There was a lot of talk about love and
friendship for your fellow man, but I
never saw it. What I saw instead was
the bickering and barroom fights between the Indians, the constant drinking. Drinking seems to fill a void in the
life of many Indians. It takes the place
of the singing of a song, the sharing of
a song with another tribe, the sharing
of experiences that another tribe
member might have had. Drinking is
used as a way to create feelings of
some kind where there aren't any. It
fills a void, that's all. I saw the end of
the rainbow, the wrong end.
When I got to San Francisco, I first
took a job as a truckdriver. Then I
went to work in Warren's Bar as a
bartender. Warren's is an "Indian" bar
in the Mission District of the city,
where many Indians live, and I got
familiar with quite a few of the problems down around that area. There
was poor housing. The Indian people
found that their own culture was inaccessible to them. They were enslaved

-.<-t;?* .. • .h
by the white economic system and
dependent on it in the city, either in
the form of welfare or having to work
to make someone else rich.
/ went to work in a bar, the only
sober Indian there. Then I started
thinking of going back to school. I had
been to Adirondack Community

The only time I really sat down and talked to Richard
Oakes was on a crisp November afternoon a week or so
after Alcatraz had been invaded and secured. I was doing a
story on the occupation, and had hitched a ride to the
island on one of the yachts dodging the Coast Guard's halfhearted cordon sanitaire to run supplies to the Indians.
That was almost exactly three years ago, but 1 can still
remember the terrific surge of optimism on the island.
Jumping off the boat onto the dock was like stepping sideways in time into a functioning community inhabited by
contemporaries, yet recalling somehow days when the
Indian was not yet the white man's ward. Some of the
people of Alcatraz sat perched on rocks jutting out into the
Bay, fishing with handmade lines, others cooked over open
fires or dipped food out of a common pot; in the background the sound of drums and nasal songs in Sioux and
Kiowa clashed with rock music from portable radios.
Large numbers of Indians were coming to Alcatraz from
all over the country, many of them arriving with satchels
and sleeping bags the day 1 was there. Alcatraz was what
they'd been waiting for for many years. It was the moment
when the red man finally stepped out from under the white
bureaucrat's thumb and took control once again over his
own life. Old people from reservations all over the country
had gotten into desperately rickity pick-ups and driven
thousands of miles just to set foot on this new Indian Territory like pilgrims visiting Mecca. But mainly there were
young people-those who dreamed up the invasion and
those who followed after them. Most of them had lived at
least a part of their lives in the big city ghettoes and felt
that they were in danger of being only second-hand Indians.
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College and Syracuse University when
1 was working as an iron worker in
Syracuse, so thought that coming to
San Francisco might offer me the
chance to continue. 1 got the chance
to enroll in San Francisco State
College in February of '69. At that
time, the college was going through a

the only
They had grown up between two worlds—the world of their
elders, which was dead to them, and the contemporary
world where they could live with reconstructed Indian
identities not yet born. They had always known there was a
problem; Alcatraz was the solution.
Although certain spokesmen had been appointed, this
new tribe was officially leaderless, having determined to
create a genuine Indian community run as in olden times by
consensus. But it was clear to me that a young Mohawk, a
Richard Oakes, was not only a leader of this movement, but
also probably the personification of the spirit of the island.
Broad shouldered and husky, wearing a heavy mackinaw to
protect against the jagged wind slanting in off the Bay, he
had open good looks, an acceptable cockiness, and a
crackling smile. Later that day, we escaped to what had
once been an exercise yard for the old prison, to talk. We
sat there for about an hour, squinting down at the ocean
and occasionally getting up to move with the dwindling
patches of harsh sunlight. Oakes knew that Alcatraz had
become a powerful symbol overnight, but he wanted the
seizure to lead somewhere definite. "All my life I've been
waiting for something like this," I remember him saying.
"It's like being alive for the first time. We've got a toe-hold
here, and we're going to spread Alcatraz to wherever there
are Indians. Every dirty, lousy reservation is going to become an Alcatraz."
Oakes feared that federal marshals would land any day
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lot of changes itself in the Third World
Liberation Strike. In the turmoil, an
Ethnic Studies Program was being
explored. When I went out there, they
asked me to enroll. Through my job in
the bar and my contacts in the community, I was able to recruit other
students. They came out and we got
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into State. We started a Native
American Studies Program.
I felt that Indians needed attention
. . . not tomorrow, or the week after,
but today. At about this time, the
papers were full of controversy over
what to do with Alcatraz. Lamar
Hunt was proposing his preposterous

