
15

Augusta Ariss arrived in Great Falls on June 6, 1902. In the beginning,
she was “on loan” for two years, but instead she stayed and made this
community her home. Unlike Charlie Russell, Paris Gibson, and Brother
Van, her name has been almost forgotten even though she expertly filled
a position that this community desperately needed for over thirty years.     

In 1900, a fledgling 20-bed hospital, which had opened two years ear-
lier by a group of Methodist ministers and several community leaders,
closed its doors because of poor management and lack of funds.  Rev.
William Wesley Van Orsdel, fondly known as Brother Van, sought out
Chicago-based Lucy Rider Meyer, founder and coordinator of the Dea-
coness work of the Methodist Episcopal Church. She suggested a thirty-

one year old deaconess for superintendent of the
debt-ridden Great Falls’ hospital. Her name was
E. (Edith) Augusta Ariss.

Not much is known about Ariss’s youth.
She was born in 1871 and had five sisters and
one brother. Her father was a farmer and a
carpenter. She went to nurses’ training in
Guelph, Ontario—her home town—and
was working in a rescue mission in
Toronto, Ontario, when she received word
that she was needed in Great Falls, Mon-
tana. 

With Superintendent Ariss at the
helm, the hospital finished that year by
serving 246 patients. The next four
years it served 3,684 patients. “The
struggles of the first few years are be-
yond description....The patients came
in greater numbers than we could

care for. Some were very ill, were brought from
long distances in the country, and could not be turned from

our doors,” wrote Ariss for the book, Plains, Peaks, and Pioneers, published
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in 1947. “Operations were
performed; babies were
born; and the sick were
healed under the most
difficult and trying condi-
tions.” 

In addition to her nurs-
ing and supervisory du-
ties, she acted as
purchasing agent, book-
keeper, cashier, and gen-
eral office worker. She
was seen helping in the
kitchen, scrubbing and
washing, and even tend-
ing the furnace. She lived
at the hospital and was
given an $8 a month al-

lowance, though it was increased, somewhat, in later
years.  

A Great Falls Tribune May 4, 1930 article reported that
in the beginning the building was in debt for more than
it had cost to construct. Because of the institution’s insol-
vent condition, obtaining credit was virtually impossible. 

Revealing excellent business management skills, Ariss
wrote in the 1907 annual report of the great strides that
had been made. “...records showed that the mortgage on
the building had been burned; current expenses were
being met; and a small fund was accumulating for the
new hospital.” Nursing professor, Anna Pearl Sherrick,
tells in Development of Four Pioneer Deaconess Hospital

Training Schools for Nurses of Montana of Ariss’s thrift.

She had ten safety pins when she opened the hospital.
She collected them from patients and kept them in a safe
until they were needed again.   

Able to pay the bills, Ariss had to overcome new prob-
lems—there’s wasn’t enough room in the little building
on Sixth Avenue North between Eleven and Twelfth
Streets. “... our patronage increased beyond our capacity;
patients came from all parts of Northern Montana; the
small hospital was overcrowded; cots were placed in the
halls; and the nurses, who had been housed in one of the
wards, were removed to quarters in a private home near
the hospital,” she wrote for Plains, Peaks, and Pioneers.

Ariss often gave up her own bed and slept in the office
to accommodate one more patient. As the result of re-
sponse from the community, an addition to the original
building was dedicated on August 8, 1908.  

From the beginning, Ariss knew that she needed
skilled nurses, so she started a training program. Even-
tually, these graduate nurses also worked in and super-
intended hospitals in Glasgow, Bozeman, Butte, Sidney,
Forsyth, Havre, and Billings. The Montana Deaconess
Hospital in Great Falls was considered the “mother-
house” of these hospitals. At one time Ariss was even
the non-resident superintendent of the Bozeman Dea-
coness Hospital. Today, only the Bozeman hospital still
carries the Deaconess name, but all except the Butte hos-
pital continue to serve the citizens of their communities.  

In 1910 a building where nurses studied and lived was
built across the street from the hospital. The seed money
came from a gift that the tavern association gave to
Brother Van to build a home of his own. Instead, he gave

The dedication to the 1908 addition of the Deaconess Hospital
was a big community event.  Photo courtesy of the First United

Methodist Church

Photo of Augusta Ariss that she
often used in the Deaconess

Hospital annual reports. 
Courtesy of History Museum.

GF Deaconess Hospital after the Spencer (no connection to the
Spencers who now own the cabin) addition was added.

Photo from Plains, Peaks, and Pioneers.
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the money to Ariss for the nurses’ home.  

Years later after her retirement, Ariss encouraged and
watched with interest the movement of headquarters for
the nursing program to the college in Bozeman where
students could earn a college degree. To this day, Mon-
tana State University—Bozeman’s students continue to
train at Benefis Health System.

Ariss’s theme was constant progress and improve-
ment. She was forever campaigning for a new hospital
wing and new equipment or struggling with the details
of construction. After the construction of the addition in
1908 and the nurses’ building in 1910, the West Wing
was built in 1917, and the Spencer Memorial unit was
added in 1929. By then, there were 250 beds and a pro-
gram that had trained 400 nurses and maintained 90 stu-
dents at all times. They had cared for 81,000 patients and
had delivered 5,500 babies. (The Deaconess Hospital
campus was moved in the mid 1960s to 11th Avenue
South and 26th Street where the East Campus of Benefis
Health System is located today. The Spencer addition

now houses Cambridge Court Assisted Living Center,
and the rest of the original hospital has been demol-
ished.)     

When Ariss finally looked up from her labors, she was
ready for some leisure. In The Montana State University

School of Nursing: A Story of Professional Development, au-
thor Sherrick wrote that the doctors and members of the
hospital board had a cabin built on Belt Creek in the
Monarch area for Ariss and others affiliated with the
hospital. Ariss designed the stairway banister and had a
small addition added to the front of the cabin in subse-
quent years. If the roof needed repairing, she did it. She
spent her free time at the cabin, and after she retired
around 1931, she lived at least one winter there. As she
grew older, she lived in the warmer climate of Long
Beach, California, for twelve years but would often come
back to Great Falls for the spring nurses’ alumnae meet-
ing and then drive on to Canada to stay with her family.

“I had breakfast with Augusta Ariss one time,” said
Marion Nelson Russell who earned a baccalaureate degree
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Current photo of the Ariss cabin in Monarch, cabin bult in 1927.

Photo by Suzanne Waring

from MSU – Bozeman and took part of her nurses’ train-
ing through the program in Great Falls. “She had just
been in a car accident, and she had a black eye. Even at
that, the first thought I had of her demeanor was that
she was a soft-spoken ‘stately’ woman.”

Ariss died of a heart attack on January 9, 1952, in
California. Her remains are interred at the Hillcrest
Lawn Memorial Mausoleum in Great Falls.    

Remembrances of Augusta Ariss are largely found
within the olive drab hanging folders at the History Mu-
seum or between the leaves of a yellowed-paged book
on a dusty shelf, but that doesn’t mean that she isn’t im-
portant to us today. She stands tall among those pioneers
we remember because her attitude about healthcare was
instrumental in paving the way for the advanced health-
care system we are privileged to have in our community
today.   

Note:  Helen Spencer who now owns the Ariss cabin is not related

to Mr. Samuel Spencer who gave close to half a million dollars to the

hospital for a new addition in 1929.
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