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ABSTRACT
—A Journey to Freedom: The Life of Richard Oakes 1942-1972,” is the story of
Indigenous leader and activist Richard Oakes, and focuses on the climax of the national
movement toward Native self-determination and freedom. —Alourney to Freedom”
investigates the intersections of place, space, identity, and socio/political coalitions
within the Red Power movement. Oakes® leadership was influential in the Alcatraz
(1969) and Fort Lawton (1970) takeovers, as well as Pit River‘s resistance to PG&E
Corporation‘s illegal land use. Each successive takeover pushed for land rights, treaty
rights, and the development of ecological centers that forged links between reservation
and urban spaces. Oakes* political activism also influenced other organizations such as
the Black Panthers, Brown Berets, Atzlan, and the national environmental movement.
The assassination of Richard Oakes led to the Trail of Broken Treaties march on
Washington D.C. and ultimately resulted in the passage of federal self-determination
legislation.
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I use two theoretical models to construct an —alternative” twentieth-century
history: what I define as -Intertribalism” and the advent of an —ndian City.” While the
term —Ran-Indian” implies the Ethnic-American destruction of Tribal identity,
Intertribalism emphasizes the study of coalitions between Tribes. Native history, within
this context, is transnational history. Intertribalism, I argue, emerged as a central force of
American Indian Nationalism. Intertribalism is also connected to Indian Cities. Unlike
traditional ethnic neighborhoods, these cities were comprised of institutions (Indian
Centers, Indian bars, health centers, businesses, churches, and a host of others) that
politicized a highly migrant and dispersed urban population. —Alourney to Freedom” is
the first urban comparative study to examine the construct of Indian Cities within New
York, San Francisco, and Seattle.

Oakes* unique life provides an alternative narrative to previous scholarship that
placed the American Indian Movement as the lone icon of Red Power. My dissertation
counters this representation by emphasizing the multiple roles of community, ideology,
identity, and nationalism. -A Journey to Freedom,” moves beyond an examination of
contemporary Native leadership, and exposes the deep and diverse foundations of the
larger Red Power movement that informs contemporary definitions of Native politics and

sovereignty.
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INTRODUCTION

Let me be a free man—free to travel, free to stop, free to work, free to trade where [
choose, free to choose my own teachers, free to follow the religion of my fathers, free to
think and talk and act for myself...

(Chief Joseph, Nez Perce 1879)

—A Journey to Freedom” is the first critical biography to assess the life of Richard
Oakes, American Indigenous leader and activist. The story of Oakes (Ranoies” meaning
-A Big Man” in Mohawk) symbolizes the climax of the nationwide movement toward
Native American self-determination and freedom. The dissertation opens with the famed
words of Nez Perce leader Chief Joseph who led a concerted campaign to reclaim Nez
Perce traditional lands in the Wallowa Valley in the American Columbia River Plateau.
This simple and powerful quote, stated almost a century before Richard Oakes appeared,
epitomized an early Indigenous definition of freedom. Taken literally, Chief Joseph‘s
statement exposes the rich layers of Indigenous sovereignty that are connected through
land, Nation, community, family, and individual.

Throughout my extensive research on Red Power, I have noticed how
infrequently scholars discuss or acknowledge American Indian freedom. How do we
define freedom as a construct for understanding modern Native politics and peoples?
What does it mean to be truly free as Indigenous peoples? Is it simply throwing off the
colonial yoke, destroying the colonizer/colonized theoretic, decolonizing institutions and
peoples, or is a greater meaning embedded within this simple term freedom? How do
Native peoples, as distinct representatives from over 500 Nations, define freedom? This

dissertation attempts to move beyond traditional binary debates to unlock the

multifaceted historical roots that inform contemporary definitions of Tribal sovereignty.
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Through the medium of biography, -A Journey to Freedom” identifies the deep
ideological foundations of twentieth-century Red Power, Native Nationalism, self-
determination, and freedom.

Definition and historiography are necessary for any historical study that attempts
to identify the origins of Red Power and Native self-determination. The genesis of Red
Power is not exclusive to any one individual or organization, rather, as a movement, it
was a shared experience that emerged in the early 1960s. As a political ideal, Red Power
is often used as a synonym for self-determination and nationalism of the early twentieth
century. Self-determination was born out of the Great War idealism of Woodrow Wilson,
who advocated for a League of Nations, as spelled out in his -Fourteen Points” doctrine.
In title five of the <Fourteen Points,” Wilson urged world powers to promote self-
determination and divest themselves of their colonial states. Self-determination under
Wilson‘s doctrine called for the gradual right of self governance and sovereignty for all
nations currently under colonial powers. A controversial message, self-determination
sparked a rise in nationalism throughout the world, nationalism defined as the overthrow
of a colonial or foreign power.'

Native Nationalism, as Mohawk scholar Taiaiake Alfred argues in his Heeding

the Voices of Our Ancestors, lies outside the traditional meaning ascribed to the term

! Beyond the original —burteen Points” document are several articles that attempt to
define self-determination and nationalism. In 1957, Marshall E. Dimock examined —Fhe
New Freedom” that Wilson referred to in his humanitarian goal to promote anti-
colonialism, concluding that this goal dismantled the acceptance of the League of Nations
by Congress. Marshall E. Dimock, “Woodrow Wilson as Legislative Leader,” The
Journal of Politics, 19:1 (Feb. 1957), 9. See also, Craig Calhoun, Nationalism and
Ethnicity,” Annual Review of Sociology 19 (1993); 213 and Ernst E. Haas, —Fhe Attempt
to Terminate Colonialism: Acceptance of the United Nations Trusteeship System,”

