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Civil suit seeks to disqualify 
Johnson as circuit judge candidate

By BoB Vlach

Woodford Sun Staff

A civil lawsuit filed in 
Scott Circuit Court this week 
seeks to disqualify Rob John-
son as a candidate for 14th 
Circuit judge.

Sarah Fightmaster and 
Kim Vinegar, residents of 
Bourbon and Scott coun-
ties, respectively, are listed 
as plaintiffs in the lawsuit, 
which argues Johnson “does 
not have the statutory ‘bona 
fides’ to hold the office for 
which he seeks – given the ob-
jective fact that he is married 
to Sharon Muse-Johnson, the 
Commonwealth’s Attorney 
for the Fourteenth Judicial 
Circuit,” which encompasses 
Scott, Bourbon and Wood-
ford counties.

Greg Coulson, a Lexing-
ton attorney representing the 
suit’s plaintiffs, who mostly 
does criminal defense cases, 
argues Johnson’s relationship 
with Muse-Johnson disquali-
fies him from presiding over 
any criminal proceeding in 
the circuit because his wife 
is the circuit’s top prosecutor 
and that her staff, including 
the assistant commonwealth 
attorneys, serve at her plea-
sure. “Therefore,” he said, 
“it is impossible to insulate 
Johnson from his wife in 
criminal proceedings, as she 

is the duly elected official 
with the responsibility of 
prosecuting all matters before 
this Circuit Court.”

In an email to the Sun 
responding to the suit, Rob 
Johnson, a former 14th Cir-
cuit judge, wrote, “This is 
the latest attempt to direct 
voter attention away from 
the most critical issue in this 
election – which candidate 
has the necessary trial expe-
rience. This position is for a 
trial judge. I’ve had over 100 
trials; my opponent has never 
had a trial, not as an attorney 
or a judge.”

Kathryn “Katie” Gabhart, 
who was executive director 
of the state Executive Branch 
Ethics Commission for the 
last six years, told the Sun 
in May, “My experience in 
fighting public corruption 
in the executive branch will 
serve this community in 
bringing ethics to the bench.” 
She was appointed in May to 
finish Brian Privett’s term as 
circuit judge (Division 2) in 
the 14th Circuit.

In the civil suit, Coulson 
cites an article in the Nov. 25, 
2021 edition of the George-
town News-Graphic that 
stated if Muse-Johnson were 
elected, he could agree to 
accept the civil cases, avoid-
ing presiding over a court 
proceeding in which Muse 

is the prosecutor. “Assigning 
one judge to manage civil 
cases and another assigned to 
criminal cases makes perfect 
sense,” Johnson said in the 
article.

“Such a split,” Coulson 
argues, “would wholly un-
dermine the idea of a court 
of general jurisdiction, as 
contemplated by the Ken-
tucky Constitution and the 
Kentucky Revised Statutes. 
The proposed ‘solution’ 
actually creates two limited 
jurisdiction courts in the same 
Circuit.” He further argues 
that the proposed solution 
“would also strip the Division 
I Circuit Judge” (Jeremy Mat-
tox) of his “Constitutional 
and statutory authority and 
duty to preside over civil 
matters in this Circuit.”

“Additionally,” Coulson 
argues, “the idea of assigning 
criminal cases to one judge 
and civil cases to another 
judge is a violation of Ken-
tucky Supreme Court Rule 
1.040(4)(a), which states 
that cases are to be assigned 
at random when a judicial 
circuit has more than one 
judge.”

Coulson said Johnson’s 
“purported solution creates 
a bevy of issues ...” He con-
tends taxpayers will “suffer 
significant harm by paying 
a judge more than $140,000 

annually for Johnson to 
perform less than half of the 
duties of his office.” And he 
argues, “Criminal defendants 
would be prejudiced by un-
constitutional delays in the 
adjudication of their prosecu-
tions, due to the backlog of 
cases created by Johnson’s 
wholesale recusal from any 
criminal matter.”

