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Canada’s First National Internment Operations and Spirit Lake
During Canada’s first national internment operations of 1914-1920
thousands of Ukrainians and other Europeans were branded as ‘enemy aliens,’
not because of any wrong they had done but only because of who they were,
where they had come from. Under the powers conferred by The War Measures
Act (24 August 1914) all  ‘enemy aliens’ were deprived of their most basic
civil liberties and human rights. An estimated 80,000 people were obliged to
register and report regularly to the authorities, while 8,579 were imprisoned
in 24 camps set up across the Dominion. Of that number only 3,138 were
German, Austrian, or Turkish POWs. The majority were civilian
internees, mostly Ukrainians and recent immigrants although a few
were naturalized British subjects or even Canadian-born. The
internment operations continued until June 1920, a consequence of
pre-war prejudice, wartime hysteria, and a desire to exploit internee
labour to the profit of their jailers.

Location of the Spirit Lake Camp
Most of the Dominion’s internment camps were deliberately located in remote
regions of the country, far from larger urban centres - the Spirit Lake camp
was no exception. The Abitibi could only be accessed by the transcontinental
railway, with routing from Montreal via Kapuskasing, the journey most
internees made when dispatched to Spirit Lake. The closest settlement was
Amos, 7.5 km to the east, established where the railway crosses the Harricana
River. Originally, the internment camp was supposed to be near Goulet (today
Belcourt), a small village 75 km further east. However the Amos Chamber of
Commerce, headed by Mayor Hector Authier, intervened with Ottawa, its
merchants expecting to profit if an internment camp were set up closer to
their town, dependent on them for supplies. Their calculation proved right:
the record shows that in the 2 years the Spirit Lake camp existed Amos
merchants earned nearly a quarter of a million dollars, a fortune in those days.

The internees were resettled in bunkhouses, provided with basic food and
clothing, and kept under strict military discipline, behind barbed wire and
under armed guard when not working at the Spirit Lake Experimental Farm or
on other labour details. Women and children were housed nearby, but
separately, in Lilienville, a hamlet named to honour a railroad ticket agent who
had helped these Ukrainian families in their trying predicament.

Remember, Recover, Restore, Re-Consecrate & Respect 
the Internee Cemetery at Spirit Lake (La Ferme), Quebec

Hommage a ma grand-mere

Canadienne
d’origine ukrainienne.
Ta liberte� t’a e�te� enleve�e,
tes biens confisque�s.
Ils t’ont emmene�s, toi et ta famille,
dans un camps de concentration.
C’e�tait la guerre et la mise�re.
Tu as travaille� et peine� sans etre
paye�e.
Ton histoire est une histoire vraie,
qu’il ne faut jamais l’oublier,
Repose en paix, che�re Baba.
Moi, je ne t’oublierai pas. 

Kim Pawliw, age 12

APPEALANEstablished by the Government of Canada in 2008, the
Endowment Council of the Canadian First World War
Internment Recognition Fund (www.internmentcanada.ca)
has a formal mandate to secure and restore internee
cemeteries and has done so successfully in Kapuskasing,
Ontario and Fernie, British Columbia. The Council has

not, however, been able to acquire, repair, or re-consecrate the Spirit Lake
internee cemetery, despite  having made repeated inquiries over 8 years, during
which time the internee cemetery has further deteriorated. It will soon be all but
lost to the forest.

Request for the Intervention of the Minister of Canadian
Heritage, the Honourable Mélanie Joly

Only the intervention of the Minister of Canadian Heritage can ensure that
this hallowed ground is recovered and that the remains of those who rest
there will be recognized and treated with the dignity they deserve, the site
open for occasional religious or other memorial ceremonies and for visits
by internee descendants.

An Internee Remembers

Mary Manko Haskett, a survivor of the Spirit Lake camp, wrote: 

