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Prologue
This book began to take shape in my mind almost two decades ago. It was 2004,
and at the time I was living and working in Nunavut, in Canada’s most northern
lands, and had visited my father’s home in Victoria, B.C. I had always known that
there was some family “secret”. My father’s family wasn’t talked about. When, as
children, we asked questions we were told either that there was “no one” or that he
had long left “all that” behind. The only family of his that we ever saw was an
uncle who had come to BC before dad arrived in 1947.
When I was about 12 years old my cousin, his daughter, and I discovered that our
fathers had changed their last name in 1949, from Kobzisty to Kilby. We thought
there could only be one reason for that – they had to be spies. Remember this was
during the cold war and Russian spies were very much in the news. We didn’t tell
anyone what we had found; rather we watched them and listened in, sometimes
sitting on the top of stairs and listening to adults talk, hoping to hear some exciting
spy news.
When an older sister of dad’s visited there was lots of family talk but it wasn’t all
in English and we couldn’t understand it. Even when the parents found out what
we knew about the name change there was never any clear explanation given other
than the fact that they didn’t want our generation of children to go through the
discrimination they had faced as children.
There was an uncle that I saw a couple of times as a child but it was all very
secretive and he wasn’t asked into our family home to visit. I only remember him
as handsome and wearing an army uniform. This was a few years after the Korean
War and with childhood fantasy I always presumed he was in that war and had
maybe died in it. He was a bit of silent hero to me, although later on, as an adult
and as I found out more about him, I realized that he didn’t have the nature of a
hero; but was a victim of his times.
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Both my father and I have always had a strong interest in history. We had often
discussed books we had read or something he had seen on Knowledge Network.
He was a frequent clipper of newspaper articles that he wanted to re-read or ones
that he thought others should read. There were times, after I left from a visit, that
he would photocopy something and mail it to me….and/ or other relatives.
On this specific visit, he took me down into his workshop located on the main floor
of the house. It was originally a 2-car garage but he had decided that in mild
Victoria, B.C., that there was no need for a garage so he made it into a workshop as
well as a bit of a storage room. He took out a book where he had some clippings
and passed one of the clippings to me. The story was from the “Edmonton
Journal” and outlined the work that was being done to bring the Canadian federal
government to a place where they would offer a recognition that there had been
internment camps in Canada during World War I and an apology to the
descendants of the 8100 who had been interned. These were mostly men though
there were some woman and children.
As I read the article something clicked in my mind, I felt the hair stand up on the
back of my neck, and I just knew that this was the answer to the “secrets” that had
kept our family apart, and had, in some ways, caused a division even within my
own nuclear family. There was also a positive light to this as showing me the
article also opened up a channel in my father and he began to talk about his family
in a way he hadn’t before. Stories and information came in bits and pieces and as
he talked, he remembered more. As the stories gradually poured out and I did
some research on our family genealogy I learned more and was able to ask
questions that clarified. In some ways this dialogue, which went on until he died in
his 93rd year brought us closer together, and I believe, began some healing in our
relationship and perhaps some personal healing for him as well.

The article in the Edmonton Journal gave some of the following information:
The Government of Canada shall undertake negotiations with the Ukrainian
Canadian Congress, the Ukrainian Canadian Civil Liberties Association and the
Ukrainian Canadian Foundation of Taras Shevchenko towards an agreement
concerning measures that may be taken to recognize the internment of persons of
Ukrainian origin in Canada during the First World War.2
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Change of Name Certificate for my uncle and his family. Dad’s has long gone missing.
Bill C-331 25 November 2005
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One of these men, put into an internment camp, was my great grandfather Pawlo
Laszewski, born in Galicia, part of the Austrian-Hungarian Empire who
immigrated, along with his wife Jawdocha and their children, to Canada in 1905.
And so, began a time of asking questions, pondering the answers, researching and
of patching together family stories. Why did I long to know more about my great
grandfather? My grandmother and my grandfather. Why did I feel such a strong
connection to these people who I had never met? Especially to my grandmother,
who I had met once and yet felt her spirit with my all my life. My cousin Janice
says “we paid a terrible price for being related to Mary” and indeed my research
uncovered much dysfunction and pain, yet I wondered what was behind that
nastiness.
I think Carolyn Abraham said it best in The Juggler’s Children: A Journey into
Family, Legend and the Genes that Bind Us.”
