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Overview: Ukrainian Immigration to Canada 
 

In the late 1890s, an immigration boom began that changed the ethnic makeup of Canada, 
particularly the prairie west. Immigration was slow before Wilfrid Laurier’s election as Prime 
Minister in 1896, but it occurred at a rapid pace in the years between his election and the start of the 
Great War. Prior to the 1890s, the vast majority of immigrants to Canada were from the British 
Isles; however, this immigration boom saw the arrival of a vastly different demographic. Close to 2 
million immigrants arrived in Canada between 1910 and 1911 and many were from eastern and 
central Europe. There were a number of reasons for this marked increase in immigration numbers.  
While the previous Conservative government favoured immigration, it wasn’t until 1896 that a 
“more serious and much more effective recruiting campaign” was established. Laurier’s minister of 
the interior Clifford Sifton is usually seen as the driving force behind this increase in immigration to 
Canada; however, economic and technological changes played key roles as well.1 Because Sifton was 
focused on (re)populating the west, he favoured agricultural immigrants, regardless of where they 
originated.    

 
At the same time, there were a number of reasons that a large segment of the population in 

the Austro-Hungarian Empire felt as though they needed to move. Dr. Josef Oleskow believed that 
peasants had left “their homeland to find work because of Austrian policies which deliberately kept 
Galicia an underdeveloped region.”2 After hearing about the land available under the Dominion 
Lands Act, Oleskow researched both Canada and Brazil as potential destinations. Many Ukrainian 
peasants did migrate to Brazil, but Oleskow favoured Canada and after visiting Canada, “presented 
the Canadian authorities with a scheme for settling Ukrainian peasants.”3 Oleskow favoured bloc 
settlements and hope that the federal government would contribute financially; however, he had 
been negotiating with the Conservatives, and in 1896 the new Liberal government approached 
immigration differently. 

 
Sifton redoubled Canada’s immigration recruitment efforts. The department started a 

number of recruitment drives in the United States and British Isles and since “immigration 
propaganda was declared illegal by a number of governments” in Europe, “Sifton expanded a secret 
bonusing system through the North Atlantic Trading Company whereby recruiters would receive a 
money grant for every adult dispatched to Canada.” While Sifton undoubtedly pursued white, 
English-speaking migrants, he didn’t mind if peasant farmers from Eastern Europe immigrated to 
Canada, as his oft-quoted comment that “a stalwart peasant in a sheep-skin coat, born on the soil, 
whose forefathers have been farmers for ten generations, with a stout wife and a half dozen 
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children, is a good quality” would be a good migrant indicates that he was interested in a certain type 
of immigrant, regardless of where they were from (Sifton wasn’t a before-his-time multiculturalist; 
rather, he strongly believed that all immigrants would quickly be integrated into the English-speaking 
protestant culture).4 The peasant farmers recruited by Oleskow, and others like them, fit that bill and 
“agriculturalists of the type that Sifton prized were already emigrating from Galicia and Bukovyna, 
the impoverished and overpopulated Ukrainian provinces of the Austrian empire.”5 While some 
Ukrainian immigrants were from Russian territory, the vast majority were from Galicia and 
Bukovyna. While it is difficult to find accurate and specific numbers, some estimates can be made. 
Between the 1870s and 1914 approximately 600,000 Ukrainians left Austro-Hungary for North and 
South America. Of those: 

 50,000  went to South America 

 400,000 went to the United States 

 150,000 went to Canada; the vast majority of whom settled in the prairies6 
 
Table – Ukrainian Immigration to Canada7 

Decade Total Ukrainian Immigration % of Total Immigration 

   

1891-1900 23,746 7.0% 

1901-1910 84,892 5.2% 

1911-1920 63,382 .04% 

1921-1930 58,914 .05% 

 

Ukrainians in Winnipeg 
 

While Sifton wanted rural agriculturalists, many Ukrainians settled in urban areas like 
Winnipeg. Ukrainian immigrants were not treated well in Winnipeg. Sifton had assumed that all 
immigrants would be quickly and easily assimilated into the dominant English-speaking society, but 
in reality it was more complicated. Not all immigrants were treated equally. Those from “the British 
Isles, the United States, Germany, or Scandinavia satisfied prevailing prejudices about which ethnic 
groups made suitable building blocks for Canadian society” while others, Ukrainians included, “met 
animosity.”8 Nativism – defined as “opposition to an internal minority on the grounds that it posed 
a threat to Canadian national life” – animated the discussions around immigrants and assimilation.9 
Nativist ideals and the belief that all immigrants ought to be assimilated as quickly as possible 
informed Anglo-Winnipeggers actions, even though many also believed that some immigrants were 
so different and uncivilized that assimilation was probably going to be futile. Ukrainian immigrants 
in Winnipeg bore the brunt of these ideas. 
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Even the most well-meaning Canadians subscribed to nativist beliefs. J.S. Woodsworth’s 
book Strangers Within Our Gates, or Coming Canadians is essentially a “hierarchy of races and ethnicities 
based on their ability to assimilate into Canadian society” with Ukrainians, or Galicians, not faring 
well.10  Woodworth is remembered as a friend to immigrants, an eloquent speaker and statesman, 
yet, he also peddled nativist ideology. Anglo-Canadians, he wrote, “must see to it that the civilization 
and ideals of Southeastern Europe are not transplanted to and perpetuated on our virgin soil.”11 The 
portrayal of Ukrainians, or Galicians, in Strangers Within Our Gates is instructive in understanding how 
eastern Europeans were viewed by English-Canadians and Winnipeggers. The book focused on 
Winnipeg largely because Woodsworth lived there at the time it was written and because it was the 
destination for so many eastern European immigrants.  

 
The chapter on Galicians in Strangers Within Our Gates was not written by Woodsworth but 

by A.R. Ford from the Winnipeg Telegram. Nevertheless, Woodsworth sought to include Ford’s 
opinions in his book, and thanked him in the introduction, indicating that he must have felt the 
content was acceptable.12 Ford did not have a good impression of Ukrainian immigrants: “in so low 
an estimation are they held,” he wrote, “that the word Galician is almost a term of reproach.”13 Ford 
referred to Galicians as an “animalized,” “quarrelsome and dangerous” people. Because an English 
public school education was seen as one of the pillars of assimilation, Ford did hold out some hope 
for the children of Galician immigrants, stating that “from an educational standpoint the Galicians 
are making remarkable process.”14 Overall, however, Ukrainian immigrants were viewed in a less 
than positive light. 
 