International Organization, 7:1 (Feb. 1953), 2.
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-rationalism.” Native Nationalism, Alfred asserts, did not advocate for an overthrow of
the American government for Tribal governments to gain independence. Instead, Native
Nationalism promoted the historic right of Tribal governments to maintain their distinct
sovereign status outside and apart from the United States. Native Nationalism, Alfred
posits, has always been at the core of Native politics and is further complicated by
Tribally specific or Kahnawake Nationalism. Both Native and Tribally specific forms of
nationalism create independent and dependent constructs throughout Indian Country. For
example, the 1940s fight against Kinzua Dam led by the Seneca Nation in New York
employed a Tribally specific form of Nationalism as defined by the Seneca Nation. Yet,
the Seneca nationalist efforts also created a historical, political, and legal precedent that
has altered Native Nationalism for Indian Country. Finally, Heeding the Voices of Our
Ancestors draws a distinction between Native Nationalism and ethno-nationalism. The
former term is typically used to describe such movements as Marcus Garvey‘s form of
Black Nationalism (lacking sovereignty). Thus, ethno-nationalism misrepresents Native
history and is problematic for two reasons: the terminology assumes an ethnic status and
racial identity for American Indians and it ignores the preexistence of Native sovereignty.
Put more simply, most Native Nations are not seeking to acquire sovereignty, as implied
with ethno-nationalism; rather a majority of Tribes already exist as treaty Nations
actively maintaining their political sovereignty. Of course, the issues with —ethno-
nationalism” become far more diverse when applied to federally recognized, state
recognized, and non-recognized Tribes. Clearly the unique status of Native Nations also
deserves an equally unique nationalist terminology. Native Nationalism is a late 19" and

20™ century movement that sponsored the rise of Red Power during the 1960s.
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Red Power holds a rich historical definition all its own. A movement born out of
Native Nationalism, Red Power sponsored Intertribal direct action for greater self-
determination and promoted Indian control and autonomy over Indian institutions,
policies, lands, and jurisdictions. Red Power was also about land reclamation and
restoration of traditional lands and treaty rights; it was an Intertribal movement born out
of but not entirely separate from Native Nationalism. Red Power as a historical subfield
of American Indian history has received sparse attention but holds wonderful potential to
inspire new historical scholarship and debates. Literary journalist Stan Steiner‘s The New
Indians was the first contemporary study to try to unravel the significance of Red Power
politics. In 1968, Steiner‘s singular narrative pulled popular press attention to the Fish-ins
of the Pacific Northwest and the young activists within the National Indian Youth
Council; it also documented the struggles of several urban Indian communities.
Following Steiner‘s game changing commentary, one year later, Standing Rock Lakota,
Vine Deloria, Jr., published Custer Died for your Sins: An Indian Manifesto, and
simultaneously First Nations Cree author Harold Cardinal published The Unjust Society.
Both Deloria and Cardinal highlighted the transnational scope of Red Power.”

Beyond geopolitical borders between Canada and the United States, Indigenous
authors Deloria and Cardinal issued a call for a reawakening of Indian culture and politics
and reforms at the Tribal and federal level. Vine Deloria, Jr., continued to record and
critique the progress of Red Power through an immense collection of works: We Talk,

You Listen (1970), Of Utmost Good Faith (1971), God is Red (1973), Behind the Trail of

% In 1976, Stan Steiner dedicated book , The Vanishing White Man to Richard Oakes and
other Native activists. Clearly, Oakes life had served to influence Steiner‘s evaluation of
Red Power by the mid 1970s.
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Broken Treaties (1974), The Indian Affair (1974), and Indians of the Pacific Northwest
(1977), just to name a few. Complementing Deloria‘s epic and voluminous work on Red
Power, in 1971, historian Alvin M. Josephy published Red Power, mainly a reprinting of
primary documents that held the philosophical and ideological core of Red Power. Later,
Josephy‘s Now That the Buffalo s Gone(1982) offered yet another rich historical study
that documented the struggle ranging from Pyramid Lake in the Great Basin to the Fish-
ins in the Pacific Northwest. Salish author, historian, and anthropologist D‘Arcy
McNickle, in his 1973 book Native American Tribalism, argued that, #ndian nationalism,
pan-Indianism, Red Power...indicate a growing sense of shared problems, shared goals,
and a shared heritage....the new voices avow...will have to contend with an integrating
tribal people, not with isolated individuals lost in anonymity.””> McNickle‘s words
shadowed the true nature of Red Power as an Intertribal movement. Together, Steiner,
Deloria, Cardinal, Josephy, and McNickle carved out the foundational and definitional
constructs of Red Power as: direct action, land reclamation, treaty rights, federal and
Tribal reform, cultural renewal, Indian education, sovereignty, self-determination, and an
Intertribalism that linked reservation, urban, and rural populations.

In March of 1970, the limitless possibilities attached to Red Power excited
scholars and Tribal leaders alike who created the First Convocation of American Indian
Scholars at Princeton University. Through a series of meetings, roundtables, and
conference papers, these scholars crafted a theoretical lens for Red Power. Proceedings

from this convocation were subsequently published by the Indian Historian Press, based

3 Darcy McNickle, Native American Tribalism: Indian Survivals and Renewals (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1973), 170.
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out of San Francisco, and edited by famed academic couple Rupert (Cahuilla) and
Jeannette Costo (Eastern Cherokee). Lakota anthropologist Bea Medicine‘s convocation
speech entitled, Red Power: Real or Potential,” underscored the importance of
Intertribalism:

Pan-Indian forces which had been prevailing for some time had formed

into feelings of _inter-tribalness‘ in one organization on a national

scale...transcending tribalness in existing organizations...in my estimation,

[is] a cornerstone for this movement....We have only to look into the

diverse tribal histories of our people to point out instances of wisdom and

astuteness...the largest dimension of the power problem is the hard fact

that we cannot achieve the goal of equal opportunity for all unless we can

accept a significant redistribution of power in all aspects of our social,

political, economic, and intellectual, as well as our legal existence.”

