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Anna Mae Pictou Aquash

Early Life

Anna Mae Pictou was born in Nova Scotia on March 27, 1945. He parents, Mary Ellen Pictou and Francis Thomas Levi, were members of the Mi’kmaq First Nation in Shubenacadie, at the Indian Brook Reserve. She was the third of four siblings, with older sisters Mary and Becky and younger brother Francis. Her parents divorced soon after, and they were left with their mother. Mary Ellen tried her best to provide for the children, but she was struggling. In 1949, she got married to Noel Sappier. Sappier was supportive, and the family thrived for a while. Anna Mae and her siblings attended the school on the reservation, and she excelled. At age eight, she contracted tuberculosis, and it was treated, but the infection had already spread to her eyes. Fortunately, she fully recovered from the infection. Sappier was a Mi’kmaq traditionalist, and he was wholly dedicated to the preservation of the Mi’kmaq culture. Through Sappier, Anna Mae was able to learn a lot about the culture of her people. 

In 1956, Noel Sappier died, and the family once again had to grapple with the difficult life brought on by their abject poverty. Mary Ellen tried providing for her children the best she could, but life seemingly kept getting worse. Anna Mae was transferred to a public school off the reservation, and she found herself in the midst of a racially diverse classroom. The other students brutally tormented her, hurling racial slurs and other discriminatory insults at her. She was emotionally, psychologically, and even physically abused by some of the other students. The bullying was so bad that Anna Mae could barely keep up with her studies. The once A-student began failing her classes, and she started getting Ds in almost every subject at school. At home, there wasn’t much support from her mother, who had started dating someone new. One day after school, Anna Mae and her siblings got home from school to find their mother gone. Mary Ellen had run away to marry someone else. During her time in the reservation, Anna Mae had gained quite a lot of knowledge regarding her culture, as well as how things worked in the community. She had been working as a seasonal farmhand to help out her mother in the past, and was quite good at it. With her mother gone, she dropped out of school and started working in the potato and berry farms. 

Family

In 1962, 17-year-old Anna Mae decided to leave the reservation. She and James Maloney, her boyfriend, left Nova Scotia and made their way to Boston. They found quite a number of Mi’kmaq Indians in Boston, and they settled in fairly well. The transition from living in the reservation to the city was made easier by the Mi’kmaq community, and the two became fully engrained in it. Anna Mae and James got married while living in Boston, and the two had two daughters. Denise, the first daughter, was born in 1964, and Debbie in September 1965. The two wanted their daughters to understand their Mi’kmaq roots and culture, so they often traveled to Shubenacadie. 

Activism in Boston

By 1968, Anna Mae had become engrained in the Boston Native Indian society, and was participating in various programs to help with the plight of her people. She helped to set up the Boston Indian Council, attending the meetings in 1968. The council was a response to the rising populations of Natives in the city, and it was set up to help them find affordable housing. The council was later renamed the Native American Indian Center of Boston (NAICOB). Anna Mae also worked as a teacher in Bar Harbour, Maine, as part of the Teaching and Research in Bicultural Education School Project (TRIBES). The TRIBES program was set up to teach the Native Indian young ones about their history. Additionally, Anna Mae was involved with the teen program aimed at helping the teenagers to develop high self-esteem. This, she hoped, would help them to avoid the entrapment of alcohol abuse. Anna Mae had battled with alcoholism, and was hoping to help the teenagers to choose a better path. Unfortunately, the TRIBES program was shut down due to lack of funding.

Anna Mae began teaching at a daycare that was located in a predominantly African American neighborhood. She was very successful at the daycare, and she got a full scholarship to the Brandeis University in Waltham, Massachusetts. She turned down the opportunity, preferring to work with the African American and indigenous communities in Boston. At one of the meetings held at the Native American Indian Center of Boston in 1970, Anna Mae heard about the Thanksgiving Day protest that had been planned by another organization, American Indian Movement (AIM). It was around this time that NAICOB was officially launched. 

On Thanksgiving Day in 1970, Anna Mae joined the members of AIM as they headed towards the Boston harbor, led by Russell Means. AIM had planned to protest during the 350th Anniversary of the Mayflower landing. The Mayflower II was docked at the harbor, and the members of AIM boarded and seized it. They were protesting the government’s failure to honor the treaties made with Indian Americans, and the alleged poor treatment of Indian Americans by the government. This protest was Anna Mae’s first interaction with AIM, and she decided to join them for more protests.

Around this time, Anna Mae’s marriage to James Maloney was slowly disintegrating. She became aware of his infidelities, and the two decided to split ways. They got divorced a short while later.

