
 
The Kentucky Derby Festival’s Great Steamboat Race is one of its oldest and most 
beloved events, having been first held in 1963.  For the majority of the race’s existence, 
it pitted the hometown Belle of Louisville steamboat against the Delta Queen. With the 
Delta Queen now retired from racing and docked as a floating hotel, the Belle of 
Cincinnati now serves as the river rivalry for the Belle of Louisville. 
 
To help promote this year’s Great Steamboat Race, the Derby Festival staged a press 
event in April in conjunction with one of the event’s corporate sponsors, Four Roses 
Bourbons. In attendance were Derby Festival and city officials, the mayor of Louisville, 
captains from both boats, event sponsor representatives and Four Roses Master 
Distiller Jim Rutledge. The press conference – held about two weeks prior to the event - 
was originally scheduled to be aboard the Belle of Louisville, but flooding on the river 
necessitated moving it to the offices of the Waterfront Development Corporation. 
 
Derby Festival President and CEO Mike Berry moderated the event, which was 
relatively informal and reflected the shenanigans associated with the race going back 
many years.  There were three parts to the press announcement.  First, Louisville 
mayor Greg Fischer issued a proclamation temporarily renaming the Belle of Cincinnati 
as the “Belle of Kentucky” as part of an effort to promote the rivalry between University 
of Louisville and University of Kentucky sports fans. There was some good-natured 
“smack talk” between the two boat captains and a few barbs directed at fans of both 
schools. 
 
Next was the selection of the bourbon - Four Roses Bourbon is the official beverage 
that is served to passengers aboard the Belle of Louisville during the Great Steamboat 
Race. The oak barrels in which the bourbon is aged were positioned near the podium at 
the press conference and rose petals were scattered around bottles of the libation on an 
adjacent table. Rutledge, who was named “American Distiller of the Year” by Whisky 
magazine, gave a brief talk about the process of producing bourbon at his distillery in 
Lawrenceburg, Ky. He also coordinated a judges’ sampling of “individual tasting mats” 
from three different Four Roses barrels to determine which batch would be served on 
the Belle of Louisville in 2011.  The judges included:  Mike Berry, KDF President & 
CEO; Ja Hillebrand, 2011 Derby Festival Chair; David Karem, Executive Director of the 
Waterfront Development Corporation; Larry Blackburn, Regional Manager for Kentucky 
Operations at Turner Construction Company (presenting sponsor of the Great 
Steamboat Race); and Captain Terri Bernstein from the Belle of “Kentucky.”     
 
After the bourbon was selected, Berry announced the tasks and scoring system that 
was to be used to determine the overall winner of the Great Steamboat Race:   
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Task No. 1: The Battle of the Bounce event will begin at 12:30 p.m. on race day at 
Kroger’s Fest-a-Ville on the Waterfront. Four-member teams from each boat will take 
part in the obstacle course competition, with the winning team earning 10 points. 
 
Task No. 2: Line Handling, a Monkeyfist Toss, which is like skeet ball, but with trash 
cans, and a crew tug-of-war. Those combined tasks are worth 15 points. 
 
Task No. 3: A calliope duel will take place at 4 p.m. on the wharf. The boat’s calliope 
players will choose several short melodies to play, with the other vessel responding. 
Worth 5 points. 
 
Task No. 4: VIP Retrieval. The Belle of Louisville will pick up its special VIP passenger 
at Cox Park; the Belle of Kentucky will pick up its VIP at Captain’s Quarters Riverside 
Grille. Worth 25 points. 
 
Task No. 5: Bouy flag retrieval during the race. Each boat’s crew will collect a flag off a 
bouy with their pike pole before heading down the river toward the finish line at the 
Clark Memorial Bridge. Worth 25 points. 
 
Task No. 6: Finish the race. Worth 29 points. 
 
He also named the judges for the event and laid out the rules for the participants, which 
were:  failure to perform task results in “no score” plus penalty of 35 points; the vessel 
with the most total points as determined by judges will be declared the winner; majority 
decision of judges is final and the winner will be presented with set of Silver Antlers at 
the post-race ceremony.  
 
Berry then acknowledged an additional event sponsor also attending the press event 
from Captain’s Quarter’s Riverside Grille, a Louisville restaurant located on the banks of 
the Ohio River that hosts a race “tailgate party” on the day of the event.   
 
The press conference was attended by a reporter and photographer from The Courier-
Journal newspaper, crews from all four local TV stations, as well as radio station 
representatives.  Overall, the event helped to build excitement for the race, with the 
winner slated to take possession of a set of 12-point Silver Antlers.  It also helped to get 
the word out that tickets were still available for purchase to ride on the “Belle of 
Kentucky” and to thank the companies involved with sponsoring the race.  In addition, 
Four Roses took their bourbon selection full circle and created collectible bourbon barrel 
bungs (the cork stoppers for the barrel) to give to each passenger aboard the Belle of 
Louisville during the race.   (Due to high water on the Ohio River, the Great Steamboat 
Race originally slated for May 4, 2011, was rescheduled for June 29, 2011.) 



 

 

On Thursday, April 21, 2011, the Kentucky Derby Festival  
held a special press event regarding the annual Great Steamboat 

Race – between the Belle of Louisville and Belle of Cincinnati.  
The announcement was joint effort between the Festival and the 

event’s contributing sponsor, Four Roses Bourbons.  
 

The announcement had three parts: 
1) Louisville mayor Greg Fischer issued 
a proclamation temporarily renaming 
the Belle of Cincinnati as the “Belle of 

Kentucky” as part of an effort to 
promote the rivalry between University 
of Louisville and University of Kentucky 

sports fans. There was some good-
natured “smack talk” between the two 
boat captains and a few barbs directed 
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2) A Four Roses Bourbon Barrel 
Selection with a sampling of 
“individual tasting mats” to 
determine which batch of 

bourbon would be served on the 
Belle of Louisville during the 2011 

Great Steamboat Race;  



 

 

And 3) A Derby Festival 
announcement with the 

details of the race, 
including the format, 

tasks and scoring system 
to determine the winner 

in 2011  
 
 

The press event was 
covered by several local 

media outlets – from print 
t  TV  

 
 


	Most Creative-Effective News Stunt
	2011 Most Creative Effective News Stunt photos

