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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. 8

SALUTE YOUR
HIGH SCHOOL

SENIOR
with a personal ad in the

Graduation Special Section of
�e Woodford Sun’s May 23 issue.

Deadline: May 13.
Call 873-4131

or email: comp@woodfordsun.com

LAST CHANCE

MIDWAY MAYOR Stacy Thurman announced at Monday’s city council meeting that 
she will resign eff ective May 9. The council has 30 days to fi ll the vacancy. “Midway 
is greater than all of us and will thrive long beyond our terms,” said Thurman. “It 
will always be a special place that I am blessed to call home.” (File photo)

SCOTT WHITE
MANAGING EDITOR

Midway Mayor Stacy 
Thurman announced her 
resignation effective May 9 
at Monday’s Midway City 
Council meeting. Her tenure 
will come to an end immedi-
ately prior to the convening of 
a special city council meeting 
to be held May 9 at 5:30 p.m. 
at which time the council will 
consider appointing a new 
mayor. The council has 30 
days to fi ll the vacancy. As 
required by city ordinance, 
the resignation was in writing.

Under Section 31.11 of 
the Code of Ordinances, the 
mayor serves a four-year 
term. Thurman took offi ce on 
January 1, 2023, following 
her election. The new mayor 
appointed by the council will 
serve the balance of Thur-
man’s term, which expires 
on December 31, 2027. City 
Attorney Sharon Gold said a 
new mayor does not need to 
come from the council, but 
“can be anyone.”

Other than private conver-

Midway Mayor Stacy Thurman resigns
sations with council members 
over the past weekend, Thur-
man’s plan was not known to 
anyone other than her family. 

Thurman read heartfelt, 
moving remarks from her 
resignation letter, “As you 
know, I work full-time for the 
Woodford County Library. 
. . . When I decided to run 
for mayor, I never dreamed 
that I would take over the 
responsibilities of the city and 
the library within six months 
of each other. (Thurman was 
named the library’s executive 
director in August 2023.) At 
the time, I was determined to 
make it work, to do both jobs 
and to do them well. While I 
have done my best to juggle 
the responsibilities of both 
positions, it has come with a 
price. I have sacrifi ced pre-
cious time with my family and 
friends and have struggled 
with my mental health . . . I 
know in my heart that I have 
to give up something in order 
to truly focus on my family 
and myself. Absolutely no 
one benefi ts from me being 
over-extended, certainly not 

the community for which I 
am committed to serving. . . . 
I want to be clear that there’s 
no ulterior motive here, no 
drama, no hard feelings. I 
am simply bowing out before 
I burn out. . . . Midway is 
greater than all of us and will 
thrive long beyond our terms, 
it will always be a special 
place that I am blessed to 
call home.”

Thurman emphasized how 
she had been honored to serve 
and that she believed the city 
is in a good position with 
outstanding staff, council 
members and community 
partners, singling out several. 
Several members of the large 
crowd attending the meeting 
cried while the council gave 
Thurman a standing ovation.

Councilmember Patrick 
Hall said, “I’m tempted to tell 
everyone you are resigning 
to run a STR! Seriously, the 
only reason I am on council 
is you asked me to run. The 
library is in very good hands.” 

Councilmember Sara 
Hicks said, “Thank you for 
being our mayor. . . . I really 

CAMPAIGN SIGNS stating Commonwealth’s Att orney Sharon Muse-
Johnson was the “only candidate endorsed by the FOP” were accurate 
until the Fraternal Order of Police in Woodford County endorsed Kelli 
Kearney as the 14th Judicial Circuit’s next commonwealth’s att orney, 
according to a state FOP lett er. (Photo submitt ed)

Commonwealth’s attorney

Woodford, Scott FOPs 
endorse different candidates

BY BOB VLACH
WOODFORD SUN STAFF

Two of the three Frater-
nal Order of Police (FOP) 
lodges in the 14th Judicial 
Circuit (Scott and Woodford 
counties) have endorsed can-
didates for commonwealth’s 
attorney.

