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NATIONAL ARCHIVES II



MORNINGSIDE HOSPITAL SERVED ALASKA 
EXCLUSIVELY FOR OVER

60 YEARS—4,500 ALASKANS
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Insane Asylum
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US Congress
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“insane” at Mt. 
Tabor Hospital 

(Portland)

Morningside 
Hospital Closed: 

Destroyed by Fire

Timeline

Between 3,500-4,500 
Alaskans are sent 
there in the 60 plus 
years



WHO WENT TO MORNINGSIDE?

Original Mental Health Trust 
Beneficiaries
Mentally Ill
Alcoholics with Psychosis
Developmentally Disabled
Elderly with Alzheimers and Dementias

All Had Jury Trial



Arrested

•Petition filed in court by person with knowledge
•Judge issues warrant & subpoenas jurors
•Federal Marshall arrests
•Jailed and Medical Exam

Tried

•Tried by jury of 6 men
•Jailed until transportation available

Committed

•Taken by sled, wagon, boat and car to Valdez
•Sent by ship to Oregon to Morningside

THE COMMITMENT PROCESS





JURY VERDICT







Advocate

James Wickersham
Federal Judge and Alaska 
Representative to Congress. Fought 
for a Detention Hospital in Fairbanks 
as an alternative to jail for patients 
awaiting transport to Portland.



FAIRBANKS DETENTION HOSPITAL

“In this st inking hole the United 
States of  America keeps the insane 
women who fal l  into their  c lutches 
at  Fairbanks,  Alaska….Some 
innocent woman who becomes 
insane is  arrested as i f  she were 
gui lty  of  a cr ime and chucked into 
one of  these dir ty  holes over this 
old rotten foul -smell ing jai l  f i l led 
with the stench and curses of  
pr isoners and kept there for  
months at  a t ime.”

Judge James Wickersham
January 6,  1915 letter to the U.S.  
Attorney General



1915



EARLY PATIENTS: Sam Bonnifield, 1911

Sam Bonnifield was a 
professional gambler and 
saloon owner who followed the 
gold from Dawson City to 
Fairbanks in the early 1900’s. 
Sam and his brother founded 
the First National Bank in 
Fairbanks. 

Sam



SAM BONNIFIELD

Diagnosis (1911): Paranoiac. Delusions of persecution. 
History of mental disturbance dating back four years. Quiet, 
tidy. Physical condition good.



QUARTERLY REPORTS





1915



DISCHARGED: Died



1923





1923



MY UNCLE:  Gilford Kriska, 1934



 8/20/34 - admitted to Morningside from Nulato Hospital
 11/17/34 - discharged from Morningside
 2/25/34 - returned to Morningside from the Tacoma Indian 

Hospital
 5/1/35 - transferred to BIA (by BIA) in accordance with their 

instructions (maybe to go to school.. .)
 6/1/37 - transferred to Morningside from the Bureau of 

Education
 7/19/43 - eloped
 7/27/43 - returns from elopement
 8/20/44 - eloped
 8/24/44 - returns from elopement
 1/23/45 - transferred to St. Elizabeth's (the files showed St. 

Elizabeth's requested and received payment from DOI for board 
and care 1/25/45-3/31/45, and 4/1/-45-6/30/45. At that time, 
St. E's was part of the Federal Securities Agency in WDC.)

THE STORY OF GILFORD KRISKA



NULATO HOSPITAL



TRANSFERRED TO ST ELIZABETHS



 September  25,  1972

GILFORD JOHN KRISKA ,  APPELLANT,
v.
STATE OF  ALASKA ,  APPELLEE .

 Before  Rabinowitz ,  A .c . j . ,  and  Connor,  E r win  and  Boochever,  
J J .

 PER CURIAM.
 In  th is  sentence  appeal  i t  i s  c la imed that  a  sentence  o f  ten  

year s ,  the  s tatutor y  max imum for  the  o f fense  o f  g rand 
larceny,  i s  excess ive .

Kriska was convicted for 
the theft of a parka worth 
$125.00. Th is  i s  h is  n inth  fe lony  conv ict ion .  At  
the  age  o f  48 he  has  spent  less  than  one  year  o f  h is  adu l t  
l i fe  as  a  f ree  c i t i zen .

 A psych iat r ic  eva luat ion ,  o rdered  by  the  sentenc ing  cour t ,  
shows no evidence of psychosis or neurosis,  
but  p laces  Kr iska wi th ing the  d iagnost ic  g roup  o f  character  
d isorders .  H is  per sonal i t y  i s  immature  and  he  lacks  the  
ab i l i t y  to  conform h is  conduct  to  law.  H is  cond i t ion  i s  
re lat i ve ly  s tat ic  and  seems unamenable to  t reatment .

 I t  i s  regret tab le  that  e f fo r ts  toward  rehabi l i ta t ion  o f  Kr iska
have  been  unsuccessfu l .  But ,  cons ider ing  the  rec id iv is t ic  
nature  o f  the  defendant  and  the  need to  protect  soc iety,  we  
f ind  the  sentence  to  be  wi th in  a  zone  o f  reasonableness .  I t  
was  not  an  excess ive  sentence .

