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78 Years And Counting

The Gerry Rodeo recently completed it’s 78" annual event, a truly outstanding
accomplishment. Below is a history of the popular Chautauqua County summer
spectacular using material excerpted from 2017 CSHOF inductee Paul Cooley, the long-
standing publicity director of the rodeo.

Many people thought that the idea of a rodeo wouldn’t
succeed for even one year, but the doubters were
certainly wrong because for 78 consecutive summers,
the tiny hamlet of Gerry, just north of Jamestown,
New York, has celebrated the longest running
Professional Rodeo Cowboys Association rodeo east
of the Mississippi. For four days each year, the quiet
little village of Gerry becomes "The Rodeo Capital of
the East" as approximately 200 professional cowboys
and cowgirls roll into town and pay their entry fees to
compete for more than $50,000 in prize money in four
performances.

| | OFFICIAL PROGRAM

LEFT: Program cover from the very first Gerry Rodeo in
1945 (Greg Peterson Collection)

The event, sponsored by the Gerry Volunteer Fire Department, got its start in 1945 when
a former working cowboy named Jack Cox moved from the West to Gerry and suggested
arodeo as a way of raising money for the newly formed fire department. In spite of the
doubters, his dream became a reality as members of the department and other volunteers
in 70 days turned four acres of swampland into an arena and parking lot in time for the
arrival of the renowned Colonel Jim Eskew and the livestock that first year. Bleachers
were borrowed from area schools and portable lights were rented.



In those early days the stock arrived by train in the middle of the hamlet, traffic was
stopped, and the animals were herded down the middle of Route 60 to the rodeo grounds
by volunteers, making for some exciting moments. Today the stock arrives by modern
semi trucks, but the excitement of rodeo time still fills the air. Several hundred volunteers
of all ages pitch in to make the event possible each year, filling jobs from painting fences
to serving the famous beef barbeque dinners. Many residents take their vacation just to
volunteer, and others who have moved away return to help.

The Gerry Fire Department felt from the beginning

1 " "
that their rodeo should be top-notch so they have ? fgﬁgﬁlﬁiﬁ%ﬂ{ “ﬂf—)

always contracted for a rodeo sanctioned by the : ﬁﬁﬁl;ﬁY %
Professional Rodeo Cowboys' Association (PRCA). %{ E@ ﬁmd %f
Participants pay an entry fee, and money earned in % - %)
Gerry counts toward qualification to the annual % ) 2
National Finals Rodeo in Las Vegas in December. 1‘7 *)
Over the years, constant improvements have been | %{ @ 7 e ol > ?}
made to the rodeo facilities. Additional land has been %/@ e W°‘;A“A G emven %
acquired, permanent bleachers have been installed in ) (e [F, [0

an arena seating 4000, new lighting turns night to day, -
and the old dining hall has been enlarged, refurbished,
and air-conditioned to accommodate the hundreds who come each year just to enjoy the

world-famous beef barbeque dinners.

Today the rodeo consists of the same competitive events it did 78 years ago: bareback
bronc riding, tie-down roping, saddle bronc riding, bull riding, steer wrestling, team
roping, and cowgirls' barrel racing, with all the entrants competing for cash which counts
toward qualification for the National Finals Rodeo. In addition, there are specialty acts
such as trick riding, animal acts, and clowns. A recently added feature allows young
spectators to enter the arena to compete for prizes as they chase ribbons tied to calves'
tails.

Over the years, the profits from the rodeos has enabled the Fire Department to purchase
modern fire and rescue equipment for the protection of the residents of the town. Today
the Department has two pumpers, a tanker, a rescue truck, an ATV with trailer, and a
state-of-the-art ambulance to respond to more than 300 calls per year.

All the charter members who planned the first rodeo are gone, but the dream that began
78 years ago is still alive and well, proving what can be accomplished when neighbors
have a common goal and work together to meet that goal.



Below are pages from the original 1945 Gerry Rodeo program. The advertising businesses

present a stroll down memory lane. How many are still in business 78 years later?
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