jood indian
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to take them by force. He hinted that there were guns on
the island, and that a sort of warrior society had constituted itself and was pledged to defend the island against
counterattack. But this never came, and over the months
the Indians grew used to this strange place, and it to them.
It seemed like they'd always been there, and would be there
forever. They drew up plans for an Indian university and
cultural center, had a sympathetic architectural firm work
up an elaborate scale model of the structures, and presented
it at one of their almost weekly news conferences. What
they wanted was a living monument—an antidote to the
Statue of Liberty, at the gateway to the West, where the
final atrocities against the Indians had taken place.
But nothing ever came of it. The occupation dragged on
as it became clear that the Indians were under a far more
subtle seige than they realized. Time, not U.S. marshals
with riot clubs, would finally move them off the Rock.
Most of the older Indians began to drift back home as plans
stalled, and the young people who were left began to turn
inward, to stagnate month by month as surely as their
elders had for generations. Long before the tragic death of
Yvonne Oakes had cast a shadow over their experience,
some of the original inhabitants of the island had already
left. Things went steadily downhill, and although people
who had sympathized with the Indians tried to ignore it, in
a few months Alcatraz had as formidable a reputation as
when it had been a maximum security prison. Reports of

plans for some kind of astrodome or
space needle. Someone wanted to
make it a pigeon-feeding station. There
was an offer to turn it into a park, and
somebody proposed that the government make it into a cemetery. I
thought, "Why the hell make it for the
dead? Why not make it for the living?
We have a specific need. We need to
live too, in our way!"
All of this was going on in the
spring of 1969. During this time, while
we were still in school, there was a
meeting of all the Indian students
throughout the state—state college
students, university students, students
from the Native American Studies Programs. We all got together, and I
mentioned it there that taking
Alcatraz would be a good thing to do.
I announced it to all the students. At
that time, they all laughed. However,
it was there that one of the older
people said, "All you young people,
listen: We have been looking forward
to this day when there would be some-

violence, heavy drug use, an atmosphere like that of Lord
of the Flies drifted to the mainland. On June 11,1971,
when the marshals came only eleven Indians were left.
In many ways, the passing of Alcatraz marked an end to
the era that had begun several years earlier with the fish-ins
in Washington state, and had grown through the revolution
of rising expectations fostered by programs of the Great
Society. Indians had in some sense suddenly ceased to be
chic. Things had changed since the fact that they were captives inside white America had burst in upon the national
conscience in the mid-60s, and as the war in Vietnam
forced Americans to take a hard look at their history and
understand that it was founded on a primal genocide
against the red men. Indians had been rediscovered in a hot
flash of guilt before and always this same thing had happened: a shocked outcry, a few pieces of remedial legislation, some best-selling books, and then an echoing silence as
the rhetoric about the "plight" of the "first Americans"
ceased. The guilt passed, having served its obscure purposes,
and the Indian's status quo continued-the lands being sold
off bit by bit, water rights being embezzled by states thirsty
for development, and the future morgaged out each day by
the clearing house in Washington, D. C.
After leaving the island, Richard Oakes, like others who
had first gone there, was constantly in the news. Although I
didn't see him, 1 heard of him from various friends. After
the death of his daughter, he seemed somehow star-crossed.
As a mutual friend said, it was like "Richard couldn't get
going again." I knew he was obsessed with doing something
for Indian people-we had talked about it that day on
(Continued on page 62)

