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Morgan Bailey Curtin: Okay, so I just started recording, and I just want to remind you that at
any tim e you can have the recording stopped and we can erase it if you want or if you just want
to redact something that's fine. This is an interview w ith Pferron Doss, December 7, 2016.
The first question is how did you end up in Montana? W hat year did you move to Montana?
Pferron Doss: Sure. I ended up in Montana because I got an invite from my brother Ulysses Doss
who was the first director o f African-American studies in 1967. I had just gotten out of m ilitary
in 1969. So I came to the U o f M [University of Montana] in 1969.
MBC: Okay, awesome. The second question is did anything surprise you when you first moved
to Montana?
PD: There were a couple things that surprised me. A little back story. I was born in Wisconsin,
so I lived here most of my life in pretty much a sheltered life. I was born in the '40s, and I was a
victim o f Hollywood movies, etcetera, etcetera. So when I came to Montana in 1969, the first
thing I wanted to do was to go to the nearest Indian reservation. I went to the Flathead Native
American Reservation, and to my surprise there were no teepees. I really thought that Native
Americans continued to live in teepees. I got into a lot of trouble when I w ent to the store and
asked why that's not so. (laughs)
Also, something else that surprised me, because there w eren't that many o f us at first at the U
of M, but a lot o f people thought that every African American, w hether male or female, we
were athletes. They d id n 't consider the fact that most of us had gotten there due to academics,
you know, like high school, etcetera. Those were probably my biggest, kind of "w o w " moments.
MBC: Wow. Awesome, that's really interesting. Do you know how many black people that were
on campus about the tim e you got here?
PD: '69? I don 't remember, but there must have been less than 40, maybe.
MBC: Oh wow, okay.
PD: Yes.
1
P ferron Doss In te rv ie w , OH 4 5 2 -0 0 1 , Archives and Special Collections, M an sfield Library, University o f
M o n tan a-M is s o u la .

MBC: Okay, next question. W hat did you study fo r your undergraduate degree?
PD: I started o ff wanting to be a physical therapist, and then after my first semester of math, I
realized that probably was not going to happen, (laughs) So I got my degree in, let's see, a
major in social work in a m inor in sociology. I took as many extra credits that I could get from
African-American Study [Studies] Program because I just got so heavily involved in history so
that became my...If they had offered that degree, I would have gotten a degree in AfricanAmerican Studies.
MBC: Were they offering the m inor at that time?
PD: No, they were not.
MBC: So it was just like a couple classes you could take?
PD: There were a variety of classes that you could take, but it just helped your total
accumulation fo r graduation. There was no status behind it, actually.
MBC: The next question is did you notice any differences between people's perception o f race
on campus in the city of Missoula and in the tow n and cities of Montana?
PD: Yes, actually. Every tim e we w ent out in public Caucasian kids couldn't help but staring at us
as well as th e ir parents, and the kids wanted to rub our skin touch our hair. That became a very
common occurrence and actually was pretty frustrating at first. When you w ent out to eat,
everybody had to stare as though we did not know how to use table utensils. It was kind of
crazy. Some o f us had fun when we went out just continue w ith the stereotype. Some o f us got
upset and did w hat we needed to do.
Something else we noticed—the indigenous population, of course, were Native Americans.
They were treated rather badly. I mean, it was like they were the blacks in M ontana. Because
we were used to that kind of treatm ent from the geographical locations that we came from , but
it was pretty disheartening to see how, 1969, they were still being treated as poorly as they
were.
MBC: So this was mostly in the city of Missoula that you noticed this o r—
PD: I'm going to say the state.
MBC: Okay, just the state?
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PD: I didn't travel the entire state, but I traveled enough to...w hat I thought grasped the theme
that history had continued to do injustices to Native Americans.
MBC: Did you notice anything on campus regarding race treatm ent?
PD: Sure. The same kind o f treatm ent we received at first from students who were pretty
ignorant and not aware of the consequences fo r acting the way that they did. There were
m ultiple confrontations by us towards the perpetuators as well as just shaking our head and
wanting to know what the heck's going on here.
MBC: Yes, okay. Can you think o f one specific story at all?