Ukrainian immigrants were not portrayed positively in the Winnipeg press in the years 
leading up to the Great War. An overwhelming majority of the Telegram’s mentions of Ukrainians 
were negative, which is not surprising, given that the editor penned the chapter on Galicians in 
Woodsworth’s book. Ukrainian immigrants were characterized in the Telegram as: immoral, 
dishonest, lawless, stupid, superstitious, and undesirable for building the Canadian west.15 The other 
major dailies were not as harsh in their assessment of Ukrainian immigrants; for example, many of 
the Free Press editorials included positive comments about Galicians’ work ethic and other traits. 
Nevertheless, “all papers agreed that there were dangers inherent in massive immigration from 
Ukraine and feared the spectre of dilution of British stock.”16 
 

Ukrainian immigrants from the Austro-Hungarian Empire were supposed to settle on farms 
in the west, but many ended up in cities. It has been estimated that “perhaps as many as one half of 
the Ukrainians who reached Canadian shores between 1906 and 1914 did not settle on the land” but 
in urban areas like Winnipeg.17 Ukrainian immigrants chose to live in Winnipeg for a variety of 
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reasons. Some hoped to save up their money before moving to a farm whereas others decided to 
stay in the city permanently. Those who chose the latter did so largely for reasons related to 
employment. The vast majority of Ukrainians in Winnipeg were unskilled labourers. They found 
work at a number of places although the two biggest employers for this demographic were the city 
and the CPR. In 1911: 
 

 44% of Ukrainian men worked for the City of Winnipeg doing 
o street and sidewalk building and repair  
o sewer repair 
o street railway construction 

 

 31% worked for the railway companies (CPR, CN, Grand Trunk) 
o General labour in yards and roundhouses 
o Painting rail cars 

 

 6.5% worked in heavy industry contract shops such as Vulcan Iron Works or Dominion 
Bridge18 
 
Between 1896 and 1912, wards 4, 5, and 6 – the North End – became home to the majority 

of the immigrants, including Ukrainians, who arrived in the city. At the same time, the name “North 
End” came to signify an undesirable place to live for most Anglo-Winnipeggers. Originally a 
desirable neighbourhood, with the early elite families living in Point Douglas, the arrival of the CPR 
essentially divided the city in two and the area north of the tracks was where new immigrants, the 
poor, and the unskilled labourers lived and worked. The CPR had a long lasting effect on the North 
End. City council let the railway companies build tracks and shops wherever they wanted. As soon 
as the decision to run the main line through Winnipeg was made, the CPR began to build its shops, 
yards, and roundhouse in Ward 5. Most of the Eastern European newcomers to Winnipeg found 
jobs with the CPR or with railway adjacent industries such as Vulcan Iron Works and Ogilvie Flour 
Mills which were situated in Point Douglas. By 1911, the CPR employed over 3,500 people, “more 
than any other employer in the West.”19 Heavy industries like the CPR and Vulcan did hire people 
who could not speak English; thus even though the pay was low, the hours long, and the work often 
dangerous, immigrants did work at these places. 
 

Even if single family housing was available, it is unlikely that a new Eastern European family 
would be able to afford it. Wages were so low that full time employment did not mean economic 
security. In 1913, J.S. Woodsworth conducted a survey which found that the base salary for a normal 
standard of living in Winnipeg was $1200 but most in the North End made less than half of that per 
year, meaning that “many immigrants were forced to resort to drastic measures in their struggle for 
survival.”20 This included tactics such as taking in borders, multiple families living together, and 
women and children finding employment. Ukrainian women, for example, tended vegetable gardens, 
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raised chickens, worked as domestic servants, and took in laundry whereas younger children 
delivered newspapers or worked as messengers.21  

 
Immigrants could not count on assistance from the city. Even though Winnipeg had had a 

relief committee since 1874, between 1900 and 1913, it never spent more than $6,000 per year on 
relief.22 Without assistance from the city, immigrants turned to ethnic and voluntary organizations in 
times of need. By the start of the Great War, “each of the major ethnic groups in Winnipeg [...] 
boasted at least one mutual savings and health benefit society.23 These associations worked to keep 
those in the ethnic group afloat and to help them in times of death or illness. The St. Nicholas 
Ukrainian Catholic church was established in 1899. By 1905, it’s priest and two Ukrainian 
immigrants founded the Ukrainian Mutual Benefit Association of St Nicholas, the “first Ukrainian 
fraternal sickness and death benefit society” in Winnipeg.24 Without help from the city or employers, 
these associations often represented the only place immigrants could turn to for help.  
 

Ukrainian Internment during the Great War 
 

Between 1914 and 1920, over 8,000 ‘enemy aliens’ were interned in Canada. The vast 
majority were unemployed single male Ukrainian immigrants from the Austro-Hungarian provinces 
of Galicia and Bukovina. The geopolitics of the war, nativist views concerning Ukrainians, and the 
economic depression of 1913 all factored into the decision of the Canadian government to intern so 
many civilian Ukrainian immigrants who did not pose a threat to the country.  

 
Geopolitical tensions, even before Great Britain formally declared war, had an influence on 

the treatment of Ukrainian immigrants. After the assassination of Austrian Archduke Franz 
Ferdinand in June 1914, a Ukrainian Catholic bishop in Canada held a mass in his honour. It may 
seem strange that Ukrainians would mourn a political figure of the country they had left; however, 
while Ukrainians suffered economically in Galicia and Bukovyna, they weren’t as politically or 
socially repressed as Ukrainians in Russia.25 Indeed, “members of the Ukrainian Catholic clergy and 
some of the more conservative catholic and nationalist lay leaders continued to sympathize with 
Austria – a Catholic state where Ukrainians enjoyed the political and cultural freedoms” not afforded 
to those inside the Russian borders.26 Thus, it is not surprising that such a mass was held. 