PHOTOS BY ALAN COPELAND

RAMPARTS

PRODUCED BY UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

37

thing for you to do. You are our
leaders."
Well, the idea stayed in the minds
of many of the students. I didn't get a
chance to meet some of them until
much later, many months later. It was
at the American Indian Center in San
Francisco. We discussed the possibilities of it. We made tentative plans
to do it in the summertime, in 1970.
However,'one fellow had jumped the
gun and was already making plans with
local reporters to develop the first
news release in November 1969. We
were supposed to get dressed up in all
of their "television costumes" and just
make a pass around the island, to
symbolically claim Alcatraz.
But a lot of us were sick of doing
things for the pubhc; so when they
sailed around the island, we decided to
jump off the ship when it got close to
Alcatraz, swim out to the island, and
claim it. When we got within two
hundred fifty yards, I said, "Come on.
Let's go. Let's get it on!" So I left all
my stuff in the boat and dove into the
water. Four others followed, but they
went all the way around the island and
jumped when the boat was closer to
the dock, on the east side. I jumped
when it was way out. The tide was on
the ebb, going towards the Golden
Gate Bridge. The boats, the main boat
and the press boats, well, they just
kept going. They went right on by.
People on the boats saw me and
yelled, "Man overboard, man
overboard," but they just kept or
going.
Before jumping 1 felt a great sense
of urgency. I felt I had to do it, so I
just jumped off. I didn't have time to
be scared. I didn't weigh the
possibilities of being attacked by a
shark or the current taking me across
the bay toll-free. It never entered my
mind. I was too busy trying to get to
the Rock, because that water was cold,
and it was swift. I landed just to the
left of the dock, on the rocks. I was
being dragged in by the waves or the
current, or something, underneath the
barge. I was exhausted when I hit land.
I've done a lot of swimming, but this
was the toughest swim I've ever made.
I crawled up on the rocks to rest,
and a dog came up and began to lick
the salt off my body. I had to get that
dog away from me. It just kept licking
me up. 1 found out later that this was
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their "ferocious" guard dog. I found
the other four guys. We claimed the
island by right of discovery. We represented five different tribes, so we
claimed it in the name of the Indians
of all the tribes, not just one tribe.
That was the first time we used the
name which would become our name
on the island; " Indians of All Tribes."
When we first discovered Alcatraz,
we felt like Christians. The natives
were very hostile and savage. After we
were there for a couple of hours, their
warriors, the Coast Guard, came and
took us off. That same night fourteen
students from UC Berkeley, some
from UC Santa Cruz, and some from
San Francisco State College set out
again.
It was November 9, 1969, when we
spent our first night on Alcatraz. We
got a ride over with some Sausahto
yachtsmen. We landed at about six
o'clock and hid. I guess the caretaker
was alerted that we had landed. I think
by newsmen. He, his three patrolmen,
and their ferocious guard dog came
out and tried to find us. There were
fourteen of us hiding in the grass, and
at times they passed within inches of
us. Even with their dog they couldn't
detect us. We could see that dog,
wagging his tail and barking occasionally. I guess he was used to us by then.
They soon gave up the search, and
we split up into three groups, just to
be safe. Some of us slept outside and
some in the buildings. It was cold that
night. The next morning, we did a lot
of exploring, looking for food, wood
supplies, places to sleep, and generally
getting the lay of the land for the next
landing. The place was desolate. It was

