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Everyone around these parts knows that the last full week of April is Fish Fry Week. The World’s Biggest Fish Fry has been held in 
Paris, Tennessee for the last 67 years, come rain or come shine. Anyone who has spent any time at the Fish Fry can tell you this event 
has seen plenty of both. Seems like there is only one thing that can stop the Henry County Jaycees from holding this event – and that is 
the concern for public safety. 
      
Wisely, the World’s Biggest Fish Fry was canceled this year due to social distancing and prevention of the spread of the Corona Virus. 
Our hometown event was sorely missed. If there was any good to come out of canceling the Fish Fry it was to teach us how important it 
is to our community. You can’t miss the chaos, hard work, fun times and good food until it’s not there. 
     
The staff at the Peddler Advantage want to express to the Henry County Jaycees and the community that we understand the impact this 
organization and event has on our lives. We are taking a look back and remembering the years gone by as we look forward to many 
more years ahead.
     
To the coordinators of the World’s Biggest Fish Fry, past, present and future we thank you for your dedication to the signature event that 
put Paris, Tennessee on the map of the world.
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Interesting facts about the history of the Interesting facts about the history of the 

World’s Biggest Fish FryWorld’s Biggest Fish Fry
What is now 
known as the 
World’s Biggest 
Fish Fry began 
as Mule Day in 
1938, when the 
local custom was 
for farmers to 
bring their mules 
to town on Mon-
days. The Paris 
Post-Intelligencer 
was the sponsor. 
The event was 
later managed by 
the Chamber of 
Commerce and 
was taken over 
by the Paris-Hen-
ry County Jay-
cees in 1961.

Hoping to brand 
Paris and Henry 
County as a 
recreation des-

tination with a 
three day fish fry, 
the first event on 
April 29, 1954, 
was not success-
ful. The fish were 
from Mississippi 
and the food was 
handled by a ca-
terer from Mem-
phis. Rethinking 
their plans, local 
leaders decided 
the next year to 
fry the fish down-
town, with the as-
sistance of many 
community clubs, 
cooking around 
1600 pounds 
the second year. 
The number of 
pounds cooked 
annually pres-
ently exceeds 
five tons.

Now there is an 
annual Host-
ess Princess 
chosen, but until 
1972, there was 
also a Queen 
of the Tennes-
see Valley pag-
eant. Suzanne 
Banta wore both 
crowns, serv-
ing as Hostess 
Princess in 1966 
and Queen of the 
Tennessee Valley 
in 1968. Donna 
Lynn Cody also 
held both titles, 
in 1969 as Host-
ess Princess and 
1970 as Queen 
of the Tennessee 
Valley.

The Jaycees 
added the car-

nival to the Fish 
Fry festivities and 
many activities 
have become sta-
ples, such as the 
rodeo and Small 
Fry Parade, but 
others have been 
dropped over the 
years. There are 
street dances 
and Christian mu-
sic concerts, but 
the 1966 World’s 
Biggest Fish 
Fry included the 
“Fish Fry A Go 
Go,” an afternoon 
of music that 
included bands 
such as the Ter-
mights and the 
Shaggy Dogs. It 
was sponsored 
by Leach’s Music 
and TV. Other 

Suzanne Banta wore both crowns, serving as Hostess Princess in 1966 (pictured left) 
and Queen of the Tennessee Valley in 1968 (pictured right).

written by: Jennifer Wheatleywritten by: Jennifer Wheatley
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events which 
have been part 
of the festivities 
over the years 
but did not make 
it to our current 
Fish Fry are 
husband-calling 
contests, bowling 
tournaments and 
beard growing 
competitions.

The Jaycettes, an 
all female orga-
nization which 
worked with the 
Jaycees, reor-
ganized in Paris 
in 1963, with 
six members. 
The group’s first 
project was to 
assist with the 
milk bills at John 
R. Miller school 
and pay one 
child’s lunch bill 
each month. The 
group also took 
several children 
on a shopping 
tour. This event 

continues today 
as the annual 
Jaycee “Shop 
with a Cop” each 
December. Nan-
cy Carpenter was 
the first female 
General Man-
ager, in 1994.

