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In this interview Wilbert John Dugas, Jr. shares his memories of the 
area and how it gave him a solid foundation for life. Wilbert Dugas was 
born in 1949 and lived on the lower end of Rondo in Cornmeal Valley. He 
shares with us his perspective of a child remembering the rivalries that 
formed between Cornmeal Valley and "the bourgeois side of town" known 
as Oatmeal Hill. These rivalries were for the most part harmless but 
brought some interesting occurrences in his life, including the importance 
of being tough. Mr. Dugas was too young to play in the Gopher Elk's 
Drum and Bugle Corps, but he has vivid memories of the importance of 
this group in the community. 

Sports and mentors at Ober Boys Club and Hallie Q. Brown 
Community Center were key components of the community. Dugas 
shares that through music and mentors, the community inspired the 
Rondo children and made them strong people. 

Mr. Dugas goes on to describe his valuable experiences in the 
music scene in the later 1960's, after Highway 94 had interrupted the core 
community of the Rondo Corridor. 

This is a verbatim transcript of a taped interview, edited slightly for 
clarity. A signed release is on file from Mr. Dugas. Some of the memories 
in this oral history are not corroborated by other historical information. 
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WD: Wilbert Dugas 
KC: Kate Cavett 
KK: Krissy Kopp 

KC: It is April 18, 2004 at Hand in Hand's offices. Can you introduce yourself? 

WD: I am Wilbert Dugas.1 Wilbert John Dugas, Jr. to more precise. 

KC: And I am Kate Cavett and we are interviewing at Hand in Hand's offices 

and Krissy, your name is? 

KK: Kristine Marie Kopp 

KC: And Krissy is a student at Hamline participating in the project. Mr. Dugas, 

what's one of your early memories of growing up in the Rondo corridor? 

WD: The most thing that stands out in my mind and that gave me pride is 

Gopher Elks.2 It was sponsored by Peters Meats3 and I even brought a 

picture that they had in the paper. That's my brother. It was the most 

popular. They had role models in there that was in the community. The 

Gopher Elks was an inspiration to everyone in the community 'cause

actually Rondo Days4 is mimicking what used to happen in the 1960's in 

the late Fifties as far as the parades down the street, and the Gopher Elks 

used to travel all around the five state area. You know, Iowa, Des Moines. 

1 Wilbert John Dugas Jr. was born December 5, 1949. 
21mproved Benevolent Protective Order or the Elks of the World ( IBPOEW) lodge was located at 803 St. 
Anthony, Saint Paul. The Black Elks fraternal organization was formed in 1898 when two Pullman Porters 
were denied membership in the all White order in Cincinnati, OH. IBPOEW followed the same commitments 
to youth as the BPOE - White Elks through artistic endeavors, athletics, scholarship and camps. This Lodge 
sponsored a youth Drum and Bugle Corps. Elk's Rest or Gopher Elk's Lodge was the Elk's Lodge and a 
restaurant located at 559 Carroll. In 1955 the Lodge moved on Saint Anthony's north side between Saint 
Albans and Grotto. 
3 Peters Meat Products, Inc was located at 344 & 552 South Robert Street, south of downtown Saint Paul. 
4 Rondo Days is an annual neighborhood festival held over a July weekend in the Summit University 
neighborhood. This festival was created in 1983 by Rondo Avenue, Inc. to commemorate the historic 
neighborhood by bringing old neighbors together. The celebration has included a parade, drum and bugle 
corps competitions, senior's dinner, plays, talent contests, Gala Dinner and festival with booths selling food 
and goods. The Rondo festival celebrated their twentieth year in 2003. 
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And they always would do competition and every time they went to a city 

they would win competition I cause they was a high-stepping band, 

similar to what you think Gremlin or the southern states' marching band, 

and stuff. It was a drum and bugle corps. And when they corne down the 

street everybody would corne out of their house, and I mean they 

marched up and down every street in the neighborhood. They start on 

Rondo, between Rondo and Saint Anthony, and there was a place called 

The Hollow. Everybody used to gather at The Hollow.5 And when they 

struck up you'd hear them from [one end of the neighborhood to the 

other]. Our community was only twelve blocks this way [gesturing west] 

and down to the Capitol [gesturing east]. And you'd hear them! The 

Hollow to Kent and Rondo and Kent and Saint Anthony. And as soon as 

you heard them you'd just gravitate to that area. All the kids would do it, 

the teenagers, the older folk, and they would just sit around and it was 

just banging. The rhythm was like something you couldn't explain. It was 

what inspired me to play music. So that's the most memorable thing that 

comes to my mind. There's a whole lot I could tell you about that and how 

they inspired people and made people take pride in our community. Back 

then when there was not that many things you could say other than Roy 

5 The Hollow was an open space located in the square block between Kent and Mackubin and Saint Anthony 
and Central. It had four playing fields, horseshoe beds, and in the winter, an ice skating rink. It was used by 
families, churches, and schools in the area (Fairbanks, The Days of Rondo, 1990). 
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Wilkins6 and the people at the NAACp7 that was getting people's 

attention and making people take pride in themselves and their 

community. 

KC: Now was this an adult group? 

WD: It was a teenage group but it went into adult. I think you had to be 

seventeen to join. Some of them were sixteen. Like this was Angelo Collins 

[referring to a picture]. He was a friend of mine, and v he was sixteen. And 

Richard Garcia, my brother, actually blows trumpet. I don't know why 

they strapped a drum on him there. My brother was real tall. And Angelo 

Collins, who I went to kindergarten with all the way up, he was sixteen. 

He was the youngest one that ever joined the Elks. And it was like in 

transition then, but in the late 1950' s the Elks to me-maybe 'cause I was 

so small-seemed like they were all nineteen, twenty, twenty-one, twenty

two, twenty-three, all the way up to twenty-eight or something. You 

know, in age groups. 

KC: In the early twenties? 

WD: Yeah, in the early twenties. And they had people that you would admire 

and these people came from all walks of life and came from well-known 

families that had big names like the Smallers, the Ransoms. These were 

like well-known names that were like role models to a lot of youngsters 

6 Roy Wilkins grew up in Saint Paul and became the Executive Director of the national NAACP. He was a 
respected civil rights activist. Saint Paul's River Center complex at 175 Kellogg Blvd in downtown Saint Paul 
includes the Roy Wilkins Auditorium. 
7 NAACP, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People was founded in New York City in 
1909 by a multiracial group of activists. The NAACP believes that all men and women are created equal. 
Attorney William McGhee of the Rondo corridor was invited by W. E. B. Dubois to attend the second meeting 
of the Niagara Movement. When he returned to Saint Paul he organized the Twin City Protection League 
which eventually become the twin Cities Branch of the NAACP on March 25, 1912. 
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and other families in the community' cause they were strong. They had 

football players and if there was any fights, they would win. And you 

could count on them as being very supporting morally in the community. 

So we looked up to all of these guys that were in Elks. Some of them were 

hoodlums, some of them had a lesser side of life to them, you know, but 

they all had muscles and ran around with their muscle-shirts on. It was 

something that inspired you no matter who you were. When they started 

playing you would understand how corne they were so popular. The 

music dates back to Africa and communications of the drums, and the 

way they would feed off of each other in the music, that's what gave me 

[inspiration in music]. What I am today in music, I play drums. 

KC: When you refer to the picture-you brought along a copy of the Saint Paul 

Pioneer Press, from March 3,2003, and in it there's a picture that says, 

"Strike up the band. Here's one last picture if you please, from the photo 

featured of the Peter's Drum and Bugle Corps that ran in the Pioneer Press 

on the 24 of January, 1965." The caption from this said "The tall, the short 

of it are, Richard Garcia, 17, Saint Paul address, the lankiest member at 

6'2", and Angelo Collins, 14 of Saint Paul address." So your brother is 

Richard Garcia? 

WD: Yes, he's in Minneapolis now. He called me on the phone -and said, "You 

should see what they put in the paper." 'cause you know I was trying to 

do some documenting on Rondo stuff and the days and he called my 

attention, and evidently there's a whole series of pictures that they ran for 

a couple of months. I didn't know about the other pictures of the Elks 
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Saint Paul Pioneer Press 

Drum and Bugle Corps, 

and that was just to date 

some of the things that 

was popular. 

MONDAY, MARCH 3, 2003 90 

KC: Now in the picture it 

says Peters Drum and 

Bugle Corps? 

WD: Peters Meat sponsored 

them and they was the 

Gopher Elks. And before 

Peters jumped on being 

their sponsor, they were 

just called the Gopher 

Elks. And everybody 

went to the Elk's Lodge, 

you know. It was 

something like a - just a 

community organization. 

KC: From your memory, 

strike up the band! 

Here's one IIISt picture, if you please, from the photo 
feature on the Peters Drum and Bugle Corps that ran in the 
St. Paul Sunday Pioneer Press on the 24th of January in 1965. 
The caption for this one said: ~The tall and short of it are 
Richard Garcia, 17, of 1St. Paul address!. the lankiest member 
at 6-foot-2. and Angelo Collins, 14. of [St. Paul address). a 5-
footer." 

what would be the oldest-and I assume this was just an all male ... 

