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For being a leader in the United 
States Senate and a seminal figure 
in Kentucky’s rise in Republican 
prominence, it was 180 degrees 
dif ferent when Mitch McCon-
nell made one of his first treks to 
Graves County’s St. Jerome Fancy 
Farm Picnic.

“When I first went down there 
in 1984, it was me and a couple of 
county chairmen on the Repub-
lican side (of the speaker’s plat-
form) and on the other side you 

had governors, senators, con-
gressmen, local officials. Now it’s 
flipped the other way,” the Senate 
Minority Leader said this week 
in a sit-down interview with The 
Mayfield Messenger.

While Democrats hold a slender 
edge in voter registration in Ken-
tucky by just over 70,000 to Repub-
licans (and 14,371 Democrats 
to 10,647 Republicans in Graves 
County with a smattering of “oth-
ers”), the Bluegrass’ political and 
cultural philosophy is deeply red 
in its conservatism. That has been 

what Sen. McConnell and fellow 
Republicans have tapped into that 
has turned a Democratic strong-
hold of a state into one solidly in 
the GOP’s camp.

McConnell, 79, said when he 
first ventured to western Ken-
tucky in 1984 as judge-executive 
for Jefferson County looking to 
unseat 22-year Sen. Walter “Dee” 
Huddleston, there was likely no 
Republican state representative or 
senator west of Interstate 65.

McConnell talks GOP future, 
vaccines, political landscape
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U.S. Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell speaks Wednesday to the 
Rotary Club of Paducah. Earlier in the day, he sat down with The May-
field Messenger editor to discuss the shift seen in Kentucky politics, the 
Republican Party after President Trump, and battling misinformation 
related to politics and the COVID-19 vaccine.

BY BRUCE SCHREINER
ASSOCIATED PRESS

FRANKFORT — Kentucky law-
makers voted Thursday to strength-
en the state’s negotiating hand in 
trying to land huge economic devel-
opment projects by tapping into bud-
get reserves to offer lucrative incen-
tives.

The $410 million economic devel-
opment package, requested by 
Gov. Andy Beshear, won legislative 
approval on the third and final day of 
a special session focused on COVID-
19 issues. The governor quickly 
signed the measure into law Thurs-
day night, his office said.

Projects topping $2 billion would 
be eligible for the incentives. 
Beshear has said the state is pur-
suing at least five projects of that 
magnitude. The Democratic gover-
nor picked up solid support from 
Republican lawmakers to sweeten 
the state’s offer in trying to land the 
mega-sized projects.

“These are the kinds of big ideas 
and projects and prospects that we 
should be suppor ting in a bipar-
tisan manner,” Republican Senate 
Majority Floor Leader Damon Thay-
er said.

The measure aims to strengthen 
Kentucky’s ability to prevail against 
competing states that “write a check 
upfront” in trying to attract such 
massive projects, Thayer said.

Hours after the bill cleared the 
Senate, it won final passage in the 
House as lawmakers worked into 
Thursday night. Republicans have 
over whelming majorities in both 
chambers.

The incentives in the bill include 
up to $350 million in forgivable state 
loans and $50 million for worker 
training. The money would come 
from the state’s budget reserve trust 
fund, which now has nearly $2 billion.

State 
lawmakers 

OK incentives 
bill aimed at 

mega projects

BY KEITH LAWRENCE
MESSENGER-INQUIRER

H
istorians of bluegrass 
music say that Bill 
Monroe, “the father 

of bluegrass,” bought his 
famed 1923 Lloyd Loar 

Gibson F-5 
mandolin at a 
barber shop in 
Florida in the 
1940s.

But Jerry 
Ashley, of 
Owensboro, 
is convinced 
that Monroe 
bought the 

famed mandolin from his 
father, Oliver Monroe Ashley, 
at the family’s barbershop at 
Heidelbach Avenue and East 
Florida Street in Evansville 
on June 17, 1945.

