Richard Oakes, Alcatraz, and the Red Power
Movement: The Enduring Legacy of Henry
Roe Cloud

Amidst the turbulent currents of the 1960s, a pivotal chapter unfolded in the
annals of American history on the desolate island of Alcatraz, a former
federal prison situated in the San Francisco Bay. At the heart of this chapter
stood Richard Oakes, a charismatic Lakota activist, who, along with a
group of Native American militants, occupied the island for 19 months,
galvanizing a nation and igniting the Red Power Movement.

Richard Oakes: A Visionary Leader

Born in 1942 on the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation in South Dakota,
Richard Oakes witnessed firsthand the systemic injustices and poverty that
plagued Native American communities. Inspired by the teachings of his
grandfather, Henry Roe Cloud, a renowned Lakota chief and Episcopal
minister, Oakes became a passionate advocate for Native American rights.
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Oakes attended Haskell Indian Nations University, a historically black
college in Kansas, where he immersed himself in Native American history
and activism. He joined the American Indian Movement (AIM),a nascent
organization founded in 1968 to confront the discrimination and oppression
faced by Native Americans.

The Occupation of Alcatraz

In November 1969, Oakes led a group of 89 AIM activists in the occupation
of Alcatraz. Their goal was to draw attention to the plight of Native
Americans and to demand the return of the island, which they considered
sacred land.

The occupation lasted for 19 months, becoming a symbol of Native
American resistance and a catalyst for the Red Power Movement. Oakes
and his fellow occupiers staged protests, held press conferences, and
issued a series of demands, including the establishment of a Native
American university, a health clinic, and a cultural center on Alcatraz.

The Red Power Movement

The occupation of Alcatraz ignited a wave of activism and solidarity among
Native Americans across the country. The Red Power Movement, which
emerged from this historic event, sought to empower Native American
communities, assert their rights, and reclaim their cultural heritage.

Inspired by the Black Power Movement, the Red Power Movement
emphasized self-determination, economic development, and cultural
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renewal. Activists organized protests, established community programs,
and advocated for legislation that would address the needs of Native
American communities.

The Legacy of Henry Roe Cloud

Throughout the occupation of Alcatraz and the Red Power Movement,
Richard Oakes drew inspiration from the teachings of his grandfather,
Henry Roe Cloud. Cloud, who had been a staunch advocate for Native
American rights in the early 20th century, had instilled in Oakes a deep
belief in the importance of education, self-reliance, and cultural
preservation.

Cloud's teachings provided a guiding light for the Red Power Movement,
encouraging activists to embrace their heritage, fight for their rights, and
build a better future for their communities.

The Enduring Impact

Although the occupation of Alcatraz ended in 1971, its legacy continues to
resonate today. The Red Power Movement laid the foundation for
significant advancements in Native American rights and self-governance.

Richard Oakes's leadership and the spirit of Alcatraz continue to inspire
generations of Native American activists and leaders. His unwavering
commitment to justice and his belief in the power of unity serve as a
timeless reminder of the importance of fighting for what is right.

The occupation of Alcatraz and the Red Power Movement were pivotal
moments in American history, marking a turning point in the struggle for
Native American rights. Richard Oakes, guided by the teachings of his



grandfather, Henry Roe Cloud, played a pivotal role in this transformative
movement, leaving an enduring legacy that continues to shape the lives of
Native Americans today.
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