeast…don’t you think?  These days, many graves do not 
face eastward due to limited space in some cemeteries.  Also, some traditions are 
forgotten over the years…not to mention those who are cremated.  Try to sort that 
one out. 

 
Here’s another point of thought.  In Tennessee, as in other southern states, there 

is very little soil to bury a body.  The northern states have six, eight, even ten feet of 
soil in which to bury a body.  In Tennessee, four to six may be average in the rocky 
hills.  In some places, two is the maximum.  In some places, there is no soil, and the 
body is placed upon the ground and a pile of rocks is erected on top.  Some 
cemeteries have elaborate stone slabs above the graves…to keep out the critters.  
Some wooden caskets had slate rock layered on top for the same purpose. 

There is one more special southern tradition to very old cemeteries.  Where there 
was no one capable to carve and inscript stones, one solitary stone would be the 
marker for the entire plot.  There would be no headstones.  One stone would stand 
as a testimony of a group of people that chose to stand together in life…and in death.  
One stone would mark them all.  It is rare…but realistic.  There are a few of these 
cemeteries in the south.  Who knows who’s buried there?  Maybe it doesn’t matter 
what names are there.  It is a community that is buried there.  That was their 
intention, I’m sure.  Strangely, that red clay flat of Clark Bottom possessed a large 
stone on its point.  It was hand-carved and was slightly larger on the top than 
bottom…much like a headstone.  Of course it could be just a cornerstone of a 
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building.  There was a building on that sight, according to the Corps map.  That 
stone looks mighty conspicuous on that little plot of land out there on Clark Bottom. 

 
There is a point of interest about digging graves in clay.  If you were to dig a grave 

in Tennessee, you would probably encounter different layers of soil.  You would dig 
through top soil and then into clay, if you didn’t hit rock first.  Once something is 
buried in clay, the clay settles in around it and forms a bit of a shell or casting.  If the 
buried item was a pine box, it would eventually decay and the soil above would sink 
into the hole filling it in over the years.  The clay would hold the exact shape of the 
buried casket, even if the casket was gone.  Now imagine the red clay soil of Clark 
Bottom.  As the water rises and falls throughout the year, the top soil is gently and 
slowly washed away.  If there was only three feet of soil above the slate rock, and a 
casket measuring over a foot deep was buried there, then after two feet of erosion, 
those casket shaped holes would emerge from the clay revealing the soft silty 
contents of long ago graves.  That is precisely what happened there in Clark Bottom.  
Six months of the year, those open holes that should have never seen the light of day 
again…are warmed by the autumn sun.  They are again seen by human eyes. 
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Chapter Three 
 

“Write a Letter” 
 
 
Darren could hardly wait to share the news of this place with his friends and 

family.  He had heard of some grave-shaped holes on that flat for years, but had no 
idea how defined they were.  There was no question what these holes were. 

 
Darren pushed his old boat from shore and made for Willow Grove.  He decided 

to leave his houseboat where it was until later that evening.  Right now he had to tell 
somebody, somewhere, about his discovery.  He pulled into the idle zone and eased 
up to the dock.  A couple of his employees helped catch the boat and tie it up.  It was 
a policy at Willow Grove to catch every boat and tie it up…customer service came 
first. 

 
The dock was fairly busy when he arrived and he waited patiently to talk with 

Mickey and the rest of the crew.  He enthusiastically relayed his day’s adventure.  
Mickey replied with his usual skepticism, “Dude, you’re on drugs.” 

 
Darren looked intently at his coworkers.  They all had a look of disbelief.  Of 

course they were interested, but certainly maintained the fact that graves exposed on 
Dale Hollow were unlikely, at best.  They, too, had questions about those graves…if 
in fact they were graves at all.  Were they moved?  Who were they?  All where valid 
questions. 

 
Later that evening, Darren relayed the message again, only to his family.  They 

absorbed the story with the same excitement as Darren.  They agreed immediately to 
investigate the very next day…and a few more people were added to the list of those 
determined to find the answers.  They did investigate the next day, and Darren was 
happy to have someone else that agreed that they were graves. 

 
Before long, the whole lake was in a stir about the graves.  Virtually all of the slip 

customers of Willow Grove had viewed the graves.  Even some of the other marina 
customers ventured out onto that spot.  Questions became more questions, and 
answers were not forthcoming.  The Corps maintained that the graves were dug, but 
could not provide proof, which is rare for the Corps.  They document everything but 
their bowel movements, and they might even document those. 
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Darren tried to investigate the previous owners of the property before the Corps 
purchased it.  It proved to be very difficult.  That information resides at the court 
house in giant volumes with millions of numbers and names.  They are not 
maps…only names and numbers.  That proved futile. 

 
After many trips to Celina (county seat), Darren was becoming frustrated with 

the slowly turning wheels of information.  The historical society helped as much as 
possible.  They were quite interested in his quest, as was most everyone who heard 
the story of those graves.  Finally, on one of his Tuesday morning trips, two things 
happened.  On the back of one of the maps in the Clay County Museum, was a tiny 
email address.  He wrote it down on his palm, as he did all important notes.  Paper 
notes often found their way to the laundry.  He called this his ‘palm pilot’.  Secondly, 
a good friend had accompanied Darren on his trip that day.  Mr. Mark Willis, a park 
ranger for the Corps, mentioned a map back at the office.  He would check it out and 
see if he could find anything worthy of note on it.  So, dejected with his lack of 
results, Darren made his trip for home, and Mark went back to work. 

 
Darren climbed behind the wheel of his pick up.  He pushed in a CD of B.B. King.  

B.B. was Darren’s thinking music.  B.B. always seemed to have answers hidden 
deeply into his songs…maybe it was just those soothing notes of Lucile that inspired 
him.  What ever the reason, Darren’s truck rolled along as he accompanied B.B. on 
at least a dozen songs on the way home.  Gonna write a letter…gonna send a 
telegram…and the tunes continued.  I need to write a letter, thought Darren, as he 
pulled into his drive…a letter, an email, something.  Somebody out there knows 
something…I can feel it. 

 
By the time Darren walked inside and looked onto his kitchen table, his buddy 

Mark had already been busy at the Corps office.  On the table was a single sheet of 
paper, faxed from Celina.  It didn’t need a cover page.  It was a section of an old map 
printed sometime in the late thirties or early forties.  Smack dab in the middle was 
Clark Bottom.  Smack dab in the middle of that was one small icon…that of a 
cemetery.  Fantastic!  It existed.  It did exist.  But, now where do I go?  There were 
no names or markings, only a cemetery icon.  But, it was a start.  As he pondered the 
map in his hand, his other hand held a valuable piece of information as 
well…penned across his palm. 

 
After tending to several little things at the marina, Darren was finally able to set 

down at the computer and plug in a few addresses.  At about ten o’clock that night, a 
map appeared on Darren’s computer monitor.  It looked just like Mark’s map 
section…with one particular difference.  Those cemetery icons were circled and 
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numbered.  He began sifting through page after digital page of numerically listed 
names and numbers.  Finally at one o’clock in the morning he gave up looking.  I 
can’t find it.  I know it’s here, I just can’t find it.  Before shutting down the 
computer, he did what he should have done that afternoon…he dropped a simple 
email to the author of the web sight.  It read as follows: 

 
Dear Sir, I’ve looked at maps until I’m cross-eyed.  I’ve been 

searching for the name of anyone or anything that has to do with a 
cemetery marked number 32 on one of your maps.  I’ll purchase any 
map or visit anyone who can give any information regarding it.  Thank 
you for your time, sincerely Darren Shell. 

 
Darren closed down the computer and went to bed.  These people will still be 

dead tomorrow.  His head hit the pillow and within seconds, he was sleeping like 
the dead. 
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Chapter Four 
 

“Answers” 
 
 
Darren’s dry eyes tried to focus on the beeping alarm clock beside the bed.  As he 

pounded on the alarm clock wondering why it would not shut up, he realized it was 
the phone.  Ironically, the phone wouldn’t shut up either.  It was Mickey.  “Dude, I’m 
in town, do you need anything?” 

 
Darren’s reply was less than pleasant.  “How should I know?  I’m sleeping…where 

you should be.” 
 
“I’m picking up bread for the dock…before I come to work…if that doesn’t bother 

you,” Mickey replied. 
 
“Just shut up and come to work,” Darren replied and hung up the phone.  It 

wasn’t uncommon for those two men to exchange unpleasantries.  They both 
decided early on that there was no need to hold back the communication lines.  
Working the long hours near one another would often complicate their relationship.  
They managed to upset one another at least three times a day…every day.  So, they 
simply let their emotions jump at one another.  At least neither wondered what the 
other was thinking.  It was always quite clear.  Actually, it was a good thing that 
Mickey called.  Darren had already turned off the alarm and went immediately back 
to sleep.  And if you thought that maybe one of the girls would wake and begin their 
day without constant prodding and provocation, then you’d be mistaken.  A 
phantom jet could crash into the living room, and the two would sleep right through 
it without even rolling over.  So with Mickey’s help, the crew got up and began their 
day. 

 
Darren strolled into the office and checked his email.  Sometimes Mark would 

email a poem late at night.  Darren always enjoyed a good poem to start the day and 
normally checked his mail early, hoping for a laugh or poem.  But to his surprise, he 
had an email from the map guy…now that’s rapid response…one a.m. to six a.m. 
Darren clicked on the email and stared in wonder.  A chill ran up his spine as he 
began to read. 