The Jaycees 
teen division was 
the Order of the 
teen SPOKES 
at Grove High 
School. Members 
included former 
Tennessee State 
Representative 
Don Ridgeway.

The World’s Big-
gest Fish Fry is 
now heralded 
as an extraor-
dinary example 

of volunteerism 
and community 
activity and some 
folks just keeping 
showing up:

Long-serving 
Paris City Com-
missioner Gayle 
Griffith has 
served as both 
president of the 
Paris-Henry 
County Chamber 
of Commerce and 
General Manager 
of the World’s 
Biggest Fish Fry, 
as has Tim Wir-
gau, Abbotts Print 
Shop.

Pam Williams, 
Hostess Prin-
cess in 1979, 
was queen of the 

Pre-Teen Court 
in 1972. Hannah 
Robison (Pam 
Williams Ro-
bison’s daughter) 
served as Host-
ess Princess in 
2010 and later 
and Miss Tennes-
see, where she 
ranked in the top 
seven finalists of 
the Miss America 
Pageant.

Paris and Henry 
County are grate-
ful for the efforts 
of the Paris-
Henry County 
Jaycees and wish 
them and the 
World’s Biggest 
Fish Fry many 
more years of 
community history.

Pictured: The Shaggy Dogs - The 1966 World’s Biggest Fish Fry 
included the “Fish Fry A Go Go,” an afternoon of music that 
included bands such as the Ter-mights and the Shaggy Dogs. It 
was sponsored by Leach’s Music and TV.
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Gary and Janice 
Benton, publish-
ers of the Peddler 
Advantage and 
past owners of 
WMUF radio hold 
the World’s Big-
gest Fish Fry in 
such high regard 
and have many 
cherished memo-
ries. 

“Not being a 
native Parisian, 
Gary and I can’t 
say we grew up 
going to Fish 
Fry,” said Janice. 
“But our daugh-
ter, Jessica, who 
was four when 
we moved here 
did grow up with 
it. We moved to 

Paris in March of 
1985, when we 
bought WMUF 
radio and jumped 
into Fish Fry with 
both feet,” said 
Janice. “It has 
been a part of us 
ever since.”
     
Janice said she 
has so many fond 

memories that it 
is hard to remem-
ber them all. She 
mentions being in 
the parade or just 
watching the pa-
rade was always 
fun. “Whether 
we were cover-
ing events for the 
radio station or 
the Peddler or 

just enjoying the 
events with our 
daughter and oth-
er family mem-
bers … the Fish 
Fry will always be 
special.”
       
Gary said he 
remembered Jes-
sica asking him 
repeatedly if he 
had enough tick-
ets for her and 
her best friend to 
ride all the rides 
they wanted. “It 
seemed like I had 
500 tickets, and 
the girls were so 
excited.” he said. 
Later, when he 
went looking for 
the girls he said 
he found them 
being hosed off 
by one of the 
workers. “I re-

member think-
ing ‘what in the 
world.’” Jessica 
quickly informed 
him that her bes-
tie had thrown up 
all of the goodies 
they had enjoyed 
earlier in the day 
on their last ride. 
      
Janice said her 
mother loved 
to visit during 
Fish Fry. “Fried 
catfish was her 
all time favorite 
food. She would 
tell the server ‘I 
want it fried dark 
and crisp.’” She 
remembers serv-
ing catfish with 
her mother on 
the late shift one 
year. “We were 
trying to clean 
tables and this 

one cowboy kept 
going back for 
more fish. Mom 
said to him,’you 
love fish almost 
as much as I do!’”
     
Janice’s mom, 
Angie, is no lon-
ger with us and 
Jessica is now 
married, an at-
torney and living 
in Memphis with 
her husband and 
baby, Jack. But 
Gary and Janice 
are extremely 
grateful for their 
Fish Fry memo-
ries. “We have 
so many good 
fish fry memories 
over the years 
and so many 
more to make 
with our grand-
son, Jack.”

