
By Ben Carlson
News staff

When a large chunk of 
hail shattered a window 
just feet from her ailing 
father, Margaret Cotton 
and her family quickly 
moved him to safety.

Then they prayed.
They certainly weren’t 

the only families praying 
in Anderson County last 
Friday when a storm that 
spawned dozens of killer 
tornadoes in Kentucky and 
Indiana rumbled through 
Anderson County, dam-
aging dozens of cars and 
homes but leaving the 
area largely unscathed.

But it was oh, so close.
Emergency Manage-

ment Director Bart Pow-
ell said Tuesday that 
three tornadoes actually 
appeared in Anderson 
County, including one 
with wind speeds in excess 
of 180 mph.

“Two of them were 
very significant,” Powell 
said. “The third would 
have been an F3 had it 
dropped.”

None of the tornadoes 
touched down, sparing 
Anderson the nightmare 
that visited West Liberty 
and other ravaged Ken-
tucky communities.

Cotton, whose father, 
Noel Cotton Sr., is bedrid-
den with illness, said the 
storm blew into the Alton 
area quickly, dropping 

grapefruit-sized hail.
“All of a sudden the hail 

started and it broke out 
the window,” said Margaret 
Cotton, Noel Sr.’s daughter. 
“My dad is sick, so the kids 
got him in his wheelchair 
and into a hallway.

“We were scared 
because there was no way 
we were going to be able 
to get him out of here, so 
we just prayed because 
we didn’t know what was 
going to happen next.”

Noel Sr. said he was a 
little frightened when the 
hail began to fall.

“Yeah, I didn’t want to 
get hit by a big hail ball,” 
he said while resting in an 
easy chair and preparing 
to eat his supper.

Margaret Cotton’s car 
was also damaged, includ-
ing a hole the size of a 
softball in the rear win-
dow of her car, along with 
another smaller hole.

Neighbor David Owens 

said he was outside when 
the storm blew in.

“It came in over the tree 
line,” Owens said while 
examining damages to 
the vehicles parked in his 
driveway. “When it started 
coming, it sounded just 
like a freight train.”

Owens said he heard 
something thump into the 
ground. When he turned 
around, he saw a large ball 
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Husband indicted for murdering wife
By Ben Carlson

News staff

A Ballard Road man was 
indicted Tuesday for murder 
and two counts of wanton 
endangerment after allegedly 
shooting his wife to death and 

pointing a loaded firearm at 
her daughter and her daugh-
ter’s son.

Modena Sutton Branson, 50, 
was shot to death Monday at 
her home, located at 1600 Bal-
lard Road in western Ander-
son County near the Bluegrass 

Parkway.
Timothy Branson, 48, was 

indicted by an Anderson 
County Grand Jury for her 
murder, along with pointing a 
loaded firearm at Patricia Dar-
nell and her son, Dudley Dar-
nell III, according to informa-

tion obtained at the Anderson 
County Circuit Clerk’s office.

Branson was also shot and 
was flown from the residence 
to the University of Kentucky 
Medical Center, where he 
underwent surgery Monday 
night.

His condition wasn’t known 
at press time Tuesday, and 
police at that time had yet to 

say if Branson shot himself or 
was shot.

Patricia Darnell was at the 
scene when her mother was 
shot, and fled along with her 
son, according to those famil-
iar with the incident.

Police were called and 
deputies with the Anderson 

Branson also charged with pointing gun at wife’s daughter and her son

See SHOOTING, Page A3
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Reader Brian Fleck photographed this tornado from a location in the Twelve Oaks subdivision during 
Friday’s storm. It was one of three tornadoes that formed over Anderson County last Friday.

Suspected F3 churns,
doesn’t touch down

Photo by Meaghan Downs

Courtney Chesser, left, and former Lawrenceburg 
police officer Kyle Lucas, right, leave Franklin 
County District Court on Tuesday morning. Both 
pleaded not guilty to charges stemming from an 
accident last month on US 127 in Franklin County. 

Ex- cop, teen
plead not guilty

From staff reports 
Former city police officer Kyle Lucas 

pleaded not guilty to the charge of second-
degree wanton endangerment in Franklin 
County District Court on March 6.

Lucas was charged Feb. 20 with a Class A 
misdemeanor weeks after he was a passen-
ger in an accident that occurred on US 127 
in Franklin County. 

According to a report released by the 
Franklin County Sheriff’s Office, 32-year-
old Lucas was “performing a sexual act” on 
19-year-old driver Courtney Chesser, caus-
ing her to take her eyes off the road and 
crash into a guard rail. 

According to the arrest warrant for 
Lucas, he was charged for “conduct which 
created a substantial danger of physical 
injury to another person. While a passen-
ger in a motor vehicle, [Lucas] intention-

Lucas, Chesser appear at same time
in Franklin County Circuit Court

See NOT GUILTY, Page A6 See STORM, Page A2

Eighth graders woeful in science, sophomores struggling with math
By Meaghan Downs 

News staff

The state of Kentucky 
improved in its PLAN and 
EXPLORE standardized test 
results for 2011-12, but the 
Anderson County school dis-
trict reported mostly negative 
results.

Sophomores who took 
the ACT PLAN test this past 
fall decreased in every con-
tent area except for science, 

while eighth grade students 
increased only in reading 
benchmarks.

About 60 percent of high 
school sophomores met ACT 
PLAN English benchmarks, a 
7.4 percent decrease from the 
2010-11 results. 

Every other area high 
school students tested in 
suffered decreases from 3-6 
percent, with the exception of 
the ACT science benchmark, 

which increased by 3 percent 
from last year. 

Principal Ronnie Fields said 
the PLAN test was an indica-
tor of how well students will 
do on the ACT. 

“More than anything, the 
PLAN test does help you plan 
a course of action for the ACT. 
So we know with this group, 
there is work to be done,” he 
said. 

Fields said that the high 

school will continue to add 
more ACT preparation into its 
curriculum in order to better 
prepare for both the PLAN 
test and the ACT.  

“Our ultimate goal would 
be in the top 10 in the state,” 
he said. “We’ve got some work 
to do.” 

Anderson County eighth 
graders, who took the 
EXPLORE college readiness 
test, decreased in English, 

math and science bench-
marks. Middle school students 
improved in reading by 3.9 
percent, improving from 29.9 
percent to 33.8 percent. 

The annual ACT PLAN test 
is used to gauge the degree 
of college readiness for 10th 
grade students across four 
content areas: English, reading, 
math and science. 

The EXPLORE test, taken 
See TESTS Page A6


