The Autobiography of Russell Means: A
Journey of Radical Resistance

In the annals of American history, Russell Means stands as a towering
figure in the struggle for Indigenous rights and sovereignty. A charismatic
leader, eloquent speaker, and fearless activist, Means was a co-founder of
the American Indian Movement (AIM) and played a pivotal role in some of
the most significant events in the organization's history, including the
occupation of Alcatraz Island and the Wounded Knee standoff. His
autobiography, published in 1995, is a powerful and deeply personal
account of his life and activism, offering a unique perspective on the
challenges and triumphs of the Indigenous rights movement.
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Early Life and Activism

Russell Means was born on the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation in South
Dakota in 1939. His childhood was marked by poverty, discrimination, and
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the oppressive policies of the federal government towards Native
Americans. These experiences instilled in Means a deep sense of injustice
and a determination to fight for the rights of his people. In the 1960s,
Means became involved in the emerging Indigenous rights movement, and
in 1968, he co-founded the American Indian Movement alongside Dennis
Banks and Clyde Bellecourt. AIM quickly became a leading voice for
Indigenous rights, organizing protests, occupations, and other forms of
direct action to demand recognition of Indigenous sovereignty and self-
determination.

Occupation of Alcatraz

One of the most iconic events in the history of the AIM was the occupation
of Alcatraz Island in 1969. Led by Means and Banks, a group of Native
American activists seized control of the abandoned prison island in San
Francisco Bay and held it for 19 months, demanding the return of
Indigenous lands and the establishment of an Indian university on the
island. The occupation garnered international attention and helped to raise
awareness of the plight of Native Americans. Although the federal
government eventually evicted the occupiers, the occupation was a major
victory for the Indigenous rights movement, demonstrating the power of
direct action and civil disobedience.

Wounded Knee Standoff

In 1973, Means played a key role in the Wounded Knee standoff, a 71-day
siege between AIM activists and federal law enforcement agents on the
Pine Ridge Indian Reservation. The standoff began after a series of violent
incidents between AIM activists and members of the Oglala Sioux Tribal
Council, and quickly escalated into a tense and dangerous confrontation.



Means served as a spokesperson for the occupiers, negotiating with
federal officials and calling for an end to the violence. The standoff ended
with the surrender of the AIM activists, but it had a profound impact on the
Indigenous rights movement, highlighting the ongoing tensions between
Native Americans and the federal government.

Later Life and Legacy

In later years, Means continued to be a vocal advocate for Indigenous
rights, speaking at rallies, protests, and other events. He also wrote several
books, including his autobiography, and appeared in several films and
documentaries about the Indigenous rights movement. Means died in 2012
at the age of 72, but his legacy continues to inspire activists and advocates
around the world. He is remembered as a fearless leader, a tireless fighter
for justice, and a symbol of the ongoing struggle for Indigenous rights and
sovereignty.

The Autobiography of Russell Means is a powerful and moving account of a
life dedicated to fighting for justice. Means's story is a testament to the
resilience and determination of the Indigenous peoples of the Americas,
and his unwavering commitment to fighting for their rights and sovereignty.
His autobiography is a must-read for anyone interested in American history,
social justice, or the ongoing struggle for Indigenous rights.
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