WD: No, there were females . They had majorettes8 and they had banners. It 

was an all get out show, you know. It was a performance and the 

majorettes were looking like hour-glass figures . They wore like a little bit 

8 A drum majorette is a term referring to a girl or woman who twirls a baton and accompanies a marching 
band. It also is a name for a female drum major. 

12 

I 

4 

4 

C 

C 

C 

• 
• 
4 

Ron
do

 O
ral

 H
ist

ory
 P

roj
ec

t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



of nothing back then, and they marched high step with their boots and 

tassel. It was a spectacle. 

KC: How many majorettes would they have? 

WD: They would have like maybe twelve, something like that. No more than 

that. Maybe twelve. Sometimes there would be only four. But it would 

range between four and twelve majorettes I think. 

KC: And how many would be playing the drums and the bugles? 

WD: There would be-oh it was a large crew. There was like maybe twelve 

drummers. Angelo played the cymbals. And then they would have 

something like twelve bugles and trumpets. Actually they used bugles. 

They didn't even use trumpets, just bugles. They had bass bugles and they 

had tenor bugles. And my brother was a tenor bugler. So about twenty

five, you know twenty-six. 

KC: Did you ever get to join and play with them? 

WD: No, what happened was I used to march along side them with a box. I 

used to go get a box with a crate, a packing box. Me and my friend. And 

we used to bore a hole in the box, put a string around our neck and march 

with them down the street. So I knew everyone of their beats by heart. 

And you can call them off right today. And I would whoop out 

. something. I still teach some of my students some of those cadences.9 But 

that was my only experience. I couldn't wait to get old enough to join, but 

since I was seven or eight years old I used to march with them. Every time 

they came out I was there. So I was just mimicking them. That's what a lot 

of kids did. But me and my friend, we strapped on our boxes. And when 

9A cadence is any rhythmic flow of sound. It is the beat used in dancing or marching. 
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we weren't doing that-when they weren't marching-we would go 

around to like Field's Drugstore or the shoe shine shop and strap on our 

things and play for the different businesses that were in the area. And 

they would pay us a quarter or whatever and say, "That's very good 

young man. That's very good." Pat us on the back and inspire us. Then 

when I got like twelve years old - well, when I was fifteen I hurt my leg. 

KC: And I want to describe what you are doing, because you are sitting here 

and you got your hands going and you' re playing like your drumming 

and you can just see you having that box on. So what happened to your 

leg? 

WD: At fifteen-well, I played football also and I had role models in football. I · 

wanted to be like the Ransoms. I was known as one of the hardest little 

hitters in Junior League, or whatever we had, and I cracked my hip 

playing so hard. 'cause back then there was the Ober Boys Club10 and then 

your neighborhood football team, and the neighborhood football team, 

they would put the little guys up against the big guys. And I would tackle 

these big guys, and tackled the wrong one and my hip had gotten 

damaged. And I didn't know it was damaged and I played football for 

years and it was a cracked hip. And it went into a leg bone disease, a 

10 Ober Boys Club at 375 St. Anthony was started during World War II by the Union Gospel Mission. It was 
named for Edger Ober of 3M who was active with the Gospel Mission. This recreation club taught Christian 
values. Boys who participated also attended Snail Lake Children 's Camp. There was a Girls Club located at 
Welcome Hall. Sometime after 1960 the club became part of The Boys and Girls Clubs of America, but the 
building is still owned by Union Gospel Mission. 
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childhood bone disease, called Perthes Disease. ll And that kept me from 

going into the service, which I wanted to go very bad when I got eighteen, 

and it kept me from being in the Elks. Although the step that I have right 

now, I have a limp and it's been with me all my life, it's exactly how they 

used to march with the drums on, it's a little half step. [Laughs] It's a strut. 

It's a strut. I still have that strut but I couldn't walk for the mile. They had 

to march for five miles and I couldn't do that in a parade. But I was known 

as one of the best drummers early on 'cause I watched them since I was 

eight. When they was the old Elks and my sister was in them. Myrna 

Duke, and she was before my brother. That was back in the early 1950's, 

like '54, '55, and they was awesome then. They were always been a main 

thing in the community. 

KC: Well again, I have to describe what you are doing. We are sitting at a table 

so it's kind of only the upper half of your body, but I can see the sense of 

that strut and that little half step. You said earlier that they were such an 

inspiration for the whole community. Can you talk more about that? 

WD: Everybody that was in the drum and bugle corps, the Elks. I call them the 

Elk's 'cause Peters Meat, they sponsored them but they were White. But 

Peters Meat loved them I cause they'd win all the Winter Carnival 

competitions. And we had the torch light parade, the Winter Carnival,12 

and then they'd go to Drake's Relay. These people that were joining the 

11 Legg-Perthes disease is a hip disorder that primarily affects young boys. The condition carries the names 
of the physicians who first described it in the early 1900's. 
12 The Winter Carnival was founded in 1886 to contest a claim that Saint Paul was uninhabitable during the 
winter. The carnival is a celebration of Minnesota winters over a ten-day period that includes crowing of King 
Boreas and Queen of the Snows, day and evening parades, medallion hunt and other activities. Some years 
elaborate ice castles are built. 
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Elk's, you had to be elite. You'd have to be first of all real cool and sappy 

of everything that goes on in life, or at least this is what struck me and 

struck a lot of people. And so these people that joined came from popular 

families. I mean real popular families. Most of the people in the 

community knew each other. And the popular families, you'd know them 

by their last names like the Halls, the Ransoms, the Birches. These were 

the cool people that you just looked up to. These family names, the 

5mallers. You would want to be like them 'cause they had a big family. 

Twelve kids in the family. You'd say like, "1 would love to be a part." But 

'cause there was twelve kids my age, a little older, a little older than that. 

And they'd date back from the beginning times. The McGees. The 

beginning times of the Minnesota Blacks in this community. It's sort of 

like a record keeping thing. You stayed up on top of who was popular like 

in little African villages. In Africa and Ghana, there would be an elder 

who'd tell a story and pass on roots of who was popular and who's a 

strong leader. And those leaders would join the Elks 'cause the Elks was 

the elite thing to do then. The army's one thing, but this was community 

pride. 50 if you thought you was anything or if you wanted to be 

anything, you'd join the Elks. And it was a hard-core initiation you had to 

go through. It was almost like, but not to say the same, like when you join 

a gang nowadays. These Cripps and stuff beat you in, only the Elks they 

would be kidding. They'd be like run up the stairs fifty times to get them 

some water, or do something. If you didn't, they'd slap you on the back of 

your head or something, or even you'd have to get a paddle and spank. 

These initiation things, they do these things in colleges and stuff. 
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Initiations. It was like being in a fraternity. That's what it was more or less, 

but it was a community thing. And if you passed that test, 'cause there 

were a lot of crybabies. If you didn't pass it, you was just a weakling and 

you didn't deserve to be in this elite group of proud people. 'cause they 

were so proud. So that's what made it popular amongst everyone was 

'cause you had to be special to be in there. Then once you were, you better 

know what you were doing as far as playing your instrument on top of 

being a tough guy. Not a tough guy so to speak like this, but they were. 

KC: Did you have to know how to playa drum or bugle before you tried out? 

WD: Yes. Yes, you had to have-and most of them had natural skills. Some of 

them fell short and didn't come up to grade, they got kicked out right 

away. You know they didn't have any sluffers in there. You had to have 

skills. There's a movie out called Drum Line. I haven't seen it yet but I was 

going to rent that tonight, but I am sure it had similar the same kind of 

story where you had to join to be in. 

KC: If you would have been able to join-where did your brother go to learn 

the skills that he needed to be able to join the Elks? 

WD: What you do is hang around cliques. There were cliques in town, like the 

big families. My family, we're small. There's five of us. But we knew 

everybody else. My brother hung with a group of kids his age. And his 

brother was the coolies that already been in the Elks. We knew the 

Smallers, Floyd Smaller and Robert Smaller and all of them. All of these 

were our mentors, so we had all met. We used to play on the blocks, 

wrestle them, and keep up out of trouble and stuff. Then once we would 

apply, we would be automatically chosen, 'cause our friends were older 
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guys. The youngsters' siblings that were already in the Elks and 

established. That's how my brother got in, 'cause I was automatically the 

star football players and a big tough guy. 

My brother was real skinny and a small one. They used to say, "Ah, you're 

tougher than your bigger brother." Until one day he beat me up [Laughs], 

but he was older than me. So people looked up on me like I was 

something special. And when you were small it may have been esteem 

building, but it was also a wrong deflated ego that came to pass' cause I 

wasn't all of that. I needed to get humbled. But I thought I was something 

'cause I was automatic, automatic gifted in sports, automatic gifted in 

understanding. The only thing I wasn't automatic in was school. I was 

dyslexic,13 but back then we didn't know we needed special help but I did 

get that. 

KC: So you playing with these guys you kind of get to get in, but does anyone 

give you music lessons to be able to learn the trumpet? 

WD: They had Willy Burrell. I don't know if he was in the army band or air 

force band. I don't know where he came from but he was one of the 

original drum majors that taught and brought the whole system of 

marching in order and in unification. He brought it to the neighborhood 

as far as I know and he brought it back to my sister. My sister is sixty-five 

now. She was in the Elks. He brought everybody up and taught them the 

13 Dyslexia is an impairment that affects a person's ability to read, write, spell, do math, and sometimes, play 
music. 

18 

Ron
do

 O
ral

 H
ist

ory
 P

roj
ec

t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



cadences and everything. He was the band, what do you call it, the head 

major. 