Medicine‘s speech echoed the core principals of Red Power—Intertribalism, reform, and
sacrifice. Most importantly, Medicine suggests a redistribution of power; federal reform
meant little without Tribal reform and the strength to accept total change. Red Power‘s
toughest challenge was discovering how to sponsor an Intertribal base born out of Native
logic and unity.

Militancy emerged as the most popular stereotype for Red Power, yet violent
resistance never served as a founding principal for Red Power organizations, leadership,
or strategy. The militancy label was consistently touted by conservative forces in
America that intended to discredit the varied foundations of Red Power. Despite a non-
violent origin the Red Power politics that emerged in the 1960s—the BIA takeover in

1972 and the standoff at Wounded Knee between the Independent Oglala Nation and the

US military in 1973—encouraged the media to cast a violent shadow over all Red Power

* Rupert and Jannette Henry Costo, Indian Voices: The First Convocation of American
Indian Scholars (San Francisco: The Indian Historian Press, 1970), 299-307.
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movements. Likewise, images of Black Panthers marching in military formations with
unloaded guns in front of California‘s Capitol, the terror bombing of the Weatherman
Underground, and gun battles with Brown Berets fueled further misperceptions of Red
Power. Irrevocably linked with other power movements of the time, Red Power
developed outside these movements and forged its own unique nationalism that
successfully changed Federal Indian Policy and promoted modern Tribal sovereignty.

By 2005, professor of law Charles Wilkinson had written Blood Struggle: The
Rise of Modern Indian Nations, an overview of the entire Native Nationalism and Red
Power movement. Richard Oakes® brief four-page cameo appearance follows a standard
interpretation and narrative. Whereas new studies like historian Akim D. Reinhardt‘s
Ruling Pine Ridge: Oglala Lakota Politics From the IRA to Wounded Knee (2007)
deconstructs Federal Indian Policy and the true role the Oglala Civil Rights Association
played in crafting the Wounded Knee takeover of 1973. Reinhardt‘s work is not based
upon devaluation of the American Indian Movement but rather seeks to complicate the
historical narrative regarding Red Power.

The edited anthology by Daniel M. Cobb and Loretta Fowler Beyond Red Power
(2007) identifies the wider field of Red Power scholarship that moves beyond the
American Indian Movement. This collection of essays challenges the stereotypical
timeline of Red Power ideology, suggesting its roots lie in the early twentieth century
struggle. By shifting the timeline for the introduction of Red Power, the anthology falls
short on definition. Cobb and Fowler‘s work documents the rise of Native Nationalism,
skips over a fervent look at Red Power and jumps to a contemporary portrait of Native

sovereignty. In his Native American Activism in the Cold War Era (2008), Cobb builds
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upon the premise from Beyond Red Power. This latest book is a bold and engaging
historical study of several social movements, including the National Congress of
American Indians, National Indian Youth Council, and the Poor Peoples Campaign, just
to name a few. In this study Cobb moves away from Red Power by adopting the term
Native American Activism. Both of these collections support my earlier conclusions that
articulate a difference between Native Nationalism and Red Power.

Previous scholarship has often limited Oakes* activism in the movement to a
minor role in the 1969 Indian occupation of Alcatraz Island. Most of the popular
literature on this event erroneously portrays it as a —ilitant” operation led by the
American Indian Movement (AIM). Gary Donaldson‘s The Making of Modern America
(2009), a popular undergraduate textbook used in introductory history courses, claims
that, #n 1969, eighty members of AIM, chanting Red Power,” snatched control of

Alcatraz Island.” Donaldson was neither the first, nor the last scholar to credit AIM with

> Gary A. Donaldson. The Making of Modern America: The Nation From 1945 to the
Present (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2009), 178. 4 November
1969, a small group of activists from the American Indian Movement (AIM) occupied
Alcatraz Island...” William H. Chafe, Harvard Sitkoff, and Beth Bailey, 4 History of Our
Time: Readings on Postwar America (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008),159;
—fmportant AIM actions have included the 1969 takeover of Alcatraz Island...” Barry M.
Pritzker, A Native American Encyclopedia: History Culture, and Peoples. (New Y ork:
Oxford University Press, 2000), 412; -n 1969 AIM organizers joined local Indian
activists in occupying San Francisco Bay‘s Alcatraz Island.” Robert V. Hine and John
Mack Faragher, The American West: A New Interpretive History (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2000),539; —...max militant members of AIM dramatized their
dissatisfaction by seizing the abandoned federal prison on Alcatraz Island...” James West
Davidson, Brian DeLay, Christine Leigh Heyrman, Mark H. Lytle, and Michael B. Stoff,
Nation of Nations: A Narrative History of the American Republic Volume II: Since 1865
(Boston: McGraw-Hill Higher Education, 2008), 904; —Te occupation of Alcatraz by
American Indian Movement activists and others in 1969...” Coll Thrush, Native Seattle:
Histories From the Crossing-Over Place (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2007),
170; —The mission of AIM was to force the dominant U.S. culture to listen and to act on
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the takeover of Alcatraz. Popular travel guides such as the 2000 edition of Dorling
Kindersley Travel Guide to San Francisco misinforms potential tourists when it
proclaims that the American Indian Movement was solely responsible for the Alcatraz
takeover. Although it has been credited by a myriad of public and historical sources, AIM
was not the spearhead for Alcatraz, nor was it the only national Indian organization that
advocated Red Power. The Alcatraz takeover masterminds were largely Native college
students like Richard Oakes, who helped found the community based Intertribal
organization -Indians of All Tribes.” His pivotal role in the movement for self-
determination exhibited a particular brand of Native leadership that exceeded far beyond
the walls and tiny island of Alcatraz.