 
The mass, coupled with Budka’s later pronouncements on supporting the ‘fatherland,’ did 

nothing to help Ukrainian immigrants in Canada. In the aftermath of the assassination, Austria-
Hungary declared war on Serbia, as it had been a Serbian national who killed the Archduke. No one 
expected a local grievance to turn into a world war, and in this context, Bishop Budka issued a 
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“pastoral letter” urging any “Ukrainians in Canada who were eligible for military service in the 
Austrian forces to return to fight for the Fatherland.”27 This support from Canada backfired when 
an English language translation of his letter was published in the Free Press on the same day that 
Great Britain declared war on the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Because Canada was automatically at 
war when Great Britain was, Budka “cast in the role of Austrian mobilizer,” was seen calling for 
support of the enemy.28 Once Canada was at war with Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire, 
Budka changed his message. Budka publicly retracted his previous statement, and called for 
Ukrainians in Canada to support their new fatherland. Prime Minister Borden publically supported 
Budka’s retraction and even the Manitoba Free Press published a report “which stated that Ukrainian 
Canadians were ignoring the [...] appeal because they had nothing to gain by rushing to Austria’s 
defense.” 29 It was, however, too late. 

 
Ukrainians living in Winnipeg took the initiative to show their patriotism towards Canada. 

On August 9th 1914, over 3,000 Ukrainians attended a mass meeting at the hall of the Industrial 
Bureau to show their “loyalty to the Dominion.” A resolution passed at the meeting stated “whereas 
the welfare of the British empire is at stake, we, the Ruthenian citizens of Winnipeg, here assembled, 
hereby express our loyalty to the British flag and declare our readiness to follow the Union Jack 
when called upon.”30 These were not just empty words: only five days after Britain’s declaration of 
war, sixty Ukrainian men had already volunteered with the 106th Light Infantry in Winnipeg. 

 
Despite these public displays of support, the poor treatment of Ukrainians intensified. 

Segregated residentially and viewed as ‘others,’ Ukrainians “became a favourite nativist target.”31  On 
August 27th, the Free Press, which had been moderate in its descriptions of Ukrainians prior to the 
war, published a letter written by “Cecil C. Morgan, the secretary of the RNWMP Veterans 
Association. The letter stated that: ‘the country is permeated with Austrians and Germans prepared 
for some act of incendiarism or reprisal...We are living in a false security, which may any day be 
dispelled unless we get Martial Law as a remedy and men to enforce it; and as in this city of 
Winnipeg foreigners who cannot speak a word of English are being sold ammunition by a leading 
firm it is high time to wake up in the defense of our homes.”32 The anti-Ukrainian sentiment was not 
limited to editorials; it spilled over into everyday life in many ways. 

 
 Ukrainian immigrants were seen as the ‘other’ prior to the 1914 and this dichotomy became 
more apparent with the outbreak of the war when they were referred to as ‘enemy aliens.’ There did 
not seem to be any room for understanding in this nativist binary propagated by the judiciary, the 
press, and by many Anglo-Canadians. In the years leading up to the war, proponents of assimilation 
had championed the idea of citizenship as the goal for immigrants. Citizenship was viewed as 
important because only “by understanding and valuing that rights and freedoms follow from 
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citizenship, newcomers would see the significance and importance of fidelity and their commitment 
to their country of choice. Only through the knowledge and experience of citizenship would the 
newcomer be drawn into the political community and encouraged to stand in its defense.”33 The war 
complicated this narrative, however, and even those Ukrainian immigrants who wanted, or who 
already had, Canadian citizenship were viewed as suspect. 
 
 With the onset of the war, Ukrainian immigrants were vilified whether they wanted to 
become naturalized citizens or not. The Manitoba Free Press argued “that Canada did not ask 
newcomers to forget their birthplace but did have the right to insist they become Canadians, noting 
their primary obligation was to the country they now call home.”34 Yet, judges – those who granted 
citizenship – were wary of bestowing Canadian citizenship on people from Germany and the 
Austro-Hungarian Empire. One judge in Montreal believed that “war had politicized the issue of 
allegiance, making it impossible to accurately assess the motivations of those applying” and he 
“informed the naturalization commissioner [...] not to process anymore applications.”35 His was not 
an isolated mindset: for example, another judge publicly stated that many applications for citizenship 
were ‘based on ulterior motives.”36  
 
 While the concept of citizenship could be manipulated based on the political climate, the 
political category of subject status was more concrete and it was used to create a dichotomy between 
Canadians and those from ‘enemy’ countries.  In 1914, anyone born in Canada was a British subject. 
Subjecthood “was a defining political characteristic that established, within the context of imperial 
rule, a political and legal relationship between the individual and the crown [...] one that could never 
be forsaken or abandoned.” While this may seem abstract, subjecthood became a real concern with 
the outbreak of war: 
  In the context of war, in which the relationship between individuals and 

the crown was militarized, the idea of subjectship had serious implications. 
Subjects of the British crown were exhorted to stand in its defence. Those 
who owed their allegiance to another sovereign would be recognized as 
“enemy subjects.” Immigrants of enemy nationality, accordingly, were 
saddled with the ignominious label “enemy alien.” More importantly,  
however, from the perspective of modern war, where entire nations were 
mobilized for the conflict and mass mobilization made every able-bodied 
man a potential combatant, the enemy alien became a possible enemy 
combatant against whom sanctions could be employed and the laws of 
war applied.37 

 
This notion, combined with the War Measures Act (WMA), made internment possible and legal. 
   

Economic conditions, combined with nativism, made the situation worse for Ukrainians 
who had been deemed enemy aliens. Canada had been in a recession in 1913 and many were out of 
work or underemployed. Non-English speaking immigrants were often the first to be let go. The 
start of the war saw an increase in the number of people who were fired because of their ethnic 
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sounding names, or because of the belief that ‘enemy aliens’ should not have jobs if Anglo-
Canadians were unemployed. In Calgary, for example, the city commissioner decreed that single men 
of “Austro-Hungarian and German birth working in the city’s street cleaning department were to be 
replaced” with men of British background.38 

 
The introduction of the WMA on August 15th 1914 legitimized these sorts of views and 

allowed for the internment of Ukrainians in Canada. Essentially, the WMA gave the federal 
government “sweeping emergency powers that enabled the cabinet to administer the war effort 
without accountability to Parliament or existing laws.”39 While the British Defense of the Realm Act 
was limited to restricting activities that might hamper military operations, section 6 of the WMA 
allowed the federal government, without parliamentary consent, to “pass restrictions on almost 
every aspect of Canadian life” including communication, manufacturing, and the control and 
transport of people.40 Because the WMA meant the government could enact laws without 
parliamentary approval, the government passed laws and regulations, including those dealing with 
enemy aliens, through orders-in-council.  
 