KC: The drum major? 

WD: Yeah, I think so. 

KC: Was there a director for the Elks? 

WD: He was the director, the head major, the mentor. He was everything. They 

had other people that were-there were ranks. There was second in 

command. There was Lee Ballard and there was Harry Ballard. These 

people were second in command. Then they had a command in the bugle 

section. These guys were outstanding. You had to respect them, 'cause 

when they spoke, if you didn't they'd pop you up side the head. Lee 

Ballard was a boxer. Willy Barrel was a short man, about 5'6", about my 

size, and just packed the whallop and when he spoke, you respected him. 

He was one of the general type of people. 

KC: So did this man give formal trumpet lessons? 

WD: No, no, nothing formal, nothing out of the house. You just better know 

what you were doing when you stepped up to the plate. The Black 

culture's different when they learn things. They do it naturally. That 

formal stuff, no. Like if you were in Africa you are not going to get no one 

to teach you to go doonk, doonk, doonk, da-doonk, doonk. And in the 

community you just better be watching 'and pick it up. That's how most 

people that developed any skills got it. If they didn't have it and they 

wanted it, they were just going to have to watch their peers practice. 

Whether it was the trumpet, bugle, or drum, or marching-just had to 

watch. So it was leader by example more than anything else. You would 
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be shown certain cadences at a certain time, but that would be a whole 

group like a whole class. Like this would be how this goes [Clapping and 

slapping as if he were playing the drums]. You'd learn something like that 

and if you couldn't pick it up you'd be fired. You just didn't make the 

grade [Laughs]. You weren't cool enough, you weren't smart enough, you 

didn't have a clue about music. But if you had it in your heart and your 

soul, which it was passed on through the years from the 1940' s to the 50' s 

to the 60s, then if you followed everything you would automatically know 

how to do this. 

KC: Can you do another cadence for us? 

WD: Oh yeah. Ok here now this takes two drums, you all want to help me, you 

can go like this [drums on his lap], can anybody do that? Can you do that? 

KC: No 

WD: It almost sounds like ham bones (drumming with his hands), but it's just 

bop, boppa, ba-bop. OK the first part goes on snare drums, and the snare 

drum goes ... it has a higher bit [drumming noise]. A little something like 

that [Laughter]. 

KC: [Laughter] That's wonderful. 

WD: And there was a million of them and they were so cool that it, you know, 

put a lump in your throat. It inspired you to want to be that, and you 

know there were a few things that you wanted to be back in those days, or 

a few choices, you know, unless you were really highly educated. But one 

of them was music, the other was sports. And that's what we had to grow 

on and inspire us, so those were things we took pride in. 

KC: What else inspired you in the community? 
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WD: The Ober Boys Club. 

KC: The Ober Boys Club? 

Wilbur at the playground 
about 1953 

WD: Yes, there was always mentors, always. I don't care if they were White or 

Indian or Black, they were mentors and these people cared. Like 

nowadays you get the care but the kids aren't even listening. We had 

mentors that would gear us into positive things. It was like going to camp, 

learning how to row boat, learning how to live out in the wilderness. Also 

learning sports and then our coaches were also good, I mean they would 

know the family. Everyone in the community knew each other. There was 

Oxford14 and there was Hallie Q. Brown,15 which is now the King Center. 

14 Oxford Pool and Playground is located at 1079 Iglehart at Lexington and Oxford . In 1969 a recreation 
center was built that took over the management of the playground. Jimmy Lee Recreation Center was named 
for the first Black sports official at the University of Minnesota and the Minnesota High School League. 
15 Hallie Q Brown Community Center was opened in 1929 as a community center to specifically to serve the 
Black community when the Black YWCA was closed in 1928. The original location was in the Union Hall at 
Aurora and Kent Streets until it relocated in the Martin Luther King Building at 270 Kent Street at Iglehart. 
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And there was also the Ober Boys Club. There was Short Hill16 where 

Dennis Presley played [baseball]. Ober Boys Club was affiliated with the 

Union Gospel Mission and that was Woody Harrison or Herald Moore. 

These were the sponsors of these community centers, and when you went 

to these community centers you were safe. There were so many activities 

and it was so good. You wouldn't have to worry about nothing. The 

parents wouldn't have to worry about nothing. There were always events 

going on whether it was Halloween parties, and the duck pond, or ice

skating, and overnights, and stuff like that. 

111111111111111111111111111111111 .. -.. -== QCtrtificatt of ~tuarb == _ lEt 

mil lEt 
mil I!£f 
mal IJ£t mil _ 

- lEt ,. .. -mil ,. 
mil -- -.. -111111111111111111111 11111111111 
AA~J' ......... Ce.- ........... . 

KC: Let's go back to the Ober Boys Club. What were some of the specific 

memories that you have of being at Ober Boys Club? What did you 

specifically do there? 

WD: Football. I won a couple most valuable player [awards]. Two years in a 

row I was most valuable player for the pee-wee football team. 

1SShort Hill at Marshall and John Ireland Blvd. was a baseball field built by neighborhood boys and a father. 
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KC: How old were you then? 

WD: I started when I was like eight, and then up until I was fifteen I was one of 

the outstanding players. They said I was inspiring' cause when we had a 

losing team I was in the back saying we can beat these guys and I would 

be crying tears' cause I had all my heart into it. So I was known as a heart 

player and that is what they told me anyway. I didn't know what a heart 

was. All I knew was I'm not quitting. So I wasn't a quitter. Two years in a 

row, I received most valuable player awards. That means a big ole letter, a 

jacket, a trophy, your name in the paper. And then there was a guy named 

Fran TarkentonY He was the quarterback for the Minnesota Vikings back 

in the day, and Bud Grant. And they used to come in and award us kids 

with these trophies. And we didn't play it up like grown-ups did, like this 

was a big honor. We just knew we did the job. 

But these people were coming in to be mentors and role models for us and 

for them to take that time out, even what we did know was inspiring to 

us. And to have somebody like Fran Tarkenton shake my hand. And we 

would wrestle and play, and I would remember that all my life. I've got 

17 Fran Tarkenton was quarterback of the Minnesota Vikings 1961 to 1966 and 1972 to 1978. 
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This picture was in the 
Saint Paul Dispatch with 

the following caption: 

MINNESOTA VIKING 
quarterback Fran 
Tarkenton is shown as he 
presented trophies to 
Ober Boys club football 
champions at the club 
Tuesday night. 
Accepting trophies from 
Tarkenton (left) are left 
to right Hiram Douglas 
Jr. ; Percy Benjamin and 
Wilbert Dugas. Douglas 
is the team captain and 
Benjamin and Dugas are 
the most valuable 
players. Tarkenton was 
the guest speaker at the 
award program. Ober 
club won the Pee Wee 
baseball league title and 
was runner up in 
football . -Staff Photo 

pictures of myself in the papers holding up my trophy. Things like that. 

Those memories were more definite at the Ober Boys Club. Behind that, 

just like when you in college, once you're a popular sports star, you're in 

all throughout that community or that organization. Ober Boys Club. So I 

wrestled, I boxed there, I loved craft nights, and I liked to build things. 

They taught me how to do things and do them with care. You know, 

'cause some people sluff over stuff. I took care in everything I did' cause I 

was always trying to please my role models and mentors. 

KC: Who were some of your mentors at Ober that you remember? 
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WD: There was Willie, Willie Turner. He was our coach. There was Clyde 

Siccarelli. He was our counselor at Ober Boys Camp. He was an ex

marine. He was White, wore a little butch haircut with sort of red hair. He 

was everybody's idol. He had muscles. He could beat anyone one of us 

brothers down and he didn't take no mess. And we were considered the 

low end of Rondo. We were the tough kids. We were the OUf Gangs, so 

when we had to respect him, you know he had it coming' cause he was 

the one of the people that all of us looked up to. If we had a beef we'd take 

it to him. If he seen us out there fighting, he'd make us go put on boxing 

gloves and box. You know. Father Flanagan, but he was no saint. And 

there was him, and also BoBo Walker. He was a very high influence on me 

as far as character and he's still around town influencing me. He had some 

turns in life but he still always managed to be a man and he was my 

counselor. 

KC: What did he do to influence you to be such an inspiration for you? 

WD: He was fair. He looked at things like I look at things now, in a fair way. 

When I see injustice I go for the underdog who someone is being unjustly 

unfair to them. He did that all the time. He was always there. He said, 

"Well, Dugas is right," or So-and-so is right, and he'd sit you down and 

he'd explain to you what's up, what's really up, and he was so cool. 

Everybody in the community liked him. Now the Walker family was so 

popular nobody would mess with them. He also had a reputation of being 

very shrewd. When it came to if you disrespect him, he'd knock you out 

or something. [Laughs] He was on another level, but what us kids seen 

was just a gentle side. But when you heard the stories about him in the 
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street, he'd a done just whooped four policemen and a gang of other folks 

by himself. He was small in stature but solid muscle. But his fairness is 

what stood out about him. He was fair to everyone, he was honest, and he 

was a man. He didn't take no stuff, but he didn't try to front like he was all 

of that. He told it like it was and that was true honesty, and that's what I 

got out of him, just being honest. 