 
Dear Mr. Shell, you are fortunate enough to live in a County where 

someone cared.  Walter Webb wrote a book on the subject of moved 
graves from Dale Hollow and Clay County.  You’ll find his book in your 
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public library.  Number 32 is the McClusky cemetery.  There were 15 
known graves and 68 unknown graves that were moved before the lake 
was made.  It resides on a shallow shore of red clay.  Good luck.  
Thanks for taking interest. 

 
Darren feverishly hit the print mode on his computer.  He would meet his mother 

as she walked past on her morning walk, and hand her that special email.  Both of 
his parents and his sister had enjoyed the thrill of this particular hunt.  They would 
be excited, too.  He swallowed the lump in his throat, as he re-read the words of the 
email.  Finally he could give answers when the hundreds of people ask him the 
questions that he himself had asked.  Finally he could stand on that shallow shore 
and not feel the pain of not knowing who these people were.  The Corps had done 
their best to do what was right, and Darren Shell and his family and friends had 
found the answers that unlocked the tiny mysteries of that cemetery.  The place 
would now be documented in a way that was respectful and historical.  It would be 
promoted…and not forgotten.  It would be treated with the love it deserved.  The 
almost forgotten names of long ago would be spoken and remembered.  The 
mothers and children that died in childbirth, and the entire families that died from 
one disease or another, they would all be remembered.  The other cemeteries that 
were moved may gain a similar respect.  And the shores of Dale Hollow will be 
recognized for all that they contain.  There is so much more than water here…you 
sometimes just have to search for it. 

 
The End 

 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 
The following is an excerpt from Walter E. Webb’s journal of Clay County graves.  

His work was done during the late 1960’s and early 1970’s.  Even though he is no 
longer with us, I would like to offer him the thanks of a very zealous grave-searcher.  
May you too, Mr. Webb, rest in peace. 

 
Grave sight #32 McClusky Cemetery, on tract B-148 

Removals to St. John Cemetery 
 
Benjamin F. Johnson 1846-1877 Mary E. Draper 1871-1876 
A.W. Smith 1847-1905 Ortman M. McClusky 1899-1900 
Martha G. McClusky, 1892-1893 Catherine McClusky d:1849 
William P. McClusky hus 1812-1895 Willow J. McClusky 1890-1892 
Jane B. McClusky wife 1818-1880 Fanny Wendell 1835-1862 
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Mary Walthall 1838-1877 Elisza D. Davis 1861-1879 
Elizabeth Willis no date Julia Jones 1876-1877 
Paulina Davis 1859-1877 Unknown graves (68) 
 
Grave sight #31 Johnson Cemetery (200 yards west of #32) B-148 

Removals to St. John Cemetery 
 
Mary J. Johnson 1860-1884 Mary E. Johnson 1884-1884 
 
St. John Cemetery is located just above Lillydale Campground.  It had once been 

called the Sewell Cemetery.  Hundreds of little white, unmarked crosses adorn the 
landscape of this pleasant plot of ground.  They were provided by the Corps to 
designate those unidentified moved graves taken from Dale Hollow.  The headstones 
of those printed above can all be found in that cemetery, hopefully moved for the 
last time. 

 

 
 
Mrs. Christine Upchurch is a direct descendant of the McClusky family.  Since the 

writing of this story, she has been a huge help in the writing of this book.  In 
November of 2005, I had the distinct privilege of taking her over the waters of 
Willow Grove for the first time since her family made the move from this place.  We 
toured her family’s graves and shared fond memories.  Her pictures and mental 
history have been a wonderful find, much like the cemetery that started it all.  I offer 
her my fond thanks. 
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Mrs. Sara McClusky (husband J.R.) and her grandchildren. 

Top left, Nell McClusky (Stover) 
Bottom left, Ollie Dean Hawkins (Pike) 

Seated, James McClusky 
Top right, Christine Dulworth Upchurch 

Bottom right, Randall Dulworth 
 
Mrs. Sara McClusky had four children that lived to adulthood, they were Otis, 

Gazelle, Buna, and Sam. Sara and her husband buried three infants and young 
children in the McClusky Cemetery.  All had head-stones and were documented by 
the Corps when they were moved.  Their names are on the list above. 
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The McClusky home in Willow Grove 

Pictured are the McCluskys and Pup, the dog 
 
Another cemetery that shows itself each year is the Gum Grove Cemetery.  It is 

what the locals call Duncan Bottom.  The locals have a bottom for everything.  The 
concrete bases of the old vaults are still intact and are very much exposed when the 
water is low.  The grave holes have long since washed away, but those concrete 
footings of vaults still remain.  A number of them still reside along side the long 
fence-row that still exists on that muddy flat.  Ashes to ashes…silt to silt.  It is 
another Dale Hollow treasure. 
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Gum Grove Cemetery at Duncan Bottom 

Pickett County 
 
There are one hundred and six documented graveyards that were moved from the waters 

of Dale Hollow.  They were all given a numerical listing and named by their known name or 
the name of the property owner at the time of disinterment. 
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Introduction 
 
 
This story is dedicated to the Maxwell family.  Their contributions here at Willow 

Grove have not only been heart-felt but greatly appreciated.  I hope that I have done 
this story justice…it is close to my heart, since I lived a large portion of it.  All who 
know the Maxwell family know that Dale Hollow is not just a part of their lives…they 
are a part of its life.  They conduct themselves accordingly.  Just toss a piece of trash 
or make a wake in the idle zone and see if Mr. Maxwell doesn’t come unglued and 
rip you a new one.  Their love of the lake overflows into their daily lives and has 
instilled the same love into their children.  They are lake people…that’s all there is to 
it. 

 
For every story I’ve written about this lake, there are at least a hundred others.  

I’ll type until I’m tired of typing…and still…there’s more.  Investigate for yourselves 
and see just what you can find.  You’ll be amazed.  Ask and you shall receive.  There 
is so much more to these shores than the containment of water.  May you find your 
own treasure chest here on Dale Hollow.  Happy hunting—D. 
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Chapter One 
 
 

Summer, 1942 
 
Bluford Reeder wiped the gritty sweat from his brow.  His wide brimmed hat had 

sweat stains all the way to the brim.  He stood patiently in the sweltering heat ready 
to hand tools to his partner, who was now laying on his back with grease up to his 
elbows and dirt covering every inch of his worn out bib overalls.  Herman Flowers 
had been Bluford’s partner for close to a year now in the ownership of a wood-
sawing company that basically consisted of the two men and the large steam engine 
that they were working so feverishly upon now.  The old engine was an extremely 
well-built machine, but was forty years old and beginning to give a little trouble now 
and then.  In its day, the old Frick Company steam engine was state-of-the-art, and 
still had no trouble powering the large sawing machinery that was hooked up to it 
now; at least when all its parts were functional.  Today, unfortunately, the old engine 
had a jammed drive gear and would not pull itself up the long and winding hillside 
that led from this hollow. 

 
The engine was still capable of sawing logs all day long…if there were just some 

logs to saw.  This entire cove had been cleared and sawed under contract with the 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, in the development of the enormous Dale Hollow 
Lake project.  And, the only thing that stood between these boys and their next cove 
of logs, was a worn out five inch drive gear…and there were no drive gears anywhere 
within a hundred miles. 

 
By now, Herman was cursing like a sailor and sweating like a pig.  He pulled 

himself from beneath the machine and climbed back on top of the large back wheel 
and began prying again on the tiny gear with his crow bar.  With one loud curse, 
Herman threw the crow bar across the yard.  “We’re gonna have to get a blow torch,” 
he said, dejected. 

 
“Where we gonna get a drive gear?” asked Bluford. 
 
“We’ll have to order the dang thing, and go to Nashville to pick it up.” Herman 

replied, still angry with himself for not ordering it a month ago when he first noticed 
the problem. 

 
The two gave up for the day and made their way to the telegraph office and placed 

an order.  The next day, the two received a telegraph from the Frick Company.  
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“Dear Sir,” read Herman, from the telegraph, “we will need to produce the gear for 
your machine before we can ship one, we will inform you as soon as we can 
manufacture the part and crate it for delivery.”  Herman let out another loud curse 
and the telegraph man gave him an unpleasant look.  Herman gave Bluford an 
uncertain look.  “We’ve only got two months,” he said, as he wadded up his little 
yellow telegraph note.  “Let’s hope they’re fast.” 
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Chapter Two 
 

“A Wasted Journey” 
 
 

Seven weeks later… 
 
Herman found himself standing in front of the same telegraph man that assisted 

him several weeks earlier.  The man handed him another yellow slip of paper.  He 
began reading it instantly.  “We are pleased to inform you that your part has been 
built and we are boxing it for shipment as we speak.  It should arrive in Nashville by 
train by early next week.  Thank you for your business.” 

 
Later that week Herman found himself saddling his best quarter horse and 

packing his bags for the two-day trip to Nashville, Tennessee.  His travels carried 
him through a number of small cities and quaint little communities.  It was nice for 
Herman’s eyes to take in the pleasant views of homes and trees and the other 
niceties that he had taken for granted while working in the dozed and dynamited 
community of Willow Grove.  He would have liked to have lingered in some of these 
locations, but knew full well he needed to get back immediately. 