PD: Not w ith o u t glamorizing it, and I would just venture to say that it took a lot of restraint in
those days to keep from wanting to riot, (laughs)
MBC: Yes. Okay, so the next question is what was the climate on campus versus the national
climate in term s of race and civil rights while you studied here?
PD. Yes. I would say that the campus, as well as the city, the issues that were present were the
same ones that m irrored society as a whole. For instance, housing. We did experiments where
we would send a cadre of people out to apartm ent buildings around the campus to see if they
would rent to people of color. We proved that there was a lot of racism going on because we
would do something like this: we'd have a Native American dressed in their social garb, African
Americans in our dashiki, Hispanics from South America in regular school garb, and then we'd
have a couple white kids that were in Black Studies that were normal kids, and then we'd have
a couple African Americans who were dressed to the tilt, right?
We would take turns going to the apartm ent to see if they would rent, and even African
Americans who showed up in quote-unquote "business a ttire " were refused apartments. We
took that task on w ith the city as well as the Sociology Department that a lot of these tests
were...or I should say, programs, were undertaken.
MBC: So you guys actually kind of fought back against it?
PD: We challenged w ith attorneys the local policy. If you're going to rent, then you can't deny
somebody based on color or sex. So we took that on as one of our challenges.
MBC: That's awesome. Did you do well w ith it o r—
PD: Yes. Because there was such a lack of exposure o f African Americans especially except for
the stereotypes on TV and in the papers. It took some tim e fo r the com m unity at large to
understand that we were not there as a threat and that we should be equal citizens. My
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brother and staff did a wonderful job in inviting the com m unity into his classes and that whole
educational process. It took tim e. Being young, thinking I was all that, the process was too slow.
Se we did have those non-violent confrontations because enough was enough.
MBC: Were you involved in any political movements before or after you moved to Montana?
PD: Oh, yes. (laughs) Let's see. Kent State was around 1970, I think. You know, the Ohio
shooting by the National Guards? So I was involved w ith the planning and execution of the
takeover of the University o f Montana ROTC building. Our goal, of course was just like any
other campus across the country. We wanted the ROTC building shut down during a period of
m ourning in respect fo r those who had lost th e ir lives in how the governm ent had kind of gone
wild. Our plan was to show up at the ROTC building w ith a w ritten demand simultaneously to
the president's office. We executed that, and I was the one that was in the RO...excuse me,
adm inistration building talking to President Pantzer, I believe it was, at the tim e and requesting
that he closed the ROTC building fo r the day or such. Of course, he im m ediately said, "Hell no,"
and if you guys keep acting up and fo llow suit w ith what's going on across country, he would
call the National Guard.
So I took his phone, and I called the ROTC building. That was our plan. By that tim e, white
students had heard about what we were doing, and they amassed outside and inside o f the
ROTC building. They were ripping up the flags, and they were em ptying out the file cabinets and
just kind of going wild. So we had pre-planned that if this happens, all black students were to
im m ediately leave the building, and we would re-form away from the building, right?
When that happened, there was an individual black student who had got caught up in the
m oment and jum ped up on a desk w ith the so-called black salute fist which The Missoulian of
course was there and took that picture. That's what ended up in the fro n t page of the paper,
and we were actually accused o f the undertones—the m ilitancy that all black people have and
blah this and blah that. So th a t was kind of a too bad thing.
MBC: Yes, definitely. Anything else were you involved in politically on campus?
PD: My m emory is kind of fading, but if I'm not mistaken, there was a restaurant called
Sambo's.
MBC: Oh really?
PD: Yes, I think, I think so. I recall a group of us challenging the corporate office or the
management at that restaurant because of the title of the name?
MBC: Yes. We actually just talked about that in class like tw o days ago so that's funny.
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PD: Yes. Let me see. Yes, I think that's about it. Local other things of...Let's see. Working w ith
black students who hadn't been away from home before and found themselves in awkward
situations. Part o f the Black Studies experience was to help us help ourselves, and not have to
constantly w ait fo r Master, "Massa," to come help us (laughs). We were involved in a lot of
small, eruptive sit-ins and adm inistrations on campus, just like students o f that era.
