
 
 
Overview Information 
 
a. 
 
The Kentucky Derby Festival is a not-for-profit organization which annually produces 
one of the world’s premiere community celebrations in Louisville, Kentucky. Since 1956, 
KDF has created fun, excitement, international recognition and a spirit that is 
unmatched anywhere. Each year in the spring, the Festival produces nearly 70 events 
during the two weeks leading up to the Kentucky Derby horse race.  From Thunder 
Over Louisville, to the Great Bed Races, a five-event BalloonFest, a Steamboat Race 
and many, many more events, we bring the Louisville community together in 
celebration.  The civic celebration attracts an estimated 1.5 million people to Louisville 
each year, while creating an economic impact of over $127 million. None of this could 
be done without the support of over 400 Corporate Sponsors and 4,000 Volunteers.  
 
b. 
 
The U.S. Bank Great BalloonFest is one of the nearly 70 events produced by the 
Kentucky Derby Festival.  It’s also one of the oldest and most unique. Since the first 
Great Balloon Race was held in 1973, the Kentucky Derby Festival’s balloon events 
have been considered among the best in the country by pilots from all around the world. 
U.S. Bank BalloonFest attractions are annually among the most popular family-friendly 
events on the Derby Festival schedule. The BalloonFest itself has grown from a single 
balloon race to a weekend of five ballooning events, all of which are fun for kids of all 
ages.  
 
The Great BalloonFest kicked off in 2013 with the new U.S. Bank Crew Challenge on 
April 25 at 5 P.M. at Kroger’s Fest-a-Ville on the Waterfront. For the crew challenge, 
over a dozen balloon teams compete for bragging rights and a traveling trophy. The 
competition includes packing a balloon, after it’s been inflated; and tossing a bag of 
bluegrass seed closest at a target. The team who packs the balloon the fastest and 
throws closest to the target wins the challenge. Later that same night, 18 balloons 
participate in the U.S. Bank Great Balloon Glimmer on the North and South Great 
Lawns at 8:30 p.m.  The Glimmer is a mini-glow and is breathtaking site as the balloons 
glow along the Ohio River with the city skyline in the background. 
 
2013 was the 41st year for the traditional Saturday morning Great Balloon Race that 
began with 8 balloons launching from Iroquois Park in 1973.  The event moved to the 
Kentucky Exposition Center in 1975 and was held there until moving to Bowman Field in 
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2011.  Without a doubt, nothing can match the exhilarating view of colors and shapes 
filling the morning sky.  In 2005, the Festival also added a second race on Friday 
morning, called the Rush Hour Balloon Race, as it is held during drive-time in rush hour 
on Friday morning.  The Rush-Hour race offers a beautiful view to those fighting traffic 
on their way to work. There are four flight opportunities (or “contingency windows”) to 
get both races off the ground – Friday morning, Saturday morning and afternoon, and 
Sunday morning.  If the races are not held by Sunday morning, they are considered 
cancelled.  This has occurred six times in the event’s history.   
 
The races feature a hare and hound format.  The balloons lift off in an aerial chase of 
the Hare Balloon (the overall sponsor), with winds determining which direction they will 
go. The Hare Balloon stays aloft until it finds a suitable place to land, preferably in a 
vacant field. It lands and lays out a large fabric “X” as the target, then takes to the air 
again. The Hounds (the competing balloons) follow the Hare in hot pursuit, trying to 
throw a small bag of Kentucky Bluegrass seed as close to the “X” as possible, all 
without landing. Though not the largest balloon race in the country, the original U.S. 
Bank Kentucky Derby Festival Great Balloon Race is one of the most prestigious, often 
receiving broadcast coverage in the top ten markets. The overall purse is worth $7,500 
for pilots. The overall winner also receives complimentary entry, for the corporate 
entrant, in the 2014 U.S. Bank Kentucky Derby Festival Great Balloon Race.  
 