Activism with AIM

Anna Mae’s interest in activism saw her become more active within AIM, an organization that was at the forefront in fighting for the rights of Indian Americans. In 1972, the First Nations and American Indians organizations began setting up a cross-country protest, The Trail of Broken Treaties. The protest was geared towards drawing national attention to the inadequate living standards that Native Americans were subjected to, as well as the violations of the treaty agreements. Eight organizations came together to sponsor the protest, which included members traveling from all over the country to Washington, D.C. The sponsors included the National Indian Brotherhood, a Canadian organization, American Indian Movement, National Indian Youth Council, Native Americans Rights Fund, National American Indian Council, American Indian Committee on Alcohol and Drug Abuse, National Indian Leadership Training, and National Council on Indian Work. Activists in AIM created a Twenty-Point Position paper that articulated the demands. The protesters started their journey from the west coast in October, and they got to Washington in November. The Nixon administration refused to meet with the leaders to take their position paper. In response, they occupied the Department of Interior headquarters building. The Bureau of Indian Affairs main officers were located in the same building. A number of protestors began destroying records and vandalizing the area. The stand-off lasted for a week, after which the Nixon administration met with the leaders and drew up new treaties, and conceded to some of the demand. It was during this time that Anna Mae met Nogeeshik Aquash, a native of Walpole Island in Canada. They started a relationship.

On February 28, 1973, AIM leaders went to the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation to protest the government occupation of the reservation. Russell Means and Carter Camp, AIM leaders, led about 200 protestors and occupied Wounded Knee, a town within the reservation. They were calling for the removal of Richard Wilson, the tribal chairman accused of corruption and abuse of opponents. They also protested the government’s failure to fulfill the treaties made with Natives. Oglala Sioux Civil Rights Organization (OSCRO) had failed to impeach Wilson before the occupation, and later joined AIM in Wounded Knee. In response to the occupation, the government sent agents from the United States Marshall Service, the FBI, and other agencies to cordon off Wounded Knee. Anna Mae and Aquash joined in the occupation, and they were tasked with smuggling food and supplies to the residents and protestors in Wounded Knee. The occupation lasted for 71 days, and left one U.S. Marshall and two natives dead, and one protestor, Ray Robinson, missing. In the end, the occupation did not achieve the intended goal. Chief Wilson was reelected in 1974 despite the accusations against him. However, the organizations did receive public sympathy for the injustices suffered. Russell Means and Dennis Banks, AIM leaders, were later indicted on charges related to the protests. The case was dismissed by the federal court, which cited prosecutorial misconduct. Anna Mae and Aquash got married during the occupation, in a traditional ceremony presided by Lakota leader Wallace Black Elk.

After the occupation in Pine Ridge, the FBI became more determined to dismantle AIM. The activities of the AIM protestors was getting national attention, and their methods were far from peaceful, especially after the deaths of agents during the shootout in Wounded Knee. The FBI began surveillance on AIM members, recruiting informants from various chapters.

Anna Mae’s marriage to Aquash did not last long, and the two separated. However, she kept the name Aquash. In 1974, she relocated to Minneapolis, where she adopted the surname Aquash. She became involved with the Red Schoolhouse Project, and worked for a culturally based school that was dedicated to the education of the American Indian students in the area. In the same year, AIM activists joined the Ojibwe activists in the armed occupation of the Anicinabe Park in Kenora, Ontario. The protests were focused on issues of police harassment, health, education, as well as other issues. In particular, they were highlighting the failure of the Office of Indian Affairs, which had apparently failed to improve the living conditions of the Ojibwe in northwest Ontario and Kenora. Anna Mae was among the AIM supporters who joined in the occupation. 

In January 1975, the Menominee Warriors occupied the Alexian Brothers Novitiate in Gresham, Winsconsin. Anna Mae was part of the month-long occupation, which firmly put her in the FBI’s crosshairs. The Menominee Warriors wanted the land that the abbey had occupied to return to the tribe, since it had been originally appropriated for the construction of the abbey. Since the abbey had been shut down, the tribe staked their original claim to the land left behind. The members were afraid the government would take the land. After the occupation, the FBI set its sights on Anna Mae, as she was a quickly rising the ranks within the organization. In February 1975, AIM’s head of security, Douglas Durham, was expelled from AIM at a public press conference. Sometime in late 1974, the leaders of AIM had discovered that Durham was an FBI informant. The leaders had developed a sense of paranoia, especially because Durham was a high ranking member of the organization. In 1975, Anna Mae had become an important member of AIM in her own right. The organization relied on her impeccable organization skills, and she had become more involved in making decisions regarding the organization’s policies and programs. Rumors began circulating within AIM claiming that Anna Mae was an informant. Instead of leaving the organization, Anna Mae began working in earnest in a bid to show the members that she was not an informant. Her need to improve the lives of other Natives drove the decision to stay, even though she could sense that the leaders were becoming increasingly hostile.