Despite the stellar efforts of Indians of All Tribes, popular culture has focused
squarely on one organization, the American Indian Movement. AIM has received so
much attention that even Hollywood has attempted to cash in on the glamorization of
—Red Power” politics. One of the most famous movie portrayals of Red Power was in the
1971 cult Native exploitation film Billy Jack. Written by actor Tom Laughlin, who also
played Billy Jack in the film, audiences bore witness to Laughlin‘s stereotype of Red

Power leadership and activism. Written shortly after and closely linked with the takeover

Indian rights, and the organization felt that only militant action, which would attract
media coverage, could effectively communicate their message. Among their first actions
was the seizure and occupation of Alcatraz in San Francisco Bay...” Mark O. Sutton,
Third Edition, An Introduction to Native North America. (Boston: Pearson Education,
Inc., 2008), 370. All of these are recent examples from prominent US and scholars of
American Indian history. I have selected to list only a few sources for the historiographic
timeline and literature for this single error is worthy of its own manuscript. Finally the
Dorling Kindersley Travel Guides, San Francisco & Northern California (New Y ork:
Dorling Kindersley, Inc., 2000), 82 states, Inoccupied until 1969, the island was seized
by members of the American Indian Movement...”
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of Alcatraz, Billy Jack (Cherokee) relies upon his Green Beret training to single handedly
challenge anti-Indian discrimination against a countercultural Freedom School in Santa
Fe, New Mexico. Laughlin made two more films based Billy Jack: The Trial of Billy Jack
(1974) and Billy Jack Goes to Washington (1977). A little over ten years passed before
War Party (1988), starring Billy Wirth, Kevin Dillon, and Dennis Banks as a Tribal
Chairman was released. In this cult film, both Wirth and Dillon are hunted down and
killed for the murder of two white reenactors, but not before violence tears apart their
reservation. One year later, Powwow Highway attempted to deal with the legacy of Red
Power with an all star Intertribal cast that included Gary Farmer (Oneida), John Trudell
(Santee), Wes Studi (Cherokee), and A. Martinez (Blackfeet). Philbert, played by Gary
Farmer, who teams up with former AIM member and Wounded Knee veteran Buddy Red
Bow (A. Martinez) in his Indian car, called —war pony,” to bust Buddy‘s sister out of a
Santa Fe, New Mexico jail. The journey that both Buddy and Philbert endure on their
individual and joint quests results in a struggle between traditional/modern values and the
violent aftermath of Red Power politics.

In the mid-nineties, Ted Turner sponsored the making of Lakota Woman, a movie
based on the autobiography of Mary Crow Dog. The finale was the standoff and
occupation of Wounded Knee. In the movie Thunderheart, a young Val Kilmer plays an
FBI agent turned activist as he rediscovers his heritage. In 1995, between several movie
roles, Russell Means (Oglala Lakota), a former AIM leader, coauthored his
autobiography Where White Men Fear to Tread. As the trend continued, more
autobiographies written by Richard Erdoes soon followed, including accounts of Dennis

Banks, and Leonard Crow Dog. Despite all the popular attention that AIM has garnered,
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Alcatraz has its own unique and rich history. Often overlooked, Alcatraz and other West
Coast Native movements are significant because they reflect the initial constructs and
ideology of Red Power. These less popularized movements have only recently caught the
notice of a handful of scholars, yet the history behind the leaders responsible for these
alternative movements remains a distant second place to the events themselves. While
many Americans have heard of the Alcatraz takeover or the American Indian Movement,
few know of Richard Oakes.

—A Journey to Freedom,” which attempts to fill in the gaps and build upon the
works left by other scholars and Oakes himself, employs extensive use of conventional
and non-conventional archival materials, academic journals, documentaries, and
interviews, plus Tribal, National, underground, and local newspapers. The San Francisco
State University Archival department proved particularly helpful in collecting
information on the advent of Native American Studies and the Student Coalition of
American Natives (SCAN). The San Francisco Public library maintains the largest
known collection of primary source material on the occupation of Alcatraz. Most of the
records, totaling six boxes, are housed at the main library. At the University of New
Mexico, the Center for Southwest Research has a treasure of invaluable documents in
their Underground Newspaper Collection and the Doris Duke Oral History collection.
The Underground Newspaper Collection contains almost every issue of Akwesasne
Notes—the leading National American Indian Newspaper that emerged during the late
1960s, and the Doris Duke Collection has several key interviews with occupiers,

collected during the takeover.
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Along with the San Francisco archives, I have been fortunate to collect materials
from the Special Collections at the University of Oklahoma, University of South Dakota,
and University of Washington in Seattle. I tackled mayoral papers from Joseph Alioto in
San Francisco and Wes Ulhman in Seattle. During a fellowship at the Newberry Library,
I located a treasure trove of rare underground Tribal newspapers and combed through
their extensive BIA Relocation Records. The Bancroft Library proved invaluable with its
rare original broadcasts from Radio Free Alcatraz and interviews with Pit River
Nationalist leaders. The local newspaper collection at Berkeley also yielded rich
interviews and daily coverage of the trial of Richard Oakes* assassin Michael Oliver
Morgan.

Despite these large collections, no one yet has penned a full biography of Richard
Oakes, whose life story has been relegated solely to the occupation of Alcatraz. Oakes*
involvement with this event is crucial, but the story of Alcatraz and Red Power remains
incomplete without a fuller narrative. Richard Oakes® life was rich with complexity and
controversy, which may have led some scholars to brush over the intricacies of his story.
Both celebrated and vilified for his political convictions, Oakes can become a real person
only through a detailed biographical and Intertribal study.