Those endorsements for 
different candidates as well 
as posts on social media 
compelled the Kentucky 
State FOP to write a statement 
on April 26 to “clarify a few 
issues” on the “hot button” 
endorsement situation before 
Republican voters go to the 
polls for the May 21 Primary 
Election.

In March, the Royal 
Springs FOP Lodge in Scott 
County endorsed current 
Commonwealth’s Attorney 
Sharon Muse-Johnson.

In mid-April, the Castle 
FOP Lodge in Woodford 
County endorsed one of the 
candidates opposing her, 
Kelli Kearney. The other 
candidate is Keith Eardley. 
All are Republicans.

Muse-Johnson’s cam-
paign signs stating she was 
the “only candidate endorsed 
by the FOP” were accurate 
until the Woodford County 
FOP endorsed Kearney, ac-
cording to the State FOP let-
ter. “Since she was the only 
FOP candidate for 40 days, 
the FOP does not feel it ap-
propriate to ask her to remove 
or modify her signs … in light 
of this information.”

Sometime between last 
Friday afternoon and Monday 
morning, Muse-Johnson’s 
signs were modifi ed when 
the Scott County FOP logo 
was placed over the word 
“only.” Her campaign signs 
in Woodford County were 
not modifi ed as of Tuesday 
morning, based on the Sun’s 
observations of her signs in 
both counties.

In a May 6 response to a 
civil suit fi led by Kearney 
against Muse-Johnson in 
Scott County related to the 
campaign signs being inac-
curate, attorney Sarah D. 
Reddick wrote that her client 
was “in the process of plac-
ing stickers on the campaign 
signs so that the word ‘only’ 
is no longer visible, but that 
process is not yet complete.”

In an April 29 letter to 
Muse-Johnson, Kearney’s 
attorney Luke Morgan re-
quested “you immediately 
cease and desist from making 

FAMILY AND FRIENDS gathered in front of a Woodford County Road Depart-
ment tractor to celebrate the life of Henry Childers. Pictured center holding check, 
Emily Childers, at her left Woodford County Judge -Executive James Kay, at her 
right Michael Childers and directly behind her Woodford County magistrate and 
foundation board member William Downey. (Photo by Scott  White).

SCOTT WHITE
MANAGING EDITOR

Henry Childers was only 
three years old when he 
tragically died leaving an 
“unbearable grief” for his 
parents Emily and Michael 
Childers, family and friends, 
according to family friend 
Di Boyer. 

Boyer and his aunt Jen-
nifer Lucido organized a 
project last year in Henry’s 
memory, placing nearly 500 
small, painted rocks around 
Versailles last spring as a 
way to celebrate and pass on 
the joy that Henry generated 
in all who knew him. The 
“Kindness Rocks for Henry” 

Henry Childers 
Memorial Foundation 
hands out fi rst grants

See CHILDERS p. 4

applaud you for your decision 
. . . you’ve shown courage 
and made a good example.” 

Councilmember Kaye 
Nita Gallagher said, “It has 
been a pleasure serving with 
you on council and while you 

have been mayor. . . . When 
you’ve raised the kids, come 
on back.” Councilmember 
Mary Raglin said, “I support 
you. I respect you. I stand 
behind you 100 percent.” 

Councilmember Logan 

Nance said “Stacy, I am ab-
solutely so proud of you. I’m 
proud of how you recognize 
and know your limits and 
have a lot of courage to do 
what’s right for you, your 
family and the city.”

were hand-painted with his 
initials “WHC’ and painted 
with dinosaurs, boats, toys 
and the thing he loved most 
– tractors.

And, “tractors” are the 
symbol for the next step in 
Henry’s continuing legacy. 
Henry’s favorite toy was a 
child-size John Deere trac-
tor he loved to ride and “pop 
wheelies” on, said Lucido. 

Soon after Henry passed 
away, Emily and Michael 
decided to create the Henry 
Childers Memorial Foun-
dation as a grant-making 
foundation with the mission 
of supporting projects and 
entities in keeping with 

the incorrect statement that 
you are the ‘only candidate 
endorsed by the fraternal 
order of police.’” If the “false 
statement” is not corrected 
by May 1 at 5 p.m., he said, 
“Kelli will take all necessary 
action to help the public re-
ceive accurate information.”