 
Thankfully, the part was the right one, and Herman quickly mounted his horse 

and made his way for home.  Bluford was at home preparing for the installation of 
the part, and had most every tool they owned all packed onto a wagon.  He was 
ready and waiting when Herman galloped into the yard.  He quickly threw the part 
in the wagon and the two made their way down the road to the deep little hollow in 
Mitchell Creek where their steam engine awaited their part and labor.  They 
expected a good bit of difficulty with the part and engine and were not looking 
forward to the challenge.  The hard rains of the past week would no doubt have 
caused a muddy mess of the dozed soil that awaited the rising water of Dale Hollow.  
They knew they were in for difficulties and expected the worst…well, almost the 
worst. 

 
As they rounded the corner and began their decent into the hollow, the wagon 

rolled to a stop, and both men stared dejectedly toward the road ahead of them…or 
what was the road ahead of them.  The rising waters of Dale Hollow had claimed the 
road…forever.  And away in the distance, an old Frick steam engine was seeing its 
last few hours of daylight before being sentenced to its dark grave in the murky 
depths of Dale Hollow. 
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Chapter Three 
 

“Birth of a Challenge” 
 
 

July, 1986 
 
Tommy Maxwell worked feverishly to box the long row of pieces of furniture that 

lie before him.  His job as foreman normally kept him from doing the packing 
himself, but today, his lack of employees was causing a back up in the system and 
Tom was forced to take up one of the employee’s positions here on the line.  Tom 
had been with the company for sixteen years and had spent a few of his years as 
foreman of this furniture manufacturing facility.  The long hours were beginning to 
get him down.  He had already been forming a plan to start a business of his own to 
remove him from the factory life.  He was a very active scuba diver, and had a plan 
to start his own scuba shop on the lake near his home of Hilham, Tennessee.  Today, 
Tom’s mind was wandering slightly to the lake when one of the older men on the 
line began telling that story that he would often mention when someone else 
brought up anything regarding Dale Hollow.  Tom really thought that the old man 
had an over-active imagination, and didn’t really believe that old story about a 
sunken steam engine here on Dale Hollow.  “Now, John,” said Tom, “you’re not 
going to tell that old fib again, are ya?” 

 
John Moore had been a child when the saw mills of the area were just a play place 

for him and his friends.  He had spent many days playing around that steam engine 
until its unfortunate demise in 1942.  “Put your money where your mouth is 
Maxwell,” he said, with a smile.  “I’ll mark it on the map for ya.” 

 
Tommy was naturally intrigued by anything underwater, and this would be an 

enormous find.  “I’ll bring the map tomorrow, old timer,” he replied. 
 
The two exchanged a good bit of history and folklore during that time, and the 

two became pretty good friends over it.  Tom, indeed, did bring a map the next day 
and the old timer immediately pointed to a spot about half way back the long hollow 
of Mitchell Creek.  “It’ll be right there,” he offered, “right in the dead center of the 
hollow.”  Tom smiled at the decisive location that the fellow pinpointed.  “I’ll check 
it out this weekend, John,” said Tom. Tom didn’t really expect to find a steam 
tractor in Dale Hollow, but it was a fun distraction from the monotonous boxing and 
packaging of his daily rituals.  But, he looked forward to trying to find this thing.  If 
nothing else, it would provide a destination for a couple of anxious scuba divers. 
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If Tom Maxwell had any idea of how much work would go into this simple 

challenge of finding a lost item in Dale Hollow, he might just have left the whole idea 
in that shipping department that day…and far from his mind.  But, that wouldn’t be 
the Tommy Maxwell most had gotten to know.  It was highly unlike Mr. Maxwell to 
back away from a challenge, and this was no time to start. 
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Chapter Four 
 

“Resurrection” 
 
 

July 28, 1986 
 
Tom and Linda Maxwell knew that a number of scuba divers over the years had 

heard the rumors and had searched high and low for the elusive stream tractor…to 
no avail.  They truly felt that this was probably just one more feeble attempt to find 
the fictitious and unattainable steam tractor.  But, they had no intention of leaving 
any stone unturned.  They had made one other dive in that spot two weeks earlier, 
but found that the particular hollow had very poor visibility and was quite cold down 
at the depths where the old timer had pointed out.  They were beginning to get 
disheartened and were doing their best to keep quiet about the location so no one 
else would find the tractor before they had an opportunity to investigate the area 
thoroughly.  They eventually confided in the one fellow that could possibly get as 
excited…and determined…as Tommy Maxwell.  They had spoken about their 
disappointing trip to the hollow a couple of weeks earlier to the owner of the marina 
from which they did most of their diving.  Larry Shell and his family owned and 
operated Willow Grove Resort, which was situated in the middle of the lake.  He and 
Tommy had become friends over the years and both loved the thrill of a challenge. 

 
After a short conversation, Larry said, “I think you are going about it all wrong.  

You don’t want to search that whole hollow in the cold deep water where you can’t 
see…let me help.”  Larry owned a pretty nice bass boat with a state-of-the-art depth 
finder with a graph print out.  Larry could scan the bottom of the cove from the 
comfort of his boat.  If he found something suspicious on the bottom, he could mark 
it and let Tom and Linda narrow their search quite considerably.  It was a great idea, 
and it worked.  A few minutes after scanning the bottom of the cove near where the 
old timer had suggested, there appeared a large lump on the surface of the lake 
bottom.  A ten foot tall obstruction could be seen on the graph.  Larry and family 
made some marks on shore for Tom and Linda to align themselves and coordinate 
an approximate location to begin their dives. 

 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 
So, Tom and Linda felt considerably more optimistic today with some evidence of 

at least something down there on the bottom.  They both felt like the pirates looking 
for the dead man’s chest of gold…excited would be an understatement. 
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Tom aligned his little boat with the secret markings left on the shore by Larry’s 

bunch.  He situated the boat just so…and Linda dropped anchor.  They donned their 
gear and made their decent down the long fifty-something foot long anchor rope.  
The warm seventy-degree water was soothing to enter, but they both knew of the 
thermo cline that they would soon encounter. 

 
For those of you who are not divers, thermo cline is the condition that occurs in a 

body of water where the temperature drops dramatically.  There is an invisible plane 
where the temp will drop probably twenty degrees within an inch.  It’s about like 
being on the shore line and putting your hand into the surface of the lake.  You can 
be submerged twenty-something feet deep in a balmy seventy degree water, and feel 
one foot deeper and experience a twenty degree drop.  It’s amazing if you have never 
experienced it. 

 
The anchor line instantly turned cold as they descended into the depths of 

Mitchell Creek.  Tom had concocted a plan to set ropes and circle the area 
systematically with Linda by his side thus eliminating an oversight in the murky 
dark water.  That wouldn’t be necessary.  Tom’s anchor had bounced off the six-foot 
tall rear wheel and onto the bottom.  Immediately both knew that their dreams of 
finding the long lost steam engine had come to fruition.  Even in these dark depths, 
a giant shadow was cast by this lonely old machine.  Nearly forty-five years had 
passed since the eyes of more than fish and turtles had cast a view upon it, and 
creepy as many would find it, Tom and Linda Maxwell were nearly beside 
themselves with excitement and anticipation.  Linda’s hands caressed the surface of 
the giant rear wheel and then looked to her husband.  Her excited voice was still 
discernable through her regulator, “We found it…we found it!”  Noisy bubbles 
ascended to the surface, and a man and wife were elated with their find.  Tom 
moved over the surface of the tractor, feeling his way as he went.  Smoke stack…yep.  
Bowl wheel…yep…YES! …steam whistle!  Tom quivered as his hands touched the 
moss-covered brass of the nearly one hundred-year-old whistle.  Even fifty feet 
below the lake surface in the total silence of this watery tomb, Tom could almost 
hear that steam whistle calling over fifty years ago…echoing through the misty 
hollows of Mitchell Creek…and it was music to his ears. 

 
After nearly an hour of investigation, the two ascended with all the excitement of 

riders leaving a rollercoaster at the theme park.  They no sooner removed their 
regulators from their mouths until they began commenting and excitingly describing 
the many facets that they had just beheld.  “Damn…how can we keep this a secret?!” 
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Tom asked, pulling his gear from his body.  But, Tom now knew that this was not a 
simple dive sight…this would become a recovery mission.  And that it did. 

 
Without getting too windy about the subject, in early October, most of the 

employees of Willow Grove (those sworn to secrecy) and Tommy and Linda made a 
trek with all kinds of cables and clamps and boats to the location of the tractor.  The 
equipment they brought, though heavy, was simply not near enough to raise this 
machine. 

 
The very next weekend, the entire crew returned full of vigor and enthusiasm.  

They brought with them four thousand pounds of lift bags to aid in the lift…again to 
no avail. 

 
By now, the entire crew was becoming obsessed with the raising of this long-

forgotten icon of days gone by.  But, alas, their desires would have to wait.  
Inclement weather persisted and the crew was forced to wait an agonizing year to 
make recovery efforts again. 

 
During the summer of the following year, Tom and Linda made several dives on 

the sight…making certain that no one would find out.  Any loose information leaked 
would ultimately jeopardize the whole project. 

 
It was decided by all that they were going to be forced to enlist some outside help.  

Tom contacted a close friend and fellow scuba diver, David Foster.  His lift bags and 
diving support would be a crucial asset to the raising of this giant anchor. 