The term —Intertribalism” advances a truly transnational history by looking at the
intersection of hundreds of distinct Native individuals, communities, and cultures. I argue
that previous terminologies, ranging from pan-Indian to supratribal, are misleading and
fail to capture adequately the history of Red Power. The Pan-Indian theoretic began in the
early twentieth century as a byproduct of the assimilation and acculturation movements

sponsored by the Friends of the Indian and other Gilded Age reform organizations. This
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movement sought to racialize or integrate American Indians into the larger mainstream
ethnic-Americanization process. Under this cannon reformers used racialization to
suppress Native Nationalism; they declared that distinct Tribal peoples belonged to a
single race rather than to individual Nations. Anthropologists and other scholars coined
—pan-Indian” as a means to explain how individuals are no longer Tribal, but should be
perceived as racialized as -American Indians.”

In distinct contrast to this early twentieth century terminology, Intertribalism
centers on the power of place and Native nationalist definitions of shared culture that
enable Native peoples to hold onto their Tribal identity and to create a political, legal, and
Intertribal identity/culture as American Indians. Intertribalism emerges from a Native
Nationalist construct and from the built environment (urban, reservation, and rural) that
maintained Nationalism in an Intertribal space. Most importantly, Intertribalism evolves
within a shared space that fosters an exchange of culture and, simultaneously, strengthens
Tribalism. Native peoples do not willing give up their Tribal (political, national, and
cultural connection) affiliations to become American Indian. Rather, they protect these
Tribal affiliations and reinforce them within Intertribal spaces/coalitions that encourage
the wholesale acceptance of an American Indian identity for the promotion of Tribal
political gains. This shared connection and identity counters a pan-Indian and
assimilation theoretic. Intertribal history examines the Tribal exchange of culture and
politics, a space distinctly separate but not exclusive from Tribal history.

Since World War II, modern American Indian history has undergone significant
historiographical and theoretical changes. While scholars of American Indian history

have experimented with a host of different methods and theory, the field has focused
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lately on Tribal histories. Scholars have written multiple volumes, each of which details
the history of a single Native Nation: Comanche, Cherokee, Lakota, or Navajo.
Intertribalism employs transnational history, moving beyond borders to push for new
scholarship that explores the intersections and cross cultural exchanges between Tribes
and Native peoples. Intertribalism remains the mortar of American Indian history, and it
deserves further exploration. —A Journey to Freedom” explores Intertribalism through
people, organizations, institutions, nations, place, and space. A significant part of my
scholarship employs Intertribalism as a component of what I define as Indian Cities.
When Richard Oakes entered San Francisco in the late 1960s, he entered an
Indian City. His urban experience was defined by the institutions, structures, community,
and organizations that comprised the Indian City. Created by increasing numbers of
Native peoples who relocated to urban environments during the twentieth-century, each
city emerged as Indian Cities, a distinctively new urban space. By the 1970s, roughly half
of the total population of American Indians resided in major U.S. cities. Kiowa author N.
Scott Momaday‘s Pulitzer Prize winning first book House Made of Dawn (1969) exposes
a deep seated division between reservation and urban communities. Momaday‘s main
character Abel is victimized in the city and finally leaves Los Angeles to return to the
reservation, traditions, and reservation life. While Momaday‘s work has been heralded by
literary cannons for deserved reasons, the story line created a set of popular binaries for
the urban Indian experience. Somehow Indians became victims of the city, modernity and
technology, while the urban landscape remains void of Tribal identity, a concrete prairie
in opposition to Native traditionalism. —Alourney to Freedom™ counters this perception

by revealing Native peoples actively Tribalized or Indigenized urban space and fostered
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the growth of unique Indian Cities. Native residents of Indian Cities strove through
Intertribalism to protect Tribal identity while politicizing an entire community of Native
peoples. Within Indian Cities Intertribalism thrived and became a major stepping stone to

Red Power, a shared experience between urban, reservation, and rural spaces.

The Literature

To date only two critical studies have focused exclusively on Alcatraz and Oakes*
role in the takeover. Both Troy Johnson‘s The Occupation of Alcatraz Island and Robert
Allen Warrior (Osage) and Paul Chaat Smith‘s Like A Hurricane appeared in 1996.
Collectively, these two works have offered the most critical examinations on Alcatraz
and Richard Oakes. Each study has painted a different portrait of Richard Oakes* life.
Troy Johnson‘s The Occupation of Alcatraz Island provides a formulaic treatment to
document the events of Alcatraz. The study combines the richness of oral history and
policy with key source material derived from multiple archival collections in California.
His treatment of Richard Oakes is ample, to say the least, but he often wraps Richard
Oakes* leadership role in the curtain of popular politics. Although Johnson points to
Oakes as a catalyst for the occupation, he is overly cautious in referring to him as a
leader. In this context, Troy Johnson slips into —th generic inherent difference”
argument, which assumes that Euro-American leaders are inherently different from
Native leaders. Johnson argues that because Native people _traditionally‘ governed by
consensus, Indian Country was basically leaderless. This is a controversial statement and
relies upon generalization. Although some communities did keep their leaders in check,

each Nation devised its own brand of checks and balances to prevent the rise of abusive
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governments. Johnson‘s amorphous premise renders Indian Country and modern Native
history as Jeaderless.” He also uses the argument to demonstrate why some Indians on
the island refused to call anyone a —eader.” To accept Johnson‘s explanation is to assume
that all IAT members were leaders by consensus. Johnson‘s fear of labeling Oakes a
leader in the Alcatraz occupation has allowed the details of his life to remain static and
often misinterpreted. Given these difficulties, biography suggests a more comprehensive
approach for understanding the complex nature of Native leadership.

