
 
 
For more than 50 years, the Kentucky Derby Festival has celebrated the Derby 

season. Since its inception with a single parade, it has expanded to nearly 70 events 

held in the weeks prior to the world’s most famous horse race. These events range 

from music performances to bed races to parades, various competitions and family 

fun. Each year, the Festival looks for new ways to enhance the Festival experience 

for the entire community and add new events to its schedule. 

 

The Derby Festival’s mission is to provide unique entertainment for the people of the 

Greater Louisville area that directly contributes to its aesthetic, cultural, educational, 

charitable and economic development. In 2012, the Derby Festival met this mission 

by creating GospelFest.   

 

The concept of GospelFest was introduced by Wendy Jacob, the 2012 Kentucky 

Derby Festival Chair. Wendy’s goal was to create something special for the African-

American community that would appeal to all demographics of the community.   

 

GospelFest was a day-long event beginning during lunchtime on Sunday, April 29, 

and lasting until 10 p.m. that night. The event took place at the Derby Festival Chow 

Wagon on Louisville’s waterfront and included great food and kids’ activities, 

including midway rides, inflatables and a mascot party.   

 

The event kicked off with a Step/Dance Team show for the first hour to build the 

excitement for the day. But the highlight of the event was the Gospel Choir Showcase 

on the stage with the beautiful Ohio River as the backdrop.  The showcase featured 

more than ten prominent local church choirs, cheered on by their congregants, local 

fans and other patrons of the event. The size of the choirs ranged between 50 to 300 

people, with over 1,000 participants. Also featured that day were several well-known 

quartets and soloists.   

 

The primary demographic of the event was the African-American community, but 

the diversity amongst the crowd was rewarding. All segments of the Louisville 

community came out to see the showcase and enjoy the day. The event was a 

success with nearly 20,000 people coming out to the venue and the Kentucky Derby 

Festival took great pride in bringing the community together.   

  

One major challenge of the event was finding the leadership to coordinate the effort. 

We overcame this challenge by attaining Volunteer Event Chairman, Frankie 

Raymore.  Frankie is a well-respected local church choir director and was 
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responsible for the recruitment of choirs and for organizing the logistics of the day. 

Without Frankie’s help the event would not have been possible. The local churches 

responded to Frankie positively as they respected his reputation and position.  

 

Another challenge was ensuring that the venue would appeal to multiple 

demographics and fans of all ages.  We handled this challenge by offering several 

activities on the venue such as the midway rides and inflatables.  Also offered that 

day were helicopter rides, a soccer clinic and an additional stage with varied 

entertainment.   

 

The Derby Festival makes every effort to ensure all of its events and partners 

receive maximum exposure. As a new event on the Festival’s schedule, GospelFest 

was listed in the Derby Festival’s Official Schedule of Events and promoted through 

a core publicity package that generated 4,222,946 print impressions in 2012.  This 

publicity package included the promotion of the Derby Festival’s complete Schedule 

of Events in various publications throughout the community, as well as Festival-

produced pieces, and the Festival’s website. 

 

The Derby Festival also secured a radio partner with WLOU, Louisville’s Urban 

Gospel radio station.  WLOU contributed by providing (45) :30 second recorded 

spots and (45) live liners for the event. They also provided emcees for the event. 

 

The expense of GospelFest was minimal because the event took place at an existing 

Derby Festival event, the Chow Wagon. Because the staging, sound and other 

infrastructure was already in place for the Chow Wagon (a nine-day event), very 

little investment was necessary. The few expenses included: signage, wristbands, 

backline for the band, and table and chair rental. The income was significant as 

Derby Festival was able to generate income through a $5 Pegasus Pin admission and 

through a percentage of the food and beverage sales.   

 

The Louisville community was lacking this type of programming, making this a 

unique experience for both the patrons and participants. In the early 1990s, the 

Kentucky Derby Festival partnered with KFC and a local radio station to produce a 

gospel event in Shawnee Park. Since that time, there has not been gospel 

programming on the Festival’s schedule.   

 

The Kentucky Derby Festival was pleased with the results of the event and plans to 

incorporate GospelFest into its schedule in 2013. A great foundation has been laid 

for an event that has tremendous potential for growth. We expect a significant 

increase in attendance in 2013 and look forward to an even more successful event. 
 
 


