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Find vintage programs at Clarabell Collectibles
By ZOË HAGGARD 
zhaggard@t-g.com

Clarabell Collectibles, which opened in 
the fall of 2020, will be selling some 
Walking Horse Celebration memorabilia 
for the enthusiasts coming to town during 
the show. 

The store was named after owner Kevin 
Gunter’s dad, Sam Gunter, better known in 
Shelbyville as “Clarabell.” Kevin says his 
dad was a bulldozer operator who “didn’t 
say a lot”—just like Clarabell the clown 
from Howdy Doody, which became his 
nickname and name to everyone who knew 
him. 

Gunter sells all kinds of sports memo-
rabilia--an after effect from Gunter’s child-
hood-- as well as antique trinkets, an inspi-
ration from his mother. 

Now, he has vintage Celebration pro-
grams available from as early as 1969 all 
the way through the 90s. They were found 
in an old box at the Celebration and given to 
Gunter to sell in preparation for the upcom-

 See Clarabell, Page 3D
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ing show. 
And Gunter said they’re looking forward 

to meeting all kinds of people who may 
walk through the store’s creaking doors and 
step into their own childhood while experi-
encing the tradition of the Celebration. 

“Just meeting people, hearing them rem-
inisce…you meet all kinds of folks.”  

Clarabell
(Continued from Page 2D)
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James Abernathy: shoeing for showing
By ZOË HAGGARD  
zhaggard@t-g.com 

Ti-tink, ti-tink, ti-tink... 
When James Abernathy is bent on work-

ing, he’s usually got a horse leg between his  
knees and a driving hammer in his hand.  

Ti-tink, ti-tink, ti-tink... 
The work he does below a horse is so 

those on top a horse can ride smooth, easy, 
and balanced.  

You’ve probably guessed Abernathy’s a 
farrier. He’s been one for over 20 years 
now. And  like most in the Walking Horse 
industry he’s been around horses his whole 
life.  

Originally from Shannon, Miss.—
just south of Tupelo—Abernathy, along with 
his twin brother Joseph, have been in the 
middle Tennessee area since the early 2000s. 
Growing up they made frequent trips to 
Shelbyville for shows as their grandfather 
raised Tennessee Walkers in Mississippi, 
saying they’ve always been “eat up with the 
Tennessee walking horse.” 

James showed and trained horses for a 
while, but his focus turned to shoeing horses 
from flat shod to performance packages, a 
focus that began while he worked with Red 
Umberger, a blacksmith in Mississippi. 

The process of shoeing a horse—though 

 See Abernathy, Page 6D

James Abernathy
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James Abernathy shoeing
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intimidating to many—is relatively simple, 
according to Abernathy.  

It’s just a matter of unclench-
ing the nails, cleaning the hoof, trim-
ming, flattening the foot, and then nailing 
on the steel shoe.  

“It’s not as complicated as you would 
think—but it can be,” Abernathy said. Some 
horses grow differently on one foot than the 
other. Getting both feet the same is the hard 
part of being a blacksmith. Well, that and 
shoeing colts, he added.  

But most importantly, in order for all 
that to happen, one needs to get to know 
the horse. 

“I’ve been doing it so long I feel like I 
can talk to them.” 

“I feel like I’m in a profession that a 
computer could never take over. They’re 
never going to make a robot that will take 
my job,” he said with a grin. 

And specifically within the walking 
horse industry, there’s the challenge of 
working with shoe sizes that are regulated 
extensively by SHOW. For example, trail 
pleasures have to be 3/8 by ¾ inch, while 

lite shod ½ by 1 inch.  
“I still feel like I get better every day, 

but took it five or six years to get set in my 
ways...I quit two or three times...But I’m 
hard-headed.” 

The shoes are handmade in middle 
Tennessee by Iron Craft in Lewisburg and 
Mark Walling in Bell Buckle. According 
to Abernathy, horses really need shoes in 
Middle Tennessee because the ground is 
hard and rocky. 

And even though injuries are just a part 
of his job, it pays off. Abernathy said he’s 
shod around 150 world champion walking 
horses, including Led Zeppelin—who won 
amateur world grand champion four years 
in a row—and Ghost Walker, the win-
ningest spotted horse he’s ever shod.  