 
The Corps of Engineers was also enlisted to help in the project.  They willingly 

accepted on the terms that the tractor would still be considered government 
property, but would remain in Willow Grove’s loving care as long as the marina 
wished for it to be.  Ownership had always been a grey area with the tractor since 
the very thought of raising it.  But, all agreed that the only way for it to leave that 
dark depth was to enlist all the help they could get, and that giant barge of the Corps’ 
was a crucial asset in this battle. 

 
The theory was simple.  They would not lift the thing, they would attach enough 

lift bags to lighten the load, and then tow it to shore.  Only one problem…they did 
not know of the original problem for the machine being there in the first place…the 
drive gear.  With the drive gear stuck in park…this thing would not roll. 
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They lifted…they pulled…they tugged, but no go.  They actually managed to drag 
the thing from the center of the hollow to the edge of shore where the air bags met 
the surface and no longer provided support.  The front wheels had been jerked from 
beneath the machine, inadvertently.  Ropes were broken.  Cable were stressed and 
knotted.  All forms of equipment were pushed to their very limits and beyond.  And 
at the end of the day, that tractor sat ten feet from shore and was immovable.  All 
involved stood disappointed and exhausted, frustrated beyond expectation.  Three 
times they had tried…and three times defeated.  The old engine sat ten feet from 
shore with its smoke stack seeing sun for the first time in forty-five years.  Rusty 
barnacles began to dry after forty-five years in the solitary confinement of Dale 
Hollow’s cold, dark depths.  Everyone wondered, should we have kept this thing 
secret?  Have we simply desecrated the final resting place of something we should 
have left alone? 

 
After returning home angry and heart-broken, the group made plans to regroup 

two days later to salvage once and for all the remains of their year-long quest.  They 
would have it…that was certain.  After all, this was Tommy Maxwell and Larry 
Shell and company. 

 
The group returned two days later with enough equipment to move the Empire 

State Building and returned victorious.  Channel 4 news covered most of the event, 
and a new ornament adorned the boat ramp of Willow Grove.  For six weeks, the 
tractor sat patiently on the boat ramp and was painstakingly sand-blasted and 
painted.  It was a special day when that machine was towed up the ramp…rolling on 
its own free will.  It did have the aid of a tow vehicle, because the boiler would no 
longer hold fire in its rusty condition.  Surprisingly enough, most of the parts were 
in excellent condition…due to the greasy condition it was left in so many years 
before.  Nuts and bolts spun freely upon their shanks.  The shaft of the great steam 
piston was as shiny as the day it was fashioned. 

 
After its long restoration, it was lovingly stored in the restaurant at Willow Grove.  

It remained there for a number of years until the restaurant’s closing.  It then made 
one last journey.  It was a journey of about thirty-five miles…upon a trailer.  It was 
painstaking unloaded and brought to a halt in the heart of Celina, Tennessee.  It now 
resides in the Clay County museum of History, patiently waiting for you to view it.  
One can simply drive by and look…or you can stop by and walk the paths of artifacts 
that reflect a community’s rich history and heart-felt love of folklore here in the 
Upper Cumberland. 
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I view this old relic now and again.  I’ll stop and reflect on a young teenager’s 
memorable trips down Dale Hollow with a boat load of special equipment…and 
special people.  I viewed the rusty remains of this ancient hunk of cast steel as it 
made its fateful journey upstream to a new home.  I stood along side two very 
determined men with a love of Dale Hollow…and the love of a challenge.  And, I 
think on those particular days, during that long drawn-out challenge, that those two 
men received the benefits of both. 

 
And, now and again, when I take time to view the old tractor resting calmly in 

downtown Celina, Tennessee, I wonder…where is that old stream whistle?  
Shouldn’t it be there somewhere between the smokestack and the steering wheel?  
Shouldn’t it be with the heart and soul of this engine?  Shouldn’t it be with the heart 
and soul of Dale Hollow? 

 
I’m pretty sure that the old steam engine can remember that warm blast of 

hollow-echoing whine through that century old whistle.  I’m pretty sure that it can 
remember the pressure building under the heat of a rip-roaring fire.  And regardless 
of where that old whistle resides…I’m certain it’s near the heart and soul of Dale 
Hollow.  And, I’m not just blowin’ off steam. 

 
The End 



Stories From Dale Hollow 

123 

Steam Tractor in 1987 

 
 
 

Steam Tractor in 1990 
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Randalls’ Point 
 

A Real Life Story of a Couple and 
Their Love Affair with Dale Hollow Lake 

 
 
 
 
This story is for Chuck and Janie Randall, whose years of friendship have 

inspired so many of us to fall in love with a special little spot in the middle of Dale 
Hollow.  It’s not far from the McClusky graves and not far from so many of our 
hearts.  Thank you. 

 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 
We would like to thank Darren for all his hard work researching the history of the 

area, before, during, and after the clearing and construction of the dam…which created 
“our” beautiful Dale Hollow Lake. 

We have been blessed through the years with so many friends and their children, 
who also love this lake as we do.  We would like to express our love and gratitude for all 
the precious memories they have given us.  As we’ve gotten older, we have noticed that 
all our lake children, as well as our children, find so many ways to help Chuck and 
Grandma, making it much easier for the “old folks”. 

 
Our Love to All, 
Chuck and Grandma 

2005 
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Randalls’ Point 
 

Chapter One 
 

“Maiden Voyage” 
 
 

Summer, 1950 
 
Janie Randall sat patiently on the front seat of an old wooden rental fishing boat.  

She read the words stenciled upon the side of the boat…Holly Creek Resort.  The 
stenciled letters were beginning to show signs of fading, from several years of 
sunshine and weather.  One could easily tell that the words upon the gunwale of the 
boat had once read U.S. Army Corps.  These particular boats had been purchased a 
few years earlier from the Corps, after their rough career of building Dale Hollow 
Reservoir.  Their well-worn seats had carried countless surveyors and laborers up 
and down the crystal-clear Obey River on tasks that seemed unfathomable to 
someone who had not studied the works of the Corps.  The Corps had transformed 
this quaint and winding valley into a fifty-mile long lake with hundreds and 
hundreds of miles of shoreline and seemingly endless secluded coves.  Janie was 
taken back by the utter clarity of the water.  She had not seen water of visual depths 
of twenty-plus feet.  Everything seemed so remote and natural…so special.  It was a 
special trip for Janie, to this remote portion of northern middle Tennessee.  It was 
her first visit to this tiny little section of eastern Clay County, and she was beginning 
to like it.  Even though she had had her doubts as they wound their way through the 
countless tight turns and hills of these local highways, she was beginning to 
understand why her newly-wed husband insisted upon her joining him on this 
camping trip.  She needed to see this place to understand his family’s love of Dale 
Hollow…their love of its natural beauty and serenity.  If she was going to love him, 
she was going to have to love Dale Hollow, simple as that.  (Well, maybe not as 
simple as that, but, it would sure make life grand if she could love it too.) Chuck 
Randall hoped desperately that she would and was doing everything in his power to 
ensure that.  Janie’s warm and affectionate eyes looked to her husband in the rear of 
the boat. 

Chuck was fidgeting with the levers and knobs of his old Neptune outboard 
engine and cranking for all he was worth to get the old motor to start.  He 
occasionally gave a nervous, fleeting glance over his shoulder hoping that Janie was 
not growing impatient.  This must go as I planned; she must love this place as I do, 
come on, start baby.  He finally found the proper combination of fuel mixture and 
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timing, and with one effort-filled pull, the old Neptune began to hum.  He turned, 
once again, with a wry smile, and said “Never fails!” 

 
Chuck then spun around in his seat and said “Hold on, dear.”  He grabbed the 

throttle lever and punched it wide-open.  The old Neptune’s one and two-tenths 
horsepower rocketed into idle speed.  (No kidding, 1.2 horsepower.  I think I can fart 
one horsepower.) Anyway, the old wooden boat began to idle its way across the cove 
of Holly Creek.  They only went a few hundred yards until they came to a lovely little 
point on the left hand bank of Holly Creek.  “Welcome,” said Chuck, in a very proud 
voice, “to Copperhead Point.” 

 
Chuck’s hand waved out over the water to the particular spot that he and his 

family had given that frightful name.  He and Mrs. Reneau had concocted a plan to 
name that particular spot Copperhead Point to deter other campers from taking up 
residence in the spot, keeping Chuck from his favorite camping site.  It was a pretty 
shrewd idea, and it worked for a number of years before the locals caught on.  The 
Randalls and Mrs. Reneau had developed quite a friendship over the years, and even 
continued their friendship after Mrs. Reneau sold Holly Creek and got out of the 
marina business.  They both became very fond of the Reneau family and kept 
contact through the years.  It was the beginning of one of their many beautiful 
friendships here…near the lake…near Janie’s second home.  She just didn’t know it 
yet. 

 
As Chuck idled along, he scanned the contents of the flat bottom of the old 

wooden boat.  Tent, lantern, matches, etc, etc.  It was all here.  Even though they 
had been married a few months, his heart fluttered with anticipation…hoping that 
she, too, could find peace and harmony in this beautiful location.  He looked 
affectionately at his sweetheart in the front seat, his young dark eyes full of emotion.  
Those eyes were strong, yet compassionate…commanding, but warm.  And 
somewhere, down deep, he was certain he could convince this lovely lady that here 
was the place of his dreams…maybe their dreams. 