The internment of ‘enemy aliens,’ was done through order-in-council (OIC) 2721. In total, 
8,579 people were interned. Of that number, 5,954 were “Austro-Hungarians’ and while a few 
Hungarians and Polish people were included in that number, the vast majority were Ukrainian.41 
OIC 2721 contained a number of clauses relevant to the treatment and internment of those 
classified as enemy aliens. Some of the relevant clauses include: 

 Clause 1: called for the creation of registration centres  

 Clause 2: gave the RNWMP special powers 

 Clause 3: called for the registration of all enemy aliens.  

 Clause 7: stipulated that ‘enemy aliens’ had to “declare” that they would abide by the laws of 
the land, had enough $$ to remain in Canada, and to report monthly to the police 

 Clause 9: “permitted dependents of interned enemy aliens to accompany the prisoner of war 
into internment” 

 Clause 10: authorized the Canadian militia to oversee “the maintenance of enemy aliens as 
prisoners of war, requiring them to perform work as was deemed fit”42 
 
The threat of high unemployment was the main reason for the decision to create a system of 

internment camps. Some Anglo-Canadians feared that potential reservists – enemy aliens with prior 
military training in their home countries – would support their old homeland and fight against 
Canadians in Canada. Nevertheless, the main concern, at least for government officials at various 
levels, was the unemployed Ukrainian immigrant. The WMA allowed the government to intern 
unemployed immigrants from enemy countries for indiscriminate amounts of time. Thus, OIC 2721 
meshed two groups of people – those who posed security threats and the unemployed – together to 
serve their purposes: “By treating both identically – either category of individual could be interned as 
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prisoners of war – the government gave credence to the idea that the jobless enemy alien was, in 
fact, a security threat.”43 This gave the authorities an enormous scope when it came to deciding who 
to monitor and intern.  
 

The registration and internment of ‘enemy aliens’ was run by a newly created branch of the 
Department of Justice called the Internment Operations Branch (IOB). The IOB was headed by 
retired General William Dillon Otter. Otter, a veteran of the Fenian Raids, the Northwest Rebellion, 
and the Boer War was a no-nonsense career military officer.44 While never popular with his 
subordinates, he was very methodological, organized, and disciplined, which may have been why he 
was asked to run such a wide ranging and expansive program. The first project undertaken by the 
IOB was the registration of all ‘enemy aliens’ in Canada. Over 80,000 were registered, meaning they 
had to:  

 present themselves to a magistrate or other designated person 

 give their name, nationality, occupation, and address, all of this was put on an identity card 
which the person had to carry at all times 

 hand in any firearms 

 pledge not to leave the country 

 report in as often as authorities deemed necessary.45 
 
 Tens of thousands of men may have registered, but they publicly protested their treatment. 
In Vancouver in April 1915, approximately 400 ‘enemy aliens’ approached the American consulate, 
asking for permission to enter the United States to look for work. When their request was refused, 
they took to the streets to demonstrate. This somehow that turned into a riot of a few thousand 
people. Clearly not all the participants were immigrants from enemy countries, but the incident 
frightened Anglo-Vancouverites. In Winnipeg, “an estimated ten thousand unemployed foreigners 
gathered in front of the city hall, clamouring for assistance and holding banners declaring ‘We are 
not enemies of Canada’ and ‘Give us bread or work.’”46 Nativist beliefs and a connected 
unemployment problem led to the decision to do more than register ‘enemy aliens.’ 
 

Ukrainian immigrants in Manitoba faced another reason for possible internment: 
championing bilingual education. In 1896, the Manitoba Schools Act was amended to allow for 
bilingual education if the numbers in a school warranted it. The influx of Eastern European 
immigrants meant that many languages, including Ukrainian, were taught in Manitoba in the early 
20th century. The nativist atmosphere surrounding the war led to increased calls for English-only 
education and Ukrainians were vilified for protesting the provincial government’s decision to get rid 
of bilingual education. Indeed, Orest Zerebko, the co-editor of Ukrainskyi holos (Ukrainian Voice) 
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was threatened by the “registrar of enemy aliens in Winnipeg” for publishing “editorials on 
bilingualism.”47 
 

Despite complying with the mandate to register, ‘enemy aliens’ could be, and were, arrested 
and sent to internment camps. The reasons for arrest were subjective, at best. Some of the reasons 
Ukrainian men were arrested and interned included: 

 unemployment 

 trying to cross the border  

 looking for work without proper documents 

  trying to enlist in the Canadian Expeditionary Force (CEF)  

 Communicating with relatives in enemy countries  

 Refusing or failing to register 

 Acting ‘in a suspicious manner’ 

 Using seditious language 

 destitution 

 Being unreliable, shiftless, undesirable48 
Many internment camps were in British Columbia, however, they existed all across the country. 
There was very little to do at some of the camps, while at others the men were forced to work. The 
labour of interned men, for example, was used to create Banff national park. 
 

Winnipeg Receiving Station 
 
 Those who were arrested in order to be interned were sent to one of the regional receiving 
stations where they were processed before being shipped to a camp. Receiving stations  were places 
where “reservists and others could be delivered, processed and temporarily held until suitable, more 
permanent facilities became available.”49  One of these stations was set up in Winnipeg. There is very 
little extant information on the Winnipeg receiving station, which was located in the Fort Osborne 
Barracks. The Winnipeg receiving station was open from September 1914 until July 1916. Three 
inter-related reasons may have led to its closing: 

 Brandon internment camp was closed in July 1916 with all the inmates there shipped to the 
internment camp at Banff.50  

 Most ‘enemy aliens’ had been arrested and interned by that point 

 The Fort Osborne Barracks were being moved to a different location due to the 
construction of the provincial legislative buildings at Broadway and Osborne. 
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From the point of view of the IOB, it made sense to have a receiving station in Winnipeg for 
reasons related to location and size. From the turn of the century, Winnipeg had been a preferred 
location for Ukrainian immigrants and the population of Ukrainians in and around Winnipeg was 
high. Prior to the start of the war, Winnipeg was the hub through which all immigrants to the west 
passed. The city boasted two large train stations and multiple immigrant halls. Officials in Winnipeg 
were well-versed in moving large numbers of people through the stations and into accommodations; 
these skills would have been useful in the processing, organizing, and transporting of internees. 
Officials contemplated using the immigrant halls as a receiving station in Winnipeg; however, the 
Fort Osborne Barracks was ultimately chosen.51  
 