June – December 1975

In the summer of 1974, Anna Mae became intimately involved with one of the leaders of AIM, Dennis Banks. Banks was married by common law to Darlene Ka-Mook Nichols. In June of 1975, she was made aware of the relationship between her husband and Anna Mae. At the time, the organization was preparing for the convention in Farmington, New Mexico. Members Leonard Peltier, Dino Butler, and Bob Robideau later took Anna Mae to a mesa that was located in the area. Once there, they began interrogating her about her involvement as an FBI informant. She denies that she is an informant, but they keep pressuring her to confess. Once the interrogation ended, Anna Mae tells another member of AIM, Iris Thundercloud, that Peltier put a pistol in her mouth during the interrogation. When she recounted the story to her sisters and daughters, they tried to convince her to cut ties with the organization. However, Anna Mae was steadfast in her belief that the members would realize that they were wrong about her. She felt that she could do more good within the organization.

The relationship between AIM and the FBI became even more volatile on June 26, 1975. One AIM member, Joe Stuntz, and two FBI agents, Jack Coler and Ron Williams were killed. Stuntz was killed by a law enforcement officer while Coler and Williams were killed by an AIM member. The FBI began investigating AIM in earnest, looking for ways to dismantle the organization. In June 1975, Dennis Banks was on trial for his part in the Custer riots that broke out in 1973. One member of AIM, Leonard Crow Dog, asked Banks to keep Anna Mae from his farm because she was an informant. On 27th June, two AIM members, Harry David Hill and Tony Ament, bombed the Mt. Rushmore Tourist Center. The bombing put the FBI on high alert, and the leaders in AIM became even more paranoid after the arrest of Harry David Hill. The AIM leaders uncovered another informant, Bernie Morning Gun. Vernon Bellecourt, an AIM leader, appeared in Helena with Gun, and announced that informants within the organization were given 30 days of amnesty. After the time was up, he vowed that AIM would take things into their own hands. On September 5, 1975, another FBI raid saw Anna Mae arrested together with other members of AIM. She was released after 3 days, as members of AIM always bailed her out fast because of the role in raising funds for the organization. On September 13, 1975, Anna Mae was once again picked up by the FBI after she landed in Los Angeles with Nilak Butler. The two were questioned and then released.

By late October, Hill and Dog had both confronted Anna Mae about her role as an FBI informant on two separate occasions. She denied being an informant, and even joined Hill, Peltier, Nichols, and Banks in carrying out several bombings in the Pine Ridge area. The AIM leaders kept Anna Mae under constant watch, and they wouldn’t let her travel to Canada. By this time, Peltier had bragged to a number of people that he had been the one who killed the two FBI agents in June. He even showed some people Coler’s service weapon, claiming he had taken it from his body. Both agents had been shot from a distance, and then at close range. An informant, dubbed Informant A, supplied the FBI with the location of Peltier and Banks. Banks had gone underground before his conviction on the Custer riot case, and he was considered a fugitive. A second informant, Informant B, also told the FBI where Peltier and Banks could be found. Both informants pointed to John Chiquiti’s residence in Oregon. When the FBI followed up on the information, the responding agents found themselves in a shootout with several members of AIM, including Anna Mae, Peltier, Banks, Nichols, Kenny Loud Hawk, and Russ Redner. Banks and Peltier escaped, and the rest were arrested on weapons charges. On November 24, 1975, Anna Mae was arraigned in court for the weapons charges related to the shootout that occurred ten days earlier. She was represented by Robert Riter, a court appointed attorney. Anna Mae was released on bond, and she checked into a motel in Pierre. Later that day, she was picked from the motel by Evelyn Bordeaux and Ray Hand Boy. The three traveled to Keensburg, Colorado, where Anna Mae thought she was going to meet up with Banks. On November 25, 1975, a bench warrant was issued for the arrest of Anna Mae for failing to appear in court on the September 5 weapons charges. At the time, Anna Mae was at Julian’s, a bar in Keensburg. On November 28, Anna Mae left Keensburg and headed to Denver to stay with another member of AIM, Troy Lynn Yellow Wood-Williams at 4494 Pecos Street. 

Murder

On February 24, 1976, Roger Amiotte, a rancher, was installing a fence when he saw a body at the bottom of a thirty-foot embankment. The land was at the northeast corner of the reservation, a few miles from Wanblee, South Dakota. The body had been revealed after the snow had melted away. The body was badly composed, curled in the fetal position, and still covered by a pair of jeans and a maroon ski jacket. The coroner, W. O Brown, conducted the autopsy. He documented that death had occurred ten days prior, and that she had died from exposure. The body was determined to be a Jane Doe. To identify the body, the hands were cut off and sent to the FBI Headquarters in Washington, D.C. for fingerprinting. A few days later, the body was buried in an unmarked grave in South Dakota as a Jane Doe.