 
Janie would occasionally give a playful glance over her shoulder as the little boat 

slowly crept toward their intended location.  She knew in her heart that this was no 
mere camping trip.  Even at nineteen years of age, she was worldly enough to 
determine that her husband was reaching out…in his own manly way…to show her 
something very dear to him.  This was a place of importance, of sustenance.  It was a 
place that reached that particular soft spot that each one of us has that we may, or 
may not, be able to somehow share or relate to with someone else.  He wanted her to 
sense what he was feeling…what he loved.  This lake was special, and he wanted to 
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share that love of the lake with her, the love of his life.  “What could be better than 
Janie…and the lake?” he thought to himself.  “I can make this work.  I’ve got to.”  It 
is hard to stop a determined man, especially if it is Chuck Randall.  He was pretty 
sure that his efforts would be rewarded, now that he had finally gotten her here, 
Dale Hollow would do the rest. 

 
Chuck killed the hum of the old Neptune as the old boat nudged up onto shore.  

The two began setting up camp and preparing for the fishing and swimming that 
they had been planning for several months.  It was quite warm for a June afternoon, 
but the evening air was beginning to cool as they finished up their chores around 
camp.  Chuck set up a couple of “Y” shaped twigs to rest their fishing poles upon.  
After baiting their hooks and starting a small campfire, the two slipped into the 
warm water for a swim.  Dale Hollow’s water was as refreshing as a warm bath after 
a long day.  The two savored every minute of the last few hours of the day.  The sun 
was setting over the marina as they emerged from the lake to roast a marshmallow 
in the evening air.  The last few shades of light were leaving the sky as she spoke “It’s 
hard to believe that that’s the same sun that we see at home.  It’s so much more 
vibrant over the water.  It is the same sun, isn’t it?” she joked, as she tugged on his 
arm, smiling warmly. 

 
Chuck could hardly hear her words.  The silhouette of his lovely wife against the 

backdrop of Dale Hollow’s amazing sunset was filling his every thought.  He was lost 
in those eyes…lost in the moment.  Tiny little sparkles of white danced in those soft 
eyes, much like the ripples of the lake surface.  Tree frogs chirped and crickets 
fiddled their evening song.  An owl hooted in the distance…and Chuck’s heart was 
melting into oblivion.  He didn’t even try to answer her question.  He simply smiled 
his heart-felt smile and squeezed her palm with that look of devotion that she had 
come to love.  She gently broke silence and spoke, “I think I could get used to this 
place, maybe even come quite often.” 

 
Yes!  thought Chuck, as he continued to look into her eyes.  Good!  I can keep her!  

I’m pretty sure Chuck would have kept her anyway, but he was more than elated to 
have both of the loves of his life together…Janie and Dale Hollow.  “If God made 
anything better than these two,” he said to himself, “he would have kept them for 
himself!”  He didn’t really mean it in a sac-religious way, he just felt that what he 
had was as close to heaven as anybody could ever wish for and was smart enough to 
realize it.  That’s what made Chuck Randall different.  He knew what he had and 
appreciated it.  “A man that has the world by the tail should know enough to hold on 
to it…and tightly.”  So many people go through life not knowing what they want, or 
even what they like.  They live in a constant state of disrepair, searching for 
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something…anything.  Chuck Randall had something, he had everything.  He had 
what counted.  He had a love that would share with him another love.  Janie would 
share Dale Hollow with him.  That is very special…so very special. 

 
Janie roasted another marshmallow and extended it to him on the end of the 

stick in her hand.  “Would you like another marshmallow?” she asked with those 
same sparkling eyes.  That sort of thing was just her nature.  She was always asking 
everyone else about what they needed.  “Could I get you something to eat…to 
drink…maybe a pillow for your chair?”  Her compassionate eyes and understanding 
smile led you almost to believe that…if you didn’t know better…she might just be 
your long-lost grandmother, reincarnated.  There was an all-knowing, comforting 
sense of generosity in her actions that had everyone in love with her from day one.  
You simply could not look her in the eye and not want to give her a big hug.  It’s 
unfair to assign grandmotherly traits to a pretty nineteen year old, but there was 
certainly something genuine about this gal.  I don’t often use the term genuine.  I 
save it back for those things that are just as they appear.  Chuck and Janie Randall 
were both genuine people, genuinely in love, under a genuine sunset, setting 
peacefully along the shore of one of the most genuine lakes in the country.  And they 
loved it.  And they loved it even more so as time passed. 
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Chapter Two 
 

“First Little Lady at Holly Creek” 
 
 

Early summer, 1955 
 
Chuck Randall sat impatiently behind the wheel of his old sedan with his fingers 

incessantly tapping the seat beside him.  There were at least a half a dozen cars in 
front of him…and a crying baby in the back seat.  Janie sat patiently caressing the 
young gal while changing what was one of the very first known disposable diapers 
known to man.  It wasn’t one of the new fangled type we know of today that have 
wonderful elastic around the legs and holds twenty-something gallons of toxic 
waste.  No, sir, these diapers were more like a piece of vinyl tarp with cotton balls 
stuck to the inside.  Actually, just about as much stuck to the kid as did the diaper 
and one tiny potty was all you got.  Any more than that would most certainly be an 
immediate disaster.  Just roll up your sleeves and cover me…I’m going in. 

 
As Janie continued her vigilance in the back seat, Chuck still continued to silently 

curse the slowness of the Highway 61 ferry over the Cumberland River.  A few miles 
south of Burkesville, Kentucky was one of the areas river ferries.  There had been 
quite a rainfall just a few days earlier, and the Cumberland had swollen quite readily 
afterward.  The ferrymen were in no hurry to rush the situation even in the slightest.  
There had been a number of accidents over the years, and they had no intention of 
becoming a statistic.  Chuck and family would have to wait.  After several minutes 
that seemed like hours, the Randall’s sedan slowly made its way over the swirling 
Cumberland River.  Its water did not hold the purity and clearness of Dale Hollow, 
but it was somehow just as special to the Randall family.  It was part of the journey 
that delivered them to the very destination that cured their every ill.  “The healing 
waters of Dale Hollow” was how Janie referred to it.  For those of you fortunate 
enough to swim Dale Hollow, you know of what Janie was referring to.  It sooths the 
body and soul.  It heals.  I promise it does. 

 
The Randall car eventually reached the far shore and continued its journey to 

Holly Creek.  I sometimes wonder if the name Holly Creek is a play-on-words.  
Maybe it’s Holy Creek.  I’m telling’ ya, these waters heal.  Ask any true lake-lover 
and see what answer you get.  Just ask Dr. Dale and you shall receive. 
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After arriving at dock, Chuck began unloading the car into one of the old flat-

bottomed boats.  Thankfully, shortly after their marriage, Chuck was able to 
purchase a new outboard engine.  It was one of the same types of raw-horse-
powered engines that the National Outboard racer’s used.  The National Outboard 
Championship of 1948 was actually held here on Dale Hollow.  Some of the local 
racers did quite well.  Jimmie Reneau raced on a regular basis, and placed in the ‘48 
championship.  (That was Mrs. Reneau’s husband, the owner of the same Holly 
Creek Resort that the Randalls had come to love.) Bill Winningham of Livingston 
raced hard that weekend as well as some of the Dale family that were real-life 
descendants of the old William Dale himself.  (It was, after all, ‘Dale Hollow’, you 
know.) Chuck installed his outboard engine on the boat and gave it one swift pull.  
The awesome rumble of 15 aggressive horsepower shook the entire boat.  This baby 
could even plane-out an old wooden flat-bottomed rental boat.  Yeah, Chuck was 
quite proud of this beautiful rip-roaring horse powered muscle machine.  Ralph 
Evinrude could have signed it himself, and Chuck wouldn’t have loved it any more 
than he did after one single pull.  It did take quite an arm to pull the thing over, but 
that was the price one paid for a raw 15 horses.  This baby was awesome!  Chuck 
finally shut down the engine and rechecked the contents of his cargo.  As he did, 
Mrs. Reneau approached from on shore down the rickety old rough-sawn oak deck 
of the floating dock that moored the tiny little rental flat-bottom. 

 
“I hope you two know what you’re getting into.  Why, in all my days, never… 

NEVER…have I seen a youngun in these old boats.  Why, taking a little baby out 
over the water…oh, my!  Why, I’ve got a mind to…” 

 
“Mind to what?” asked Chuck as he smiled upon the sleeping bundle in the 

bottom of the boat.  “I don’t suppose your children love the lake.  I don’t suppose 
they would enjoy the love of nature on Dale Hollow, now would they?” 
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“Why, yes they would…FROM SHORE.” Said Mrs. Reneau.  She was not about to 

give in when Chuck reminded her that they were only going a few hundred yards 
and then lovingly guarding the young gal from whatever harm they might encounter.  
They were to set up camp and begin the teachings necessary to provide a life-long 
love of the lake with the younger part of the family that had now graced the lives of 
Chuck and Janie Randall.  Young Terry was a product of their previous vacation to 
Florida last summer, so, she began life near water, and the Randalls had every 
intention of keeping that lake-lovers spirit alive and well in the little tike.  Nothing 
like a Dale Hollow lake bath to start off life…on the right foot.  Mrs. Reneau 
constantly maintained the idea that young Terry was the youngest child to ever ride 
in the old wooden rentals.  That might not sound like a whole lot to the rest of you, 
but Miss Terry…where ever you are…I’m just a little jealous.  I will certainly 
remember you with an enormous amount of pride and admiration…first little gal out 
of Holly Creek…quite an honor. 