At one point, I had taken a forestry class, and the professor inside was talking about grass that
is burnt over and what that can do ecologically, environm entally—"le t it burn" policy and all
this kind of stuff. He referred to the grass as "nigger grass." I said, "W hat the hell?" I had a
choice. I could go crazy in class or w ait until after class. I waited until after class, and I w ent up
and told him that that was an inappropriate title and gesture and if he does not refrain from
using that in his classes that we would take it up w ith the Board of Regents. Not only did he
stop using, it to my knowledge, I think he even apologized the next day in class. That was the
last forestry class that I took.
MBC: Understandable. Okay, next question is what did your personal relationships on campus
look like? Were you friends predom inantly w ith white, black, or was there a diverse group of
friends?
PD: Yes. So first of all, like I said, I was raised in W isconsin—Madison, Wisconsin. My mom
always ensured that we were exposed to everybody, because where we lived our neighborhood
was diverse. So when we got to the University of M ontana, I had friends from every culture and
race. It was like the perfect storm fo r us. Black students who arrived at the University around
'70 ...excuse me, '67 through '69, we needed each other. We groomed each other, we grew
together. In the friends that we met doing intram ural sports as well as the white students and
other students who took Black Studies, there were a lot o f us that were not solely w ithin one
group.
Some of our dear friends were Native Americans who taught us lot of th e ir history and vice
versa as well as we even had friends that were in the ROTC, if you can believe that, but we did.
(laughs)
MBC: Okay, next question. W hat types of activities were you involved in in the Black Student
Union [BSU]?
PD: Primarily...Oh, we created what was called the Speaker's Bureau.
MBC: The Speaker's Bureau?
PD: The Speaker's Bureau, yes. W hat that was—we used to get invites all across the state of
M ontana to talk about the black experience. It was kind o f ironic and kind of comical as well as
the actual creation of this group because whites would say, "W ell, tell us about blacks." Like,
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okay, there's how many m illion of us in this country and you're wanting us to tell you about all
blacks? It was like, "W ell, thank you fo r this opportunity. I've never been asked to speak fo r my
people before," right? I think we sat down and said, you know what, that's sarcasm. That's not
really what's being asked. It's like people calling us "boy" and not knowing the degradation that
it's caused us over centuries. W ith the educational aspect, then it's not so demeaning, right?
We would go out to churches, to schools, to private clubs, to social groups, to other schools,
and we would talk about the black experience.
MBC: W hat kind of stuff did you talk about?
PD: Ironically, what used to always come up is, "W ell, there were never any coloreds here in
M ontana, and I just don't know about you people." That kind of statem ent was kind of
offensive at first, but then that is the turning point that I spent a lot of my tim e in the library. I
just went absolutely berserk. I just could not get enough of the archives. I could not get enough
o f trying to arm myself, so that when I did go out into the com munity, it was more than just an
em otional speech but it was a discussion w ith historical context. That's what really kind of
turned me on, which turned on a lot o f the students who began to understand the wealth of
experience that we've had in, not only Montana, but the Pacific Northwest and the country as a
whole.
MBC: Okay. W hat was the reception of the Black Student Union on campus?
PD: We were just like any other group. There w eren't a whole lot of student groups other than
w hite groups—fraternities, sororities, and a couple other groups. But once the Black Student
Union "rose to pow er" quote unquote, started to demand some of the same things that white
privilege had always been the norm, there were some issues. We were known as m ilitant
because you didn't have to open your mouth to be m ilitant in those days. If you had an afro, if
you wore a dashiki, if you listened to black music, you were m ilitant. I mean, that's how
uninformed a lot of people were, and so we had a fight fo r equal status on campus as an
organization yearly to get funds fo r the BSU to be able to have a place where we could meet
and that kind of stuff. It was difficult, heartbreaking, but ultim ately, it was necessary. It was fun
to achieve what we did during those days.
MBC: W hat was the climate of Missoula or campus in regards to the start of African-American
Studies Program?
PD: So I wasn't out here when it first started in '67, but I understand from my brother, that he
was...his life was threatened many times. He and his wife got nasty phone calls. People would
call up w ith the "N " word and hang up. By the tim e I came in '69, I think the tsunami in term s of
negative em otion had somewhat subsided, but there was still a fraction of people who held on
to those historical feelings. Every black male was going to rape a white female or ending up
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marrying one, which was was an insult to the Caucasian race, (laughs) It took tim e fo r people to
understand that we were quote unquote "hum an" just like any other culture or race.