Abernathy himself owns 13 spotted sad-
dle horses at home and enjoys trail riding 
whenever he can, which is often. It’s one 
of the reasons he loves being a farrier: he’s 
not “married to the barn,” giving him more 
time to ride and spend time with his 8-year-
old daughter—who like father, like daugh-
ter-- can “show just about anything.” 

“I love it...I love the horse more than 
anything—I mean what better job than to 
mess with a horse every day, all day. Get 
horsehair on you. Smell like a horse,” he 
joked. 

Abernathy
(Continued from Page 4D)

James Abernathy bending a shoe.
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By ZOË HAGGARD  
zhaggard@t-g.com 

When people think of the prominent 
walking horse families, the Bobos cer-
tainly come to mind. It’s a family lega-
cy that’s lasted four generations and walks 
on today.  

And even though Chris Bobo, grandson 
of the late C.A. Bobo, isn’t showing horses, 
he’s serving his fourth time as judge for the 
upcoming 2021 Celebration.  

“Just that opening—when that announc-
er calls for that first class, I am ready. I still 
get an adrenaline rush and just really get 
excited for that show to start,” he said. 

He remembers his first experience with 
the waking horse, and it was in his grandfa-
ther’s lap in the saddle, holding the reins for 
the first time—with his grandfather’s hand 
guiding him how to maneuver the  1,000 
pound animal beneath him. Chris was only 
four years old at the time.  

“It’s sort of funny, because my dad tells 
me the same thing: be careful. I think that’s 
good advice, at any stage of life...” he said. 

Chris laughs because he recalls a story 
where his father, Bill, was at one of his 
first championship classes to show a horse. 
Before he went on, he asked grandfa-
ther C.A. for some last-minute, top-notch 
advice. 

But the walking horse pro only said, “Be 
careful,” in the simplest manner.  

Surprisingly, Chris said he never felt 
any pressure to enter the walking horse 
industry. His family, he said, encouraged 
him to pursue his own passions whatever 
they may be.   

Still, the love for the horse was deep-
rooted in Chris.  

“I just love horses in general.”  
In addition to his deep-rooted involve-

ment with the industry, Bobo is postmaster 
at the Bell Buckle post office.  And his only 
tie to the industry will be his judging.  

“I felt like I could get into the judging...
and once I did, it really slapped me in the 
face.  It’s really not as easy as it looks. 
You only get a small snapshot of a horse 
and you do not get to see the whole area...
So it really opened my eyes to what a judge 
does,” Bobo said. 

So, in order to give it his best, Bobo 
says he prepares by knowing the rules and 
attending a lot of shows.  

“I never want to be satisfied thinking 
I know it all...You never study as to what 
horse is good, because all of them change. 
It’s a daily thing—like people,” he said.  

But the main thing, Bobo added, is 
studying and knowing your rulebook—
knowing all the correct ways in which a 
horse should be going into each division. 
And knowing the horses “like the back of 
your hand,” he said.  

“I’m just honored and blessed to be 
doing it...I look forward to this one like I did 
my first one,” he said.  

And now the legacy continues as Bobo’s 
son will be told to “be careful” as he endeav-
ors into the walking horse arena as the 
fourth generation.  

Chris Bobo carries 
on family legacy

Charlie Bobo

Chris Bobo
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By ZOË HAGGARD  
zhaggard@t-g.com 

A person could likely say it was love at first site for Kasie 
Caldwell and Clay Sanderson. At least, that’s what it sounds 
like. 

“Oh, I knew she was the one right then,” said Sanderson 
about the first night they met through their mutual friend.  

“He told my mom right that night that he was going to 
marry me,” Caldwell said.  

“Told her she better get to know me,” he said, and they 
both shared a laugh.  

That was in 2013, and now the wedding is set for 
October—scheduled around a horse show of course—
at Pleasant Valley Farms.  

It’s safe to say it’s all due in part to the horse industry.  
Caldwell, a Shelbyville native, works for the Walking 

Horse Report as a sales representative. She grew up riding 
and showing Tennessee walkers since she was a little girl and 

says this industry is all she’s ever known. 
Sanderson is originally from Pulaski where he worked 

at a horse barn. He moved to Shelbyville in 2006 and 
began working with Nathan Rymer, an Ohio native. Since 
January, they’ve been working at Premiere Stables at the 
Backwards S Ranch off Highway 64 West, owned by Sherrin 
Pittman and run by Larry George. 

Now they work with 40 horses in the stables and have 14 
horses entered at the Celebration, which Sanderson says is 
looking really good this year.  