In asking the court to order 
Johnson’s name removed 
from the ballot, Coulson 
stated, “By not being able to 
hear any criminal matter for 
an unforeseeable period of 
time, Johnson is not quali-
fied to hold the position of 
Circuit Judge in the same 
jurisdiction where his wife 
is Commonwealth Attorney.”

In his response, Rob John-
son said, “The Kentucky 
Judicial Ethics Commission 
has already concluded I can 
be the Circuit Judge while my 
wife is the Commonwealth 
Attorney. We would never 
appear in the same courtroom. 
The will of the voters and their 
decision should determine 
the outcome of this election, 
not frivolous lawsuits meant 
to confuse the public. Voters 
can see through this kind of 
dirty politics. It’s beneath the 
office of Circuit Judge and the 
conduct of public servants.”

See JUDGE p. 13

WOODFORD COUNTY SCHOOL BOARD members and schools Superintendent 
Danny Adkins participated in a ceremonial groundbreaking at the future site of a 
new high school Aug. 24. (Photo by Bob Vlach)

WCHS CHEERLEADERS helped the community cel-
ebrate during a ceremonial groundbreaking for a new 
high school across School House Road from Woodford 
County Middle School’s campus off of Falling Springs 
Boulevard. (Photo by Bob Vlach)

Groundbreaking for 
new WCHS ‘a big 

deal for community’
By BoB Vlach

Woodford Sun Staff

The ceremonial ground-
breaking for a new Woodford 
County High School Aug. 24 
was a community celebration 
of future opportunities for 
students.

Punctuated by WCHS 
cheerleaders revving up 
the crowd, as the marching 
band played their school’s 
fight song and later “My 
Old Kentucky Home” – the 
groundbreaking in the view of 
WCHS junior Conner Brum-
ley was an occasion to turn “a 
new chapter ... in Woodford 
County history.” He pointed 
out the groundbreaking hap-
pened 59 years after the 
current high school opened; 
and said future generations of 
students will reap the benefits 
of learning in an “innovative 
and modern high school.”

“Our new high school will 
now reflect the excellence 
that already exists in Wood-
ford County’s educational 
system,” said school board 
Chair Dani Bradley.

Superintendent Danny 
Adkins lauded school board 
members for “taking it on 
the chin to be able to get 
this project done.” He also 
thanked students, teachers, 
parents and others for help-

ing to celebrate “this historic 
occasion ...”

“... When you have the 
greatest students and the 
greatest staff in this com-
monwealth, they deserve a 
facility that exemplifies that. 
They deserve a building they 
can be proud of,” said Adkins. 
He said the new WCHS will 
offer students unlimited op-
portunities.

In his nine-plus years as 
mayor of Versailles, Brian 
Traugott said, “This is by far 
the most impactful ground-
breaking or ribbon cutting 
… I’ve ever attended.

“This is a big deal for this 
community.”

Although a majority of 
voters did not support a nickel 
tax to pay for a new high 
school in 2018 after what he 
described as a robust public 
debate among those “for” and 
“against” the proposed facil-
ity tax, “the near-consensus, 
I would argue, is that the … 
high school that we are cur-
rently using is inadequate,” 
Traugott said.

He said teachers, other 
school employees and “most 
of all our students” deserve 
“better facilities than they 
have right now.”

Traugott thanked Bradley 
for her commitment to doing 
what was right for students, 

teachers and staff in the face 
adversity.

“Today’s been quite a long 
time in the making,” said 
Bradley. “Building our high 
school has been an issue – like 
Mayor Traugott said – that 
has strained and sometimes 
divided our community. But 
today marks a monumental 
day in healing that divide. 
Today, we show that we’re 
willing to do whatever’s 
necessary to unite for our 
children.

“I can’t think of a more 
meaningful investment for 
our community than educat-
ing our kids.” She thanked 

See NEW p. 7

More parking, empty storefront 
improvements among needs 
cited at downtown ‘summit’

50 PEOPLE participated in Tuesday’s “Downtown Stakeholder Summit” at the 
Kentucky Community and Technical College System headquarters. By the end of 
the 90-minute meeting, they’d offered dozens of suggestions about how to make 
downtown Versailles better for business owners, residents and visitors. (Photo by 
John McGary)

By John McGary

Woodford Sun Editor

A “Downtown Stakeholder Summit” 
Tuesday, Aug. 30, featured 50 people dis-
cussing ways to make downtown Versailles 
better for businesses and the people who 
visit and live there.