Similarly, Robert Warrior and Paul Chaat Smith‘s Like A Hurricane has certain
limitations for its coverage of Alcatraz. Warrior and Smith chose to compare Alcatraz to
other Native movements and thereby produced an interpretation based on contrast. Their
work spans much of the Red Power years, from the creation of the National Indian Youth
Council in 1961, to the emergence of Alcatraz and the subsequent rise of the American
Indian Movement. Like Johnson, Warrior and Smith utilized the Alcatraz collection at the
San Francisco Public Library, along with dozens of key interviews. Warrior and Smith
also avoid labeling anyone as the official leader in the Alcatraz movement. Instead, Like
A Hurricane dismantles the constructs of consensus theory. They point to the breakdown
in group politics within IAT. They argue that Richard Oakes* title as a spokesperson
became the wedge that eventually dismantled the organization. Warrior and Smith‘s
treatment of Richard Oakes* life is noteworthy but sparse in detail outside Alcatraz itself.
Their work has become increasingly important in dissolving misperceptions that shroud
popular views of this time period. Like Johnson, however, their focus on the Alcatraz
occupation missed opportunities to present a detailed review of Richard Oakes* life.

Beyond these two monumental works analyzing Alcatraz lie the few memoirs and
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diaries that have appeared. In 1972, one of the first diaries published was Peter Blue
Cloud‘s (Mohawk) Alcatraz Is Not an Island, a collection of essays and art from the
Indians of All Tribes Newsletters. In 1992, Red Lake Anishinabe Adam Nordwall or
Fortunate Eagle published his memoirs in Alcatraz, Alcatraz! and a subsequent edition
with coauthor journalist Tim Findley called Heart of the Rock. In 2010, a new
documentary on Nordwall‘s life, entitled Contrary Warrior, erroneously suggests that
Nordwall organized the Alcartraz takeover. For commercial purposes, Fortunate Eagle
relies on the false assumption that he was the principal organizer for the Alcatraz
takeover. Refuting Nordwall, in 1998, Joe Morris (Blackfeet) published his memoir
Alcatraz Indian Occupation Diary, describing his role in the occupation. Ironically Joe
Morris‘s memoir, which was edited by Troy Johnson, specifically names Richard Oakes
as the lead organizer on the Island, with no mention of Nordwall. Following the
publication of his first book on Alcatraz, Johnson teamed with Duane Champagne and
Joane Nagel to edit a collection of personal stories from occupiers, scholars, and
journalists entitled American Indian Activism: Alcatraz to the Longest Walk. In 1996,
Nagel published American Indian Ethnic Renewal: Red Power and the Resurgence of
Identity and Culture, which used a non-place/space based concept termed Supratribal to
explain Indian unity and Red Power. In their own unique ways each of these works
provides valuable insights into the life of Richard Oakes. One of the major works I rely
upon for constructing this biography is an article published in Ramparts shortly after
Oakes‘ death in 1972. The article, written by Oakes himself, offers a brief account of his
life from childhood to Alcatraz. This article is invaluable to the dissertation; it is the only

known autobiography of Oakes* life.
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Several studies in urban literature influenced the urban historiography of this
biography. These include George Sanchez‘s Becoming Mexican American, Mary Ryan‘s
Civic Wars, Joel Garreau‘s Edge City, John M. Findlay‘s Magic Lands, and Elijah
Anderson‘s Streetwise. While these studies remain groundbreaking foundational works in
urban history, they lack a Native voice. Instead of focusing on what was missing from the
historiography, I elected to combine the theoretical principles present in urban and Native
history. This melding opened up an entirely new historical dialogue that led to the advent
of an Indian City.

Beyond the trope of definition, methodology and theory, —A Journey To
Freedom” attempts to produce a solid urban and Native historical account. A majority of
the secondary literature written on Indian cities has been crafted by sociologists and
anthropologists. In 1971, Jack O. Waddell and O. Michael Watson published The
American Indian in Urban Society, an anthology that documents through several
disciplines the Indian experience in select cities. Along the same accord, economist Alan
L. Sorkin‘s The Urban American Indian (1978) proved extremely useful for identifying
several of the key institutions that comprise the Indian City. Overviews of urban
American Indian history have been written by noted historians such as Donald Fixico in
The Urban Indian Experience and Susan Lobo and Kurt Peter‘s American Indians and
the Urban Experience. Fixico‘s book provides a wonderful historical analysis of the
urban Indian historiography from the 1960s and 1970s. It remains an invaluable study as
an overview that historicizes the urban Indian experience. Lobo and Peter‘s edited
anthology is a collection of essays written by historians, sociologists, anthropologists, and

poets, each seeking to uncover the identity dynamics of what it means to be an Urban
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Indian. While these studies offer theoretical and historiographical content, they fail to
provide a concentrated historical investigation of one specific urban environment.

In his study Native Seattle, historian Coll Thrush provides a historical account of
Indians in Seattle during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It is a work of
seminal value in the urban Indian historiography. Thrush explores how the city of Seattle
forged and controlled its own Indian identity for economic gain, a conquest of place. His
study opened up new research possibilities for my work on Seattle. Other focus studies
include anthropologist Joan Weibel-Orlando‘s Indian Country, L.A. and historian James
B. LaGrand‘s Indian Metropolis: Native Americans in Chicago, 1945-1975. Both
Weibel-Orlando and LaGrand broke new ground by delving into the dynamics of
community and consensus building within a specific city. However, specific histories of
New York and San Francisco as Indian Cities are missing from the larger urban Indian
historiography. Only two major works covering the politics of Red Power and the
Alcatraz takeover have minimally glanced at the urban history of San Francisco—
Warrior and Smith‘s Like A Hurricane and Johnson‘s The Occupation of Alcatraz. Each
of these works remains crucial to our understanding of the emerging movement of Red
Power in the late sixties. Yet each fails to address the San Francisco urban Indian
community and its larger role in Native nationalism, Red Power, and Alcatraz. -A
Journey to Freedom” builds upon these previous works in new and exciting ways.