“The past is never lost, not completely; we carry it with us, in us, and we
look for it in our parents and in our children, to give us our bearings and ground
us in the continuity of life. And the past accommodates. It shows off in dazzling,
unpredictable ways, a familiar gait, a gesture, the timbre of a voice, a blot of
colour along the tailbone. The body has long memory indeed. Written in the
quirky tongue of DNA and wound into the nucleus of nearly every human cell are
biological mementos of the family who came before us.”
There are many descendants of the 8100 internees scattered in camps across
Canada. Three and four generations later there must be well over 50,000
descendants, again scattered across the country. Where are they? Do they even
know they are descendants? Do any of them feel this sense of lose that I feel?
While Inky Mark’s November 25, 2005 Bill C-31 brought a federal government
apology to the Ukrainian community many descendants of the internees may not
even know what happened to their ancestors. While there is a partial list of
internees, not even the Canadian First World War Internment Recognition Fund
https://www.internmentcanada.ca/ have been able to find a list of all descendants. I
now believe that such a list does not exist.
Part of my search was to try to understand how the internment camp had impacted
my ancestors and my family today. Why didn’t they talk about what happened? In
the first annual report from the CFWWIRF another descendant put it this way:
“They were too traumatized. Recalling her personal history was not easy for my
mother or our family.” 3 I also heard that many families were ashamed and
3
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Descendant Remembers”” by Fran Haskett.
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therefore didn’t want to discuss it and others were afraid that if the neighbours
found out they might be “turned in” again, especially in the lead up to WWII.
This “keeping of the secrets” was not something found only in the survivors of
these Canadian internment camps but in other similar cases. In reading “Legacy of
Injustice: Experiences the Cross – Generational Impact of the Japanese American
Internment” by Donna K Nagata I found the following quote which gives some
depth to reasons for my family secret.
“Much later I learned that the silence surrounding discussions about this
traumatic period of my parents’ lives was a phenomenon characteristic not only of
my family but also of most other Japanese American families after the war. Its like
a secret or maybe more like a skeleton in the closet – like a relative in the family
who’s retarded or alcoholic.” Everyone tiptoes around it, discussing it only when
someone else brings it up, like a family scandal. I’m aware of the shame of it, but
it’s really a paradox. It wasn’t anything she did to be ashamed of. There were
things done to her, like a rape victim.”
And so, my journey began. It has been a long one, sometimes intensive and
emotional and full of more questions than answers. A journey of hunting for
stories and truths using chats with family, internet tools and intuition. Of listening
to stories and finding partial truths and more questions. Unravelling the onion, so
to speak. Layers upon layers that had not been talked about for several
generations. Secrets waiting to be told. And secrets refusing to come to light until
they were pried and poked enough. This journey has included reading historical
accounts of new immigrants to the prairies. I’ve had my DNA and my father’s
DNA analyzed to try to locate other relatives and to get a clearer idea of where our
ancestors had come from.
One evening, out having a pub dinner with my father I received an email from a
descendant of the man who bought my grandfather’s farm after he abandoned it in
1933. Dad and I both had tears in our eyes as I read this to him and promised that
in my upcoming trip to Winnipeg I would go and see the homestead where he was
born. When I did go to Manitoba to this homestead and showed him an air photo
of the place, he told me that this wasn’t the family homestead. While I thought it
was an odd reaction, I later learned that I had gotten some of the information
wrong and should have been looking at another piece of land.
This has also been an emotional journey as can be heard from the poetry included
in this book. The poetry was my inner self…crying out to the world and asking
why? Why did something that happened so long ago have such a long- term
impact and what could I do, if anything, about it.
5

A lot of emotion has come as my father opened up and told more about his life as a
boy, often living wild on the cold streets of Winnipeg, or in the jail, or group home
or fostered on a farm given room and board for his labour. His memories are
haunting and insightful of both the family and the times that he grew up in. He
tells about it with a deep understanding that he admits has only come to him in his
9th decade.
This journey has also taken me to find internet sites on genealogy from Galicia,
where the great grandparents came from; and to research on genetically inherited
trauma. Also known as transgenerational trauma this is trauma that is transferred
from the first generation of trauma survivors to the second and further generations
of offspring of the survivors via complex post-traumatic stress disorder
mechanisms.
The ordinary response to atrocities is to banish them from consciousness; however,
the psychologically crippling effects associated with historical trauma can be
transmitted from initial victims to subsequent generations, in what Shane Merritt
calls “trans-generational transmission [in which] any type of dysfunctional issue
can be transmitted through parenting styles or personality issues of the individual
person” to anyone interacting with the perpetuated person through spiritual and
DNA alterations long after the perpetuated has reposed. Although we may not have
people interned any more, we still have the impact of that, which we are living
with now and into the future, unless the cycle is broken. 4 While similar to Post
Traumatic Stress Disorder it is different with the main distinction being that it
distorts a person's core identity, especially when prolonged trauma occurs during
childhood development.