 

 
Janie and Terry 1960 

 
Well, time passed, and the little girl became a young lady, and she was eventually 

accompanied by a little guy by the name of Dale.  Now, if you’ve got your thinking 
cap on, you will have caught the name I just mentioned.  Yep, they named the tike 
Dale.  I think that’s fantastic.  The child grew with the same love of water that the 
rest of the family had already immersed themselves into.  Those two kids wore a 
hole in the lake surface just off of Copperhead Point, and I’m sure that a good bit of 
the lake shore was washed away with their countless jumps into the body of water 
that they had by now come to consider as their own.  Their time on Dale Hollow was 
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special.  Now, many families have special places and fun things that they enjoy, but 
this Randall family had a tie that seemed to be unbreakable.  This Dale Hollow had 
not only configured this family, but comforted it…rejoiced in it.  This family would 
enjoy countless joy-filled days here and countless wonderful memories.  Their 
children grew and prospered. 

 
Could anything test the love and affection of this particular family, on this 

particular lake?  Could anything make them re-think the years of enjoyment and 
camaraderie here with family and friends on this remarkable body of water?  Time 
would eventually reveal to them a tale that would make them re-think their stance 
on the love of their life…this lake.  It would force them to bear an attack on their 
heart that would be with them the rest of their lives.  From the outside, it might not 
seem like much to the common Joe, but, for them, it was an emotional blow that not 
only broke their own hearts, but a good many others.  (Mine included.) But…I’m not 
up to that part of the story yet, I thought I’d just throw that out there and let you 
think about it for a while.  It took a while for it to soak in for me…and it took a while 
for me to accept both sides of the story.  I think I’ve come to terms with it.  Let’s 
move on. 

 

 
Copperhead Point 1966 

 
Copperhead point is the old location of the Holly Creek School, before the lake was flooded.  It was also 

the Clay County Board of Education.  It is about half-way back in Holly Creek, on the right side of the 
cove going in.  It is now grown over with trees and brush…no more picnic tables or beach balls.  

Pictured is Dale Randall. 
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Chapter Three 
 

“One Giant Step” 
 
 

Spring, 1974 
 
Time was moving along quite well for the Randalls.  Janie’s grandmotherly 

instincts blended seamlessly into motherhood.  And the two became wonderful 
parents. 

 
They continued their frequent trips to Dale Hollow and soaked up as much sun 

and lake as any family could wish for.  They began inviting friends and making 
friends all over the lake.  Soon, they were widely known and affectionately thought 
of by many.  As the children grew, it seemed as if the drive to the lake grew, if you 
know what I mean.  The constant are we there yet?  comments tended to drag out 
the length of the trip.  Chuck would invent long-winded stories to tell the kids to 
keep them entertained.  There was the one about the genetically altered cows that 
had legs longer on one side…for hillside grazing.  Of course, it made for a long trip 
home for the cows.  They had to go all the way around the mountain!  That would 
usually take several miles of explanation and another few miles of comprehension.  
Another fun one was the story about ‘old fighter’ the catfish, that lived under a giant 
stump on the far edge of Kemper flats.  “He’s been hooked many a time but always 
manages to spit that hook right out and swim away happy and satisfied.  Oh, that 
fish is a giant, kids, I’m telling ya…might never be caught!” 

 
“Say Dad, are we there yet?” 
 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
 
With the help of the short-legged cows and ‘old fighter’, the family finally arrived 

at the lake and started their journey over the surface of Holly Creek.  It was on that 
trip that something happened that ended their camping days on Dale Hollow.  Yep, 
the Randalls’ days of camping ended on that fate filled trip across the lake.  Game 
over. 

 
As the family meandered their way through the idle zone, they passed a number 

of little houseboats moored on buoys.  The entire family recited the two written 
words upon the sign in the window.  “For Sale.” 
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Well, that was it.  Soon they were the proud new owners of a used 38 foot 
Westmoreland houseboat.  It might as well have been the Taj Mahal.  The entire 
family was elated and did their very best to wear out the back deck by jumping into, 
and climbing out of the water.  Camping was great, but, this was living!  They had 
shelter when it rained, warmth when it was cold…the perfect thing for the young 
lake family.  And, use it they did.  They began to explore the lake farther from the 
marina.  They found a number of great spots to tie up.  But, eventually, they found a 
spot that became their very favorite.  It was a long, gently-sloping point that 
overlooked Clark Bottom and First Island.  It was at the furthermost end of Kemper 
Flats, or the Grassy Flats, or just the flats…depending on who you asked.  No matter 
how you said it, the Randall’s loved it, and would love it, for a very long time.  For 
over thirty years, one of the Randall houseboats occupied that particular point for a 
large portion of the summer.  They would always try to obey the official rules of the 
Corps of Engineers by moving the boat every two weeks, per policy.  They didn’t 
move it very far, but they moved it…just enough for policy.  After all, this was their 
point, and they used it as such.  When they arrived, they would pick up the trash that 
was left by previous boaters.  They would maintain the cleanliness of the spot for 
their fellow house boaters that would tie up along side of them.  Several of the Holly 
Creek boaters would even deliver one another’s boats out to the spot; so that they 
could all have fun together, enjoying Dale Hollow’s beauty and serenity. 

 
Father Time pressed on and the Randall family grew.  Janie was finally able to 

grow into her grandmotherly instinct, by boating with her very own grandchildren.  
Terry had three boys; Eddie, Matthew, and Philip.  Dale had two girls; Holly and 
Katie.  (Imagine a name like Holly, with a father by the name of Dale.  That’s one 
dedicated lake family.) By now, most of Holly Creek had adopted the couple as their 
own grandparents…and treated them that way.  Of course, they would be dutifully 
rewarded with elaborate desserts and wonderful home cooking, not to mention all 
the wonderful get-togethers and sunsets on that special point in the heart of Dale 
Hollow.  Even Janie was now referring to herself as Grandma…even to people she 
barely knew.  “Let Grandma get you something to drink…to eat…a pillow for your 
chair?”  She really hadn’t changed much, had she?  Soon, people they didn’t even 
know were affectionately calling them Grandma and Chuck.  I’ve known of them for 
over twenty years and didn’t even know Janie had a name.  She doesn’t need one, 
Grandma suits me just fine…and her, too, if you want to know the truth.  She once 
told me “Being a grandma…that’s life’s reward for getting old.”  It almost brought 
me to tears.  I’m sure she noticed, grandmas always do. 

 
By now, the Randalls’ secluded point was almost always occupied by at least a 

half dozen houseboats, with another half dozen in the cove behind them.  They all 



Stories From Dale Hollow 

135 

come and go, enjoying the get-togethers and birthday parties…all of the fun things 
we humans do to show we are alive.  Another interesting thing began to happen as 
well.  People all over were starting to call this point Randalls’ Point.  Not just Holly 
Creekers, but all kinds of people from many different docks.  It must have been 
rewarding for the Randalls.  It didn’t take much to get old Chuck choked-up.  Oh, he 
appeared to be an old tough guy, but down deep, he was a real softy, especially when 
it came to family things and friendship.  I’m sure that affectionate naming of the 
point was quite special for the both of them.  “I think I could get used to that name 
on this point, Grandma, how about you?” 

 
Grandma returned an affectionate smile and nod, much like the flirtful glances 

she had given over her shoulder, years and years ago…in an old wooden rental jon 
boat.  “I think I could,” she said, affectionately.  “Could I get you something to drink 
…to eat…” 
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Chapter Four 
 

“A Gift for Grandma and Chuck” 
 
 

Summer, 1999 
 
Grandma and Chuck sat comfortably on the front deck of their houseboat, parked 

conveniently on Randalls’ Point.  They were quite comfortable on this beautiful 
Somerset houseboat that they had purchased new almost ten years earlier.  It suited 
them both perfectly.  Somerset had built it exactly to their specifications and both 
loved it through and through.  The name on the side read Our Dream II. I think it 
was aptly named.  Chuck mixed himself a cold drink and Grandma made her rounds 
making sure that no one was thirsty…or hungry…or had an itch that needed 
scratched.  Gotta love that gal! 

 
The shoreline contained an extra large number of boats today.  It seemed that a 

number of passers-by even slowed their pace, as if there was something that was 
about to happen.  Countless friends that the Randalls had made over the years were 
innocently stopping by and chatting for a while.  Grandma was thrilled…got a bottle 
of ice water for seventeen different people.  It was a great day.  The sun was as bright 
as any day they had spent on Dale Hollow, and there had been more friends and 
family than ever before…did I miss someone’s birthday?  thought Grandma.  (Not 
likely) 

 
The boat next to Grandma and Chuck’s was a blue Stardust Cruiser belonging to 

the Metzgar family.  That was another name that had floated around Dale Hollow for 
decades beyond recollection.  They had started out their lake-loving at Star Point 
Resort, but, had been at Holly Creek for about a zillion years or so, and had a love of 
the Randalls that seemed to penetrate almost into flesh and blood.  The Metzgars 
and the Randalls were quite close. 