The 90-minute meeting was held at the 
Kentucky Community and Technical Col-
lege System headquarters and featured a 
dozen or so elected officials and appointees 
and several people who own downtown 
businesses. It was organized by the Building 
Standards and Downtown Development Ad 
Hoc Committee, which has held about 10 
meetings since it was formed last October. 
The co-chairs of the committee, City Coun-
cilmembers Lisa Johnson and Laura Dake, 
moderated the event, which began with their 
remarks about significant developments 
downtown over the last few years.

The committee designated the “down-
town district” as the area on Main and 
Frankfort streets from Rose Hill Avenue to 
Yellow Jacket Drive (and a block on each 
side) and Lexington Street from Main Street 
to Woodford Feed (and a block on each side). 
Versailles Mayor Brian Traugott and Wood-
ford Judge-Executive James Kay spoke 
briefly, with Traugott calling downtown “the 
most critical aspect of a city” and Kay, who 
grew up downtown, saying it looked better 
than he could ever remember.

Before attendees broke up into eight 
tables, Dake and Johnson, with the assistance 
of PowerPoint displays, discussed recent 
downtown developments and challenges that 
remain. Dake said private investment in the 
old Amsden and Versailles United Methodist 
buildings have spurred interest in downtown, 
as have public investments like the ongoing 

See SUMMIT p. 8By Scott White
Managing Editor

The owners of the old 
Woodford Bank and Trust 
building at the corner of 
Court and Main streets gave 
an optimistic update on their 
long-planned boutique hotel 
and distillery project during 
the Dec. 10 Chamber Coffee 
at the Library event. 

Jarrod Williams and Jordan 
Mefford explained that a fi-
nancing hurdle that had arisen 
in late summer had been over-
come, saying, “We were and 
are dealing with four separate 
banks for financing, monetiza-

Owners give update on downtown hotel project
in old Woodford Bank building, with changes

PLANS FOR THE NEW ALDENBERG HOTEL, an old-school steak restaurant, a rooftop bar and a boutique 
distillery were unveiled by Jarrod Williams, a member of the ownership group, at the monthly Chamber Coffee 
at the Library on Tuesday, Dec. 10. (Photo by Scott White)

tion of tax incentives from the 
state as well as other grant and 
incentive programs,” but these 
are now solved. 

The new hotel is set to open 
this spring, perhaps as early as 
April. The $10 million proj-
ect first took shape in 2019 
when a group of investors led 
by local entrepreneurs and 
co-owners of the Amsden, 
Alex Riddle and Williams, 
purchased the bank build-
ing, which sits at the heart 
of downtown and has been 
vacant since Citizens Com-
merce Bank, the successor to 
Woodford Bank, moved to its 
current location.]

The project has always 
planned to include a hotel 
and higher-end restaurant that 
centered on a boutique distill-
ery, tapping into the county’s 
long history of bourbon and 
equine industries. Though 
this remains the focus, Wil-
liams and Mefford announced 
changes and new plans.

The hotel will now be 
named The Aldenberg, which, 
as Williams explained, is the 
surname of the architect who 
designed several landmark 
buildings in Central Ken-
tucky, including the Wood-
ford Bank building. There 
will be 29 rooms configured 

into larger suites or rented as 
an entire unit for significant 
events like weddings or con-
ferences. 

Emily Riddle, Alex’s wife 
and co-owner of the Ams-
den and a member of the 
project’s investment group, 
has designed “90 percent of 
the furniture, which is being 
specially made, along with 
each of the rooms having its 
own unique interior design 
by her,” said Mefford. 