 Af f i rmed.
 19720925

AT AGE 48 
HE HAS 
SPENT 
LESS THAN 
ONE YEAR 
OF HIS 
ADULT LIFE 
AS A FREE 
CITIZEN



1935



1935



1935



1940S



KEY ADVOCATES

Senator Bob Bartlett
Delegate from Alaska to the U.S. 
Senate. Championed the Alaska Mental 
Health Enabling Act of 1956. 
The Library of Congress estimates that 
he had more bills passed into law than 
any other member in congressional 
history.

Representative Edith Green
Introduced the Alaska Mental Health 
Enabling Act of 1956 to the U.S. House of 
Representatives. She represented the 
Morningside Hospital Congressional 
District. She went on to play a key role in 
the passage of Title IX.





1955



“they used to save 
them up and bring 
them 4-5 at a time”

Morningside 
Patients are buried 
in 7 Cemeteries in 
Portland area 



Section 7

Section 8

Ravine

Section 7

Ravine



I found my Mom’s father on 
the list. My Mother received a 
letter that he died Jan 1971. 
Where? If all patients were 
returned to Alaska prior to 
that date just where did he 
end up & where is he buried?

BLOG COMMENT: 07-05















The Alaska Mental Health Trust

Judge Mary Greene was a State 
Appellate Court Judge in Fairbanks 
from 1985 to 2002 and during her 
tenure was responsible for some of 
the legal decisions regarding the 
Mental Health Trust lawsuit. She 
consolidated the classes and settled 
the lawsuit

Original Mental Health Trust 
Beneficiaries/ Morningside Population

 Mentally Il l
 Alcoholics with Psychosis
 Developmentally Disabled
 Elderly with Alzheimers and Dementias

 1956 Mental Health Enabling Act
 1 million acres of land and 20 million

 Today MHT is $650 million/ 1 million acres



 The Alaska Mental Health Enabling Act passed by Congress in 
1956(pre statehood)– provided the Territory of Alaska with 
100 million acres(to generate income to provide care) and $6 
million to build Alaska Psychiatric Institute. The federal 
government transferred responsibility for mental health care 
to the Territory. Morningside Hospital was closed.

 Harborview was built in Valdez in the 1960’s to house persons 
with developmental disabilities who came from Morningside 

 Alaska Governors and Legislatures never constituted the 
Mental Health Trust over a 20 year period despite the federal 
law.

KEY TIMELINES



 Finally advocates filed a lawsuit to force the State to comply, 
Weiss v State on behalf of a boy in Nenana who needed 
services. The attorney was Steve Cowper who eventually 
became Governor of Alaska.

 In 1984 in the lawsuit Weiss V State ,  the Alaska Supreme 
court ruled that the state breached its fiduciary responsibility 
to manage Trust land.

 In 1994, after a lot more litigation the lawsuit was settled by 
the State-reconstituting the Trust with $200 million and 1 
million acres of land. 

 The Trust is more that 25 years old and serves as a unique 
institution in the world to advocate for the beneficiaries.



The Alaska Mental Health Trust

Vern Weiss of Nenana 
was the lead name on the 
1982 lawsuit filed against 
the State of Alaska for 
misuse of the Mental 
Health Trust. He is the 
parent of a child with 
mental illness.

Judge Mary Greene was a State 
Appellate Court Judge in Fairbanks 
from 1985 to 2002 and during her 
tenure was responsible for key 
legal decisions regarding the 
Mental health Trust.  She spent ten 
years settling the case after the 
Supreme Court ruled. She passed 
away last year.

Steve Cowper was a lawyer 
on the Vern Weiss case in 
1982. He served in the Alaska 
House of Representatives 
before being elected the sixth 
Governor of Alaska from 1986 
to 1990.





REPLACING API
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 In the mid 1990’s, Alaska became the first state to close all 
its institutions for developmentally disabled persons-
Harborview and Hope Resources.

 Alaska adopted a waiver to develop wrap around services for 
ICF-MR residents. 

 In the 1990’s Alaska also determined to replace API-
eventually downsizing from 225 beds to 80 beds. 

 In the 1980’s and 1990’s community mental health funding 
moves from general fund to Medicaid fee for service with 
limited Medicaid waivers to allow money to follow clients.  

KEY TIMELINES



 Take Nothing for granted– the services that exist today were 
fought for by somebody –usually ordinary advocates- in the 
past 120 years.  

 Do Not Be Complacent- Ask the question…Has daily life really 
improved for the vulnerable people in our society? This is why 
we study history. 

 I ask the question myself  Has the Alaska Mental Health Trust 
settlement made a difference or enough of a difference for its 
core beneficiaries?    I would say no. 

 Look for opportunities to be the right person at the right time 
to continue to fix the system for vulnerable people. 

LESSONS LEARNED



www.morningsidehospital.com
Questions/Feedback

Contact Karen Perdue
chenalady@gmail.com

MORNINGSIDE HOSPITAL BLOG
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