A few hours after the burial, the FBI lab confirmed that the fingerprints from the dismembered hands belonged to Anna Mae Pictou Aquash. When the news was broken to her family back in Canada, they all refused to believe that Anna Mae had decided to take a stroll in the winter, wearing nothing but jeans and a light jacket. They insisted that Anna Mae was smarter than that, and they demanded that the body be exhumed. AIM and Anna Mae’s family hired a new pathologist, Dr. Garry Peterson, to conduct a second autopsy. The pathologist from Minneapolis made a discovery. Anna Mae had been shot with a .32 caliber weapon, and the copper-jacketed bullet was found lodged in the left eye socket. He described her shooting as execution style. The bullet’s entry was under the hairline of the left side at the back of her head. The bullet had then traveled upwards, but it missed the brain. Dr. Peterson also overruled Brown’s estimated time of death. He concluded that Anna Mae had died approximately two months prior, and not the ten days initially recorded.

The Bureau of Indian Affairs began investigating the murder, owing to the fact that Anna Mae had been murdered on the reservation. According to various witnesses, she had last been seen in the Pine Ridge reservation sometime in December, two months before her body was discovered. The FBI also began investigating the murder, owing to the fact that they were interested in AIM’s activities. 

Accusations and Testimonies

The results of the second autopsy led Anna Mae’s family and members of AIM to accuse the FBI of covering up the murder. Nobody believed that the first examiner was incompetent enough to miss a bullet wound, especially since Anna Mae’s organs had been removed and weighed during the first autopsy. Others, including author Steve Hendricks, believed that the FBI lied when they claimed that the identification could not be done at the examiner’s office. He claimed that chopping off Anna Mae’s hands was completely unnecessary, and that the agents were hiding something about the case. Hendricks and a lot of other people also questioned the quick burial, done even before the FBI identified the body. Some AIM members believed that the FBI knew who was behind the murder, and that the killer may have been an informant they wanted to protect. The FBI never responded to any of the accusations brought against them.

The prosecutors working on Anna Mae’s case convened a grand jury in 1976, and the details of the evidence were not disclosed. Many of the witnesses brought forward were members of AIM, and they refused to testify under oath. The grand jury did not lead to any arrests. The same thing happened in two more grand juries, which were convened in 1982 and 1994. Anna Mae’s case went cold, and for years there were no witnesses or leads generated. Her family was becoming angry, especially after rumors began circulating that Anna Mae was killed by AIM. Apparently, they were convinced that Informant B was actually Anna Mae.

However, on November 3, 1999, Russell Means and Robert Pictou-Branscombe, Anna Mae’s cousin, held a press conference at the Federal Building in Denver to highlight the FBI’s slow progress in solving the murder. This press conference brought the case back into the limelight. Sometime in 1999, Darlene Ka-Mook Nichols, Banks’ ex-wife, got a newspaper clipping in the mail. She was living in Santa Fe at the time, having left Banks and AIM behind in 1989. The clipping contained the story of Anna Mae’s murder. The mail had been from her mother, who stated that there were stories within AIM that some members of AIM were actually behind the murder. Nichols immediately realized that the accusations actually made sense, and she started reaching out to her friends in Pine Ridge. When she asked about the story, all the versions had the same general course of events. She decided to go to the FBI with the information. After meeting with the FBI and agents from the Bureau of Indian Affairs several times, she was asked to wear a wire, which she willingly did.

Nichols was assigned the code name Maverick. She talked to about ten witnesses, recording several hours of conversations about Anna Mae’s murder. However, many of the people she talked to were unwilling to come forward, or even testify about the murder. With the tapes, the FBI was able to get many of them to accept to take the stand, even though they were reluctantly agreeing. One of Nichols’ recordings broke the case wide open. One AIM member, Arlo Looking Cloud, had just been released from a Denver prison. Over the years, Cloud had been telling friends that he had been involved in the murder. Many did not believe it since Cloud was just a low-level associate within the organization. Nichols went to pick Cloud after his release. While in the car, she started asking him about the murder, and he was more than willing to talk about it. Nichols submitted a three-hour recording of that conversation. In the recording, Cloud implicated two other AIM members in the murder. Nichols convinced him to talk to the FBI, and he accepted. He confessed to the murder, and stated


















































































d2d_images/cover.jpg
The Murder
of Anna

Mae Aguash

A collection of True Crime

RAN TOIN






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