 
On this particular day, Bill Metzgar had something up his sleeve.  It had been 

there a very long time, and had waited until this very day to show itself.  A crafty sort 
he was.  I mean that in several ways.  He was quite crafty with his hands, and made 
his living doing a number of intricate things that would make most of us say whoa!  
He was also crafty enough to get numerous friends and family members to come out 
to Randalls’ Point for a little something special…a presentation.  The Metzgars were 
equally loved here on this point. 
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As the mid-day sun warmed the crowded little point in the middle of Dale 
Hollow, Chuck and Janie mingled through the crowd as if it were a family reunion.  
It was a picture perfect day for what was about to happen.  Bill Metzgar felt warm 
and fuzzy.  He wasn’t really that type of guy, but this day was special.  He had waited 
quite awhile for this day and was a bit keyed-up about it.  He was about to unveil his 
creation. 

 
Bill smiled as a few hand tools were carted out to a spot in the center of the point.  

Closely behind them were a couple of the younger family members that were 
carrying a heavy item up onto shore.  It was a beautifully built, heavy-duty, hand 
made sign.  The crowd fell to almost utter silence as the sign was brought into view 
of Chuck and Janie. 

 
Janie immediately gave a sigh of, “Ohhhhhh.”  She then knew why there had been 

such a gathering here on their point.  Chuck was still trying to swallow that huge 
lump in his throat and doing his best to suppress the watering of his eyes.  A few 
droplets escaped his vigilant hand and fell to his chest.  If these people were trying 
to reach Chuck and Janie’s heart strings, they had certainly done it.  Those heart 
strings were stretched tight as banjo strings, and everyone else had the same pangs 
of heart-felt appreciation that the Randalls were experiencing…only from the other 
side.  The sign read Randalls’ Point.  Grandma and Grandpa had a huge adopted 
family, and they were all here smiling through the tears.  It was a very special 
moment on Dale Hollow, and I’m pretty sure old William Dale himself was looking 
down with a loving smile on that day.  Food and drink were passed around, and 
special stories were swapped and shared.  There were pats on the back and warm 
hand shakes.  There were friends and family smiling to and fro, and the love of life 
was brought to a higher level.  The sun gave its last vibrant shades of color as 
marshmallows were toasted over the campfire.  The stars shimmered in sparkles of 
white on the lake surface, and an un-named place in the center of Dale Hollow was 
named in honor of one fantastic family that chose to live and love on a very special 
point…of a very special body of water…in the heart of middle Tennessee. 
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Chapter Five 
 

“Policy” 
 
 

Two months later. 
 
Well, now is where the story takes a turn for the unpleasant.  I’ve thought it 

through many times, and I’ve finally came to the same conclusion as the Randalls 
themselves. 

 
Chuck and Grandma pulled the houseboat from the slip and began their way 

across the lake surface to their own point.  The houseboat almost knew the way by 
itself.  The two nudged the boat onto shore and began the normal tie up rituals.  
After securing the two main side lines, Chuck began to do his normal quick 
surveying of the area to determine if there was any trash to collect.  He looked to the 
spot where their sign would be shining in the late evening sun.  To Chuck’s anger 
and dismay, the sign was gone…gone!  Chuck’s blood was boiling.  In a fury, he 
stomped to the location where their beautiful family-given sign once stood.  Gone. 

 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 
After some investigation, it was determined that the Corps of Engineers had been 

the culprits of the removal of the sign.  It seems that the posting of a sign is against 
Corps policy.  It is considered destruction of public property, and the naming of 
certain spots on government property was a topic of intense debate.  It was rarely 
awarded after the initial building and naming of such a project.  Despite devoted 
efforts from numerous people, there would be no such naming of spots on Dale 
Hollow, not that I don’t keep trying.  I’ve mulled it over countless times in my 
head…why can’t they…why shouldn’t they?  Well, here’s one example why.  If all it 
took was the posting of a sign, then every Bubba that had a favorite fishing hole 
could post a sign and be forever immortalized by the naming of his hollow.  If every 
special moment was to be logged into a naming book, we would need an enormous 
map and probably more lake.  I get their point; I just think that this situation could 
be an exception to the rule.  But, I understand policy, right or wrong. 

 
It was a solemn evening on Randalls’ Point.  Chuck and Janie waded out onto the 

point until they were both neck deep into what Janie still called her healing waters.  
They both rested at ease, almost submerged in Dale Hollow’s reflection of the 
evening sunset.  The surface of the water lapped gently upon their faces, and Chuck 
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gave Grandma a knowing wink.  He always seemed to say the right thing when she 
was somehow in doubt or a little uneasy.  It was a frustrating night, but Chuck had 
some words of wisdom. 

 
“You know,” he began, “we don’t need some silver sign to tell us where Randalls’ 

Point is.  We don’t need to have some approval from the Corps of Engineers.  You 
and I know it’s Randalls’ Point, and Hell, people we don’t even know call it Randalls’ 
Point.  People I don’t know call me Grandpa.  We must have done something right to 
gain the admiration of so many people.  I don’t need a sign to remind me of why it’s 
called Randalls’ Point; its name is here because we were here…me and the love of 
my life were here.” 

 
Chuck Randall had a very valid point.  Randalls’ Point will always be Randalls’ 

Point, regardless of what sign is…or is not posted.  And that was MY POINT all 
along…Randalls’ Point. 

 
That…is all that matters. 
 

The End 
 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
 

*Note: Chuck Randall maintains that the people I’ve written about here are from 
Fantasyland, but there are a lot of people out there that know Chuck and 
Grandma…and they think as much of them as I do.  So, fantasy people or not, as far 
as I’m concerned…it’s history. 

 
*Note: That point still isn’t officially named on any map.  But if enough people read 
this, there may be no need for a sign.  That would mean just as much, and policy 
could not intervene.  D. 



Stories From Dale Hollow 

141 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Holly Creek Marina 2005 



 

142 

On Sacred Ground 
 

A Short Story About the Naming of Geiger Island 
 
 

Chapter One 
 

“Breaking Ground” 
 
 

Summer, 1940 
 
Henry Geiger stood silently, waving his hand and smiling solemnly.  Today was 

the last day of operation for his orphanage.  As the last few children left his care, his 
mind danced through the fond memories here in the outskirts of Livingston, 
Tennessee.  He and his wife had spent nearly two decades caring for local orphans 
and spreading the love of their teachings of the gospel.  As the last of the vehicles 
pulled from the drive, his heart was heavy with the sense of parting.  Many of the 
children had grown to adulthood and had moved on to make their way in life.  
Others were placed in loving homes for adoption.  Henry and Ruth had founded the 
children’s home in the early twenties at the urging of local officials.  Times were 
hard in the 1920’s, and the county did not have the resources to care for orphaned or 
homeless children.  The Geigers were happy to be a part of the solution of a pressing 
problem.  With the help of local farm families like Elmer Ledford and his wife 
Corinthy, that young city couple learned to farm the old fashioned way…with mules.  
The couple and the kids they were rearing grew most of their own food.  The 
children received a good education, and some even went on to college. 

 
But, today was a time for change.  It was a time for moving on and looking to the 

future.  The Geigers were happy to have their load lightened, but looked on the next 
challenge of life.  There must be some way to help get their message out to the world.  
After all, that is why they came all the way from Philadelphia…to spread the word of 
faith in a rural area where the remoteness of country living often made it difficult to 
travel to distant churches.  They simply wanted to set up a number of Sunday 
schools and provide a positive influence for the community.  Your denomination of 
faith did not matter…only that you had faith, or were in search of it.  That’s an 
admirable quest, if you ask me.  So many religions are so very confining, and 
intolerant of other faiths.  Most are quite close-minded to outside influences…my 
way or the Hell-way.  The people of the surrounding communities were fortunate to 
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have such a loving couple to inspire them.  In fact, most people had no idea that 
Brother Geiger had a first name.  He was Brother Geiger and that was that.  For 
decades to come people referred to him as Brother…and he wore it well.  For many 
years beyond his own, Brother Geiger was Brother for many folks…and is still 
remembered as such today. 

 
As I stated, today was a time for change.  The orphanage had been shut down, 

and the Geigers felt that something else was ripe for the picking.  How about a 
camp?  Could they provide a loving environment for children and families as a 
place of spiritual healing?  Could it be a place of fun and family friendship?  Could 
they simply provide a place of relaxation and personal happiness for other families 
in the community?  The answer was YES…profoundly YES. The Geigers founded a 
lovely little camp by the name of Cedar Lake.  Cedar Lake Camp was loved by so 
many, and still is today.  Brother Geiger and family made it special.  Special people 
create special things, and the Geigers did exactly that…create something special.  
Their influence has been felt by many over the years, and the community flourished 
with their loving faith.  Their camp is still in operation today on the outskirts of 
Livingston, and local families still love what the Geigers created over sixty years ago. 

 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 
So, today was a turning point for the Geigers.  Although they would no longer 

house the young orphans from the area, they would have their hands full building 
and maintaining this quaint little camp.  They were also starting their own family, 
which also was quite time consuming.  But, regardless of how busy the family was, 
Henry still took the time to take his boys camping and fishing.  They camped in a 
number of places around the area, but they eventually found a favorite spot on this 
newly impounded lake by the name of Dale Hollow.  They boated here many days 
and kept a small wooden boat in the Willow Grove cove known now as Colson Creek.  
Willow Grove was little more than a mud boat ramp, but it suited them just fine.  
For a short time, they moved their boat to the Lillydale Boat Dock.  That marina only 
existed for a short while and eventually became the large campground that now 
occupies that point in the middle of Dale Hollow.  When the dock closed, they 
moved the boat back to Willow Grove where it remained for many years. 