Fish Fry memoriesFish Fry memoriesforever stay with usforever stay with us
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The year 2020 will go down in the 
history of the World’s Biggest Fish 
Fry. Unfortunately, the festivities were 
cancelled for the first time since it’s 
onset due to the deadly Coronavirus. 
Anyone who lives in or near Henry 
County, TN knows to mark their cal-
endar for the last full weekend in 
April. Most folks in the area consider 
it a holiday week. The perfect week 
for family reunions, homecomings, 
parades, beauty contests, carnival, 
catfish races and the list goes on. 
The main attraction though, is the 
Fish Fry itself. The sounds of crack-

ling kettles, laughter and conversa-
tions fill the tent. The smells of fresh 
cooked catfish and all the fixin’s drift 
out of the fish tent tempting hungry 
crowds to hurry and get in line. Inside 
patrons are always met with smiles 
and kindness. Everyone just seems 
to enjoy seeing neighbors or old 
friends. It is a great meeting place 
for people from all over the country 
to enjoy just what Henry County, TN 
is all about. Community. Sadly, this 
year the tent was silent.
       
What is known as The World’s Big-
gest Fish Fry actually began as 
“Mule Day” in 1938. It wasn’t until 
1953 the name changed to “The Fish 
Fry” where fish was cooked for the 
first time at the event. The cooking 
was done outdoors and people ate 
at picnic tables under a big tent. The 
first years about 1,000 pounds of fish 
were served. In 2019, over 12,000 
pounds of catfish fillets were cooked 
and served to hungry crowds. Of 

written by: Teresa Joneswritten by: Teresa Jones

That’s why they call it theThat’s why they call it the  

WORLD’S BIGGEST FISH FRYWORLD’S BIGGEST FISH FRY
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the 8 original black iron pots used to 
cook the fish, 7 of the kettles are still 
being used today. There are 8 fish 
cooks that rotate cooking only cat-
fish. The Buchanan Masonic Lodge 
prepares all the hushpuppies. Spring-
ville Community Group is in charge of 
the white beans. The 18 to 24 thou-
sand pounds of vinegar cole slaw is 
made fresh on site.  In 1985 it be-
came tradition the Hostess Princess 
tosses out the first hushpuppies to 
signify the official opening of the fish 
tent.

David “Tater” Hayes began assisting 
Bobby Cox, former Jaycee Chair-

man, at the fish tent in 1985. David 
took charge of the fish tent when 
Bobby fell ill. Hayes now serves as 
Jaycee chairman of the tent. After 
Cox’s passing in 1994, the fish tent 
was officially named in his honor. It is 
now known as “The Bobby Cox Me-
morial Fish Tent”. As an inspiration to 
all who volunteer, his hat and apron 
are proudly hung for all to see and 
remember him. It takes many cooks 
and volunteers to make the fish tent 
so successful each year. Hopefully, 
2021 will bring better days. The fish 
tent was missed this year by so 
many. It really is the highlight of The 
World’s Biggest Fish Fry!

200 W. Washington St.

Pictured are David “Tater” Hayes and the late Bobby Cox. The pair started a tradition 
that Hayes still carries on, the aluminum foil used to cook the catfish and hushpup-
pies is saved and is added to an ever-growing ball every year at the Fish Fry.
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What is the mental image that comes 
to mind when you hear the words 
“World’s Biggest Fish Fry”? Is it a 
Hostess Princess tossing the first 
hush puppy to her daddy to open the 
fish tent? Is it thousands of people 
lining the streets to see the Grand 
Parade? Do you immediately think of 
the Small Fry parade or the Catfish 
Races?

Sponsored by the Paris-Henry Coun-
ty Jaycees, the World’s Biggest Fish 
Fry has evolved from a community 
festival into something more. Former 
General Manager Dwayne Bald-
win, Walker’s Pre-Owned Vehicles, 
says “Somewhere along the line, it 
became a time of homecoming and 
family reunions.” The Fish Fry is also 
a source of pride for Paris and Henry 
County, the kickoff of the festival 
season in West Tennessee and the 
unofficial sign that spring has arrived.