Chapter one is a history of two largely Mohawk Nations: Akwesasne and
Kahnawake. These Tribal histories examine the northern borderlands that shaped the
Indigenous background and perspectives of Richard Oakes* Iroquois community. As a

nation and community, Akwesasne in particular played a vital role in cultivating
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Richard‘s political ideals, values, identity, and leadership potential. Long before
Richard‘s birth, Akwesasne and other Iroquois Nations were actively involved in
protecting their sovereign status. Akwesasne and Iroquois leaders denounced the 1924
Citizenship Act (granted U.S. citizenship to all Native peoples) and rejected the 1934
Indian Reorganization Act (sponsored federally approved Tribal constitutions). Chapter
one argues that Akwesasne Mohawks in the twentieth century remained a major epicenter
for Iroquois protest and leadership.

Chapter two traces the emergence of an _Indian City* in New York and the advent
of a migratory labor force from Akwesasne and Kahnawake that would, through political
economy, change the city. Aspects of this political economy resonated throughout
Richard‘s home life. Like his father Arthur Oakes, Richard had joined the ironworker
industry by the 1950s. This had long served as a primary industry for Akwesasne and
Kahnawake Mohawks, who constructed the vertical shock wave of Manhattan‘s bustling
skyline. This chapter also analyzes the rise of a satellite urban Iroquois community in
North Gowanus, Brooklyn that emerged from the ironworking industry. From Richard‘s
early education to his surprise experience of testifying before the Indian Claims
Commission hearings in the 1940s, both New York City and Akwesasne molded the early
life of Richard Oakes.

Chapter three follows Richard Oakes* evolution from employment as an
Ironworker in New York City to serving as the first coordinator of the Native American
studies department at San Francisco State College during the late sixties. Crucial to this
discourse is an exploration of the advent of an Indian City” in San Francisco. During the

1950s, several external factors influenced one of the greatest mass migrations of Native
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peoples into the city; World War II, the controversial Bureau of Indian Affairs Relocation
Program, and the destructive federal policy of Termination. Countering the destructive
federal policy, a more populated Intertribal community reinvented the urban
Americanization experiment, as thousands of individuals from different Tribal
backgrounds created political coalitions that directly challenged destructive government
policies.

Migrants like Richard Oakes, who typically found themselves at the bottom of the
Red Ghetto in the North Mission District, strove to protect and reinforce their Tribal
identities by accepting an Intertribal identity as _American Indians.‘ I define this process
of Intertribal community building as creating an Indian City. Through the lens of
biography and the life of Richard Oakes, we can gain a better understanding of this
historical process.

Dramatically, Richard Oakes remains at the center of this process, as he builds
networks and coalitions throughout greater San Francisco‘s Indian community. This
chapter further explores the institutions that supported the rise of the Indian City.

Richard Oakes worked as a bartender at the Indian owned Warren‘s Slaughter House Bar,
and he was an intricate part of a community action program sponsored by the San
Francisco police department (SFPD). The SFPD hired Oakes to curb violence between
rival Samoan and Native American gangs in the Mission District. His rise to prominence
as a highly visible community leader was reinforced by his appointment as coordinator
for one of the first Native American Studies programs in the country.

Chapter four, entitled, +m Not Your Indian Anymore” examines Richard Oakes*

meteoric rise from community leader and educator into the position of national leader.
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The takeover of Alcatraz Island in November 1969, inspired over 10,000 Native peoples
to visit the island over the course of the nineteen-month occupation. This chapter
attempts to understand the roots of the takeover and how Richard Oakes reinvented
Intertribal leadership. The narrative also highlights the rise of modern Native leadership
in contrast to the leadership style of the famed Minneapolis-based American Indian
Movement (founded in 1968). Oakes created a different example of Red Power
leadership, a model consistently duplicated by other Native leaders.

The Intertribal organizational structure of Indians of All Tribes (IAT) represented
the culmination of years of Native American community and student activism that found
an expressive model in the actions of Richard Oakes. The occupation of Alcatraz forged a
new Intertribal identity that redefined self-determination and Native nationalism. While
Richard Oakes* time on the island lasted only three months, the death of his daughter
Yvonne Sherd Oakes, left an immeasurable impact on the family and ultimately, the
occupation.

Chapter five follows Oakes* involvement with Pacific Northwest fishing rights
and the Fort Lawton takeover in Seattle. In 1970, after Oakes had resigned from the
Alcatraz leadership, he was quickly recruited by Seattle activist Bernie Whitebear
(Colville). Inspired by IAT, Whitebear had created United Indians of All Tribes (UIAT)
and sponsored a similar Intertribal alliance that occupied the abandoned military post
located in Seattle and known as Fort Lawton. After three attempts, UIAT secured Fort
Lawton and subsequently created the Daybreak Star Center. Richard Oakes* leadership

proved instrumental to the Fort Lawton occupation.
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This chapter probes more deeply into Indian City Seattle and once again identifies
the complex construction of an Indian City. Urban Indian communities formed
institutions, chartered organizations, infiltrated college campuses, established business
networks, and politicized entire communities; this, I argue, is Red Power. Seattle‘s brand
of activism also surfaced from a vibrant localized Tribal movement known as the fish-ins.
In the early 1960s, Northwest Coast and Columbia River Plateau Tribes protested the
corporate and state-sponsored campaign to thwart Tribal fishing rights, long guaranteed
by treaty. These particular movements, the fish-ins and Fort Lawton takeover refined and
inspired Richard Oakes‘ commitment to a unique politic within Red Power. As a result,
Oakes* political ideology shifted from a national Intertribal philosophy towards a
grassroots, localized, Tribal focus on activism.

Few scholars have written about the Pit River Tribe and their desperate fight
against both the National Forest Service and Pacific Gas and Electric Company (PG&E).
Chapter six begins in 1959, when Pit River refused to accept their proposed settlement
from the Indian Claims Commission. The —award” totaled a mere forty-seven cents an
acre compensation for over 3.5 million acres of land in Northern California. Not only did
Pit River refuse to accept the settlement, by the late 1960s, the Tribe had organized a
fight to regain their ancestral lands. Coincidently, Richard Oakes® SFSC classmate
Mickey Gimmell, was elected Tribal Chairman for Pit River, at the young age of twenty-
SIX.