KC: How old was he when he was this mentor for you? 

WD: I believe he must have been around sixteen, seventeen or eighteen. And he 

still is my mentor when I see him today. We still have a great deal of 

respect for each other 'cause he knew I loved him. I used to talk about 

him. Everybody talks about him. There were certain families that you still 

talk about even to this day that hold that high respect like the Smallers. 

You know. I seen Robert the other day. He was one of my favorite 

mentors. He didn't go to the Ober Boys Club all the time but he lived right 

on the corner house from me next to Jimmy Shelton and it was our block. 

We had like a block gang, too, of kids. You know, little rascals. And Genie 

Boy Watts and Robert Smaller lived in the same complex so they gave us a 

lot of insight on being honest, fair, fair play, and they had us playing 

football amongst each other out in the lot. And then after we were 

through, they would wrestle with us all day long. I mean there would be a 

million kids jumping on them. They were so strong, they 'were like 

busting us off. That was so much fun. 

KC: Where were you living? 

WD: I was on 551 Carroll A venue. You know where the King Center is now? 

That's on Kent and Iglehart. I was right on the corner where it would be 
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Carroll. But that's where the Kings Center's playground or a what's that 

school? Benjamin E. Mays. We lived right there where that playground is. 

That's where our house was and on the other end on Mackubin was where 

Robert Smaller and Jimmy Shelton lived. All of that area was a story in 

itself. I was one block east of Dale Street. Dale Street was a dividing line. 

We were like the Cornmeal ValleyJ80 f town. That's the low, you know, 

struggling but tough ghetto kids. And then on other side19 was your 

people like Corky Finney. They had good education. They were in the 

upper echelon. But Corky would always hang with us, so he was 

accepted. There was always a division but it wasn't so divided that we 

couldn't get along. But we knew we were the elite and they who thought 

they were the elite weren't at all that [Laughs], 'cause they didn't have 

what we had. Well, if they did-I don't know. I didn't go over there that 

much ... On that side [Laughs]. 

KC: What made you the elite? 

WD: 'Cause we were tough. There was a rivalry. I went to Mechanic Arts High 

School.2° That was located right next to the Capitol.21 Where that new 

building sits next to the Capitol now is where my schooL .. I hate they tore 

18 Cornmeal Valle, also known as Lower Rondo or Deep Rond,o was East of Dale Street. This was a lower
middle-class residential neighborhood predominately with single-family homes. From the 1930's, this area 
struggled with growing poverty. 
19 The "other side" was Oatmeal Hill. Oatmeal Hill was a term referring to Rondo West of Dale Street toward 
Lexington , sometimes known as Upper Rondo. More affluent residents tended to move into this area, giving 
the impression the residents had a higher social standing. This middle class neighborhood was 
predominately single-family homes. 
20 Mechanic Arts High School had been located between Robert and Aurora, from 1911 - 1976. It was sold 
to the state and torn down 1978. 
21 Minnesota State Capital was built in 1893 at 75 Constitution Blvd, just north of downtown Saint Paul. In 
2003 the street was renamed Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. Blvd. Minnesota's statehood came in 1858, but 
there was a 36-year controversy over the Capital 's location. 
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it down. But that school had a reputation like the Gopher Elks. And the 

people that went there, they came from the West Side. They were 

Mexicans, Indians, Chinese. It was a mixed thing down there. It was like a 

melting pot. So we all got along, but that meant we all had to be tough 

'cause at any given moment there would be a challenge, like a little school 

fight or something. So we knew we were cool that way, but we got along 

so that wasn't too much a problem. But going on the other side like 

[Minneapolis'] Roosevelt High 22 and Central [High SchooP3]. We would 

go up there and whether it would be a football game, the rivalry would be 

great and we knew we would kick their butts every time. [Laughs] And 

sometimes they would win and that's what kept the rivalry 'cause they 

were the bourgeois people on that side of town and we were like the 

jiggaboos. I don't know if you've ever seen this movie called Higher 

Learning by Spike Lee? They had the bourgeois, they were the wannabes, 

and then they had the jiggaboos. And we were the jiggaboos so we 

thought we were tough. That movie describes exactly the way our 

neighborhood was and most probably in a lot of society. A lot of 

neighborhoods in society in the United States were probably like that 

' cause when they came out with that movie, everyone related to that scene 

with the jiggaboos, the wannabes. That's the way it was. You couldn't tell 

us we were slum or ghetto 'cause some of our parents were on welfare, 

22 Minneapolis Roosevelt High School was formed in the 1920's at 4029 28th Avenue S in Minneapolis, MN. 
23 Central High School began in 1866 and consisted of two rooms in the Franklin Building downtown Saint 
Paul. By 1872 "Saint Paul High School" was moved to 7th and Jackson. In 1883a 27-room building was 
completed and the school was named The Saint Paul Central High and located on Minnesota Street in 
downtown Saint Paul. 'cause of space needs, a new school was built at 275 Lexington Avenue in 1912. In 
1977 the building was reduced to its structural form, expanded and rebuilt to the current building . 
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'cause we struggled. We were on the low end of Rondo but we worked 

hard, just as hard, but' cause of that struggle inwardly we knew we were 

tough little rugrats and we would survive anything. Even to this day, the 

people who I grew up with on the other side of Dale, those people fell by 

the wayside mentally. Some of them went to drugs real deep and never 

came back. Some of them lost their minds. Sure, 'cause I don't know, they 

didn't have what it took to sustain themselves in life. They were puffed up 

bigger than what they thought they were and when they got into the real 

world they found they didn't know nothing. Where everybody on my side 

of the tracks, they're still here to survive, and their like little tough rugrats, 

or you know. So I look at that and take pride in that. 

KC: I hear you saying that you saw a real division between Oatmeal Hill and 

Cornmeal Valley. 

WD: There was always a division, but it was a harmless one. We used to have 

fights on both sides of the tracks. Like Saint Peter Claver24 ran me and 

Jimmy Shelton and a whole bunch of us from our block back down, we 

went up there to challenge them. Jimmy was the leader of bur gang, and 

our club, our block. 

KC: What was the name of your club or .gang called? 

WD: It wasn't no name, we were just the Carroll Street Kids [Laughs] and we 

were the hub of this side of the track. And Jimmy Shelton was our leader 

'cause he knew how to build bow and arrows. He looked like an Indian 

and he used to be like our scout. It was like playing cowboys and Indians 

24 Saint Peter Claver Catholic Church began in an unstructured way in 1889. A new building was erected for 
the segregated congregation at Aurora and Farrington Avenue in 1892. After the new school and convent 
were built, the new church building was completed at 375 Oxford at Saint Anthony in 1957. 
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and stuff. And he knew how to do all of that. And so we looked up to him 

as a leader. He led us up there to Saint Peter Claver, the Catholic Church 

up there and school, to fight Walter Richardson. Walter Richardson was a 

tough guy on that side of the tracks and he was tough 'cause he beat us all 

the way back on this side of the tracks. Walked us from all the way up 

there on Lexington. That's where we went up there. I thought it was a 

gang fight. I was about maybe eleven years old or twelve and we had a 

whole gang of us. We walked up there with our chests out, had our little 

jean jackets with the little writing on the back, you know, the Sharks in the 

West Side Story,25 the Jets and the Sharks. And we went up there in our 

jackets. Every year there was a gang-fight with all schools. It would be the 

last day of school of letting out. And it's still probably prevalent today. 

There was a meeting place like Blood Alley. There were spots you would 

meet and have a gang fight. 

KC: Where's Blood Alley? 

WD: That's was behind Marshall on Grotto. I believe between Ashland, just 

down the street from Marshall Junior High,26 and that's by Grotto and 

Ashland and all the gang fights used to take place there when kids were in 

junior high. Now as far as high school, the gang fights could take place 

anywhere whether it would be the Hollow-most of them took place at 

25 West Side Story is musical play and movie that was produced in the 1960's. 
26 Marshall School was built in 1925 at Grotto - Holly - Ashland - St. Albans. It was Marshall Junior High 
from 1926 - 1937. In 1937, 10th grade was added, in 1938, 11 th grade, and in 1939, 12th grade was added, 
making it a junior and senior high school with graduating classes from 1940 to 1952. It returned to junior high 
only in 1952. Webster Elementary School was built on the same site in 1926. The two buildings were 
connected in 1975 and became Webster Magnet Elementary School. 
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the Hollow where the Gopher Elks used to march. Lots of fights. If it was 

not even a gang fight, it would be a one person. It would be one toughie, 

one person, a female of the school and a female of that school fighting 

over a boyfriend or something. Everyone would just circle around and it 

would be like a party [Laughs]. That's what it was like. 

KC: How often would these fights take place? 

WD: Once a year, at the end of every school year. June 6th when school let out. 

The fights would be planned months in advanced. [Laughs] "I hate that 

girl from a long time."" I hate that guy from a long time." Wait till 

school-'cause nobody wanted to get suspended from school so they'd 

wait until the last day of school. They'd say, "You wait till school gets out. 

