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(Excerpted from a speech by 

Borys Sydoruk of the Ukrainian 

Canadian Civil Liberties 

Association at the “21 Strands” 

statue dedication in St. Paul, 

September 28, 2019.)

Facts give us knowledge. 

Stories give us wisdom. I hope 

to share a little knowledge 

internment operations.

After the entry of Great 

Britain into the First World 

War on August 4, 1914, the 

government of Canada issued 

an order in council that 

provided for the registration 

and in certain cases for 

the internment of aliens of 

“enemy nationality.” 

Suddenly, and entirely as 

a result of government decree, 

many Ukrainians and other 

Europeans found themselves 

described as “enemy aliens”. 

Over the next six years, 

various repressive measures 

would be directed against 

them. 

Ukrainians living in Canada 

were, by 1914, settled in the 

Prairie region, although 

began forming in Ontario 

and Quebec. 

Since these immigrants 

had generally come to Canada 

from the Austrian crownlands 

Bukovyna, their citizenship, 

but not their nationality, could 

be described as “Austrian” or 

“Austro-Hungarian.” 

Ironically, even though 

had, early in 1915, twice 

instructed Ottawa to accord 

“preferential treatment” to 

Ukrainians who were deemed 

to be “friendly aliens,” their 

lot did not improve. The 

racism of the day ruled. 

Those so categorized 

were, under the terms of the 

same War Measures Act of 

1914 that would later be used 

German Canadians during 

WWII and the Quebecois 

imprisonment in one 

of 24 receiving stations 

and “concentration camps” 

established across Canada. Of 

these 24 internment camps, 

four were in Alberta: Castle 

Mountain/Cave and Basin in 

National Park, Lethbridge 

and Munson (just outside of 

Between 1914 and 1920, 

incarcerated, among them 

women and children. Of this 

number, only 3,138, according 

to General Otter (commander 

actual enemy service men and 

1,192 were civilian German 

residents of Canada. Of the 

remaining 5,441, a majority 

were of Ukrainian origin. 

Over 80,000 others, mostly 

Ukrainians, were categorized 

as “enemy aliens” and obliged 

to report regularly to their 

local police authorities or to 

the NWMP. They were issued 

identity papers that had to 

be carried at all times, the 

penalty for noncompliance 

being arrest and possible 

imprisonment. 

In addition to the 

approximate 5,000 

Ukrainians, the affected 

communities include 

Bulgarians, Croatians, Czechs, 

Germans, Hungarians, 

from the Ottoman Empire, 

Polish, Romanians, Russians, 

Serbians, Slovaks, and 

Slovenes. 

Most of the POWs 

of German and German-

speaking Austrians were 

separated from the other 

internees and placed into 

meant they were generally 

kept in relatively more 

comfortable camps and were 

not obliged to do heavy labour. 

The other non-German or 

German-speaking Austrians, 

were sent to work sites in 

Canada’s frontier hinterlands, 

to places like Spirit Lake, 

Quebec; Castle Mountain, 

Banff National Park, Alberta; 

and Yoho National Park, BC. 

They were required not only 

to construct the internment 

camps, but to work on road-

building, land-clearing, 

wood-cutting, and railway 

construction projects, often 

Hague Convention where 

POWs were not required to 

work, except for their own 

upkeep (e.g. kitchen work, 

The War Measures Act 

was implemented August 20, 

1914 and its affects have had 

a crippling legacy. These 

people were interned not 

because of any wrongdoing, 

but because of who they were. 

This is about human rights on 

the most fundamental level. 

illnesses like tuberculosis or 

shot trying to escape. One 

hundred and six were deemed 

insane by what was coined, 

“the barbed wire disease.” 

One of the gravest forms of 

injustice is when the victims 

cannot tell their story; when 

they are silenced by denial or 

indifference; when they are 

marginalized and pushed to 

the periphery of history. 

In November 2005, at the 

initiative of Manitoba MP 

Inky Mark, the Internment 

of Persons of Ukrainian 

Origin Recognition Act 

was passed, obliging the 

Government of Canada to 

negotiate “an agreement 

concerning measures that 

may be taken to recognize the 

internment” for educational 

and commemorative projects. 

This act initiated negotiation 

work with the Ukrainian 

Canadian Congress, the 

Ukrainian Canadian Civil 

Liberties Association, and 

the Ukrainian Canadian 

Foundation of Taras 

Shevchenko. 

In May 2008, 

representatives of the 

Ukrainian community 

reached an agreement 

with the Government of 

Canada providing for the 

creation of the Canadian 

First World War Internment 

Recognition Fund, to 

support commemorative, 

educational, scholarly and 

cultural projects intended to 

remind all Canadians of this 

episode in our nation’s 

history. 

The fund exists to support 

projects that commemorate 

and recognize the experiences 

of all the ethnocultural 

communities affected by 

internment operations of 

1914-1920. 

The internment 

had lasting scars on the 

U k r a i n i a n - C a n a d i a n 

community. In 1941 a RCMP 

report on the 8th national 

convention of the Ukrainian 

National Federation noted 

that many of the community’s 

leaders remained “in fear 

of the barbed wire fence.” 

The interned men, women 

and children, and their 

families suffered by their 

unjust internment. Many of 

them never told their future 

families of their internment. 

Simply put, it was wrong. 

History has taught us 

that when any ethnic group 

is degraded, it degrades all 

human values. It degrades 

the teaching of religious 

doctrines. It degrades the 

core values of pluralism and 

democracy. Most of all, it 

degrades the moral character 

of a nation. 

Again, on behalf of the 

Ukrainian Canadian Civil 

Liberties Association, I 

would like to thank the Town 

of St. Paul, Champions for 

Change, St. Paul Ukrainian 

Orthodox Men’s Club and 

the Ukrainian Canadian 

Civil Liberties Foundation 

who made the placement of 

the statue and interpretive 

panel a reality to hallow the 

memory of those unjustly 

interned and do what we can 

to undo the wrong that was 

done to them. 

A history of Canada’s �rst national internment operations

Borys Sydoruk of the Ukrainian Canadian Civil liberties Association 

recounted the history of the internment. .

“21 Strands” evokes the injustice of Canada’s first national internment 

operations.


