
For 20 years, Lexingtonians 
 routinely checked their refrigerator 
doors to see what would be play-
ing at The Kentucky Theatre before 
making plans.

In fact, during the 1980s and 
’90s, you could tell what kind of 
party you were at just by whether 
The Kentucky’s eclectic, art-house 
cinema schedule was pinned up 
somewhere. (The conventional wis-
dom: No calendar? Don’t expect 
sparkling conversation.)

People still complain, more than 
a decade later, that The Kentucky’s 
switch back to first-run movies in 
1999 meant the end of the six-week 
schedule with a rotating lineup of 
movies. 

The Kentucky, celebrating its 
90th birthday this week, is so ubiqui-
tous to downtown Lexington life that 
any change, no matter how minor, can 
have the phone ringing in longtime 
manager Fred Mills’ office.

So imagine the cataclysmic effect 
of an October 1987 fire that shut down 
the theater for almost five years.

Mills credits then-Mayor Scotty 
Baesler with having the vision to find a 
way to bring back the Main Street icon.

“It was obvious we should fix The Ken-
tucky Theatre,” Baesler said recently. “It 
was worth saving. It wasn’t a hard thing to 
decide to do. ... I’ve always felt you had to 
take care of the cultural stuff.”

Baesler; Pam Miller, who was then vice 
mayor; and the Urban County Council even-
tually used $2.3 million from a $6 million 
bond issue to buy and renovate the fire-dam-
aged Kentucky Theatre and its neighboring 
State Theatre.

Demand to bring back The Kentucky was 
overwhelming, Miller said. She raised almost 
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Beloved downtown 
fixture has withstood 
good times and bad

By Janet Patton
jpatton1@herald-leader.com

THEN 
AND 

NOW
OCT. 4, 
1922

The Kentucky 
celebrated its grand 
opening. Its first 
 renovation would 
come in 1933. The 
photo at top left is 
from that year.

OCT. 2, 
1987

A pre-dawn fire next 
door caused smoke 
and water damage to 
the adjoining Kentucky 
and closed it for five 
years. 

1978- 
1999

The “calendar era,” 
when the theater 
published a popular 
schedule of its 
ever-changing 
repertory-style 
lineup.

OCTOBER 
2012

The Kentucky 
celebrates its 
90th birthday, 
which 
includes a 
kick-off for a 
campaign to 
raise $1.5 
million to 
buy digital 
projectors 
and new 
seats 
and 
 renovate 
the 
lobby. 

THE KENTUCKY THEATRE

MORE COVERAGE
Memories: Readers share their memories of The 
Kentucky. Living Sunday, F1, and at LexGo.com.

Birthday celebrations: What’s planned to 
celebrate the 90th birthday. Page A9.

Fred Mills talks: Watch a video of the theater 
manager talking about his nearly 50 years at 
The Kentucky. LexGo.com.

More photos: See more photos that show the 
history of The Kentucky at LexGo.com.

From the archives: Herald-Leader columnist Don 
Edwards, now retired, wrote extensively about 
The Kentucky. Read his columns at LexGo.com.
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This September was the first 
time in recent memory that so 
many Lexington teenagers died in 
the span of a week.

The circumstances of the four 
deaths were different, but all left 
friends and loved ones, their class-
mates and peers wrestling with 
the same questions. School grief 
counselors did their best to pro-
vide support.

“The first question many chil-
dren and teens ask is ‘Why?’” said 
Velva Reed-Barker, coordinator of 
the Fayette County Public Schools’ 
crisis team. “The next is, ‘Is it go-
ing to happen to me?’”

The crisis team, a pool of vol-
unteer guidance counselors, social 
workers and school psychologists, 
was activated five times during 
the course of the week — once for 
each of the teens and once for a 
preschooler who died after an ill-
ness, Fayette County schools Su-
perintendent Tom Shelton said.

The team’s purpose is to move 
mental health professionals to 
schools where tragedy has struck.

Crisis team members had to 
be there for the students, but the 
past two weeks were so challeng-
ing that even they had to navigate 
through the grief and confusion.

“When children ask why, and 
we can’t answer that for ourselves, 
then even we ask that question,” 
Reed-Barker said. “There is no an-
swer for that.”

The team was first activated at 
Tates Creek High School after the 
death of Stuart Shields, 16, who 
died early Sept. 20.

With no clear warning to his 
parents, teachers or friends, Stu-
art, 16, a Tates Creek lacrosse 
player, took his own life.

About 8 p.m. that same day, 
Michael Sparks, 15, a freshman at 
Southside Technical Center, died 
after an ATV crash. 

Two days later, Ashton Paige 
Goble, 16, Stuart’s close friend 
and a junior at Tates Creek, died 
under circumstances that were 
not clear. Fayette County Coroner 
Gary Ginn said a manner of death 
had not been determined pend-
ing toxicology results. Her family 
could not be reached. 

On Tuesday, Jaleel Raglin, 16, 
who had withdrawn from Fayette 

SCHOOL CRISIS TEAMS HAVE HANDS 
FULL AFTER A WEEK OF TRAGEDIES

Searching 
for the 
reasons 

why
By Josh Kegley

jkegley@herald-leader.com

TEEN DEATHS

Michael Sparks, 
15, died in an 
ATV accident  
on Sept. 20.

Stuart Shields, 
16, killed  

himself on 
Sept. 20.

Ashton Goble, 
16, died Sept. 
22; the cause  
is unknown.

Jaleel Raglin, 
16, was shot  

to death  
on Sept. 25.

INSIDE
The risk of 
suicide: Father 
tells son’s story 
in hopes teens, 
parents learn 
from it. Also, a 
list of resources. 
Page A2
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SaintJosephEastKY.org

Saint Joseph East is proud to be the first hospital
in Kentucky to offer Laser-Assisted Cataract Surgery.
Laser-Assisted Cataract Surgery with the bladeless, computer-controlled
LenSx Laser enables your surgeon to plan and perform your surgery
based on exacting specifications customized for your eyes.

For more information, call 859.313.2255.

dealsaver.com/lexington
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