“Even the trainers you compete against, you want to beat 
them. But when you still win, they’re still happy for you. 
Everybody’s happy for everybody,” Sanderson said.  

That love for the community comes even through the two 
to three hours of precious sleep the trainers get during the 
Celebration.  

“It’s our livelihood,” he said. 
“The Celebration always was, and still is, the grand finale. 

Everybody looks forward to it,” said Caldwell. She said she’ll 
always remember the large crowds at the Celebration. She 
even remembers when Out On Parole was retired. Between 
the show’s spotlight and the standing ovation, Caldwell 
describes the memory as a sentimental time.   

And already the couple’s 1-year-old, Charles Coy, is 
already showing signs of being a natural horse lover, thus 
carrying on the industry for yet another generation. 

It’s worth it, in order to carry on the tight-knit commu-
nity.  

Caldwell recalled when her family’s home caught fire 
some years ago and their partners in the industry came about 
to help them. And even when her son was hospitalized last 
year, the couple found much-needed support from people 
within the industry.  

“You don’t realize the people who care about you until 
something like that happens. It amazed us—how many 
people came out,” she said. 

New generation: Kasie Caldwell and Clay Sanderson
Clay Sanderson and Nathan Rymer Clay Sanderson, Charles Coy and Kasie Caldwell
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By ZOË HAGGARD  
zhaggard@t-g.com 

For Kailin Kesselring, owner of K. 
Ellen Boutique on North Main Street, the 
Celebration is “bigger than Christmas.”  

Having been a part of it since she was 
a little girl of 4, the industry has served as 
a bonding experience between her and her 
father, Kasey Kesselring.   

“While serving as the assistant head of 
School at The Webb School from 1993-
1999, I took up horseback riding as a rec-
reational activity with the Howell family of 
Southridge Farms,” said Kasey. He former-
ly owned Morgan horses but said he devel-
oped a passion for Tennessee Walking 
Horses while living in the state.”

Today, split between Florida and 
Tennessee, they own Christmas Creek 
Farms where they focus on breeding and 
selling Tennessee Walking Horses.  Having 
just sold a farm off Highway 64 East this 
past spring, the Kesselrings are in the pro-
cess of building a brand-new barn and mov-
ing their six yearlings into them.  

Born and bred 
There are several aspects that go into 

making sure the breeding is done carefully. 
“Making sure the mares are properly 

taken care of is key throughout their term 
and bringing them up to prepare for foaling 
and monitoring foaling is important to a 
successful outcome,” he said.  

Also, choosing a stud for the mare is 
important.   

“There are bloodline crosses that have 
been particularly successful in breeding 
show horses and knowing and studying 
those is important,” he said. 

He has David Williams from Rising Star 
Ranch and Dr. Krista Gillam, who does all 

the Kesselring’s vet work, to thank for the 
process.  

And even though Kasey Kesselring is 
an accomplished school master, he’ll admit 
when he needs assistance. 

“Having a very good vet who is par-
ticularly astute with breeding issues and 
knowing your mares is paramount.  Dr. 
Krista Gilliam is excellent at both!... David 
Williams and Rising Star Ranch is one of 

the most knowledgeable in the business 
with breeding crosses, and I seek his input 
regularly,” he said.  

The names of the sires: Gin’s Black Gin, 
Jose Jose, Lined With Cash, Hocus Pocus 
Jazz at Rising Star Rach and Walk Time 
Charlie and Dixie Lineman at Fantasy 
Farm. They even have what they call a “Sun 
Drop mare,” named Drop Right In, who’s 
produced several grand champions.  

For her dad, who has a special love for 
pleasure horses, the reward comes through 
seeing a horse he’s raised go on to win those 
ribbons—and being able to say, “I put the 
first halter on that horse.” 

“Just putting that halter on them, lead-
ing them—they don’t know anything, so 
they’re scared. And then putting a saddle 

The Kesselring’s Christmas Creek Farm 

5 mares, 6 yearlings (names: Tiger King, Joe Exotic, Carol); four are in training. 

 See Kesselring, Page 11D-12D
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on, they want to freak out about everything, 
from those first few steps they take, sights, 
sounds. Then, you take them to a show and 
it’s a whole other experience,” Kailin said.   

“It’s patience. Things don’t happen over-
night,” she said. And she hopes Christmas 
Creek Farm will continue for many more of 
those nights. 