For those that aren’t up in time for the Balloon Races, there is the Friday night Glow.  At 
this event, the hot-air balloons appear to “glow” as they fire their propane burners to 
inflate the balloon envelopes against the darkness of the night sky.  The event 
originated in 1993 in response to several years of bad weather for the race.  The glow 
was added to give balloonist a chance for crowd and media exposure if the weather 
didn’t permit the race the next morning.  It has nearly surpassed the race itself in 
popularity with average annual attendance of 55,000.  The event has been canceled 
twice in its 21 year history.  The Glow would be rescheduled for Saturday night, should 
weather postpone it. 
 
c.  
 
The Kentucky Derby Festival balloon events remain one of Louisville’s favorite family 
traditions. The target audience of the balloon events spans all ages and includes the 
entire community in Louisville, as well as Southern Indiana, along with thousands of out-
of-town visitors in town for all the Derby-time festivities. Grandparents, who remember 
watching the hot-air balloons as a child, often bring their grandchildren to the event to 
relive their memories and make new ones with the current generation of youngsters.  In 
2013, 27balloons participated in the five events with the following attendance: 
 
• Crew Challenge – 1000 
• Balloon Glimmer – 5000 
• Rush Hour Race – 1000 
• Balloon Glow – 63000 
• Great Balloon Race – 2000 



 
d. 
 
The 2013 BalloonFest was produced on a budget of approximately $100,000 with a 
reported $30,000 in revenue. 
 
Thanks to the event’s sponsors, all of the events expenses are covered. U.S. Bank is 
the title sponsor of the event.  Their partnership is a cash sponsorship.  Other expenses 
for the event include hotel, catering, venue fees, merchandise, and cash prizes for the 
top 5 place winners in each Race. 
 
e. 
 
The Kentucky Derby Festival Great Balloon Race was first held in 1973, having been 
conceived as a family-oriented event that would add color and pageantry to the Festival 
schedule. The late Louisville restaurateur Ed Hasenour was credited with bringing the 
idea for a hot air balloon race to the attention of Jack Guthrie, who was then executive 
vice president of the Festival. 
 
Ballooning did not have much of a local history at that time, and all the participating 
pilots came from out of town for the first Great Balloon Race in 1973, including Ed Yost, 
a pioneer and developer of hot air ballooning, and well-known industrialist Malcolm 
Forbes. For the initial race, eight balloons were launched from Iroquois Park. The race 
was not without incident, including a cattle stampede and one balloon ending up in 
power lines (fortunately, there were no injuries). 
 
The second year, 11 balloons took part, and entries increased to 19 by 1975. The 
competition format was “hare and hounds,” as it remains today. Prior to the race being 
cancelled by poor weather in 1992 and 1993, the previous year’s winner was selected 
as the Hare Balloon. After the consecutive cancellations, it was decided that the event’s 
main sponsor would be appointed the Hare Balloon for ensuing races. 
 
The race was moved to another location in Iroquois Park after the first year. It relocated 
to the Kentucky State Fairgrounds in 1975, then to the present launching location at 
Bowman Field in 2011. 
 
The Glow was added to the ballooning schedule in 1993 as an additional exposure 
opportunity for balloon entrants and sponsors and another chance for the public to 
appreciate the majesty of this time-honored sport. Crowds of more than 60,000 have 
gathered at this nocturnal event in good weather years.   
 
In 2005, for the Festival’s 50th, additional ballooning events were added to create the 
five-event Great BalloonFest, including an additional Friday morning race, a Glimmer 
(mini-Glow) and a Balloon Tour event that has now become the Balloon Crew 
Challenge.  All of these events were added not only to provide additional exposure for 



the balloon participants, but also to provide additional opportunities for fans to see the 
balloons, as well as attract new fans to the sport of ballooning. 
 
f. 

The U.S. Bank Great BalloonFest is a multi-day event beginning on Thursday with the 
Crew Challenge at 5:00PM leading into the Glimmer (mini Glow) at 8:30PM.  This was 
the first year for the Challenge and the 10th anniversary for the Glimmer.  
 