I'm gonna get you." And then they'd say "Oh, he's gonna get you." A lot of 

reverie built up. "Oh, So-and-so said he's gonna whoop your butt." And a 

lot of talk like that, instigation. We went up there and they spit on us and 

they pushed us like that all the way on the other side of Dale Street. I was 

never so embarrassed. And I said, "Leader, what are they doing to you? 

Why are you letting them push you like that?" I was just a little boy 

tagging along. Everyone was older than me. I was always the youngest in 

every group I've ever been in. And they were just knocking him up side 

the head and the girls were spitting on his back and pushing him. 

[Laughs] And said, "I thought we came up here to fight." "Shut up 

Junior." They used to call me Junior. [Laughs]. "Be quiet." And so Jimmy 

was crying. He was our leader, so I started crying too, out of 

embarrassment. They didn't hurt us. They just shoved us and tried to 

push him to the ground all the time. But see what it was, when we went 
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up there thinking it would only be between Jimmy and Walter 

Richardson. The whole school came after us, the whole school. [Laughs] It 

was like 200 kids: So the crowd, like a parade marching, pushing us, 

spitting on us all the way. And saying, "Get back on the other, on your 

own side of town you little ghetto dwellers." You know and spitting on us 

and calling us ... 

KC: Do you know what inspired this? . 

WD: Jimmy Shelton wanted to go with Walter Richardson's sister, Linda 

Richardson. That's what I was told. I was too young to know what was 

going on. I was a follower but I heard it was about his sister or he got in a 

fight with Walter Richardson's sister. And Jimmy was coming up there to 

confront Walter about it. And get his girlfriend and walk her back to his 

house, or whatever. And Walter wasn't having no part in Jimmy-like the 

Maria story in West Side Story. He wasn't having no part of him messing 

with his sister. And then anyways, we thought we were in for a big 

surprise. 

KC: Now before you mentioned Hallie Q. Do you have some memories 

around Hallie Q. Brown, the things that you used to do there? 

WD: I also played football for the midgets' football team for Hallie Q. Brown. I 

played basketball there. They had activities and one of my biggest 

memories was Mrs. Janabelle Taylor.27 She used to be my friend. She used 

to be like a mama when my mama wasn't around. She used to call me 

something. She still calls me it today when I go to church. She used to call 

27 Janabelle Murphy Taylor was program director at Hallie Q. Brown Community Center. 
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me Little Bad Boy Something. It was a nickname she pinned on me. I 

never was bad, but I was always tagging along with people and she was 

always making sure I didn't do nothing wrong. She was always at the 

front desk. She was like a receptionist, make sure kids signed in and kept 

track of all the kids. She kept track of me all the time. She was a big 

memory and inspiration to me 'cause everyone respected Miss Taylor. 

Everyone respected everyone, but certain people were popular' cause they 

were outspoken and they weren't intimidated by kids. They just knew 

how to act with us. She had that mother figure thing going with 

everybody. But it impressed me 'cause I always respected people who 

were close, acted like my mother. My mother and father were always 

together and they didn't get divorced until I was grown. But that 

authority figure. I sort of appreciated that in my life. It kept me grounded. 

KC: So I hear that Hallie Q. was very much the sports for you? Sports were a 

big part of your life? 

WD: Yeah, the same as the Ober Boys Club. Hallie Q. Brown was neutral. 

People from the other side of Dale Street carne to go to Hallie Q. Brown 

and Hallie was right in our neighborhood on Kent and Aurora. So 

everybody went there. That was as popular as the Ober Boys Club in some 

ways. And they were all in competition. Hallie Q. Brown, Oxford and 

Ober Boys were in competition as community centers in the 

neighborhood. When we played football against each other. It was a 

rivalry. But it was a fun one. You know, one fight about that or nothing. 

But we knew. "We beat you. We beat you." It was a fun thing to do. 
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KC: I hear very much that this was an enclosed community. Did you leave the 

neighborhood? You know you talked about it being twelve blocks long. 

WD: Yeah. Everyone was condensed up until the freeway when they tore 

Rondo down and [people were] relocated. Jimmy Shelton was just coming 

out of college then so he was on the board for relocation. I don't know if 

he was on the council board or what, but he had a big part to do with 

relocating people. For the most part he was controversial. A lot of people 

didn't like what he was doing I cause he was stepping in. They call it doing 

the dirty work for the White man or whatever, you know. 'Cause they 

were moving this freeway out. Back in those days, it was just before the 

militant days came along in 1965, '66. You know when Martin Luther 

King28 and H. Rap Brown29 and Hughie Newton,3D Malcolm X.31 

Everything was about getting freer and having pride. Then there was the 

NAACP. Jimmy Shelton was working for the NAACP at that time. And 

they was considered-I don't know what you would say. They weren't 

militant. Everyone in the neighborhood was more on that radical, you 

know, militant tip, while the NAACP was working hand in hand with the 

White neighborhood, the Indian neighborhood. They were for justice, 

which they have always stood for. Only our parents would love the 

NAACP, but the kids, the youth thought, "OK, Malcolm X, Malcolm Xl" 

[Laughs] So there was a separation there. But Jimmy relocated my mother. 

28 King lead the Southern Christian Leadership Council 
29 Harold "Rap" Brown was the chairman of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, SNCC, after 
chairmen Marion Barry (later became Mayor of Washington, D.C.). Charles McDew (who later lived in 
Minnesota), and John Lewis (who later became U.S. Senator). 
30 Newton was affiliated with the Black Panther militant political organization. 
31 Malcolm X was a leader of the Nation of Islam. 
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She moved up on Hewitt and Hamline and that's by Hamline, where you 

go. Where you go? Saint Thomas or Hamline? 

KK: Hamline. 

WD: OK, you know where Hewitt is? 

KK: I live up on Hewitt. 

WD: Yeah, well I lived at 1250 Hewitt and my mother loved it 'cause it was a 

great deal. We had to sell our house. I still have dreams about our house. 

It was next to the old Elks, you know the Gopher Elks,32 which they 

turned a store next to my house on Kent into the Elks. I miss that house. I 

miss that neighborhood. Everyone did. That disoriented people a whole 

lot 'cause it separated-it broke up that tight knit group of the twelve

block radius. I don't know how many blocks. It's almost twelve short 

blocks from just on the other side of Selby, but Selby was our borderline, 

Selby to University. There wasn't Black people over on Sherburne or that 

many on Ashland or Hague then. There was maybe a couple there, but 

then there was Lexington and that was a borderline and there was the 

Capitol down to here and that was all Black and it was all run down at 

that time. Only until recently, and these were some of things that were 

said when they were relocating it-that the White people were corning 

back in 'cause this is prime property. And it is close to everything. It's two 

minutes from downtown. Then we never knew it. We always lived here. 

Up here on the corner on Western-those and the Commodore Hotel and 

all of that-those were luxurious spots in the 1920's and '30's, and White 

people lived there. But as Black people were growing and growing in the 

32 Gopher Elks Lodge was at 559 Carroll at Kent. 
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community, all of that stuff, everyone moved out. It was rundown ghetto 

roaches everywhere and so they gave the leftovers like to the Blacks. So 

we lived with that on this end of town. 

KC: The Rondo neighborhood started before the '20' s and the '3~' s. 

WD: Yeah, but when you say Rondo, you're thinking of where most people 

carne up from the South and lived on that street and then branched out to 

the other streets, Selby, Carroll, Kent, and Aurora. But Rondo was a main 

street. It was like a main drag. It was like a University Avenue but it ran 

straight through the ghetto. We used to ride streetcars, you know the 

electric cars, and that got us from point A to point B, from up in the hood 

to downtown. So everything that was businesswise flowed on Rondo. 

KC: Let's go back and you were talking about the relocation. How did your 

family find out they had to sell their house? 

WD: It was just an automatic thing. Some kind of way-it was a 

redevelopment, design project to put in a freeway. That was the excuse of 

the state of Minnesota saying we want this freeway to corne through. The 

Blacks at that time, the youth at that time were thinking they're putting 

that freeway in here so they can corne in with tanks and blow us up. 

'Cause it's quicker and corne in and out of the neighborhood. This was the 

frame of mind then when it was going on, that this was a strategic 

political plan to be able to separate us to keep us from gallivanting and 

corning together collectively and it did all of that. It separated us to so 

many far out places that it was amazing how devastating it was to 

everyone until they opened up their eyes and said, "I don't know what 

happen to So-and-so. I haven't seen those people in so many years." But 
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back in the day, everybody seen each other everyday, or somebody's 

family or something. But they moved them out to Roseville or scattered a 

few here, scattered a few there, and all over the community where it's sort 

of like separated US.33 

KC: Can you talk about more ways where you personally felt the devastation? 

WD: It.really didn't affect me mentally' cause I was grounded. My parents were 

grounded. It really didn't matter where we lived. I didn't take in the 

significance of what it did socially in our community. As far as 

togetherness, I guess we can say we lost camaraderie and togetherness. 

That's not there anymore' cause people aren't in contact, close contact. So 

the families that grow up now, you don't know their kids. Back in those 

days, from the baby on you knew that family, 'cause that's where their 

family lived all their life. So you got to see them in the neighborhood. 