MBC: But by the tim e you got there, there wasn't anything you can remember fo r backlash?
Like ripping down signs or anything fo r class schedules?
PD: No, no, but there were sometimes chants from bigoted students towards students,
especially when the African American students were outnum bered, that's when the bravery
seemed to happen the most. There were the same kind o f swastika kind of s tuff put on my
brother's door, and "Go home nigger," this, "go home." You know, that same kind o f stuff, but
not to the point that we needed to request protection from the campus and that kind of stuff,
no. We took care of ourselves fo r the most part.
MBC: So you taught a Black Studies course on the bicycle corps, right?
PD: Well, a little back-story. Because o f the work that I had done as an undergraduate, I kind of
recreated the bibliography by Alma Jacobs, which was Blacks in M ontana fro m 1800-1945, or
1954 w ith the last legal execution being African American. My other research o f blacks in the
Pacific Northwest and blacks and Native American relationships from slavery all the way up.
Then I specialized kind of in blacks in the m ilitary from the Revolutionary War up through
Vietnam because I just couldn't get enough of it. I got a little name fo r myself on campus and
some of the history professors used to say, well, ask Pferron, go ask Pferron. I graduated in '73,
and I was able to teach in Black Studies fo r tw o years. I taught a few seminars, I guess, you
could call them . They were (unintelligible) yet. They couldn't call me professor, right, because
that was kind of stupid, because I only had a B.A. They gave me the title of "Researcherlecturer" or "Lecturer-researcher." I didn't work fo r my brother. I worked fo r his right-hand
man, Richard Smith, because of the nepotism and all that kind of stuff. I taught a couple
seminars, like I said, blacks in Montana from 1800 all the way up to 1854...1954. I did one on
cowboys, Indians, and pioneers in the Pacific Northwest. Black inventions and patents from the
Emancipation Proclamation up to 1900.
The one that I really enjoyed the most was blacks in the m ilitary from the Revolutionary War all
the way up to Vietnam. It was during some of that research is when I was in the archives
[Archives and Special Collections], and the form er archivist, Dale Johnson, showed me this
picture of blacks on a bicycle. It was in 1897 in the valley of Missoula, and I thought that that
picture was fate. When he gave me some o f the documents, I just absolutely slept in the
archives, and I ended up going back to the National Archives fo r about a week. I was probably
one of the first in the morning, and I was one o f the last to leave the building at night. I just
w ent berserk w ith that. So I had enough inform ation on th e ir manuscripts, th e ir journeys, and
what they did that that was one of the classes that I taught as well, which led to this trip in '74.
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MBC: Okay, yes. W hat was it like teaching a Black Studies course on a predom inantly white
campus?
PD: I d id n 't think nothing o f it. I've always been fond of standing in fro n t of groups. You kind of
get that little nerve, but as soon as my lips move, I'm good. I was fine. It was the perfect storm.
It was perfect tim ing. I d id n 't feel too awkward. In fact, the students that took my classes and
Black Studies, fo r the most part took it in good faith. There was a good experience.
The only negative experience that I can really recall is when this one student who was an ROTC
student th a t kind of defamed Black Studies and my brother's classes, and then he took my class
or a couple of them from the ROTC building. We had quite a debate. My class at that tim e was I
would do very little lecturing. My class was really designed on you, the student, go out w ith the
topic, do your research, w rite your paper, you come back, and then you have to teach the class,
right? That worked very well fo r these guys because first I had to approve what they were
doing, right? I always challenged them to, if you're going to tell a story out of myth, mythology,
or tradition, that's fine, but bring in historical facts and you're going to have to prove the
historical fact. So that kind o f got me o ff the hook o f having to defend, beyond reasonableness,
some of the topics because I never chose to not approve somebody. As a class when a person
got stuff, everybody was very respectful, and then we had intelligent conversations.