Picture 1: Fort Osborne Barracks52 

 
 
The Fort Osborne Barracks, established in 1873, was located along Osborne Street, between 

Assiniboine Avenue and Broadway. Essentially a wooden fort, the Barracks was named after William 
Osborne Smith. Born in Ireland, Smith was sent to Montreal with his regiment after the Crimean 
War in 1856.  In 1871, pro-Fenian forces from the United States attempted to enter Manitoba, 
leading the Dominion government to bolster the military presence in Winnipeg. In response, 
military district No.10 was “authorized with headquarters at Winnipeg, and Smith was sent west to 
take charge of it.”  Within a year, a “new post was constructed there and named Fort Osborne, 
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presumably after Smith.” 53 In Winnipeg, he quickly became a member of the early business and 
social elite, helping to found the Manitoba Club and the Manitoba Scientific and Historical Society, 
and he raised the Winnipeg Light Infantry Battalion with the outbreak of the northwest rebellion.54 
In 1917, the “former campus of the Manitoba Agricultural College was converted into a military 
convalescent hospital and two years later, the entire campus was taken over by the military” and Fort 
Osborne Barracks was relocated.55 The buildings at Osborne and Broadway were demolished in 
1920. 
 
Picture 2: Map of Legislative Grounds in Winnipeg.56 
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Despite the dearth of information on the receiving stations, it is clear that the one in 
Winnipeg was busy. In November 1914, Otter visited the Winnipeg receiving station and he 
recorded his observations in his diary. On 20 November 1914,  Otter wrote “prisoners quartered in 
Barracks – in the barracks rooms to number of 75 with 25 to come tonight”  indicating that civilian 
‘enemy aliens’ were  viewed as prisoners; which, in a time of war, takes on an even more serious 
tone. In November 2014, the IOB was housing at least 100 ‘internees’ in the receiving station for an 
indeterminate amount of time. 
 
Picture 3: Second Legislative building with the Barracks visible behind it c. May 191757 
 

 
 
The vast majority of those processed at the Winnipeg station were Ukrainian. Of those at the 

receiving station during his visit, Otter wrote that ¾ were “Austrian” and the remaining ¼ were 
“Germans.” As historians who have written about internment have shown, Austrian generally meant 
Ukrainian’ and most of those who were interned during the Great War were Ukrainian.  Each 
‘enemy alien’ was given a suit of “fair quality costing $20” and they were, according to Otter, 
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“comfortably quartered and fed.” 58 It isn’t clear from the sources where exactly in the Barracks they 
were kept; however, it is possible that the drill hall was used as it was one of the larger buildings.59  

 
If it wasn’t for the use of the word ‘prisoner,’ Otter’s diary might seem as if it was describing 

a more benign place; however, those deemed enemy aliens obviously did not want to be there. Some 
even went so far as to attempt escape. One man named Martin Baraszchuk escaped from both the 
Brandon internment camp and the Fort Osborne Barracks receiving station. It isn’t clear where 
Baraszchuk was first processed, but he may have been from the Winnipeg area. He first escaped 
from Brandon and “enjoyed four months of liberty” until he was arrested at Brooklands (then its 
own town but now a neighbourhood in Winnipeg). Baraszchuk was “handed over to the military 
authorities” who sent him to the Fort Osborne Barracks pending his departure for Brandon.” 
However, Baraszchuk certainly wasn’t interested in being sent back to Brandon as he jumped out a 
window at the Barracks and kept running even though the “guard, a member of the Fort Garry 
Horse” fired “a blank shot” at him. He wasn’t found for ten days, at which point he was sent back 
to the receiving station. 60 

 
 

Arrests at Emerson 
 

The arrest at the US-Canada border in Emerson, Manitoba of around 100 men who were 
intent on walking from Winnipeg to the United States to find work indicates how central nativist 
beliefs and fears about unemployed men were to the whole internment project. Ukrainian men 
branded ‘enemy aliens’ were in a tough spot in terms of employment. Often the first to be let go, 
and with nativist Anglo-Canadians clamouring for their jobs, it was difficult for many Ukrainian 
immigrants to find work. Compounding the “growing unemployment and destitution among enemy 
aliens” was the fact that only those individuals who were given permits could leave the country for 
any reason.61 These issues all coalesced in southern Manitoba in May 1915.  

 
In mid-May after a number of public demonstrations in Winnipeg calling for work, a large 

contingent of unemployed enemy aliens, the majority of whom were Ukrainian, decided to head to 
the United States to try and find employment because ‘people said there was work in the United 
States.’62 The exact number of marchers isn’t known – one source suggests “five hundred to two 
thousand,” while another suggests 1000. 63  Two things, however, are clear: a lot of men originally 
left Winnipeg for the US and many dropped out on the 110km march. The authorities were 
monitoring the trek and by the time the group reached the border town of Emerson it only 
consisted of between 100 and 175 individuals. The small, disheartened group was arrested at the 
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border and forced to walk to the Brandon internment camp, a distance of 285 km. It isn’t clear why 
the arrested men were not returned to Winnipeg to be processed at the receiving station, which was 
the accepted protocol, not to mention a shorter walk. They arrived in Brandon hungry and tired, not 
being given food on the trek, “save for what the people of Emerson had given them.”64  

 
Nick Lypka, one of the Ukrainian men who walked to Emerson, recalled the experience in 

the National Film Board documentary Freedom Had a Price. Lypka stated that 500 or so men had a 
meeting where some were convinced that they would be able to find work in the United States. Of 
that 500, according to Lypka, some decided not to go, but the ‘young fellows’ decided they would 
set out ‘on foot’ to the United States. In the documentary, Lypka noted that the marchers were 
careful not to break the law on the trek making sure, for example, that they did not block the road. 
Nevertheless, he recalled being met by the ‘Mounted Police’ at Emerson. Naively, he hoped the 
authorities would offer the remaining men work; instead, they were arrested, fed, and sent to 
Brandon where they slept 100 men to a room with the lights on at all times.65 In recounting his 
experiences several decades later Lypka became emotional – a sobering testament to the impact the 
arrests and internment had on these young men. 