Special Judge Hunter 
Daugherty was scheduled to 
hear arguments in the lawsuit 
filed by Kearney against 
Muse-Johnson on Tuesday 
morning, May 7. Look for 
updated information about 
any order entered in the case 
next week.

In the concluding remarks 
of his letter, Kentucky State 
FOP President Bert Perdue 
Jr. said Muse-Johnson was 
endorsed by the FOP in 
Scott County and Kearney 
was endorsed by the FOP 
in Woodford County, and 
Bourbon County’s FOP has 
voted to abstain from the 
endorsement process.

“We encourage both 
campaigns to refrain from 
continuing to discuss the 
endorsement process via 
social media,” he wrote, “and 
encourage each candidate to 
share with the community 
why they are the best choice 

for Commonwealth’s At-
torney.”

Al Cross, a political 
commentator and retired 
University of Kentucky 
journalism professor, told 
the Sun an endorsement by 
the FOP can be a signal to 
some voters about a candi-
date’s worthiness.

“A commonwealth’s at-
torney is a law enforcement 
offi cer,” Cross said, “and 
to have the FOP endorse-
ment should be helpful to a 
candidate.” He said it’s not 
uncommon for an organiza-
tion in a county to endorse a 
candidate from their home 
county.

In this race, all three of 
the candidates live in Scott 
County.

Asked about the Ken-
tucky State FOP’s state-
ment, Cross said, “They’re 
addressing the status quo 
ante (the state of affairs that 
existed before) – not the 
current situation.”

According to fop.net, the 
Fraternal Order of Police is 
the largest and oldest law 
enforcement labor organiza-
tion in the United States and 
the nation’s most prominent 
voice for law enforcement.

See COUNCIL p. 5

SCOTT WHITE
MANAGING EDITOR

The Versailles City Coun-
cil convened earlier than 
normal on May 7 to allow 
time for a lengthy agenda 
involving four significant 
matters: the fi rst reading of an 
ordinance for the city to issue 
general obligation bonds to 
assist with the development 
of a standardbred horse train-
ing center (harness racing) as 
part of the development of the 
Edgewood Farm property; a 
revamp of four sections of 
the code of ordinances to ad-
dress gaps and housekeeping 
related to zoning, variances, 
conditional use applications 
and medical cannabis (mari-
juana); a synopsis of Mayor 
Brian Traugott’s proposed 
budget for fi scal year 2024-

Versailles City Council hears 
Edgewood training center ordinance

2025; and, the purchase by the 
city of 6.16 acres of property 
between Paynes Mill Road 
and U.S. 60 still owned by the 
Hardin Field Family Trust.

Harness Racing 
training facility

The council heard the fi rst 
reading of an ordinance to 
transfer ownership of 134 
acres of city-owned land 
at Edgewood Farm to the 
Versailles Public Properties 
Corporation (PPC). This will 
then allow PPC to enter into 
a lease-purchase agreement 
with the privately owned Ver-
sailles Standardbred Group, 
LLC (VSG) for the con-
struction and operation of a 
state-of-the-art standardbred 
training facility.

Stan Kramer, who has 
been contracted by the city 
to “look out for (the city’s) 

fi nancial interests” accord-
ing to Mayor Brian Traugott, 
provided a summary of the 
fi nancial deal and answered 
several questions.

Councilmember Lisa 
Johnson asked given the 
city has “a general fund car-
ryover of $12.3 million and 
a carryover of $12.8 million 
in the enterprise fund, why 
would we bond the project 
instead of paying for it?” 
Kramer explained, “First, 
some of the money (in those 
funds), as you just heard from 
the auditor’s annual report, is 
tied up from a project in 2022, 
$9 million. Also, the entire 
cost and liability of doing the 
project can be transferred off 
the city by entering into the 
lease-purchase agreement 