One of the guys that I became friends w ith and it was kind of ironic, if my memory serves me
correct, he came right out and said he was hateful. He was hateful because o f his experience
and his growing up and what his parents and com m unity and taught him. It wasn't me that
opened his eyes, it was himself that opened his eyes when he got o ff o f the mythology and got
into stuff that could be proven. He was one o f these kids "got to prove it to me, got to prove it
to me." As he got more and more involved w ith his own life, he understood where a lot of these
ideas really have no basis and no foundation. That was w orth tw o years of teaching, I think.
MBC: Yes. Okay, awesome. Do you remember your first day teaching your Black Studies course?
W hat was it like? Were you nervous about the perception of the class? W hat types of students
were in the class?
PD: Yes. I think my first class I only had about one or tw o blacks, and they were personal friends
(laughs) who thought that they could, just "Hey, I'm just showing up, you know? I'm not going
to do nothing," and probably seven or eight white students. I just started o ff w ith how I came to
be in this classroom because I only had a B.A., so that was always w orth a couple laughs. It was
also w orth a couple stares and "W hat the hell are you doing in here? You definitely don 't know
what you're talking about." But I set the stage right from day one. I think once I got over that
then I was okay, but I was somewhat embarrassed and shy because I only had a B.A. But then I
soon found out that it's not the paper that necessarily makes you have knowledge w orth
sharing. It's your willingness to be able to do that. So I was okay w ith that. You know, I'm not
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going to say that I d id n 't wear dark clothes that day because I'm sure I was sweating, but I got
over it. (laughs)
MBC: Okay. W hat were your m otivations behind reenacting the bicycle corps trip?
PD: So the first tim e I had mentioned the trip was in 1973, and I was all jacked and ready to go
by myself. Black Studies put a halt to that and said, "Oh no, you're not doing this. This is too big
of a deal." It took us a year to plan everything from the research to my educating Black Studies
on these guys and what they've done to the recruitm ent of our own students, etcetera.
Our prim ary goal was to honor the 25th Infantry Bicycle Corps fo r what they'd all done in 1896,
'97, and then in 1906. It was on th e ir 77th anniversary, and it was right around the tim e that Jet
magazine had pictured an individual by the name of Dorsey W illis who, at the tim e, was the
sole survivor of the 25th Infantry. Congressman Augustus Hawkins, I think, from California was
the one that sponsored and got a bill passed that that reversed his dishonorable discharge to
honorable. He was, I think, 87 at the tim e, something like that? That kind of really set the stage
fo r us that we wanted to take that trip while he was still alive. Now, he did not take the trip that
we found out when we w ent to M inneapolis to interview him, but his first sergeant, Mingle
Sanders (?) did.
Trip was really kind of in his honor as well as the 25th Infantry and to show the state of
M ontana that there were blacks in Montana that contributed to its valued history. It was w orth
people to go out and learn about them . Because the 25th Infantry was involved in a lot of
things besides just the bicycle. They were part of the labor wars in Idaho. They had to go there
and separate the miners from the hoodlums. Every Idaho tow n almost burnt down. It was the
25th Infantry that put all the citizens on boxcars and ran the flames. They were the ones that
did the original surveying of headstones after the Custer fiasco.
MBC: Oh, really?
PD: Yes, and they used to play in Missoula every Thursday night—band concerts. I guess I want
to mention this too because race relations really had an opportunity, m ultiple times, to kind of
clear the board. For instance, in 1898 when the 25th Infantry was the first unit called fo r the
Spanish-American War. It was on an Easter Sunday, and Missoula churches closed down fo r
th e ir departure. Rumor has it or newspaper articles say there was something like 30,000, or
something like that, citizens that saw them off.
Now that kind o f shows you the wealth o f understanding and appreciation the 25th Infantry
had during that period of tim e. W ith the grow th of Jim Crow-ism, the KKK [Ku Klux Klan], the
John Birch Society, etcetera, etcetera, how race relations deteriorated. That's always been a
bothersome sore fo r me to understand that there were so many opportunities fo r race
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relations to be dealt w ith in a better, positive way than where we're at today. So enough of
that, but I just wanted to put that in there.
MBC: (laughs) Okay. When you came back to Missoula, did you notice any differences from
here to Portland regarding race perception and acceptance?