 
They soon found that there was one island in particular that really suited them.  

It didn’t have a name…none of them did.  In fact, the islands looked very different 
than they do now.  The vast forests growing on them now were not there.  They were 
merely high spots in the middle of vast pastures that existed before the lake was 
made, so these islands were grassy knolls with only a few trees marking the hillside.  
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It’s hard to imagine these islands in grass.  As a matter of note, Goat Island got its 
name from a small herd of goats that lived on it for quite some time.  Some savvy 
farmer had boated them out to the island and set them off.  No one was using the 
island back then anyway, so why not?  He didn’t even need a fence…a mile of lake 
was plenty enough to keep them there.  So, a farmer solved his problem and an 
island got its name.  But, this was not the island that Henry and family had come to 
love.  The island that they chose to spend countless nights upon lies between Goat 
Island and Lillydale Campground, on the south side of the lake.  Their tents would 
often occupy the southern end of this island all summer.  There was no need to take 
them down between trips…no one else wanted the spot.  In fact, it was likely that no 
one would even see those tents.  This lake was desolate back then.  You might stay a 
week and not see five boats.  So, this very remote island became a second home for 
them. 

 
As time passed, Henry’s son, Don, began to spend more time on the island.  His 

nature was very much like that of his father.  He was deeply spiritual and gave much 
of his time to others.  When Don was in his teenage years, he began helping out his 
family around the camp and spending a good deal of time working one-on-one with 
the kids.  Don’s brothers seemed to be more focused on business.  They all became 
quite successful in their own rights, but simply chose different paths to fulfill their 
destinies.  There were two things that every member of this family possessed in 
quantity…faith and determination.  One can accomplish a great many things with 
those qualities…and this family did.  So, as the years unfolded, this family grew and 
prospered near the waters of this wonderful lake.  And, as young Don grew into a 
man, an idea began to grow in his head.  That idea would set a tone for the rest of his 
life.  It would inspire hundreds and hundreds of people.  It would spark a flame that 
burns to this very day.  That idea crafted a portion of virtually every summer for the 
rest of his family’s life.  He was breaking ground…sacred ground. 
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Chapter Two 
 

“What’s in a Name?” 
 
 
Don Geiger stood proudly on the grassy point of his favorite island reflecting 

upon the last few years.  Five years had passed since he stood on this very point 
forming a plan.  He had known early on that he would follow in his father’s footsteps 
by preaching and giving his time and energy to his community.  He also knew that 
he would find new and creative ways to share his love of the gospel.  So, it was for 
that reason that he stood today chuckling out loud as a number of young boys ran 
down the hillside chasing grasshoppers.  He had taken boys camping on that island 
each year since his idea formed, and taught them the ways of nature, and the ways of 
the Lord.  He had always felt it was easier to connect while in the quiet of the 
outdoors.  While camping, we survive on a little less, without some of the amenities 
of home…and some of our day-to-day distractions.  Couple those feelings with the 
clear waters of Dale Hollow, and you’ve got yourself a wonderful combination.  
There is just something about young people and water.  Some fish, some swim, and 
still others can just amuse themselves by skipping rocks and letting their mind go 
where it will…that’s the connect part.  Don was truly glad to be a part of what he had 
created. 

 
“All right,” shouted Don, “gather them up!”  The boys had chased a number of 

grasshoppers down the bank and into the water.  They quickly splashed in after 
them, and gathered them up.  Grasshoppers make excellent bait for fishing from 
shore.  The fish were just thick around the island back in those days, and you could 
just about count on fish for dinner.  Those boys may have been roughing it out on 
that island, but they never went hungry.  I can almost smell the fish and fried 
potatoes cooking over the campfire right now. 

 
Soon, entire families started camping with the Geigers.  And, Don’s love of Dale 

Hollow was becoming a part of many people’s lives.  They came to expect and look 
forward to camping on the island that was now being affectionately called Geiger 
Island.  It was a lot of work dragging all that camping gear out on the lake, but all 
considered it well worth the memories that were being made…and an ever-
increasing number of people rejoiced on the shores of Dale Hollow. 

 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
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In the late 1950s, Don finally became a full-time pastor.  He and his family moved 
to Houston, Texas, in the 1960s and started their new life.  But, strangely, they still 
made those summer trips to Dale Hollow.  Imagine hauling all that gear…from 
Texas.  And yet it happened.  Those eager families lined up with all the enthusiasm 
as those young Tennesseans, years earlier. 

 
A decade later, Don made the decision to move to a new church.  This one was in 

Dallas.  Finally, they could eliminate that long, drawn out trip to Tennessee.  He 
loved it once they arrived…but, that drive and hauling of gear was exhausting.  So, 
this was to be the move that began the Geigers down a new path.  There are other 
ways to reach people other than just camping. 

 
This plan lasted just long enough to make the move to Dallas.  Shelby Johnson’s 

young and cheerful voice echoed through the church house.  “Tell them how you 
take those kids to that island in Tennessee!”  So, from that point on, it was assumed 
that they, too, would make the same trip…and yet another group of eager people 
began their journeys to that special little island. 

 
So, Don’s idea formed on the shores of Geiger Island had not only blossomed, but 

fruited many times over.  He once thought he could reach a few dozen people with 
his plan…but, those few dozens became hundreds.  And, as those hundreds began 
having children, the numbers became staggering. 

 
Don took a job preaching in Indianapolis, Indiana, in the 1990’s, and, you 

guessed it…Tennessee Trek.  He preached there for close to a decade and then 
moved back to Dallas with a feeble attempt to retire.  Preachers don’t retire…they 
just slow down a little.  So, here he was preaching in Dallas and making his yearly 
trips to Tennessee.  By now, his children had children, and the whole Dale Hollow 
trip was now a family reunion for the Geigers, not to mention some honorary 
Geigers like the Donahos and Ramblers and many more that graced the shores of 
the island.  Those other families had grabbed hold of Don’s island idea and set forth 
to do the same when Don moved on to other churches. 

 
The moving of preachers is a different thing for each one.  Some move because 

the congregation wants them to.  Some move because of challenges within the 
church…conflicts or whatever.  I think Don Geiger moved for pretty much one 
reason…things were going too smooth.  He needed a challenge.  Once his system was 
in place, and the people involved in those churches took their places fulfilling their 
goals.  It was time to move on to the next challenge.  It was time to break new 
ground…sacred ground. 
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. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 
These days you need a reservation to camp on Geiger Island.  You need a camping 

permit from the Corps and I strongly suggest calling ahead to see which church from 
which state is bringing a bus-load of anxious people to Tennessee.  Don’s idea has 
flourished in a way that even he cannot see all ends.  People he doesn’t even know 
consider that island to be their special spot.  One man’s determination has named an 
entire island and inspired so many people.  That, in itself, is enough to be quite 
proud of.  The Corps doesn’t just name something on a whim…trust me…I’ve tried to 
name a place or two, it just doesn’t happen.  So, I’m glad that the island has been 
appropriately named. 

 
For the record, Don and Alice Geiger have four children…Don Jr., Brian, Sarah, 

and Margaret.  I’ve enjoyed watching their children grow up during their week-long 
stay here near my marina.  Don has one son, Wesley; Brian has three children, Chad, 
A.J., and Nikki.  Sarah stays quite busy with Andrew, Alyssa, Ryan, and Katie, while 
Margaret is keeping up with Rachel and Brian.  I’ve been blessed to get to know 
Sarah’s oldest, Andrew, a little more than the rest.  His deep blue eyes reflect the 
same respectful determination of this very spiritual family.  I welcome his genuine 
smile and demeanor each year during their reunion.  There is a very positive feel to 
the whole group of kids and their families.  They’ll do well in life. 

 
So, in writing this, I’ve determined that sacred ground is where you choose to 

make it.  The Geigers made it one particular island in the middle of Dale Hollow…as 
well as a number of places in different states.  We can all make our ground sacred, if 
we choose to do so.  For, after all, no man is an island…but a family… 

 
 

The End 
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Other Books by the Author 
 
 

Stories From Dale Hollow 
This historical look at Dale Hollow Lake is full of wonderful pictures and short stories about the 
lake and the Obey River Valley. 
 
The Gravedigger’s Guide to Dale Hollow 
This non-fictional work maps all of the relocated gravesites from the Dale Hollow Lake Project.  It 
also contains many interesting stories of folklore and places of interest on the lake. 
 
The Graveyards of East Clay County 
This non-fictional work documents all of the cemeteries in East Clay County, Tennessee.  All 
headstones have been canvassed and all information listed for genealogical purposes. 
 
The Prophesy Rhymes of Tal Kator 
This short fantasy novel tells of the whimsical ways of a group of leafy creatures and their troubles 
with wizards, trolls, and old monks.  Fun and entertaining. 
 
The Prophesy Rhymes of Tolk’s Tomb 
This fictional sequel leads readers further into the lives of the monks of Cobblestone Abbey and 
their turmoil with the king. 
 
The Old Lady of the Lake 
This fantastic fictional book of short stories chronicles life in the Obey River Valley, and begins 
with the famous ghost story of the moving of the graves during the making of Dale Hollow Lake.  
This is Shell’s first book, and contains many historical facts along with the fun and entertaining 
ghost tale. 
 
For more information on these books, please go to the website www.willowgrove.com, or for 
information on these and other books, go to www.airleaf.com. 
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