so run down that it was already beginning to feel like a reservation.
We had expected the natives to
attack at sunrise, but they didn't.
Finally, Thomas Hannon, the GAO's
regional administrator for the island
(the GAO has responsibility for all
U.S. government surplus property),
came on with the Coast Guard and a
horde of newsmen. The government
couldn't find us, but the newsmen did,
in one of the cell-blocks where we had
spent the night. The Coast Guard
offered us a ride off, and at around
noon time we went down to the exercise yard for a conference. We went
down to the dock and read them our
proclamation, claiming the island in
the name of Indians of All Tribes and
giving them our demands. We again
vowed we'd be back.
This time, instead of going back to
the Indian Center, I went down to
UCLA. We felt that we needed more
people and a little more time to think
it over. By this time, we were sure that
there was nothing to fear. The first
two missions had confirmed this. They
were like reconnaissance missions,
each group returning to confirm that
we'd be able to do the job.
I made a speech to the Indian students at UCLA and told them of our
experiences, told them that there was
nothing to fear. I said that we needed
people who would be willing to live
out there. I told them that it would
mean a great deal to all Indians, and
that it would take grea, dedication on
the part of those that came out to
stay. Eighty of them decided to come
up to San Francisco. On November 20,
1969 we went out to Alcatraz, and

PHOTO BY STEPHEN SHAMES

RAMPARTS

PRODUCED BY UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

us were spoiled, leaking and probably
poisonous. We weren't getting only
good stuff out there. We were even
getting party dresses, high-heeled
shoes, white starched shirts. I even
found a tuxedo.
Those were hilarious times. Someone donated a live turkey. That poor
turkey. He didn't know what he was
getting into. He had a beautiful coloring at first, white and other colors, but
he soon turned gray, the color of the
concrete. It would have been good if
he'd gone into the frying pan, but he
didn't. He ended up living off what
garbage there was in the dump. Ended
up eating glass.
this time we planned to stay.
Again, we came from Sausalito, and
again, we came at night, dispelUng the
myth that Indians don't attack after
dark. This time the Coast Guard put
up a blockade. They tried to take our
boat that night, but some of us
jumped on the Coast Guard boat and
told them that if they tried to take our
boat, we'd take theirs. They told us to
get off the island, and we told them
"No. This is Indian Land. Stay clear
200 yards." They got out.
They set up a blockade. They sailed
around in circles like the Indians did
around wagon trains in movies and in
pictures. This went on for a couple of
days after that third landing. Also,
that night, there were helicopters
circling overhead. With the Coast
Guard's searchlights and all, it was
quite a spectacle.
The Uttle Irish guy, the caretaker,
came out and started blowing his
bugle. He called up his boss on the
phone and said, "The Indians are here,
the Indians are here. I think they're
here to stay. It's taken them thirty
minutes to unload their boat." He told
us that we were trespassing, but we
just didn't give a damn. We told him
that he was trespassing, and if he
would cooperate, we would set up a
Bureau of Caucasian Affairs and make
him head of it. He laughed like hell,
and later really did help us. He came
over to our side.
The blockade was completely ineffective. We expected more people the
next morning. Well, that day was just a
fine day for sailing. The Sausalito
Yacht Club just happened to have a
sail that day, and there were so many

boats out on the bay that the boats
bringing people out to the island were
able to shp by under the cover of the
yachts. I don't know if the yachting
that day was intentional so far as we
were concerned, but it was superb!
We needed food and supplies. The
blockade was still on that night
(November 21), but it didn't stop us.
A canoe sUpped into the water, went
over to San Francisco, and requested
some supplies from the people over
there. The mercy ship came over that
night and beached on the Golden Gate
side of the island, where there's a sheer
cliff. We made a makeshift ladder and
brought up supplies that way. While all
of this was going on, someone started
a fire on the other side of the island,
throwing firebombs at the rocks, to
create a diversion. We followed all the
rules in the book. Of course the Coast
Guard fell for it.
We couldn't have survived without
all the people who ran that blockade,
especially those first few days, that
first week. I guess the people around
San Francisco and the Bay Area saw
the symbolic gesture of what we were
doing, saw just how important this
action was. They realized that it could
be possible if they would contribute
something. And they did, and it was
very possible. They made it possible.
Sometimes, especially later, it felt
like the monthly commodities coming
in for the Indians. You know, surplus
food for the Indians. "Here it comes,
fellas." We were sent a whole load of
cans of goods and drinks containing
cyclamates. I remember unloading it. I
told them to take it back, and they
did. Some of the cans that were given