You'd seen them outside their houses and everybody roamed around 

everybody's house 'cause it was such a small community that it was

everyone knew each other. That's the only thing that affected me was as 

we got older into our teens and early twenties. We didn't recognize certain 

kids 'cause then there were other people moving in from Chicago and 

Detroit and Saint Louis and Omaha, 'cause it was a great growing 

community . 

It was one of the best places to live. It has a reputation for being in 

harmony with the whole environment. White people could corne in here, 

33 By the 1960's most Saint Paul Blacks still lived in Summit University. After 1-94 was built there was a 
migration of Blacks out along Wheelock Parkway and to suburban Maplewood. [African Americans in 
Minnesota by David V. Taylor, published by Minnesota Historical Society Press, 2002) 
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you know Indians. Everybody was welcome. Until this day it is still like 

that. That's why people feel that infiltration of Whites is coming back. It's 

so easy. It was nothing. Wait until they sell this person's property and 

then we can go buy it for a dollar. We'll fix it up and then move in the next 

person, and that's the way it was filling and that's the way it felt. 

KC: How old were you when your house was sold? 

WD: I was eighteen or nineteen. Something like that. Oh, matter of fact I was 

twenty. I was twenty, 'cause I went on the road playing around the world, 

playing music then, and I was just getting out there. But I was playing 

music since I was fourteen at all the neighborhood clubs and locally and 

got a reputation, and then a group came from out of town that had a 

Grammy record out and they picked me up and I went on the road, and I 

was twenty, with them. And that's when my mother moved. When I left 

town. 

KC: What group was it that picked you up when you were twenty? 

WD: It was the Esquires. They were popular like the Temptations and they 

were out of Milwaukee. There was a five state area that everyone would 

know about the different popular groups. Like Motown had the 

Temptations, and Chicago had the Impression, and musically you stayed 

in tune to who was good and who wasn't. So when a group came from 

Milwaukee and they had a million dollar seller out and it was nominated 

for a Grammy and they wanted me to drum with them, that was a 

testament to my whatever accomplishments here locally. So I jumped into 

the group and to this day me and the band members-some of them live 

in California and they come back and forth here and play with some of the 
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great jazz bands. Some of them live in Texas. We're still great friends. The 

singing group that was popular then had all the records out. They since 

fell apart. Some of them died, some of them fell by the wayside, drinking 

or whatever. But they were real popular and they played all over the 

United States on a higher circuit level. That's what took me out of here 

and from there I've been a roadrunner all my life. 

Dugas playing drums 

KC: And a roadrunner, how would you define a roadrunner? 

WD: As someone who is adventurous like a Rolling Stone. I'll bounce around 

from state to state and survive just like it was my state. And I always took 

note in these different states, which ones remind me of where I grew up. I 

didn't like a lot of them. California I was compatible with until drugs and 

crime came out there. Kansas City I was compatible with. So I was always 

taking notes on, "Boy, these people are cool. I can communicate with 

them. They feel like home people." And there were other states where 

they were all snooty, and I said "These bourgeois .. . " I was always making 

that analysis. 

KC: So now is "feeling like home people?" Is that Cornmeal Valley people? 
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WD: The whole thing and also being a Rolling Stone. See, I was what you 

would call neutral. Whether it would be a gang-I don't care in what city, 

whether it was Compton, California, or Beverly Hills or Hollywood or this 

side of Dale Street and the other side of Dale Street. I was well known and 

well liked in all communities, so home was home no matter what. I was 

able to adjust to the bourgeois 'cause we played for kings and queens. In 

my travels you get worldly and you learn how to act around people 

according to-you say this is somebody who is important. You don't want 

to go to the president and act ghetto, so you become friends and able to 

function with people in all communities and societies. 

KC: So let's get back and talk about Rondo. Before you left and started rolling 

around the world, where were some places that you played and some of 

the people you played with? 

WD: Oh, here in town. Well I started out with Buzzy Ransom after watching 

the Elks. Buzzy Ransom, there's a Ransom family. And that's Nick Davis. I 

grew up with Nick and Buzzy 'cause they were all first cousins. But I grew 

up in the household, so we all ate out of the same pot. Buzzy had the 

popularest band in the ghetto, so to speak, in this neighborhood. They 

were the R&B group. And everybody wanted to be a part of them or this 

group called the Fabulous Amazers. And 'cause I was close with-being 

Kenneth Ransom, the littlest one who was young like me, grew up around 

Buzzy and started playing with him first. And' cause I used to go to all his 

rehearsals and just watched the band, that's how I sort of learned how to 

play was watching their drummer. So Peachy Eaves, he's another one you 

should interview. Got all the history documentations of the music that 
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ever went on around here. But anyways, he's who taught me how to play 

the drums by watching him. Whenever Buzzy needed a fill in drummer -

and I was young. I was fourteen - they would call on me 'cause I 

automatically knew how to play from just watching and imitating and 

playing shadowboxing drums, you know, just playing along side without 

no sticks or nothing. Just acting like I do and as soon as I got on the 

drums, "Oh boy, this young guy can really play." So I was popular once 

again. I started music' cause I messed up my leg, you know, and it's been 

hurting since I was twelve. But I kept playing football until I was fifteen. 

Meanwhile my mom asks me-the doctor told my mother, "Get him into a 

career now' cause he's not gonna be having to play sports anymore in his 

life. His leg is messed up." So my mother asked me what I wanted to be 

and I said musician. I was dumb and stuff. She bought me a big five 

hundred, six hundred dollar set of drums. Her and my father got into a 

big fight and argument about it, said, "You big dummy. He ain't going 

nowhere with music. You just wasted our money." [Laughs] Then when 

he got older, he seen that I was on television and did a lot of different 

playing and teaching music, so he took pride in me. But back in them 

days, he used to laugh at my mother and say, "You big dummy." 

[Laughs] You know. "How stupid you are, woman, and how dare you 

buy him a set of drums. Better teach him how to read and write and stuff 

like that." My mom was a supporter. She bought me a set of drums and 

right away. I went from drums-at this time, I was in Gillette State 
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Hospital34 for crippled children for like six years, off and on, for six 

months at a time, while they were doing surgery trying to correct my leg. 

After left hip surgery at 
Gillette State Hospital. 

Age thirteen years 
July 1963 

And I took piano, so I got a little skills in piano and when I got out I just 

kept pursuing it. [In] my school scene, I had a learning disability. 

Mechanic Arts. So they sent in a counselor to send me to a vocational 

rehabilitation, where they paid for my schooling at MacPhail35 for music. 

So I kept digging into music. 

KC: So you traveled over to Minneapolis, too. 

WD: Yeah, I went over to Minneapolis to go to school. That was my first formal 

training at Dogma's Drum School. 

KC: Who else did you play with here? 

WD: I played with a series of local groups. Some of them were my own. I've got 

a list of them right here. Any of those names I played, except Al Green. 

Some of them were superstars, the local groups, Salt, Pepper and Spice, 

34 Gillette State Hospital for Crippled Children began in 1897 at 987 East Ivy Avenue on the east side of Saint 
Paul. In 1977 it moved to the current location at Regions Hospital and is known as Gillette Children's 
Hospital. 
35 MacPhail Center for the Arts was founded in 1907 and located at 1128 LaSalle Avenue in downtown 
Minneapolis. In the late 1950'5 into the 1960'5 it was the music school for the University of Minnesota. 
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Michael's Mystics-that was a very popular mixed group, White group. I 

guess they were really mixed. They had a couple mulattos. They were 

leaders, they were brothers of it, and they were so popular in the 

community. If you played with them you were making big money. You 

know, like five hundred dollars a week for a little seventeen, sixteen year 

old was a lot of money. So they were getting money like that. 

KC: Where did they play? 

WD: The Prom,36 any big thing. The Cabaret, the Purple Barn, any big event 

that had a million people and rings. We played with Sly in the Family 

Stone. We did gigs all around. We were the opening act for any major 

group that carne to town. 

KC: What years were these? 

WD: This was from 1965, '66, '67. In those three years I played with them and 

from there I went on to other groups that were even more popular in this 

city, you know, and then I went out of town. 

KC: Back before you moved, when you were in high school, were there other 

people you looked up to as far as musicians or other places you would go 

to listen to music? 

WD: Yeah, I was sneaking into every bar and tavern I could. There was the 

Western Lounge that was the main place. That's where Buzzy Ransom 

played. 

KC: Where was that? 

36 Prom Ballroom called itself "Home of the Name Bands" and was located at 1190 University Avenue. 
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WD: It was on Western and right across from the Ober Boys Club, Western and 

St. Anthony. And then there was another place called the VFW.37 It was a 

place where they had big dances up on University and Lexington. It used 

to be above the pancake house or something right in there, but it was 

upstairs. It had big enormous dances. We used to go up there and see the 

[The Fabulous] Amazers play and Buzzy Ransom and The Trends. Those 

were the two most popular Black groups. The White group that I played 

with, or the mixed group, they played nothing but the suburbs and big 

money gigs, but anything in the ghetto if we got thirty-five dollars for a 

night apiece, that was considered money. But the other gigs were at least a 

hundred, a hundred-and-fifty dollars a person a night or five hundred 

dollars a week. Something like that. 

KC: When you would go out to the suburbs, would the audience be a mixed 

audience? 