The BalloonFest resumes the following Friday morning with the U.S. Bank Great 
Balloon Rush-Hour Race at 7 a.m., which was added to the Festival schedule in 2005. 
Following the race, the Balloonists gather for their “Post Position Draw” Luncheon, 
where they pick their field position for the U.S. Bank Great Balloon Glow, which is held 
at 9 p.m. on Friday night.  The Glow was first produced in 1993.  Glow spectators are 
encouraged to come out early (gates open at 6 p.m.) and make an evening out of it.At 9 
p.m., the balloon pilots will fire their burners, making the balloons glow against the night 
sky synchronized to a musical score provided by the radio station partner. 
 
The BalloonFest wraps up on Saturday morning with the U.S. Bank Great Balloon Race 
at 7 a.m. at Bowman Field. The Saturday morning race is the oldest portion of the 
balloon events, turning 41 in 2013.  An Awards Luncheon is held following the race at 
11:30 a.m. 
 
g. 
 
The Festival is able to produce events like the Great BalloonFest with the help of 
corporate sponsors.  U.S. Bank has been a title sponsor of the BalloonFest since 2003.  
In 2012, the bank renewed that title sponsorship through the 2015 Festival.  “The U.S. 
Bank Great BalloonFest is a fun way for thousands of people to celebrate what is 
already a festive season here in Louisville,” said David Wombwell, U.S. Bank’s 
Louisville market president. “U.S. Bank has sponsored the Kentucky Derby Festival for 
two decades. We are proud to celebrate our 11th year as title sponsor of this beloved, 
family-friendly event, and to extend our sponsorship commitment for an additional three 
years.” 
 
Said Kentucky Derby Festival President and CEO Mike Berry: “The Great BalloonFest is 
one of the Derby Festival’s oldest and most unique events. Having U.S. Bank renew its 
sponsorship of the Great BalloonFest helps us to attract some of the top balloon pilots 
in the country and to showcase the colorful and creative entries. U.S. Bank has been a 
great supporter of the Kentucky Derby Festival for many years and we’re very happy 
they are continuing their sponsorship.”  
 
U.S. Bank is also joined by several media partners on the various balloon events:  Easy 
Rock 105.1, media partner of the Rush Hour Race and Great Balloon Race; New 
Country Q103.1, media partner of the Great Balloon Glow; and MeTV Louisville 32.2 is 
the TV broadcast partner for the Glow. 
 



All of these sponsors receive exposure through the event’s promotional campaign, logo 
placement on event shirts, event print pieces and signage; as well as mentions in any 
media coverage of the event.  Beyond the promotion, the sponsors like partnering with 
the community event.  They also enjoy the exposure that five ballooning events 
provides, as well as the demographic of the ballooning events, which encompasses 
fans of all ages. The BalloonFest attractions are annually among the most popular 
family-friendly events on the Derby Festival schedule. 
 
h. 
 
The Kentucky Derby Festival’s series of ballooning events continues to be regarded by 
pilots as one of the country’s most prestigious balloon events.  Started in 1973 with a 
single race, in an area with no local history of ballooning, it’s now become a five-event 
‘mini’ balloon Festival. The U.S. Bank Great BalloonFest has a strong tie-in to the 
Kentucky Derby Festival, but also to the community. The popularity of the events is 
reflected by the crowds that return year after year and the large number of balloon pilots 
and owners now living in the Louisville and Kentuckiana area.   
 
The balloon events are a favorite festival tradition, attracting crowds of all ages.  
With five ballooning events, the Festival works to keep them unique and fun for fans 
year after year. Each year, the Festival works to recruit balloons in all shapes and sizes 
to participate in the events, adding to the experience.  In addition, many of the balloons 
even participate in a school outreach program, visiting local schools and teaching the 
children about ballooning during the days leading up to the events. 
 
KDF even promotes special “tips” for spectators who attend the BalloonFest activities: 
 
8 “GREAT” Spectator Tips for the U.S. Bank BalloonFest  
 

1. If you’re traveling with kids, it’s easier to PULL them in wagons versus pulling 
them in strollers, due to the grass field. 