Baldwin has the distinction of being 
both the youngest and oldest Gen-
eral Manager of the event, having 
served in both 1978 and 2001. When 
asked if he would sign up to be 
charge again, he said “I might have 
to do it from a scooter!” Despite hav-
ing taken the GM role twice, Baldwin 
is best known as the chairman of the 
Grand Parade. He is even rumored 
to have strange powers over rain. 
He recalls that in all his years lining 
up the parade, over three different 
routes, there has only been on true 
rain out event. He says “It has rained 
before and after, but it has only 
rained out once, when Lamar Alexan-
der was Governor of Tennessee.”

Baldwin’s obvious pride in the event, 
and its impact on his community, 
comes through his voice when he 
talks about the “first boom on a drum” 
every year and the friendship he 
developed with former Governor Ned 
Ray McWherter, who was a tremen-
dous Fish Fry supporter.

Contrasting Dwayne Baldwin’s years 
of experience, Anna Walla, a cus-
tomer service representative at Land 
Between the Lakes National Recre-
ation Area, has only been an official 
member of Jaycees since 2018. She 
was drawn to the organization be-
cause of the opportunity it gave her 
to contribute to the community and 
help out. She is a former co-chair 
of the Kids Fishing Rodeo and says 
“The kids make it. Sometimes that’s 
their very first fish!”

Despite being fairly new to the festivi-
ties she feels that the local Jaycees 
chapter are “kind of like family now.”

A family filled with special Fish Fry 
memories is the Robisons from 

A Walk Down Fish A Walk Down Fish 
Fry Memory LaneFry Memory Lane

written by: Jennifer Wheatley written by: Jennifer Wheatley 
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401 Memorial Drive • Paris, TN
(731) 642-4799

Buchanan Resort. Mom Pam was the 
Hostess Princess in 1979. She grew 
up with a cousin, Janice Thompson 
King, who had also worn the crown 
and told her “You need to do that!” 
Pam Williams entered the pageant 
and remembers it fondly still. She 

says the Jaycees “just scooped me 
up like a child or a little sister.”

She has especially fond memories of 
the traditional Hostess Princess pho-
to shoots at local businesses. Pam 
says she met “people all through the 

county that continue to be friends.” Pam’s daughter, Han-
nah Robison Shellnut, was crowned Hostess Princess 
thirty-one years later and recalled the photo shoots as 
well. 

She says that her “sweetest memory” from serving as 
ambassador of the Fish Fry was the time she got to 
share with her mother, saying “She got to go with me to 
the businesses and people remembered her.”

Hannah loves that so much of the Fish Fry stays the 
same from year to year, citing those traditions as one of 
the hallmarks of the event. One of her favorite photos 
from her year is “one of me with my dad” tossing the 
hushpuppy.

Dwayne Baldwin’s standout moment was a Fish Fry oc-
currence that completely represents his years managing 
the Grand Parade. Baldwin remembers a moment just 
before releasing the parade. The Budweiser Clydes-
dales’ noses were pressed against his shoulder blades 
as the crowd looked up to the sky to see a squad of Air 
Force A-10 Warthog jets fly over the parade. “I kinda got 
weak-kneed.”

Pam Williams Robinson (pictured left) was crowned Hostess Princess in 1979.  
Hannah Robinson Shellnut (pictured right), Pam’s daughter, won the Hostess  
Princess crown in 2010. 

Dwayne Baldwin has the distinction of being both the youngest and oldest General 
Manager of the event, having served in both 1978 (pictured left) and 2001 (pictured 
right).
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Many young girls in Henry County have grown up dreaming of one day being 
the Hostess Princess of the World’s Biggest Fish Fry. They have envisioned 
being draped by the beautiful velvety cape, being handed the sparkly scep-
ter and slightly kneeling down as the majestic crown is placed on her head 
and the crowd cheers her on. 
     
The Hostess Princess and her court have many duties. They are to attend 
Fish Fry events and welcome as many visitors as they are able. The Host-
ess Princess has the job of tossing out the first hush puppy on the first night 
of serving in the fish tents. And the Court represents Paris during visits to the 
state capital and other festivals and parades.
    