“I was one of the thousands of Ukrainian Canadians rounded up
as a ‘enemy alien’ and put in concentration camps between 1914-
1920. I was just six years old then. I was born in Canada. I lived
in Montreal with my parents, brother John and sisters, Anne and
Nellie. Nellie was born in Quebec. She was just two and a half
when we buried her near the Spirit Lake internment camp.
Canada’s Ukrainians were not disloyal. Our imprisonment was
wrong. We were Canadians. Those who, like my parents, had come
from Ukraine to Canada came seeking freedom. They were invited
here. They worked hard. They contributed to this country, with
their blood, sweat and tears – a lot of the latter. What was done to
us was wrong. Because no one bothered to remember or learn
about the wrong that was done to us it was done to others again,
and yet again. Maybe there’s an ever greater wrong in that.” © 
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Internee Population at Spirit Lake
The Spirit Lake internment camp was in operation from 13 January 1915 until
28 January 1917, one of only two camps (the other being in Vernon, British
Columbia) that held women and children. The first 109 prisoners arrived at
Spirit Lake in January 1915. By the end of that year 1,210 ‘Austrians’ had been
transported there, mainly from Montreal and Valcartier. Twenty married
couples, totalling 92 men, women, and children, came on 19 April. The camp’s
population would vary over time, reaching a maximum of 1,312 internees,
including some 60 families. Former residents of Montreal’s Pointe-St Charles
immigrant-working class district, many were also parishioners of the St Michael
the Archangel Greek Catholic Church. In 1916 additional prisoners were
relocated from Petawawa (141), Beauport (14), Montreal (26), Kapuskasing
(7), Toronto’s Stanley Barracks (20), Banff (6) and the Otter camp in British
Columbia (118). About 100 German POWs, 20 Bulgarians, and a handful of
citizens of the Ottoman Empire were also held at Spirit Lake.

Exploitation of Internee Labour
The exploitation of internee labour at Spirit Lake resulted in the clearing of
155 acres (out of the 1200 acres) to set up an Experimental Farm similar to
one established at Kapuskasing. Some 2,500 cords of cut wood were sold as
pulp, to the profit of the government. 

In November 1916 an American official, G Wilrich, came from Quebec City
to inspect the camp, following which he filed a critical statement about the
treatment meted out to these civilian internees: 

“The prisoners in Canadian Internment Camps came to the Dominion as
peaceful emigrants and the great majority of them, at least, have been good,
law-abiding residents since their arrival, doing their bit to further the
development of its resources. In other words, these men now held as prisoners,
as a class, are good, sturdy, inoffensive men, able and willing to work, most of
them desirous of becoming Canadian citizens. The idea, therefore, of a
treatment of such men as quasi-criminals seems contrary to the very best
interests of the Dominion, and the temporary saving, which may be effected by
the payment, or rather allowance of such pittance as 25 cents per day for a full
day’s work, not even payable to them or to their families in full, seems to be as
inexpedient as unjust, the former because men will not render a day’s work for
that amount, even when pretending to do so; unjust because most of these men
had good profitable work prior to their internment and families to support
which are now punished more than they are. There is no doubt in my mind,
that at the present moment, the great majority of the prisoners at Spirit Lake

could safely be returned to their homes and families, and that such return
would be more profitable to Canada in the end than their retention in the
camps as unwilling workers or strikers.”

The Human Costs of the Internment Experience
One of the most moving testimonies to impact of the internment operations was a
letter handed to Wilrich by internee #1100, Mr H Domytryk. Arrested in
Edmonton, in March 1916, interned initially at Lethbridge, he was then
moved some 2,500 kilometres away from his wife and family of four, ending up
at Spirit Lake. Wilrich described how this “poor father” had given him a
“pathetic letter,” written in a broken English by Domytryk’s eldest child, 9-year
old Katie: 

“My dear father: We haven’t nothing to eat and they do not want to give us no
wood. My mother has to go four times to get something to eat. This shack is no
good, my mother is going down town every day and I have to go with her and I
don’t go to school at winter. It is cold in that shack. We your small children Kiss
your hands my dear father. Goodby my dear father. Come home right away.”

Spirit Lake (La Ferme) Internee Cemetery
A small cemetery was carved out of the surrounding boreal forest for internee
burials. Measuring only 35 x 25 metres this graveyard, accessed by following the
Chemin du Cimetière-Allemand (renamed Chemin du Cimetière-des-Ukrainiens,
in 2007) would eventually shelter the remains of 16 people who died at the Spirit
Lake camp. During his 1915 autumn visit the American Vice-Consul, O Gaylord
Marsh, observed how this cemetery was adorned with a large cast-iron cross and
several cedar markers. When two Ukrainian Catholic infants died they were
reportedly buried in the neighbouring town of Amos, although the final resting
place of Nellie (Carolka) Manko is uncertain. 

Following the closure of the camp, (20 January 1917) and the dispersal of the
internees, a small military contingent remained on site for a few months. As the
war drew to a close the federal Department of Agriculture took over, 3 October
1918, eventually selling the property to the province of Quebec for a symbolic
sum, in May 1936. 

The land on which the cemetery is located was acquired in 1988 by a farming
couple, Denis Trépanier and Marie Bigué. Efforts made by the Spirit Lake Camp
Corporation (established in 1998) to incorporate the internee cemetery (or at least
restore and secure limited rights of access) have been rebuffed, and the
Corporation’s “Cemetery Action Plan” (December 2009) had no consequence. 
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