2. Wear shoes appropriate for rugged terrain.  Sandals are not the best choice. 
3. Don’t wear white on the bottom.  The field can be very dusty.   
4. Come early and tailgate for the glow.  Bring a picnic dinner or food vending is 

available. 
5. Ask the pilots if they have free give-a-ways for the kids.  Some do on glow night. 
6. Ask for a balloon race program.  They are free on the launch field. 
7. A fun free thing to do on glow night:  take the balloon race program and have the 

kids get pilot autographs next to their name and balloon.  The Queen & Court are 
also on the field.  

8. Purchase the kids balloon race toys at vendors on the way OUT to your car.  Let 
them get their glow necklaces on the field. 

 
Also in 2013, in an effort to engage the fans and promote the balloon participants, the 
Festival re-made its BalloonFest program. In previous years, the program was a 
standard 8x10 guide to the balloon events.  But, the Festival realized it wasn’t the most 
“handler” friendly for those attending an event with kids in strollers and wagons.  Thus, 



the 2013 program was made to easily fit inside a back pocket, purse or diaper bag.  In 
addition to including the balloon map and information about the events and different 
balloons, it also included hot-air balloon learning and coloring activities for children. 
 
i. 
 
The 2013 U.S. Bank Great BalloonFest was a resounding success and was blessed 
with near-ideal weather conditions. All five Balloon events went off this year without a 
hitch. This was the first time since 2008 that all five Balloon events were able to take 
place.  The BalloonFest continues to be a family-favorite, creating opportunities to share 
memories and create new ones. The BalloonFest is widely viewed as a community 
treasure that has been 41 years in the making. Both participants and spectators 
commented favorably on the excitement that it provided for the entire community, 
whether watching it in person or on live television. Crowds by the thousands continue to 
come out and enjoy the beautiful spectacle provided by all of the ballooning events. 
 
Supporting Question 
 
The U.S. Bank Great BalloonFest has grown to become one of the most popular series 
of events on the Kentucky Derby Festival’s schedule.  New this year, the Festival added 
the Crew Challenge on Thursday evening prior to the Glimmer (mini Glow).  Initially, an 
event called the Great Balloon Tour took place during that time. However, the tour had 
many weather challenges with the changing climate in the Ohio River Valley.  In the 
seven years the event existed, it had only lifted off twice. Still wanting to produce a fifth 
ballooning event to engage both the balloon crews and balloon fans, the Festival 
created the Crew Challenge to replace the Tour event. 
 
For the crew challenge, over a dozen balloon teams compete for bragging rights and a 
traveling trophy. The competition includes packing a balloon, after it’s been inflated; and 
tossing a bag of bluegrass seed closest at a target. The team who packs the balloon the 
fastest and throws closest to the target wins the challenge. Later that same night, 18 
balloons participate in the U.S. Bank Great Balloon Glimmer on the North and South 
Great Lawns at 8:30 p.m.  The Glimmer is a mini-glow and is breathtaking site as the 
balloons glow along the Ohio River with the city skyline in the background. 
 
One of the upsides to the new Crew Challenge is the location, which allows balloonists 
to stay in one place.  While the Tour would travel to different areas of town and require 
the balloonists to then rush downtown for the Glimmer, the Crew Challenge is held in 
the same location – Kroger’s Fest-a-Ville at Waterfront Park – as the Glimmer. With 
built-in infrastructure, crowds, etc. at Kroger’s Fest-a-Ville where the Glimmer happens 
we knew we’d see great crowds in attendance to see a different side of ballooning.  
Most of the attention is on the balloon pilots and with the Crew Challenge we thought it 
would be nice to showcase the talents of the Crew. In addition, it allowed balloon fans to 
stay in one spot to see more balloon “action.” 
 



The inaugural U.S. Bank Great Balloon Crew Challenge proved to be a hit at the 
Waterfront!  A dozen balloon teams competed and the event drew a crowd of over 
1,000 spectator cheering on the different teams. The event will definitely return in 2014. 
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