 
The pictures below are of the men after they were arrested at Emerson. The postcard 

photographs were donated to the Manitoba Museum by a woman whose grandfather may have been 
one of the members of the military who marched the Ukrainian men to the Brandon internment 
camp. These pictures show the men in Emerson, the train bridge in the town, and the men being 
marched along the tracks to Brandon, where they were interned. 
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Picture 4: Ukrainian men arrested in Emerson MB, May 191566 
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 Manitoba Museum, H9-38-681B. The writing on the back, also pictured, reads ‘These are some of the foreigners 
we had down there.’ The CN Emerson train bridge is visible on the back of the picture. 
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Picture 5: The CN Bridge at Emerson MB67 
 

 

                                                           
67

 Manitoba Museum, H9-38-681. The back of the photo reads ‘Emerson Bridge.’ This bridge is visible in the photo 
of the arrested Ukrainian men.  
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Picture 6: Ukrainian Men and Guards in Emerson, May 191568 
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 Manitoba Museum, H9-38-681C. This is a few from behind the men as they are taken to the Brandon internment 
camp. The back reads ‘They are just taking them to the station there.’ 
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Picture 7: Arrested Ukrainian men being marched to Brandon, May 191569 
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 Manitoba Museum, H9-38-681D. The back of this picture reads: ‘These are that bunch of Austrians we arrestted 
[sic] & sent them to Brandon.’ 
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The Winnipeg General Strike & Views about Ukrainians 
 

It was the attitudes of Canadians towards immigrants from ‘enemy’ countries that allowed 
for the receiving stations and internment camps to exist; however, that mindset did not end with the 
Armistice. The last of the internment camps was not closed until 1920 and the idea that eastern 
Europeans, including Ukrainians, were the enemy persisted. In particular, they were on display in 
Winnipeg in the period leading up to, and during, the Winnipeg General Strike (WGS). 
 

Anglo-Canadians had long been working to dehumanize eastern European immigrants. 
During the 1899 provincial election campaign  in Manitoba, Conservative leader Hugh John 
Macdonald warned of the “Galician peril” and asserted his ability, if he so chose, to disenfranchise 
them. “The aim” in doing so was to “dehumanize Galicians as much as possible, which served the 
efforts to criminalize their actions and render their claims to citizenship tenuous.” 70 These sorts of 
actions continued in the early 20th century. Besides internment, examples include the cancellation of 
bilingual education in Manitoba, shutting down Ukrainian-language newspapers, and the Wartime 
Elections Act of 1917 which “rescinded the voting rights of those immigrants classified as ‘enemy 
aliens’ who were naturalized in 1902 and after.”71  These actions, coupled with the negative 
portrayals of Ukrainians in the press in the years leading up to 1919, made it easy to construct them 
as sinister agents during the WGS. 
 
 On May 15th 1919, several thousand workers in Winnipeg walked off the job in support of 
the striking metal and building trades workers. Over 30,000 workers in Winnipeg struck and 
sympathy strikes erupted across the country. While many in the middle and upper classes were 
against the strike, a lot of returned soldiers supported the strike. This was surprising since many 
striking workers in Winnipeg were immigrants and soldiers were known for their nativist beliefs and 
activities. In January 1919, for example, “veterans marauded through the north end of the city, 
demanding that anyone who looked like an alien kneel to kiss the Union Jack.”72 It was assumed, 
therefore, that returned soldiers – a sizeable, visible, and vocal presence – would be on their side. 
 
 In the early days of the WGS, returned soldiers came out largely in support of the strike. 
There were a number of probable reasons for this. Having sacrificed so much, and understandably 
expecting something in return, veterans instead returned to unemployment, increasing inflation, and 
a general lack of support. During the devastating influenza epidemic that occurred just prior to the 
WGS, labour argued for the ‘right to material security,” and this was what returned soldiers wanted 
as well.73 In this context, it may not be surprising that at least half of the membership of the Great 
War Veterans’ Association (GWVA) supported the strike.74  
 

This support, however, was surprising to the businessmen, lawyers, and other Winnipeg 
elites who made up the anti-strike Citizens’ Committee of 1000. The Citizens’ Committee assumed 
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that returned soldiers in Winnipeg would not support the strike. On May 30th, however, “a large 
delegation of returned soldiers” marched to the legislature and “demanded that the provincial 
government guarantee the right of collective bargaining.”75 This was a “bombshell” to the CC 
because it had the effect of “demolishing part of the Citizens’ narrative of a British constitutionalism 
defending itself against alien ideologies. The Citizens’ had given rhetorical importance to the war 
veterans and painted them as defenders of the Canadian order against the Bolsheviks.”76  

 
Despite the Anglo-centric ideological beliefs of the Citizens’ Committee, returned soldiers 

continued to support the strike in large numbers. Three returned soldiers were members of the 
Strike Committee.77 Perhaps more importantly, returned soldiers continued with their public displays 
of support. Returned soldiers held at least two more parades in support of the strike, marching again 
to the Legislature on May 31st where on their way back to St. Boniface, they “passed the Citizens’ 
Committee headquarters at the Industrial Bureau where they booed and jeered and tore several 
banners off the front of the building,” and down Wellington Crescent on June 4th.78 Even the 
Toronto Star reported on the pro-strike sympathies of the returned soldiers, proclaiming that “the 
ex-soldier-citizens have given their full sympathy and support to the strikers in their demands for 
betterment of their conditions, on the definite understanding that there is to be no disorder or 
lawlessness.”79 
 
 The Citizens’ Committee, however, marshalled the long-term discourses surrounding 
Ukrainians to their cause. At first, A.J Andrews, the lawyer and Citizens’ Committee spokesperson, 
was “taken aback that the returned soldiers supported the Strike” and their anti-strike newspaper the 
Winnipeg Citizen barely reported on the pro-strike soldiers marches. However, Andrews and the 
Citizens’ Committee regrouped and although “they knew only one way of responding,” it was “an 
effective way: exploit the anti-alien feeling among the veterans.”80 For example, the Winnipeg Citizen 
stated that “because of the prominence in the recent street demonstrations of large numbers of 
aliens that the alien problem must be dealt with immediately.” That same article proclaimed “justice 
for our soldiers” while stating that ‘enemy aliens’ were “occupying [jobs] which should be 
immediately filled by our returned soldiers.” At the bottom, in bold print was the following 
question: “returned soldiers, are you going to permit these striking aliens to return to the jobs that 
rightly belong to you?” 81  The Citizens’ Committee positioned the issues returned soldiers faced as 
the fault of ‘enemy aliens,’ known since the outbreak of the war to largely be Ukrainian immigrants. 
 