Being a hostess princess has usually been only one of many achievements 
that these women have attained. They have grown into and gone on to be 
loving mothers, devoted homemakers, college graduates, city and state of-
ficials, real estate agents, teachers, lawyers, medical professionals and even 
as representative in the Miss America Pageant as Miss Tennessee. 
      
Enjoy this look back as we celebrate our official hostesses of the World’s 
Biggest Fish Fry through the years. 

Our Hostess PrincessOur Hostess Princess
may she ever reign may she ever reign 

Proudly supporting 
the Worldʼs Biggest 

Fish Fry.

Suzy Abernathy
1965

Ramay Woody
1967

Gale HartzfeldtGale Hartzfeldt
First Maid - 1975  First Maid - 1975  

Jennifer JonesJennifer Jones
Fourth Maid - 1975  Fourth Maid - 1975  

Gabi Kollmann
1982
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Sharon Black
1983

Karamaneh Alexander
1997

Katie RohrKatie Rohr
19991999

Brittany Darling YoungBrittany Darling Young
20012001

Amanda Hassell
2005

Katelyn HamlinKatelyn Hamlin
20122012

Tiffany Bennett
2014

Emily Raines
2020
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Over the years the World’s Biggest Fish Fry grew from a two day to a three day to a week long event. In that time, Friday has come to 
be known as Fish Fry Day. Probably because that is the first day of the week the Fish Fry serves lunch, the carnival is open later and 
there is this little event called the Grand Parade.
     
The Grand Parade has grown immensely over the years. Not just in the crowd attendance but also in the number of entries. Marching 
bands and decorated floats compete in a fierce competition to see who can take home the first place trophy every year. Add to that, 
marching units, decorated cars, trucks and boats, clowns, horses, and just about anything else you can think of and you have a mas-
sive parade.
    
Some years the crowds attending the Grand Parade have been estimated at more than 50,000 people. That makes the World’s Biggest 
Fish Fry Grand Parade one of the highest attended parades in West Tennessee. Even though the photos are black and white, you can 
get a feel for the hard work and beauty put into each of these outstanding floats from the past.

A look back at Fish Fry floats over the yearsA look back at Fish Fry floats over the years

Sherry’s Youth Shop
Most Original - 1968

Paris Jaycees
1971

Paris Quota Club
First Place Club - 1975

Madison County Jaycettes
Most Beautiful - 1979

Emerson Electric
Most Original - 1981
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112 East Washington St. 112 East Washington St.   
Downtown Paris, TN  Downtown Paris, TN  

731.407.9400731.407.9400

Hostess Princess & Court
2007

Little Miss & Court
2019

Downtown Paris 
Association

2017
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Who says you can’t have a fun parade just because of social distancing? 
Holly Todd, and her mother Patricia, came to Travis McLeese, the executive  
director of the Chamber of Commerce, with the idea of the virtual parade. 
They thought it would not only be fun but, also, an excellent way to honor our 
local hard working Jaycees. The virtual parade is made up of photos sent in by 
participants of all ages! All of the floats are homemade and truly capture the 
spirit of the event that we call The World’s Biggest Fish Fry!

Denise Barnhill
Best Overall

Will WheatleyWill Wheatley
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2.50%

Chloe Jo Vaughn
Commentator’s Choice

Joe DouglassJoe Douglass

Southside Cafe 
& Cody Nance 

Bullriding
Best Fish Fry Theme
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Patsy Evans, 
Jackie Jones, & 
Robin Murphy

Most Original

Mallorie & Ella 
Hutson

Stay Well Award

Mary Lynn 
Summers
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The financial impact of The financial impact of 
the World’s Biggest Fish the World’s Biggest Fish 
Fry on our communityFry on our community

The World’s Biggest Fish Fry has 
been a staple in this region for de-
cades, and for the first time in its 
67 years, it was canceled mid-year 
due to Covid-19.  Like the Straw-
berry Festival, The Tennessee River 
Jam, and the Soybean Festival, The 
World’s Biggest Fish Fry not only cre-
ated memorable events that enter-
tained patrons and enriched commu-
nities, but served as major economic 
drivers for their communities. 
 