WD: Yeah, but mostly White. There would be a sprinkle of Black people and 

supporters there. Everybody would be there. There would be the west 

side. The west side was a lot of Mexicans. They would come. The group 

that I played with, they were popular throughout the community. They 

were like Danny and the Reasons. They were popular names. Everybody 

related to them and they were on the radio everyday. You heard these 

band names, Michael's Mystics is playing at the Prom Ballroom tonight. 

There is a big event, big blown up thing. So everybody would show up, 

Black, White, you know, Mexicans, Chinese, Japanese. 

37 VFW World War II Post # 6845 rented space at 1060 University Avenue. This predominately White Post 
ran a bingo parlor and occasionally other events for White and Black patrons at this location from 1946/7 until 
the late 1960'5. 
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KC: So the Prom was a pretty mixed crowd? 

WD: Yeah, everywhere we played with this mixed group was mixed' cause the 

leaders they looked like White but they were mulatto.38 You know, they 

were mixed. You know, like my kids. And they were a popular-they 

were just get out, the best group in town, bar none. So when I got with 

them that was a prestigious position. "Oh, Dugas is playing with the 

Mystics, little ghetto Dugas." 'Cause they didn't even live around in the 

neighborhood. They lived out there in Prospect, or something. I don't 

know. Highway 61. Anyway, their parents were rich and stuff. 

KC: Again, in high school, where were some of the places that ... 

WD: I played at all the high schools with the Mystics. 

KC: So you were playing with the Mystics when you were still in high school? 

WD: Yup. 1965. I think I was a junior. I was in the eleventh grade, or maybe the 

tenth. I started when I was in tenth grade at Mechanic Arts. And before 

that I was a shy person. I was introverted. I couldn't think about getting a 

girl. I was on crutches' cause my leg was always messed up. I went to 

special schools that had elevators in it, so I felt low self-esteem before I 

had a gift, and that was I had a heart to keep on doing what I do. And that 

brought me girls and fame, and everybody started liking me. You know, 

the center on attraction. That got me up out of my shyness. 

KC: In high school again, if we keep looking back more towards the time of the 

Rondo corridor, were there other people that supported you in your 

music? 

38 Mulatto refers to a person with a Black and a White parent. 
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WD: In those days, everybody that knew me or knew my family supported me 

and my music. Like I said, I am a real go-getter. The same thing I did in 

football being the most valuable player, in all parts of my life I was like 

that. I was a trooper. I'm a team player. I think I even told you, I thought I 

was on the team. I said I just want to be a part of something. I ain't no 

loner. I don't even know how to do things by myself. But with that 

attitude, I go ahead and do the best I can to help to help every situation I 

am in, whether it's music or whatever. But that makes me popular' cause 

people know you're not a quitter. You always got something good to say 

or think. It has its benefits of being cool. 

KC: I have the impression that most of the music training you got was at 

MacPhail, but it wasn't in the high schools, it was outside of the high 

schools? 

WD: Basically [it was] the community that taught me music. Buzzy Ransom 

and the Trends. Like I was saying before, you had to watch people and 

study them intensely everyday and then go home and imitate them. Act 

like you had a microphone in front of your face, act like you were a 

drummer, act like you were a superstar, watch Aretha Franklin come on 

TV and James Brown.39 Actually James Brown was my biggest inspiration 

'cause I was known as being a very funky drummer. And after watching 

the Elks Bugle Corps, which was a funky marching band. The first person 

that inspired me in music was James Brown. Listening to him when I go to 

his concerts, I would even cry. I would get such a lump in my throat. It 

39 James Brown was born in 1933 in'Georgia and began is musical career in 1953, He is second only to Elvis 
Presley in the number of hit records-116 hits charted in his career in R & B, 
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was like when girls used to see the Beatles. I would say, "Man, that is the 

ultimate performer." And I would just tack pictures of him on my wall, 

you know, like people may do Prince or Snoop Doggy or whatever, but in 

my day it was James Brown. 

KC: Where did you see him? 

WD: I'd seen him at Stem Hall. A lot of dances were given at Stem Hall. That's 

the Roy Wilkins Hall40 in downtown. That's where a lot of his concerts 

were. He also gave them at the Marigold Ballroom over in Minneapolis 

and that was on Nicollet and lPh Street. He did a lot of stadium. Like I 

believe he did the fairgrounds. He did big events, and when he came 

everybody would show up. I mean just millions of people. I would say 

"Wow!" People didn't turn me on but .just getting up close to that stage 

and watching the drummer and watching them go through their routine, 

that inspired me to be just all I could. And with that whether I was good 

or not-I never looked at myself as being good, but something lit a fire in 

me. So when people seen me-and I always say this when I teach my 

students. I say if you do something with all your heart, first you have to 

learn how everybody takes after someone else. And who ever you watch, 

get into them so much that what's in their heart becomes in your heart and 

then you can portray with your own uniqueness of what that person was 

feeling. So everything I did came out. It may not have been James Brown, 

40 The Roy Wilkins Auditorium belongs to the River Center complex that accommodates various 
entertainment events at Kellogg and Seventh Streets. The original Roy Wilkins complex included Stem Hall, 
a theater and auditorium. The auditorium and Stem Hall were taken down in the early 1980's. The Auditorium 
was named for Roy Wilkins (1901-1981) who went to the University of Minnesota and lived in Saint Paul. He 
went on to become Executive Director of the national NAACP and a respected civil rights activist. 
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but it was close to it. But it was me. And people would say, "Wow, that's 

one of the funkiest, best drummers I've ever seen." Not that I let it go to 

my head, although that's encouraging and it builds up esteem, but that's 

what was said about me. So I was very popular in that sense and even to 

this day they call me old school. Now you got young guys who are twenty 

and eighteen, who say, "That's Uncle Dugas and he's tough." And I take 

that as, "Wow, I made a difference in this community. I'm a mentor like all 

those people who I used to watch." That cracks me up. 

KC: How many times did you get to see James Brown? 

WD: Every time he came here and I would watch him on television. [Laughs] 

KC: How often did he come? 

WD: At least once a year. At least once a year. And that was enough, and that 

was like the event of the year. And there was a lot of stars like Tina Turner 

and them came here. And Buzzy and the Ransoms, they used to bring all 

these people here back then, like the Temptations. They were Black 

promoted. And they'd bring someone big once a year. James Brown made 

it here every year it seems like. And every year I was right up front. You 

know, if I had to fight I'd be right up front. 

KC: What I think I am hearing you say is when you were going to go out and 

listen to a music group, you wanted to listen to a Black group? 

WD: That's all that inspired me, although I made most of my money playing 

White music. I played country rock, country pop music with Mary 

McGregor and that came down the line in 1977. She had a hit record out 

called "Torn Between Two Lovers" and won a Grammy. And I joined her 

group, and that was when I was really-to me that was making money 
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'cause we traveled all over the world, flew everywhere, flew. Everyday 

we were flying somewhere else. And it was limousine service and valet 

parking, valets everything, people opening up [doors]. So that was the 

best part of my musical career, all while I was out in California. But that 

didn't start until '77. But before that time it was totally jazz - Ray Charles, 

Quincy Jones. I was into a lot of jazz. The only person that I listen to that 

was R&B was James Brown and Aretha Franklin. People like that. Stevie 

Wonder. We were the same age, you know. So I grew up like that, and Sly 

in the Family Stone. I had my favorites and I still do. Just only about ten of 

them that I still hold high in my learning inspiration. 

KC: I only asked to take an hour of your time. What other memories do you 

have about music and Rondo? 

WD: Music and Rondo? It had a variety of different kinds of music, only in the 

sense of they were Black. They had Jazz, they had Blues, and they had 

R&B. Then they had people that were experimenting with crossover 

music. This community has always had a variety of music like that. And 

anyone of them that you would listen to, they would be good. Whether it 

would be crossover music-that's a cross between Jazz and Rock. And 

then there was just straight-ahead jazz - John Coltraine. And then there 

was contemporary. It was Quincy Jones. And then there was Ray Charles 

who had so much soul from years and years ago. And he was the first 

funky player that I ever heard before James Brown. There was James 

Brown and then there was Aretha Franklin, which was the kings and 

queens of soul. The groups that imitated them came off of those different 

genres, even Prince. 
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Now Saint Paul started a funky thing. I guess I can take a little bit of pride 

in it, like I was known throughout Minneapolis as being a funky 

drummer. A lot of people that started in music started a little later than 

me, but they would know about me and start that funky thing and Prince 

was one of them that came up after I did. And when I see Prince I say, 

"Wow, that's the music that we came up with during James Brown and 

when he be funky, it would be like that." And all the people he knows in 

Minneapolis-which I never knew him, but he might have known of me, 

but most of his band members know of me 'cause I played with them. 

When he came along, I seen that's how the Minnesota music has gotten on 

the map. It has its own identity but it's actually made up of a 

conglomerate of music that we listened to back in those days. And I was 

one of the first ones that started in the real funk. I mean Blues is easy, but 

to get funky like James Brown, that was a special technique. Prince 

mastered it, and I'm sure if you ever talk to him he'll tell you who 

influenced him. Prince and Sly in the Family Stone. 

KC: Did your parents go to listen to music in the Rondo corridor? 