An internet check shows 
stories that say Monroe 
spotted the instrument for 
sale for $150 in the window of 
a barber shop in either 1942, 
1943, 1944 or 1945 in either 
Jacksonville, Miami, Tampa 
or Live Oak, Florida.

There’s a lot of discrepancy.
Ashley is also trying to 

determine if the song, “Blue 
Kentucky Moon,” which 
his father and Harry Bell 
copyrighted on May 9, 1941, 
played any role in “Blue 
Moon of Kentucky,” which 
Monroe wrote in 1945, 
performed on the Grand 
Ole Opry on Aug. 25, 1945, 
and recorded for Columbia 
Records on Sept. 16, 1946.

Both songs were 3/4-time 
waltzes originally, but in 
1954, Elvis Presley speeded 

Monroe’s song up, turning it 
into a bluesy rocker.

Monroe went back into 
the studio and recorded 
Presley’s version. The lyrics 

of the two moon songs are 
different, but Ashley said the 
original music of the songs 
is similar.

“Dad wrote a lot of songs,” 

Ashley said. “Musicians 
stopped in the barbershop 
when they traveled through 
Evansville, and Dad would 
pitch them songs. He played 
the fiddle and wrote a book 
about how to play the guitar.”

He said his research found 
that Monroe played the 
Evansville Coliseum on June 
17, 1945.

Four days later, Oliver 
Ashley deposited $150 in the 
bank.

“That’s too much money 
to have come from the 
barbershop,” Jerry Ashley 
said. “That’s worth $2,275 
today.”

His oldest brother, Veston, 
played the mandolin.

And their father sold the 
mandolin to some musician 
about that time in 1945, 
Ashley said.

BY KEITH LAWRENCE
MESSENGER-INQUIRER

Southern Star Central Gas Pipeline is 
spending an average of $10,000 a month 
on electricity for its 51,000-square-foot 
headquarters at 4700 Kentucky 56.

But soon, that cost will drop to zero.
Shawn Patterson, the company’s chief 

operations officer and chief information 
officer, said a new $2.4 million solar field 
will begin supplying the building and its 
200 workers with power in early October.

The solar field has 2,340 panels spread 
over 4.3 acres.

It will produce 1,200 megawatts of 

power per year — about 
100 megawatts more than 
the  headquar ters  con -
sumes.

But the project is about 
more than saving money.

It’s part of the company’s 
plans to drastically reduce 
its carbon footprint.

Those 100 megawatts of 
excess electricity will go back into the 
power grid and help both Kenergy and its 
customers with renewable energy, Patter-
son said.

Southern Star says this will be the first 
“net zero carbon-based energy facility of 
its size in Owensboro.”

Mandolin Mystery
Did bluegrass 

legend Monroe 
buy his famed 
instrument in 

Evansville?

Oliver M. 
Ashley Photos by Greg Eans, Messenger-Inquirer | geans@messenger-inquirer.com

Jerry Ashley holds a Library of Congress copy of the song “Blue Kentucky Moon,” which his father 
and Harry Bell copyrighted on May 9, 1941, alongside a copy of Bill Monroe’s song “Blue Moon of 
Kentucky” at his home on Friday in Owensboro.

Jerry Ashley’s father, Oliver Monroe Ashley, recorded a deposit of 
$150 in his bank register four days after Bill Monroe played the 
Evansville Coliseum on June 17, 1945.

Southern Star Central Gas  
Pipeline turning to solar power
Company reducing carbon 

footprint to net zero

Shawn L. 
Patterson

Photo by Greg Eans, Messenger-Inquirer | geans@messenger-inquirer.com

Aaron Allen with Morton Solar & Electrical out of Owensboro works Wednesday with 
a crew from the International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers #1701 to set up the 
racking for a 1200 megawatt solar array that Southern Star Central Gas Pipeline Inc. is 
constructing east of its corporate headquarters at 4700 State Route 56 in Owensboro.
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