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instant racing, the electronic 
betting machines that went 
online at Kentucky Downs a 
year ago. Crowds were light 
at first, but betting handle has 
steadily increased.

In instant racing, players 
bet on previously run horse 
races, using a small amount of 
data (such as the anonymous 
trainer’s winning percentage) 
to pick a horse. The outcome 
is determined by which horse 
wins the race, but the games 
are built to mimic video lottery 
terminals or slot machines.

They work: Kentucky 
Downs started out with 200 
machines and has already 
added 150 more. It has also 
more than doubled the types 
of games to keep customers 
happy.

Handle has soared from 
$4.3 million that first Septem-
ber to an expected $17 mil-
lion in August.

“Our best month yet,” 
Johnsen predicted. At that 
rate, he sees no reason Ken-
tucky Downs could not have 
$200 million in annual handle 
next year. He has already 
hired 100 people, and more 
might be needed. 

“We feel we’ve been able to 
help the Kentucky economy,” 
he said. Instant racing has 
generated about a half-million 
dollars for the Kentucky Gen-
eral Fund alone and hundreds 
of thousands more for breed-

ers’ incentives, higher educa-
tion and drug research.

The ripples from Franklin 
are far-reaching. More than $1 
million from Kentucky 
Downs will be shor-
ing up purses at Ellis 
Park, which opened 
its own instant racing 
games on Friday. 

“I think they’ve 
been very successful 
at Kentucky Downs, 
and I’m looking for-
ward to seeing the numbers 
at Ellis Park,” said David 
Switzer, executive director of 
the Kentucky Thoroughbred 
Association. “I’m expecting 
some good action over the La-
bor Day weekend.” 

Switzer said instant racing 
is not enough to compete with 
casino gambling at tracks in 

Pennsylvania and New York, 
“but it certainly is a boost in 
the right direction.”

Kentucky Downs also has 
seen its off-track-bet-
ting handle increase 
10 to 12 percent for 
the year, Johnsen 
said. That generates 
revenue for every 
Kentucky track that 
serves as a “host” 
track, he said, and 
that revenue has gone 

up 10 percent as well.
“So basically, instant rac-

ing is supporting all the 
tracks,” Johnsen said.

With its instant racing par-
lor, Kentucky Downs has also 
created an entertainment ven-
ue that draws primarily from 
Tennessee, he said. 

The momentum off and on 

track is picking up, Johnsen 
said. More gamblers are com-
ing up nearby Interstate 65, 
and more trainers are coming 
down the road with horses.

Trainers like Wesley Ward, 
Tom Procter and Bill Mott, 
who might have run only one 
or two horses in Franklin in 
previous years, plan to ship 
in more this year, Johnsen 
said.

If the Kentucky Supreme 
Court rules that instant rac-
ing is legitimate, more Ken-
tucky tracks might join in.

For now, Johnsen said, he 
sees “happy customers … very 
exciting times.” And hopeful 
horse trainers.

“We’ve got to increase the 
revenue in our horse industry,” 
said Johnsen, who also is head 
of the Kentucky Equine Edu-

cation Project. “We’ve got to 
get some more jobs back from 
New York and Pennsylvania.”

He points to trainer Larry 
Jones, who kept his 50-horse 
stable at Delaware Park in re-
cent years but has returned to 
Ellis Park this year.

“That’s a small example, 
but there are hundreds like 
Larry Jones, able to stay 
home now,” he said.

Jones, who trained 2011 
Horse of the Year Havre de 
Grace, agreed.

“Purses are getting pretty 
substantial here,” Jones said. 
“Kentucky’s home. A lot of 
our owners are here. We had 
to leave for many years, but 
Kentucky Downs’ pots are 
comparable to just about any-
where you want to run, ex-
cept Saratoga, and Ellis Park 
is coming back. ... I wanted 
to get my foot in the door, re-
serve my barn.”

Janet Patton: (859) 231-3264. 
Twitter: janetpattonhl
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RACING

AT A GLANCE
■ For the first 11 months, about $130 million was bet on instant racing. 
Most of that was returned to customers in the form of winnings.