An experienced general 
manager, Jason Fontaine, has 
been hired and is in place to 
help oversee the final details 
and hiring. Williams said the 

hotel restaurant expects to 
hire 55 employees, some part-
time, and hopefully most will 
come from Woodford County. 
“Why Woodford County and 
Versailles for a hotel like 
this?” asked Williams. “We 
see Versailles and Woodford 
County presenting a big op-
portunity for the eastern part 
of the Bourbon Trail, since the 
western end is dominated by 
Louisville and large corporate 
brands. We see Versailles 
as the ‘front door’ to the 
whole trail, and we want to 
help visitors craft their own 
experience of the trail with 
the equine piece and good 
dining and hospitality options 
Versailles has.” 

Mefford added, “We see 
Versailles as the ‘what’s next’ 
for tourism and the Kentucky 
experience.”

One new feature that was 
announced is that the rooftop 
will offer both a bar and a 
limited menu service for hotel 
guests and the public. Wil-
liams said it would be the only 
rooftop view in Versailles 
and that it “shows off what a 
great town Versailles is, and 
we are hoping the rooftop 
will become a gathering spot 
for locals as well as visitors.” 
Instead of a Spanish tapas 
style restaurant, which had 
been announced before, the 
new hotel will offer a “really 
good steak house, but not like 
Ruby’s or Tony’s white-cloth 
restaurants in Lexington,” 
said Allison McClure, direc-
tor of marketing for Mefford 
Contracting. “The steakhouse 
will be called ‘Silks,’ and will 
be more old school . . . if you 
know about the Golden Steer 

in Las Vegas, that is what we 
are going for with Silks.” 

According to its website, 
the Golden Steer has operated 
since 1958 and was a favorite 
of the “Rat Pack.” Mefford 
Contracting is the general 
contractor on the project and 
Jordan Mefford is the founder.  
The boutique distillery con-
tinues to be at the center of 
the project. Mefford said a 
specially crafted 500-gal-
lon still has been made in 
Vancouver. The hotel will 
purchase its mash from Blue-
grass Distillery in Midway 
and begin bourbon, gin, and 
vodka production this sum-
mer. Distilling runs about 
every six weeks and produces 
about 200 gallons of spirits. 
The group is also involved 
in several other projects in 
Woodford County, includ-
ing the Standardbred train-
ing facility on Paynes Mill 
Road and the entertainment 
complex going in at the old 
Kroger on Marsailles Road. 
Williams said they plan to 
tie in, from a tourism point 
of view, the equine piece 
from the Standardbred train-
ing facility and the bour-
bon piece from the hotel. 
Williams said the ownership 
team is excited to hold some 
“soft openings” this spring, 
followed by a big celebra-
tion open to the public with 
tours of the hotel, rooftop and 
restaurant. Dempsey Smith, 
Mefford’s sales manager, 
said, though final plans have 
not been decided on, “We do 
know the Guinness World 
Record for the largest bour-
bon tasting is 2,000, and it’d 
be neat to set a new record.”

By Scott White
Managing Editor

“This is big news,” Wood-
ford County Judge-Executive 
James Kay said when the All 
Points Broadband Contract 
agenda item was taken up by 
the Fiscal Court at its Dec. 10 
meeting. 

The availability of reliable 
internet service to much of the 
rural area of Woodford Coun-
ty has long been an issue. 
However, with the approval 
of the contract between All 
Points and the Fiscal Court, 
this will no longer be an issue. 

“This is rural electrifica-
tion moment for us in Wood-
ford County,” said Magistrate 
Liles Taylor, who, along with 
Kay, has been the point person 
on this project for the Fis-
cal Court since 2021. “(The 
Fiscal Court) is doing this 
because the existing internet 

Rural broadband fiber internet system moves to next phase

THE WOODFORD COUNTY YOUTH FOOTBALL TEAM was honored by the Fiscal Court at its Dec. 10 meet-
ing for winning the championship in its league. Judge-Executive James Kay said, “The Woodford County Youth 
Football Program exemplifies the Gold Standard. This team has demonstrated not only exceptional athletic 
ability but also remarkable dedication, resilience and a strong commitment to teamwork, embodying the spirit 
of excellence on and off the field  These athletes have upheld the values of integrity, respect and sportsman-
ship throughout the season, setting a positive example for their peers and representing Woodford County with 
distinction and pride.” (Photo by Kristen Bailey) 

providers deemed these rural 
areas unserviceable. They are 
a business and they decided 
rural access was not profit-
able for them to spend the 
necessary capital to provide 
that level of access to those 
homes and businesses . . . 
their return on investment 
was too low.”