PD: I go back to Missoula every year—spring or m id-sum m er—to fish w ith a couple buddies
there. It's been a tradition of ours. We always go to the campus and we try to track down our
old professors who have long since retired or they're adjuncts and they come once a year or
something like that. W hat has kind of bothered us is the black students on campus don't seem
to be as united as we were back in the day. We've all kind of made comparisons. Was it the
perfect storm th a t there w eren't enough us there, and because o f the environm ent, we needed
each other more so than what appears to be going on today? Because we would always go to
Lib Arts [Liberal Arts] building, walk the halls, and try to speak to the black students, and, "Hi,
how you doing?" Or, you know, they'd get to you and turn the other way. That didn't happen
then.
It was like, "Hey, what's going on? Where are you from ?" Blah, blah, blah. Even on campus it
was just like—I don't want to use the word zombies— but everybody just appeared to be in
th e ir own little silo. "I'm here education, I'm not here fo r anything else." Right? That could be
my and my friends' perception, because we didn't spend enough tim e there to really fully get
engaged, but it just fe lt different.
Even when we came back fo r our 40th reunion and all that, some o f the old friendships that we
had, it was just like we hadn't missed a day. When we got out on the campus, we all kind of
looked around, like, "W ow. It's different," right? That doesn't mean that it was negative. It just
means that it's different, and there's a different set of needs now than when we were there.
MBC: Yes, okay. Are there any other differences you notice in Missoula from when you studied
here to now?
PD: It's grown. We always go into the same stores and restaurants that we used to go to back in
the day fo r fishing gear and that kind of stuff. You're still stared at, like, all right, are we going to
steal anything? You still get those wandering eyes, and clerks follow ing you around the store or
mysteriously the police show up. It's basically, if we go over by the gun section, (laughs) Which
is stuff that we do every year just because we like controversy, I guess. One o f my buddies is a
gun collector, too, so he really knows about guns and all that. He always liked to look at things
because he still hunts a lot. So we go there. You always get a few stares and a little crowd, and
maybe a police officer or tw o will drive by or walk through the store. Who cares? You just can't
let that stuff get you down. It frustrating, but it is what it is. Nobody ever says anything because
they would get an earful, right? Because we're already primed and ready, right, but nobody
never says anything, (laughs)
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MBC: Okay, that was my last question. Is there anything you wanted to add?
PD: No. I am profoundly proud of the fact that the University o f Montana offers a degree in
Black Studies. I am so happy to have met your current director.
MBC: Tobin? Yes, he's great.
PD: Oh Tobin, yes. I have to admit, when I first found out that he was white teaching Black
Studies, I had an initial "W hat the hell? W hat's going on now?" Right? But that's the same
m ythology that we are all hung up on, right? We don't give credit fo r the expertise and
knowledge of an individual until after we have to run it through our own individual biased
filters. But I really enjoy talking to Tobin, and that's one of the first places we go to when we get
into Missoula. I am so glad that there's a program there, and it's not your stereotypical program
to fu lfill a small need. Obviously, the Board of Regents had to accept it, so they must have
understood the to ta lity and value of having that program there. Again, had the U of M not gone
through those early years when the program was really created by my brother, I'm not so sure
it would have happened. It takes and it took all of those years and the education o f a
com m unity to understand the need fo r that program.
The universities across the country have not gotten to the point where they have mandated, I
don't believe, classes of diversity. In other words, you w o n't graduate from the University of
M ontana unless you take "x" class or classes of these cultures and races. Because you're not
going to graduate from any university w ith any degree and not be exposed to a culture or a
race. If the U of M really wants to lead that charge, they need to do that. Black Studies or
Native American Studies cannot be an elective. It cannot be an elective because if it's an
elective, we treat it just like we did in the old days. It's tim e to move ahead. That's why we are
in the situation as a society right now, w ith what's-his-name. I d o n 't want to use it. That socalled president. America refuses to talk about race in an intellectual way. As long as we refuse
to do that, we are nothing but perpetual has-beens. W e're going to keep rolling that wheel
down into the same ruts. The University, if it's going to grow, if Black Studies is going to grow
and get the respect, it needs to have a mandate that, w ithin your four years, you will take one
of these classes. That's enough of my soap box.
MBC: No, I like it. I like it all. Okay, I'm going to stop the recording now.
PD: Okay.
[End of Interview]
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