■ Excluding August’s numbers, which are pending, Kentucky Downs 
received revenue of almost $9 million, including $1.25 million for 
purses; more than $89,000 was generated for the Breeders’ Incentive 
Fund; almost $1 million was generated for the Kentucky Thoroughbred 
Development Fund; and about $500,000 was generated for the state 
General Fund. An additional $500,000 was generated for equine in-
dustry programs such as drug research and education programs at the 
University of Kentucky and University of Louisville.

Instant racing 
revives Kentucky 
Downs
On Sept. 1, 2011, Kentucky 
Downs bet that instant racing 
– or electronic wagering on 
historical horse races – 
would be a big hit. That’s a 
bit of an understatement: this 
year, Kentucky Downs will 
offer record purses of almost 
$2.5 million, largely thanks to 
instant racing.

Monthly handle of 
wagering on 

historical races

CHRIS WARE | cware@herald-leader.comSource: Kentucky Horse Racing Commission
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Kentucky Downs has upgraded its simulcasting facility, and revenue from simulcasting is up 10 
percent. More gamblers are coming up on Interstate 65 from Tennessee for the action.
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Franklin

built a bike path and installed 
new street lights.

Motorists endured detours 
and significant delays, and the 
livelihood of small-business 
owners along the street was 
threatened. The project’s cost 
became a major issue in the 
2010 mayor’s race between 
incumbent Jim Newberry and 
then-Vice Mayor Jim Gray. 

“It was a year of real hard-
ship. We felt like it was never 
going to end,” said Justin Ste-
phen, general manager of the 
Tin Roof restaurant.

Some businesses moved or 
closed in that year. But busi-
ness owners who persevered 
emerged with a new level of 
business and financial savvy, 
Stephen said.

“If you got through that, 
you should be able to get 
through anything,” he said. 

When South Limestone re-
opened, bars and restaurants 
had a celebration. Many of-
fered specials on drinks and 
food and had live music.

“Everybody worked so 
well together, after the block 
party we got together to form 
SLAM (South Limestone As-
sociation of Merchants),” said 
Seth Bennett, owner of the 
Two Keys Tavern and one of 
the block party’s organizers.

Stephen sees the payoff in 
repaired buildings, painted fa-
cades and new businesses — 
including The Local Taco and 
Sav’s Chill.

The overall goal was to 
bring new vitality to the 
South Limestone corridor 
and support downtown by 
attracting more University of 
Kentucky and Transylvania 
students and faculty to down-
town.

South Limestone has trans-
formed from a strip of college 
hangouts to a dynamic corri-
dor of bars, restaurants and 
other locally owned establish-
ments that attract downtown 
office workers for lunch. Stu-
dents and young professionals 
party there after dark. 

The street was the go-to 
place for March Madness 
and UK’s romp to the NCAA 
championship. The parking 
lot of Tin Roof emerged as a 

major gathering spot to knock 
back brews while watching 
UK play. Thousands of fans of 
all ages crowded the sidewalks 
and spilled into the streets for 
celebrations. 

After the team won the 
championship, many migrated 
to downtown.

“Woodland and Euclid was 
the place to be for March Mad-
ness when I was in school,” 
said Jeff Fugate, president of 
the Downtown Development 
Authority, referring to the 
hangout spot of the 1990s.

Joggers can be seen run-
ning up and down the strip. 
Couples stroll the sidewalks 
throughout the day and on 
warm summer evenings.

Chad Hurley met his wife, 

who works at University of 
Kentucky Children’s Hospi-
tal, at King Tut restaurant for 
lunch on Thursday and was 
walking back to his office at 
Main and North Upper. 

“We meet in the middle. 
We didn’t do this much at all 
before the street was reno-
vated,” he said. “But now it’s 
fun. There’s always a new 
place popping up.” 

Business boom
Chris Jeter moved his bar-

bershop, Above the Rim Cuts, 
from South Upper to South 
Limestone.

“This is an up and com-
ing area. It’s been a long 
time coming, but this strip 
of South Limestone is huge,” 
he said. “At night, about 10 
o’clock, it’s ridiculous. There’s 
so much foot traffic.”

Jeter stays open until 9 
p.m. Monday through Satur-
day. He has two chairs now, 
but he said he wants to add 
up to five and stay open seven 
days a week until 10 p.m.