At first we did all of our cooking
outside on an open fire. There was a
big fire on the dock. The kids would
fish for crab, and we would put a big
pot on and cook the crab in there.
Any fish that we caught were put right
in tinfoil and directly into the fire. It
was good. Everyone just came and ate
the food that was there. There wasn't
any sense of mine and yours. Everything belonged to everybody.
We tried our best to set up housing
for all the people coming onto the
island. We set up a housing committee,
a security committee, a school for the
children. We appointed a head of security and would elect different
people to work on the force. The
housing committee would search out
the island and find the available spots
that were free for anybody to flop
down on. Pete Bluecloud set up the
kitchen, and he and his wife took great
pains to see that it was done well.
We did a lot of singing in those
days. I remember the fires at nighttime, the cold of the night, the singing
around the (fampfire of the songs that
aren't shared by the white people . . .
the songs of friendship, the songs of
understandirig. We did a lot of singing.
We sang into the early hours of the
morning. It was beautiful to behold
and beautiful to listen to.
A few of us would go off alone and
start talking about our experiences on
the different reservations, about the
more advanced problems and finding
solutions to them. The outfit from
Alaska would talk about their problems. The fellow from Oklahoma
talked about how they got a terrible
screwing. We talked of the Creeks and
how they were once a great nation.
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Pete Bluecloud and I, being the only
Mohawks there, would talk about our
own Iroquoian problems. We knew we
had to keep the Idea of Alcatraz going.
We knew we had to bring the experience back home, to the reservations.
We vowed to ourselves to keep it
going.
About a week after we had taken
the island for the third time, the
government began to realize that we
weren't going to leave. They were dealing with a new breed of Indian. They
began to use all kinds of poUtical
moves and miHtant threats to get us
off the island.
Thomas Hannon offered to build us
another American Indian Center, to
replace the one in San Francisco that
had mysteriously burned down about
two weeks before we seized the island.
He said that the Presidio, the Army
Base in San Francisco, would be an
ideal place for us to have the Indian
Center. You know, they wanted to
move us back to the fort again, where
they could watch us.
We said, "This is our place. This is
it. It offers the kind of isolation necessary for the kind of intellectual development we need to build our movement." This movement is one in which
we are doing things for ourselves. It
was just beginning. We weren't about
to give it up.
They told us that we were trespassers and that they could not be
responsible for our safety. They
stopped delivering water to the island.
They turned off the lighthouse and all
of the electricity on the island by
refusing to service the generator and,
finally, made plans to take us off the
island by force. We refused to move,
and they realized that there wasn't a
damned tiring they could do about it.
By this time, the whole world knew of
the Alcatraz invasion, and the government wasn't about to risk its shaky
image by evicting us.
After Alcatraz was taken, Indians
started coming in from all over. The
people that came were not only from
the United States. They came from
Canada, from Mexico, from South
America, from all over. For some, it
was the first time that they had met
with the people of other tribes, the
first time they felt a unity with all
Indians. The getting together of all
Indians was something undreamed of
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since the Ghost Dance of 1889.
Alcatraz was symbolic to a lot of
people, and it meant something real to
a lot of people. There are many old
prophecies that speak of the younger
people rising up and finding a way for
the People to live. The Hopi, the spiritual leaders of the Indian people, have
a prophecy that is at least 1200 years
old. It says that the People would be
pushed off their land from the East to
the West, and when they reached the
Westernmost tip of America, they
would begin to take back the land that
was stolen from them.
There was one old man who came
on the island. He must have been
eighty or ninety years old. When he
stepped up onto the dock, he was
overjoyed. He stood there for a minute
and then said, "At last, I am free!"
Alcatraz was a place where thousands of people had been imprisoned,
some of them Indians. We sensed the
spirits of the prisoners. At times it was
spooky, but mostly the spirit of mercy
was in the air. The spirits were free.
They mingled with the spirits of the
Indians that came on the island and
hoped for a better future.
Ironically, Alcatraz was a fitting
place for us to take. As I've said
before, in many ways it was like a
reservation: barren, isolated, devoid of
water. When we landed, the place felt
full of despair, very hopeless, very
uncompromising. It wouldn't yield
any kind of harvest at all. The white
man has taken all of the productive
land, the real Mother Earth. In a sense,
the invasion represented the end of the
era of the white man's harshness to
Mother Earth. All the white man does
is spread concrete over the land. There
are no vibrations; there's no breath.
Nothing can come from our Mother.
She has been smothered.
When we got there, Alcatraz was
twelve acres of concrete, full of barbed
wire. It just looked like an army concentration camp. Coming up from the
dock, there was a stair that seemed to
go right up into the wall. They were
huge stairs, going right to the top of
the wall. I think they were made for
Giants. Then we had to go across the
yard into another long set of stairs to
get up to the main cellblock. When
you get up there, you either die of
exhaustion or come away with massive
muscles on your legs.