Richard Oakes, now the media savvy veteran leader of Alcatraz, molded his
nationalist vision into a grassroots campaign for Pit River. Oakes organized protests on

PG&E Corporation lands, dams, and parklands inside Mount Lassen National Park. The
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local and state police responded with violent force against these occupations. Eventually,
as Oakes‘ fame continued to grow, an attempt was made on his life during the height of
the nationalist protests at Pit River.

Despite suffering paralysis on over half of his body, due to a failed assassination
attempt Oakes continued to fight for Native issues in the early 1970s. Tragically, Richard
Oakes had to foil several assassination attempts on his life. Besides his dramatic hospital
recovery, Oakes resumed his push for land reclamations and reform.

The final chapter of A Journey to Freedom examines Oakes* participation in
occupations at Pit River, Kashaya, and throughout northern California. During 1971-72,
Oakes published his manifesto, which encapsulated his unique interpretation of the Red
Power movement. The manifesto called for economic, political, social, legal, and cultural
justice for Indian Country. Eventually, Oakes‘ fame and popularity in the Red Power
movement met with tragedy. On September 20, 1972, Richard Oakes was gunned down
by a YMCA camp director, Michael Oliver Morgan. For over thirty years, Oakes* death
has been shrouded in mystery. In Morgan‘s murder trial the jury acquitted him, finding
him innocent of both voluntary and involuntary manslaughter. The —not guilty” verdict
caused Indian Country, and especially the West Coast, to erupt in a protest that
culminated in the Trail of Broken Treaties march on Washington, D.C. later in 1972.

Richard Oakes forged critical ideological foundations and strategies that would be
mimicked nationally by many other Red Power activists and movements across Indian
Country. His foresight and dedication served to inspire and ignite an entire generation of
Native peoples, despite age or gender. Oakes* natural ability to bond quickly with others

created a powerful coalition, an Intertribal movement to protect Indian rights and
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promote self-determination. As an administrator and community organizer, he was
influential in the strategic formation of Native American Studies” departments that
emerged throughout the United States. His leadership was also instrumental in the Fort
Lawton and Pit River takeovers in the 1970s.

Oakes influenced people both during his life and after his death. In 1972, after he
was assassinated, his untimely death fueled the Trail of Broken Treaties march on
Washington, D.C., and it also unified an outspoken movement rooted in self-
determination ideology. Ultimately, this era of Intertribal Nationalism led to the reversal
of federal termination policies and Congress‘ passage of more than twenty-six pieces of
self-determination legislation. While scholars have churned out an abundance of
scholarship on the Black Freedom and civil rights movement, scholarly attention to
Native Nationalism or Red Power pales in comparison. —A Journey to Freedom” attempts
to remedy this historiographical gap while it complicates our historic understanding of

Red Power and the Urban Indian experience.
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CHAPTER ONE

AKWESASNE AND KAHNAWAKE
[Akwesasne is] a big reservation, six miles square, with three thousand people and three
thousand problems. My growing up was hard, as it is for most Indians. The hopes were

there the promises were there, but the means for achieving them weren't...

(Richard Oakes)

It was a crisp fall day in 1969 when Richard Oakes and others stepped onto dock
number 40 in the San Francisco Bay. A crowd of reporters had gathered to witness the
Indian —akeover” of Alcatraz Island. The reporters snapped photos of Oakes holding up
strips of red cloth and beads, mocking, with a smile, an attempt to purchase the Island
from the government. Finally a boat was found to take the —eccupiers” to the Island.

One by one, people climbed on board the Monte Cristo and other boats and started out.
The motion of the boat sliced the rough currents, and the faces of the passengers reflected
the excitement. As the winds picked up, many glanced back at the pier and the enormous
crimson superstructure of the Golden Gate Bridge.

Eventually, the focus returned to the weathered concrete of the Rock.” Dressed
in blue jeans, a sweater, and his cherished pair of cowboy boots, Richard Oakes made his
way to the side of the boat. Looking over at the waves and the Island, he turned to the
crowd and motioned, “€ome on, Let‘s go. Let‘s get it on!” Within a few seconds, his
shirt was off and his large frame disappeared into the chilled November waters, his boots

still on as he swam for the land.
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Oakes never looked back. He continued to swim through wave after wave. He seemed to
lack any fear. The danger of being swept out to sea, or, worse yet, drowning never
entered his consciousness. After two hundred and fifty yards, he was pushed in by the
waves. He reached for the shore, pulling himself up on the sea-stained rocks. A lone dog
approached and began to lick the fatigue and salt from his body. Richard Oakes had made
a long journey, a journey to freedom.’

The life of Akwesasne Mohawk, Richard Oakes, is crucial to any discourse on
contemporary American Indian leadership. Oakes helped organize the highly publicized
—takeovers” of Alcatraz, Fort Lawton, and Pit River. His assassination in 1972 galvanized
the Trail of Broken Treaties march on Washington D.C. and it unified a movement that
would usher in the era of self-determination in the mid-1970°‘s. But Oakes*s life served
yet another purpose: it inspired and enlightened future generations of Native leaders. This
dissertation will explore the life of Richard Oakes and illustrate how his actions reflected
the unique voice of indigenous leadership within the Red Power movement of the 1960s-
1970s.

Thomas Richard Oakes--(Ranoies [A Big Man or Thari hwasa tst [He has strong
beliefs]), better known as Richard George Oakes, was born to Arthur Oakes and Irene
Foote on May 22, 1942 on the St. Regis Mohawk Reservation in New York.” St. Regis,

also known as Akwesas 0:non, or —those who live in Akwesasne, the land where t