Since his arrival in April, 
Jeter has been embraced by 
nearby business owners. The 
26 owners have a spirit of 
friendship and cooperation 
that Jeter said he appreciates.

“Of course there’s competi-
tion, but everybody helps ev-
erybody else out over here,” 
Bennett said. “We’re inter-
ested more in bringing more 

people to this block than in 
competing.” 

It’s proving to be a suc-
cessful business plan, Bennett 
said. 

“The economic atmo -
sphere on South Limestone 
keeps getting better and bet-
ter. I think it’s one of the best 
looking strips of businesses in 
Lexington,” he said.

Oneness, a men’s urban 
streetwear boutique, opened a 
year before Limestone closed 
for renovation. “We stuck it 
out, but it was pretty difficult 
at times,” said Joe Staley, one 
of the owners.

The store’s tenacity paid 
off. “Our sales doubled last 
year, and they’ll almost dou-
ble this year,” he said.

In the next few months the 
boutique will move to a larger 
building on Jersey Street, be-
hind Two Keys. “We want to 
stay in the neighborhood,” 
Staley said.

Carol Behr, owner of Ken-
nedy Bookstore, which an-
chors the corner of South 
Limestone and Avenue of 
Champions, said, “There used 
to be Two Keys and not much 
else over here. 

“Now with Pazzo’s, the 
Tin Roof, the Paddock, if 
somebody comes into town 
and says, ‘Where’s the place 
to go?’ The answer would be 
‘South Limestone. It’s awe-
some.’”

A point of contention 
Enhancing Limestone had 

Urban County Council back-
ing, but it became a conten-
tious issue with some council 
members and business owners 
who complained of customers 
not being able to reach their 
destinations during construc-
tion. The cost of the project 
increased, and that also be-
came an issue.

An original estimate of $6 
million by streetscape consul-
tant Clete Benken and his Cov-
ington design firm of Kinzel-
man Kline Gossman escalated 
to a final price tag of slightly 
more than $17 million.

A few weeks before work 
was to begin, Urban County 
Council voted to accept ATS 
Construction’s $13.1 million 
bid to allow the project to 
move forward.

Gray cast the lone dissent-
ing vote. The mayor recently 
said he always supported the 
streetscape project, “but it 
was presented at one num-
ber and developed at a much 
higher number.”

The numbers speak for 
themselves, he added. “The 
final cost was three times the 
original estimate.”

Newberry defended the cost 
of the makeover, saying, “It was 
a very complicated project and 
a very expensive project to do 
it right because it involved so 

many utilities and other pieces 
of infrastructure.”

He added, “There is no 
doubt in my mind it was ex-
actly the kind of investment 
the community needed in its 
ongoing efforts to more close-
ly link the UK campus with 
downtown.”

Looking to the future, 
Gray said he encourages UK 
officials to redevelop property 
it owns on South Limestone 
with student housing.

“The whole streetscape 
project is part of a complete 
project to integrate the uni-
versity and downtown,” he 
said. “That’s why so much of 
the university’s planning today 
about location of its future 
housing is so mission-critical.”

That is how the city gets a 
full return on its investment, 
he said, to integrate univer-
sity housing with that com-
mercial corridor.

“The theme from the be-
ginning was to join the univer-
sity and downtown and create 
an exciting and compelling 
environment,” he said.

Gray said it was exciting 
to imagine university housing 
along South Limestone, the 
CentrePointe block developed 
and active, and Vine Street 
more pedestrian friendly.

“That would be a seamless 
experience of engaged urban 
space from South Limestone, 
through downtown, past Tran-
sylvania, up North Limestone 
to Loudon, where a thriving 
young arts community is de-
veloping,” he said.  

Beverly Fortune: (859) 231-3251. 
Twitter: @BFortune2010
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Bangaly Savane served ice cream at Sav’s Chill to Giovanni Salinas, left, and Heather Fields. Justin Stephen was at the back of the 
line with shop owner Mamadou Sav. Sav’s Chill recently opened across the corner from Sav’s Grill, also on South Limestone.
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Warren Edwards, manager of 
Oneness, stocked shelves at the 
men’s boutique, which has seen 
sales soar since the makeover.

The new South Limestone has 
been able to attract downtown 
office workers for lunch in addi-
tion to its UK student patrons.


