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Internees at Kapuskasing camp, 1917. The internment camp at Kapuskasing opened on Dec. 14, 1914 and closed in February  

TIMMINS - “Several were inquiring on Saturday as to the reason for the groups of aliens gathering near the town municipal 

buildings. The aliens were there because they still have to report monthly at the police station. The date for reporting is the 10th 

of each month, but as that fell on a Sunday, the alien enemies reported on Saturday. Although the war is over, those of alien 

enemy nationality have still to report to the police, and will have to continue to do so until direct orders are given from Ottawa to 

the contrary. There are about 500 of these alien enemies here yet, and it might be as well to keep up this form of control over 

them until the happy day when the country is free of them,” from The Porcupine Advance, Aug. 6, 1919. 

Just another reminder that the First World War was a global disaster. The enemy aliens mentioned above had been, just a scant 

few years before, fellow citizens, neighbours, co-workers, friends. 

During Canada’s first internment operations, which lasted from 1914, with the start of the war, to 1920, when the last internment 

camp was closed at Kapuskasing, thousands of men, women and children were interned, disenfranchised and obliged to do heavy 

labour. 

This had nothing to do with any wrong they may have committed. Simply, they were interned in camps because of who they were 

and where they came from. 

Things started to go wrong in many Ontario communities when it became apparent that the war was not going to be over by 

Christmas 1914. The sinking of the Lusitania in May 1915 seems to have crystallized the growing hostility between British (and 

Canadian) residents, and non-British residents. Those alliances that played out in Europe and were at the foundation of the 

conflict had spread to the colonies. 

In Timmins, the local magistrate offered these words at a local police court in the summer of 1915: “I wish to point out to those 

foreigners in this camp that the British Empire is at war with Germany and Austria and the Canadian Government is giving 

people of these nations very wide privileges as long as they behave themselves and do their work. This is the first time I have had 

the chance of talking to so many assembled foreigners and I wish to impress upon you that while I am coming up here I am going 

to send you to jail, every time you are convicted, for four months.” 

Not the most encouraging speech, if you were on the receiving end of that lecture. 
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And of course, things being what they are, local gossip (blossoming without the aid of Facebook accounts) forced Constable 

Craft to publicly show his naturalization papers to members of the town council, as some people were whispering that he was in 

fact a German citizen (his ancestry was German, but his family had been in Canada for many years). 

And, gossip being gossip, some of the stories were really quite silly. Some people believed that the Germans were building a 

naval base in James Bay and were counting on the “Austrians” of Timmins to give them a hand. These same Austrians were 

supposedly trying to sabotage the Dome Mine works by drilling secretly behind the company’s property. 

Preposterous as it may sound now, those stories were dangerous fuel in a close knit community like Timmins. 

Many of the small communities in the region petitioned the government in June 1915, asking for the internment of all enemy 

aliens. The South Porcupine Home Guard (which was created by the end of August 1914) added its voice to the plea, stating that 

it disapproved of the government’s failure to lock up “enemy aliens employed in such numbers in the Porcupine District.” 

The debate was whipped up when local (usually sober-thinking) individuals pointed out that the wages of these people, in excess 

of about $50,000 a month, was being directly syphoned into the German and Austrian war effort. 

By September 1916, the Canadian Government started to register all enemy aliens. the “hordes” of aliens in the Porcupine turned 

out to be about 700 people. 

In 1917, the Wartime Elections Act disenfranchised all people who were born in an enemy alien state (which included Germans, 

Austro-Hungarians, Bulgarians, Croatians, Czechs, Rumanians, Serbians, Slovaks, Ukrainians, Armenians, citizens of the 

Ottoman Turkish Empire and Kurds). 

The internment camp at Kapuskasing opened on Dec. 14, 1914, when 12 Canadian soldiers and 56 prisoners of war (not soldiers 

but people unlucky enough to have been born the Austro-Hungarian Empire) arrived. At that time, they were dumped at a 

desolate railway siding – there was no town and no buildings in the area. 

Work started immediately. Projects undertaken by the prisoners (and those who joined the initial 56) included the clearing and 

stumping of 1,000 acres of land, the erection of a large barn at the experimental farm, the erection of bunk houses for troops and 

POWs, building roads between the station and the farm, installing drainage for the new roads and laying water pipes for the 

station and the farm. 

During the time the camp was opened, it was home to mostly “labour agitators” and political prisoners (the Russian Revolution 

and the Bolshevik government scared many people into believing that the rise of the proletariat would happen here too). 

The camp finally closed in February 1920. 

On Aug. 22, 2014, at precisely 11 a.m., 100 plaques will be unveiled across Canada in memory of Canada’s First National 

Internment Operations. The event in Timmins will take place at the museum. The public is welcomed to attend. 

The event is co-ordinated by the Canadian First World War Internment Recognition Fund (a fund set up by the Government of 

Canada in consultation with the Ukrainian Canadian community). The Endowment Council “supports educational and 

commemorative initiatives that hallow the memory of the internees and remind all Canadians of the need to remain vigilant in 

defense of civil liberties and human rights in times of domestic and international crisis.” 

Amen to that. 

— Karen Bachmann is the director/curator of the Timmins Museum and a local author.  

 