Walking into Cellblock One reminded me of walking into one of
those huge airplane hangars, but when
you walked further back, you found
that there were no airplanes. Maybe
grounded pilots, but no airplanes.
We're the only kind of birds that don't
fly . . . jailbirds. Jailbirds, wards of the
government, prisoners of war . . .
what's the difference. Before it was
known as the Bureau of Indian Affairs,
our "governing agency" was the War
Department. We were called "Prisoners
of War" then. The two agencies are
synonymous. During the Second
World War, the Japanese prisoner of
war camps were run by the same
people that run the BIA. Somebody in
Washington probably said, "Hey, this
is a natural!" We still consider ourselves prisoners of war. We'll always be
at war with the values of this society!
On January 5, 1970, our daughter,
Yvonne, fell three stories down a stairwell in the officers' quarters. Two days
later she died in a San Francisco hospital. She was just thirteen. About a
week before the accident, my wife
Anne told me of dreams and feelings
of premonition she was having. She
was afraid that someone in our family
would be hurt if we stayed on the
island. She felt that it was time to
leave. I had been thinking about
leaving to develop the idea of Alcatraz
in other places. However, I put her off.
I wish I had listened.
Yvonne's death cast an air of gloom
over the whole island. It was like a
symbol of all the doubts we had
hidden from ourselves during the
whole Alcatraz experience. There had
always been the possibility of failure,
as there is in every movement, but we
had to suppress this idea in order to
survive. This time was the test. It was a
time to look inward.
I think we have survived. We passed
the test. The sorrow couldn't bring her
back. We could only take it and deal
with it. Even in death she was still
within the circle, the circle of life, our
universe.
A few days after Yvonne died we
returned to the island to get our
clothes and few possessions and left.
We had to go. We needed to be away
from there. We needed time to gather
ourselves together. Leaving the place
itself wasn't hard, and we have never
left the people.
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m Van Schley's recently published book
These photographs are excerpts fro
erest. They also reflect the phenomenon
Signs, shot primarily for their visual int
ation overload we are all bombarded
of the incredible information/misinform
with constantly.
alls of Fire, which specializes in docuVan Schley is a member of Great B include articles in West magazine on
menting the environment. Past projects Weathermen, and ice cream parlors. Its
Los Angeles franchise coffee shops, TV ommercial television, using color casTelethon division concerns itself with c sees on TV. Great Balls of Fire is also
sette equipment to tape what America magazine Radical Software.
guest editing an upcoming issue of the s work, will appear in Avalanche, a magAn interview with Van Schley, plus hi lanche is published at 93 Grand Street
azine concerned with the New Art. Ava
in New York.
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