Both pro- and anti-strike factions worked to rally returned soldiers to their side. The 
Citizens’ Committee took every chance it could to remind returned soldiers that the strike leaders 
were not “born Canadians.”82 While technically this was true for most of the leaders since they had 
been born in Britain, the Citizens’ Committee knew that the assumption would be made that they 
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were ‘enemy aliens.’ On the other side, the strikers’ newspaper the Western Labor News “allowed the 
GWVA to censor veterans’ news in the paper” in an effort to keep the veterans on their side.83 
Veterans, a large and vocal – though not homogenous – group, were clearly viewed as key to 
winning the propaganda war in the context of the strike.  
 

The Citizens’ Committee’s propaganda messages were effective.  Newspapers in Winnipeg 
had been printing negative stories about Ukrainians since the turn of the century. The Free Press 
continued its nativist characterizations of Ukrainians: “John Dafoe, the editor of the Manitoba Free 
Press, had no trouble blaming ‘alien scum,’ ‘bohunks,’ and Laurier-era immigration policies for the 
impasse at Winnipeg. ‘The name of this country is Canada, not Bohunkia,’ he declared.”84 Even the 
Tribune, which had been more moderate in its treatment of immigrants was “susceptible to anti-alien 
propaganda” during the strike, and it called for “more thorough espionage” on the strikers “since a 
foreign element was mixing with a certain band of returned soldiers mostly conscripts.”85 The 
“powerful effect of the Citizens’ anti-alien rhetoric can be measured by the fact that the Western 
Labor News also felt compelled to take it up to avoid being coloured as the enemy”; in its pages, the 
Strike Committee “promised that after the Strike they’d get together with the veterans to sort out 
the aliens.”86 That both sides found it acceptable to vilify Ukrainians speaks to how they were 
viewed in Winnipeg. 
 

The creation and deployment of ‘special constables’ in June 1919 to replace the fired police 
force highlights the animus directed at Ukrainian immigrants. The Winnipeg police force was 
sympathetic to the strikers and the Royal Northwest Mounted Police refused to take sides. When 
City Council tried to make the police take an oath of loyalty they refused. On June 9th, they were 
fired en masse, and replaced by volunteer ‘special constables.’  The special constables were largely 
returned soldiers who were against the strike (although pro-strike Alderman Heaps suggested that 
there were a number of ‘enemy aliens’ in their ranks, which further shows how immigrants were 
maligned in this period). A.J. Andrews boasted publicly that there were over 1000 special constables 
but privately he confided to Arthur Meighen that “only 150 could be counted on.”87 Andrews 
continually over-inflated the number of specials in order to both intimidate the strikers and to 
bolster the Citizens’ Committee’s claim that returned soldiers did not support the strike. 
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Picture 8: Returned Soldiers demonstrate outside City Hall, June 5th 191988 
 

 
 
There is an assumption that returned soldiers were vehemently against the strike; however, 

the reality was more nuanced. The anti-strike parades held on June 4th and 5th are generally seen as 
the best evidence of the soldiers’ anti-strike stance.  The traditional narrative, bolstered by images 
like the one above, presents returned soldiers –grouped together under the banner of the GWVA – 
as solidly against the strike. While many certainly held nativist views and some did not support the 
strike, it is clear that many returned soldiers did support the larger goals of the strike. On May 29th 
1919, a number of “war veterans sympathetic to the strike held a three-hour meeting in Winnipeg. 
They were led by Roger Bray, a native of Sheffield, England, who had arrived in Winnipeg in 1903 
and had joined the Canadian army in 1916; and by A.E. Moore, president of the Manitoba command 
of the Great War Veterans Association (GWVA).” A few days later, on June 3rd, the GWVA 
membership “passed a vote of support for the Strike by a two-thirds majority.” 89 The Citizens’ 
Committee and the GWVA executive tried to dismiss the results of the vote as ‘out of order’ and 
compromised by ‘enemy aliens’ masquerading as veterans; however, it is clear that a lot of returned 
soldiers in Winnipeg supported the strike. 
 
 In order to counteract this support, the Citizens’ Committee created a group called the 
‘Soldiers’ Loyalist Association.’ Publicly, the executive of the GWVA and the Citizens’ Committee 
proclaimed they had nothing to do with the creation of this group but communication between 
Andrews and Meighen “suggests otherwise” with Andrews reporting that he had worked with 
Frederick Thompson, the “GWVA representative” on the executive of the Citizens’ Committee to 
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ensure “that in future demonstrations a contingent of ‘loyal’ soldiers would neutralize the PR 
generated by pro-Strike soldiers.”90  It was this curated group, along with other anti-strike civilians, 
who on June 4th and 5th “marched under banners proclaiming the Citizens’ law-and constituted –
order catchphrases.”91 While the Citizens’ Committee and the GWVA executive wanted the general 
public to believe that returned soldiers were against the enemy aliens whom they believed were 
directing the strike, a large contingent of soldiers supported the strikers’ ideals. 
 
 The Citizens’ Committee ramped up the anti-immigrant propaganda aimed at returned 
soldiers following the mass firing of the police force. If the Telegram was moderate in its pre-war 
descriptions of immigrants, it had certainly changed its tune by 1919: the special’ strike editions’ of 
the newspaper were solidly anti-strike, and worked to portray it as a Bolshevik plot. A prominent 
article the Citizens’ Committee placed in the Telegram on June 10th is instructive. Titled “An Apology 
to the Returning Solider,” the article listed for a number of issues that were to be blamed on 
‘Bolshevik’ strikers, including: 
 

 The poor condition of the “city they have spent the past four years fighting for” 

 The lack of streetcar service 

 Their disappearing “rights as citizens” such as their “right to work” 

 That “a few men” are dictating “what they shall do, how they shall do it, [and] what they 
shall or shall not buy and eat”92 
 

The unnamed author purports to know who caused all these issues. The problems, according to this 
article, were ‘brought about by the agitation of a small coterie of professional disturbers [who] 
spared no pains to defeat the soldiers’ purpose in defense of Canada.” These ‘agitators’ were 
“backed by thousands of hostile aliens – countrymen of the Huns and their allies against whom our 
men have been fighting in defense of those homes whose peace these agitators have wrecked.”93 The 
Citizens’ Committee worked to position themselves on the side of the returning soldiers in order to 
garner their support. Article such as this one were used to remind soldiers who their enemy had 
been in the war and to tell them that that enemy had not yet been vanquished but was in Winnipeg, 
causing more unrest. The goal was undoubtedly to entice more returned soldiers to join the Citizens’ 
Committee-backed Loyalist group and bolster the ranks of the Special Constables. 
 