The project will cost 
$16 million and be funded 
with $3.176 million of the 
county’s American Rescue 
Plan Act (ARPA) money, 
$4.95 million of the state’s 
ARPA money and $8.5 mil-
lion from All Points. It must 
be completed by the end of 
2026; otherwise, the unspent 
ARPA funds will lapse.

Not all of rural Woodford 
County is eligible, thanks 
to non-compete provisions 
being asserted by existing 
providers like Spectrum and 
Windstream. To be eligible, 
the customer must either 
have no internet service or 
be deemed “underserved,” 
meaning the wireless speeds 
are slower than 25 megabytes 
download and three mega-
bytes upload. Those who do 
not qualify as underserved 
and want to improve their 
internet speed with broad-
band fiber will be able to 
switch to All Points in the 
future, but will have to pay 
their installation fees. This is 
because the federal and state 
programs funding the project 
have a strict definition of 
“underserved.”

According to prior re-
porting by the Sun and in 
interviews post-meeting 
with Taylor and All Points 
executive Phillip Brown, the 
problem of the lack of reli-
able internet service for rural 
areas became acute during the 
pandemic when businesses 
and schools went from in-
person to online. This was 

when Kay and Taylor began 
working with the Bluegrass 
Area Development District 
and other counties to explore 
options and grant sources. By 
the fall of 2021, following 
the passage of the federal 
pandemic relief bill dubbed 
ARPA, funds for these types 
of projects became available.

After issuing Request 
for Information (RFI) and 
Request for Proposal (RFP) 
information from potential 
providers in the winter and 
spring of 2022, the Fiscal 
Court selected All Points 
as the provider it wished to 
partner with to apply for a 
rural broadband fiber grant 
from the state. In August 
2023, the state approved the 
All Points-Woodford County 
application. Since then, the 
state has had to resolve 
award contests from numer- See BROADBAND p. 7

ous counties before it could 
even begin negotiating with 
All Points on the contract to 
build the system.

This process is now com-
plete. The state and All Points 
have finalized the contract 
terms which will govern the 
project. At this week’s meet-
ing, the Fiscal Court approved 
the agreement between the 
county and All Points which 
will release the county’s share 
of the funds as scheduled by 
the contract. 

“We are now at the end 
of the beginning, and we 
can move into the next phase 
which is the actual final de-
sign and construction of the 
project which must be com-
pleted under the terms of the 
grant and the contracts with 
the state and county by the 
end of 2026,” said All Points 
executive Brown. 

When complete, Brown 
and Taylor said over 180 
miles of fiber will have been 
installed reaching over 1,800 
homes and businesses in 
Woodford County. Over the 
next few months, the county 
and All Points will promote 
how folks can sign up for the 
new service. 

Versailles Police Chief  
Mike Murray

The Fiscal Court issued 
a resolution expressing its 
gratitude for Police Chief 
Mike Murray for his 25 years 
of service to the county. Mur-
ray, who is retiring effective 
Dec. 31, thanked the Court 
for its support. 

“It’s been an honor to serve 
as the chief and provide pro-
fessional police services to 
the county . . . all of our ac-
complishments were a team 
effort. It’s been a good run,” 

said Murray. 
Every magistrate thanked 

Murray, but Magistrate Wil-
liam Downey’s remarks were 
greeted with more than a few 
laughs. 

“When I was an 11-year-
old kid, my bike was stolen, 
and I reported it to Chief Mur-
ray,” he said. “Well, he found 
it in a different part of town. It 
had been spray painted a dif-
ferent color, but he returned it 
to me, and I’ve been grateful 
ever since for him!”

Young & New Farmer 
Grant Program

There have been 11 appli-
cations for the Young & New 
Farmer Grant Program that 
began this year. The deadline 
for new applications is Dec. 
31. Kay said after the deadline 
is met, the screening commit-