Like father, like daughter 
Despite the labor-intensive process and 

hurdles that may come, Kailin said she 
would like to one day take over Christmas 
Creek Farm. 

Interestingly enough, both Kailin’s 
brother and mother aren’t interested in the 
horse industry like she and her father are.  

Kailin recalls winning her first blue rib-

bon at the age of 11, while riding He’s 
Our Duramax, trained by Wayne Dean of 
Lewisburg.  

And even though she doesn’t show any-
more at the Celebration, Kailin still supports 
and maintains relationships through her 
business.  

“Through my business, those relation-
ships are very important to me. I know 
most of the people who come into my store. 
I know who are showing, what the name of 
their horse is...it’s a social thing for me; I 
just enjoy the people,” she said.  

It’s why she wants to be a part of keep-
ing this industry going, hoping to make the 
showing and performance available to the 
common man through more charitable and 
community support.  

“The industry brings a lot to Shelbyville,” 
she said. 

She wants to give back to the Celebration 
like how the Celebration has contributed 
to the community. “The contribution goes 
both ways,” she said.  

Kesselring
(Continued from Page 10D)
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By ZOË HAGGARD  
zhaggard@t-g.com 

No two horses can replace wet saddle 
pads—or in other words, just plain sweat 
and hard work. 

That’s a saying Layne Leverette looks 
to put into his colt-raising business, Layne 
Leverette Stables, located on Highway 231 
North.  

He’s had the barn for about four years 
now and it’s going strong with 45 colts and 
10 yearlings being raised, with as many 
as 25 colts shown during one of the week-
ends leading up to the Celebration.  

And something he said people don’t real-
ize is that each of those colts has a personal-
ity, much like people.  

Leverette and his five hands receive 
colts when “they’re wilder than a March 
hare.” That is, when they’re around 16 to 17 
months old.  

“Our job is to start next year’s super-
stars,” Leverette said. The future 
of the walking horse business starts 
here, he said. Between him and Eric 
Yokley, Leverette said the majority of 
the industry’s colts begin with them.  

It goes without saying it’s a difficult 
industry, especially in the first few months 
of raising the colts.  

A day at Leverette’s stables begins at 
7:30 a.m. with feeding and watering the 
horses. Then they ride them, one after 
another, until the day turns to dusk.  

But it pays off—both financially 
and gratefully.  

“When I start seeing colts win grand 
championships, it’s pretty cool,” he said. 

Along the southern wall of his stable 
is what Leverette refers to as his “Wall 
of Fame,” which is covered with champi-
onship-winning horses that were started 
within the very walls in which their pic-
tures are.  

“This is what makes it worth it,” he said, 
motioning to the wall. 

And it’s the love of the horse that carries 
Leverette through the work, a love that began 
with his grandfather.  

“My grandfather...I was five, six, seven, 
eight years old, and I can still remember 

Raising the colts: Layne Leverette

Layne Leverette

Trainer for Layne Leverette and Son Stables.

 See Leverette, Page 14D
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him out there fooling with 
those mares. And that was 
the only place I wanted to 
be. He’d hold me, lead me 
around on them. Loved the 
horse,” Leverette recalled. 

From there, Leverette’s 
owned his business for over 20 
years, since he was 26 years 
old. Now his son, Eli, who’s 
21, plans to keep at the busi-
ness along with him 

“Walking horses around 
here—it’s our heritage...we 
were born around these hors-
es,” Leverette said. 

Even with last year’s chang-
es, Leverette said they did bet-
ter than ever last year. And 
this year he’s expecting to 
make better sales than last 
year. Plus, the upcoming 
Celebration will be a major 

part. Leverette started and 
sold 43 horses that showed at 
the Celebration last year. 

So, the secret to his suc-
cess? 

“You know, you’ve got to be 
honest with these customers...
We handle a lot of money and 
a lot of people—people’ve got 
to trust you,” he said.  

He raises colts that are 
outstanding. But, like people, 
some horses are more talented 
than others—and you’ve got 
to be honest with custom-
ers about the horse’s status, 
Leverette said.  

Still, between the connec-
tions he’s made and the horses 
he’s raised, Leverette says, 
with confidence, “I’ve made a 
pretty good living.”   

Layne Leverette Stables 
will be hosting its 5th annual 
cookout on the first Friday 
of Celebration from 11 to 2 
p.m.  

Leverette
(Continued from Page 13D)
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