WD: My mother and father weren't musically inclined. I was the only one in 

the family that was. When they went out there might be a jazz band. OK 

Jimmy Bohman. My dad was a great golfer, like Tiger Woods, and before 

Tiger Woods, there was my dad. He used to play all over the United States 

in Black tournaments before they let anyone Black into the PGA and stuff, 

and he used to win them all. So they would go to these exclusive clubs. 

Matter of fact, there's a picture of him in the Historical Society with my 
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mother. You know where that barbershop setting is in the Historical 

Society as soon as you get in the door. Jimmy Kirk, he used to golf with 

my father. I got pictures. Jimmy told me, "That's your dad right there." I 

said, "What?" My dad and my mother, they used to go to these big 

awards where they'd award them their trophy and he won the money to 

buy our first house that was on Carroll and Kent through golf. It was a 

$15,000 pot. He took the whole pot and bought that house for our family 

and we grew up in the house on Carroll. And the people that he golfed 

with, some of them were great musicians like Jimmy Bohman. Jimmy 

Bohman I think is still alive, and so is his son. They're from Minneapolis, 

but there was a society of people that were upper class and these were 

them people. They were the older people. The Masons and the golfers, 

and there wasn't anything boujie about them cause they were too classy 

for that. Only the kids looked at that kind of stuff. 

KC: You said you dad played in the Black tournaments. Can you speak about 

why he wasn't playing in the White tournaments? 

WD: Oh, just' cause there was cliques. There was separations. You know it was 

divided. Blacks didn't-one of the reasons was I think-'cause I have 

articles on that. White people knew there was better golfers. I mean your 

Arnold Palmers, my dad would've whooped them everyday of his life and 

he was one of the greatest. Jack Nicolas. My dad studied golf the way I 

studied music. He watched the greats. He studied. He came up from New 

Orleans. He's a Creole.41 He was real tall, slender, was a suit wearing 

41 Creoles are generally known as a people of mixed French, African , Spanish, and Native American 
ancestry, most of whom reside in or have familial ties to Louisiana. 
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person, but real classy. And he was studying golf since he was a little boy. 

He used to caddy, taught me how to caddy, taught me how to golf. And 

'cause of his greatness and certain people like him, 'cause there was a lot 

of Black articles about great Black golfers. But they weren't letting them 

into the mainstream golf tournaments' cause there was a divide there, you 

know. Discrimination. 

KC: Like in all sports they didn't let Blacks play. Do you know what year they 

started breaking that down? 

WD: Ok there was a Black golfer and he was Lee Elder. Lee Elder was the first 

Black golfer I had seen on the PGA tournament. He was the first one I 

know that they let in. But all of the White golfers-' cause amongst the 

great golfers there was no prejudice or no division like that. They would 

give Black people credit. It was just the people that owned those big golf 

courses and they are still like that today. 'Cause they're trying to get 

women in on the men's PGA and there is a big controversy about that 

now in the newspaper as of the past month, so you know it still goes on 

that way. But the golfers give each other respect. They knew my dad and 

they knew Lee Elders, and then there were a few others. And then here 

comes Tiger Woods who just opened up the floodgate. All kids all over 

the United States and over abroad are trying to be golfers whether they 

are Chinese, Japanese, Black, Indian, White, or purple. It just takes 
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someone like a Jackie Robinson, 42 the ones to be the forerunners to take all 

of the heat' cause to me that's the way it was. 

KC: Any other stories you want to share with us Mr. Dugas? 

WD: Nothing except inspirations of all Black people, whether it be sports, or 

whatever. I'll just make a couple of examples. There were some people

'cause they had to get spit on by their own and spit on by the White 

people. Some of the people who were the bravest was like Jackie 

Robinson. They were the first to step out. And' cause they were the first, 

not the best, but they stepped out of the box and took the criticism from 

both sides. There was Muhammad Ali, there was Jackie Robinson, there's 

a few others that I stated that need to be mentioned. They were truly the 

gate opener for Black peoples and their opportunities to get into 

mainstream America. 

KC: Did they personally influence you? 

WD: Yes they did, just 'cause they were the first. Black people always had a 

thing. They had to have a leader, some one who stepped out. And they 

stepped out. Little did I know that our own people were calling him 

[Jackie Robinson] Uncle Tom.43 I didn't know that until now. He had to go 

through that, plus he had to go through the baseball society. They were 

spitting on him and he had to keep his cool about himself like Martin 

42 Jackie Robinson was the first Black American to play Major League Baseball when he joined the Brooklyn 
Dodgers of the National League in 1947. 
43 "Uncle Tom," as a reference, frequently is interpreted to mean selling out to the White's man in authority. 
The reference comes from the book Uncle Tom's Cabin was written by Harriet Beecher Stowe in 1851-52. 
Stowe wrote the work in reaction to the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, which made it illegal to assist an escaped 
slave. In the story 'Uncle Tom' of the title is bought and sold three times and finally beaten to death by his 
last owner. 
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Luther King. And just take it. And by that tenacity, that let you know you 

don't have to sink to another person's level to raise up out of the dirt or 

the sand. That's what I look for in anybody and that's the way I see Black 

people around the whole country. We pick our leaders on that, on those 

grounds. You may not see it at first like Gandhi or Mandela. These people 

went through a whole lot just to say we're people. Keep on treating me 

that way, it's going to come back and haunt you, bite you in the butt. And 

it does. That inspires me and I think it inspires all Black people. 

KC: How did being raised in the Rondo neighborhood create your 

appreciation for inspiring Black people? 

WD: Just by the role models. We had Genie Boy Watts, Robert Smaller, Bo Bo 

Walker, these Blacks, and Junior Price. These were Blacks who were 

renowned. They were good at sports, they were also humane, and they 

were fair. There were some that we knew were just low down dirty snakes 

in the grass dogs, whether they be on drugs or were just crazy. But the 

ones that I looked up to and lot of my peers looked up to were 

outstanding. We knew they could beat anybody up in the whole 

neighborhood, but they were our friends . They didn't go for bad, but they 

were bad. They led by example, and their example made me have a lot of 

their characters in me, and until this day when I see Robert Smaller, it's a 

big old hug. 'Cause I used to get him in a big headlock and I was like the 

youngest and I almost beat these guys, but not really. But I had a grip. 

They used to call me Gorilla Grip Dugas, 'cause once I got you in the 

headlock. I liked to wrestle. I was a rough houser. Once I put my grip on 
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[tape turned on again] 

WD: Corky 44took over that same manner. He's a neighborhood policeman. But 

5kally45, this White cop, everybody loved him and respected him. He was 

one of us. When the Black community took on other ethnic groups, or 

other groups, like okay. There was Ronny Maricomi. He was the only 

Japanese that lived in the neighborhood. It was like these were the coolest 

people we know 'cause they would accept us and not look at us with 

some kind prejudice or preconceived notion. So when they talked to us, it 

was with that respect and 5kally-everybody will tell you about him. He 

was the most loved White cop in the community. And anybody that he 

partnered up with, they became our friend. When you were in with 

somebody Black-like two of my best friends, they're White. 'Cause they 

were my friends, everybody loved them. That's part of this community 

that needs to be said. White people were accepted and while we were not 

accepted in the other community. And what's his name said that, from -

you know the guy in the meeting with the mustache, with Carters. You 

know. What's his name? The White guy with the glasses, in the meeting? 

KC: Jim McDonough. 

WD: Yes. He made a statement and it was a true statement. Black people never 

shed off anybody from the surrounding community, but we were denied 

to go over on the east side or something with out getting stomped or 

44 "Corky" William Kelso Finney joined the Saint Paul Police Department in 1971 and became Police Chief in 
1992. 
45 Bill Skally served as a beat officer in the Rondo corridor and was respected for his work in that community. 
He served as a Saint Paul Police patrolman from 1941 to 1973, 
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called nigger all the way back. And he knew that, and I said how you 

know that? He used to be always over here. 

KC: Why was Skally so respected? 

WD: 'Cause he didn't arrest anyone. If it was a youth crime, he would take you 

to your mother's house and talk like a human being. So did Jimmy 

Mann.46 All the police in our neighborhood would do that then. But Skally 

was White and he would talk to the kids as he was on his break eating his 

donuts, him and his partner. And it was a community thing. It was more 

like he was one of us than he might have lived on the outskirts 

somewhere. And there is another cop who is like that now. His name is 

Pat [Scott]. Anyways, he is well known and he is like Skally. And he 

always hangs at Willard's. 

KC: Where's Willard's? 

WD: It's on Grotto and on Thomas. Yeah you ask anyone about Pat. I forgot his 

last name, but he's a good friend of mine. I shoot him at pool. He reminds 

me of Skally. He's a tough cop, and he is a little skinny dude, but if you 

are doing a crime, he will wrestle you down and give you the fight of your 

life if you are really wrestling and fighting. He was a good cop, but at the 

same time he was a community cop. He got to know everybody. He didn't 

try to be better than nobody or nothing, and Skally was like that. When 

people come into the community like that they are well accepted. And 

that's the way the whole world should be, like those kind of people. 

KC: Thank you Mr. Dugas. 

46 James O. "Jimmy" Mann joined the Saint Paul Police Department in 1957 and retired in 1977. 
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