In 2018, Henry County collected 
58.6 million in tourism revenue sav-
ing local tax payers an estimated 
$804 per year on their state and local 
taxes.  That portfolio includes a va-
riety of tourism assets that produce 
revenue, but arguably, one of most 
popular events is the Fish Fry.  
 
Guests visit our community from 
across the country to get a taste 
of what the week-long celebration 
provides. With those guests, comes 
significant revenue for our county.  It 
is easy to assume the obvious recipi-
ents of that revenue; hotels, restau-
rants, gas stations, advertisers etc., 
but most will overlook the secondary 
organizations and nonprofits af-
fected.  
 
Take the Downtown Paris Associa-
tion for example.  According to Kathy 
Ray, Executive Director of the Down-
town Paris Association, the selling 
of fish beads brings their organiza-
tion over $1,500 that benefits their 
mission. Other organizations rely on 
parking cars, parade day revenue, 
and other miscellaneous projects that 
raise money.  

It is nearly impossible to get a con-
crete number on the total financial 
impact that Fish Fry makes because 
of its length and the number of indus-
tries it affects, but some estimates 
could show over a $2,000,000 impact 
for the community.  Of course, weath-
er plays a major role in that number 
as well.  
 
Looking forward, it is important for 
us, as a community, to give the 
Jaycees as much support as we can 
through man power and sponsorship 
dollars to help see this event con-
tinue to prosper.  Those volunteers 
work tirelessly to produce this event, 
many of them taking their vacation 
time to volunteer.  
 
Needless to say, we look forward to 
the next World’s Biggest Fish Fry be-
ing bigger and better than ever!

written by: Travis McCleese, written by: Travis McCleese, Director of the Paris/Henry County Chamber of CommerceDirector of the Paris/Henry County Chamber of Commerce



Page 18																                        731-644-9595
May 28, 2020															                 	     	    peddlerads.com

19941994
 Nancy Carpenter 
made World’s 
Biggest Fish Fry 
history when she 
was elected the 
first female Gen-
eral Manager in 
1994. The word 
“Superwoman” 
has been used 
many times to de-
scribe her. She is 
a mother, grand-
mother, friend 
and Jaycee.
      
According to 
WBFF history 
books, Nancy 
was a charter 
member of the 
Tullahoma Jay-
cettes in 1975. 

She joined the 
Henry County 
Jaycees in 1989. 
In her Jaycee 
career leading up 
to being General 
Manager, Nancy 
served as the 
Chapter Man-
agement Vice 
President (1989), 
Headquarters 
Secretary (1989-
1992), secretary 
of the Fish Fry 
Board (1991), 
coordinator of 
the Jr. King and 
Queen Pageant 
(1989), coordina-
tor of the Hostess 
Princess Pageant 
(1990-1993), and 

coordinator of the 
Miss Pre-Teen 
Pageant (1992).
       
Nancy’s awards 
and honors 
include the 1992 
Presidential 
Award of Excel-
lence and she 
was named The 
Jaycee of the 
Year in 1993. 
Nancy was al-
ways known as a 
devoted Jaycee 
that contributed 
immensely to her 
community.

In the 67 year 
history of the Fish 
Fry only six wom-
en have served 
as General Man-
ager. Nancy Car-
penter was the 
first, leading the 
way for Toni Kaye 

Bowden, Cecilia 
Casey, Andrea 
Lamb, Lisa Stone 
and three time 
General Manag-
er, Loria Plunk. 
      
All General Man-
agers have put 
forth a tremen-
dous amount of 
effort coordinat-
ing the World’s 
Biggest Fish Fry. 
It has never been 
and never will 
be an easy task 
to pull together 
this huge event. 
It takes a strong 
leader and lots of 
volunteer hours 
to get the job 
done. All of the 
men and women 
of the Jaycees 
have made Henry 
County proud.

Is The Year Of The WomanIs The Year Of The Woman
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2020	          Loria Plunk		      Jordan Holland	           Kelly Briggs-Corbitt   Jessica Damesworth/Cathey Williams      Patrick Cooper
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