The narrative presented by the Citizens’ Committee about returned soldier-turned special 
constable Frederick Coppins is indicative of both the use of propaganda and how Ukrainian 
immigrants were viewed. Coppins, a member of the 8th Battalion (90th Winnipeg Rifles) who was 
awarded the Victoria Cross for his actions at Amiens, was, for whatever reason, against the strike 
and he joined the special constables.  The special constables were sworn-in on June 9th and the next 
day a large group of strikers and their supporters gathered at Portage and Main to heckle and jeer the 
newly installed ‘special police.’ Acting on the mayor’s orders to disperse the crowd, the special 
constables, armed with “spokes from wagon wheels” formed a wall across Portage and approached 
the strikers. A melee soon ensued with the strikers throwing “stones, brickbats, and glass bottles at 
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the Specials, trying, where possible, to wrest away the truncheons. Hand-to-hand combat 
followed.”94 Coppins was injured in the commotion and taken to the hospital. 

 
The propaganda surrounding Coppins’ injuries was used to connect the strike to the enemy 

alien. The Winnipeg Citizen was particularly aggressive in making that connection. An article published 
June 11th stated that Coppins was “not expected to live until morning [due to injuries] caused by 
three Austrians.” Indeed, “by the time” Winnipeggers would read the article, “Coppin [sic] may be 
dead.”95 The article continued: 

 
 Let all this twaddle about ‘collective bargaining’ drop in the face of 
 bloodshed in the streets of Winnipeg. There is no middle ground between 
 Sergeant Fred Coppin [sic] and the Austrian cowards who assaulted him 
 with intent to kill. Coppin, the hero, remained the hero. He was upholding 
 British liberty and freedom as he rode in the saddle the protector of law 
 and order. He won the Victoria Cross overseas; he fought for God, King 
 and Country in the blood-soaked miasma of Northern France; and he had to 
 fight for the salvation of a true Canadian democracy over there; yesterday  

he was the embodiment, the personification of the British constitution 
itself and all it stood and stands for – and in assailing Coppin, a peace 
officer and a Canadian V.C., three Austrian curs assailed that Constitution.96 

 
The article then asked its readers: “Are Austrians, enemies of Canada, to be allowed to attempt to 
murder loyal soldiers, heroes, true Britishers, upon the streets of Winnipeg?” Overwrought prose 
notwithstanding, the paper’s attempts to link Ukrainians to the violence of June 10th could not be 
any clearer. 
 

An article published in the Telegram on June 11th also made the connection explicit. If the title 
of the article, which appeared to have been authored by the Citizens’ Committee, wasn’t enough, the 
text makes the connection between ‘enemy aliens’ and violence clear. The article titled “From the 
Sidewalk they Called Him a Scab and then Hostile Aliens Trampled Him in the Streets,” first 
describes how Coppins earned the Victoria Cross. Following that, the article asserts that “three 
enemy aliens trampled him in the streets” and that “he lies suffering in the Tuxedo hospital, the 
victim of a cowardly assault by Austrians.”97 The Telegram did not exaggerate Coppins’ injuries as did 
the Citizen, but readers could not miss the message the paper was sending about ‘enemy aliens.’ 
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Picture 9: Winnipeg Telegram article June 11th, 191998 
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 Despite the assertions that Coppins was about to die, he was not seriously injured. On June 
11th, the same day the Citizen published its article on Coppins’ inevitable death, “Coppins revealed 
that no one pulled him from his horse and that he received two broken ribs from a stone thrown by 
‘a bunch of bohunks.’”99 While Coppins eschewed the contrived discourse of the newspaper, he did 
seem to share in the disdain for Ukrainian immigrants. What he didn’t reveal, however, was that he 
may have lied about his place of birth in order to enlist in the Canadian Expeditionary Force, an 
offense for which many Ukrainian immigrants were interned.100  
 

Conclusion 
 

Between 1914 and 1919, Ukrainian immigrants were vilified in a number of ways. This 
treatment did not start with the outbreak of the Great War, but was certainly exacerbated by it. 
Ukrainians immigrants, then referred to as Austrians, had been portrayed as insular, ignorant, and 
violent since at least the turn of the century. This, combined with the British declaration of war on 
the Austro-Hungarian Empire, allowed for the branding of Ukrainians as ‘enemy aliens’ and for 
Anglo-Canadians to believe that interning thousands of Ukrainian civilians was not only acceptable 
but necessary. The internment did not end with the war nor did negative attitudes about Ukrainians. 
During the Winnipeg General Strike, the belief that Ukrainians were ‘enemy aliens’ who posed a 
direct threat to not only Winnipeg but to Canadian democracy was actively encouraged by the 
Anglo-Canadian establishment. To their credit, not all returned soldiers fell for the curated anti-
Ukrainian immigrant propaganda put forth by the Citizens’ Committee. Esteemed historian John 
Herd Thompson suggests that while the poor treatment they received during the war made Germans 
want to assimilate into Anglo-Canadian life, it had the opposite effect on Ukrainians. The 
propaganda, the stereotyping, internment, violence, and general mistreatment directed at Ukrainians, 
he concludes, “worked against the nativist goal of assimilation,” and “fighting for their rights taught 
them the importance of active political participation, and solidified their transition from peasants 
into Ukrainian-Canadians.”101 

 
Since the late 20th century, Ukrainian groups have been working to raise awareness of the 

internment of Ukrainians during the Great War. In Winnipeg, a statue and a commemorative plaque 
were both placed on the Manitoba Legislative grounds, the former location of the Fort Osborne 
Barracks receiving station.102 While much work still remains to be done to bring this chapter of 
Canadian and Winnipeg history to light, these commemorative and educational tools are certainly  
good ways to start. 
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Picture 9: Statue in Winnipeg Commemorating the Internment of Ukrainians in Canada103 
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Plague on Manitoba Legislative Grounds Commemorating the Fort Osborne barracks Receiving 
Station104 
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