While some have questioned whether this can be true other see it as an explanation
for those complex and intense personality impacts that result from emotional or
physical abuse or neglect in childhood, victims of bullying, concentration camp
survivors, and residential school survivors. When I look at my father’s life, I see
that his grandfather was greatly impacted from being put into the Canadian
Internment Camp. Was it genetically inherited trauma that had my father fighting
the world all his life….and at times going “off the deep end” in a way that was
often a mystery to all of us? Later on growing up in poverty that was all around
him but layered in with a mother who had turned to prostitution at an early age; to
abandonment by both parents after being charged with theft of coal at age 10 and
being placed in jail among hardened criminals and spending the next years in a
4
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group home and then a series of foster farms where he was expected to do a man’s
work every day. After age 11 he never lived at home again. I try to imagine what
this would be like?
This was followed by a stint in the army in WWII when he enrolled underage.
Was it “the trauma gene” or the “resilience gene”, inherited from those tough
Galician peasants, that pulled him through the rough times? Or perhaps a
combination of the two.
The journey has lead me to reading the few books available on WWI Canadian
Internment Camps and eventually to my term, representing descendants, on the
Endowment Council. While assisting the Council in their work it also helped me
to have more background information both on the times of WWI and the
depression and WWII years and to have a greater sense of what questions to ask. I
will forever be grateful to the Council’s members who taught me so much about
the camps and the many social and justice issues that came from them, as well as
the funds they allocated me to complete the research necessary for this book.
Earlier, as part of this journey, I enrolled in a summer course on Multiculturalism
at the University of Regina in 2008. The course description indicated that it would
introduce students to the history, structure and theoretical explanations for
minority, inter-ethnic and inter-national situations in human society which stem
from colonialism, and racism and their relationship to capitalism. I had hopes that
the course would also help me understand diversity of cultures. Instead it had me
analyzing multiculturalism and asking questions: is multiculturalism good for the
country? Why was Canada’s Multicultural Act put in place? What did it mean to
the people of Canada? What could it have meant if it had been enacted earlier, say
in 1900? Are there other forms of multiculturalism in the world that are more
effective? We were also challenged to ask ourselves what racism was really about.
To our instructor racism is seldom present, it is classism that divides people. Is
that why adults in Winnipeg threw stones at my father when he was a child and
called him a bo-hunk? Was it classism? Or racism? And does it matter?
The course gave me an opportunity to look at how Canada had moved towards
being a more inclusive society and to understand why it was so important to me, as
an individual. In reviewing the time lines of development of the Multiculturalism
Act (Heritage Canada) I can see that most of the important work in the area of
multiculturalism has been done in my lifetime. I remember the time when there
was national debate on these issues and I recognized how the time that I have lived
7

in has influenced me just as the time that other generations, who were perhaps less
inclusive, influenced them.
The question of inclusiveness and multiculturalism is important to me both
personally and professional. Personally, my paternal family suffered as at the time
Canada was a less inclusive society, when my great grandfather was interned in
WWI. He was taken from his homestead in northern Manitoba in 1914 and
interned in Kapuskasing in Northern Ontario until 1919 (after the war was over).
Records show that these internees were used to develop Canadian infrastructure as
“forced labourers”. They were used to develop Banff National Park, the logging
industry in Northern Ontario and Quebec; the steel mills of Ontario & Nova Scotia,
and in the mines in British Columbia, Ontario and Nova Scotia. The town of
Kapuskasing’s web site tells us:
“During World War 1 the Canadian government looked to build an
internment camp for enemy aliens residing within the country. Kapuskasing’s
remoteness provided an ideal solution….”
And
The internment camp of Kapuskasing served two purposes for the
government. It confined persons who supposedly posed a security risk, and it
used their labour to clear forests for an experimental farm and development new
territory for future settlements.”
When I read this statement, I realize that they built the town and opened up the
economy of the new territory using my great grandfather’s (and others) labour –
blood, sweat and tears. This infrastructure development program benefited
Canadian corporations to such a degree that the internment was carried on for two
years after World War 1.
This book gives some background and history of how the family came to Canada
from Eastern Galicia, life on the homestead, the time in the internment camp at
Kapuskasing, moving into Winnipeg, the internal family dysfunction: kids put in
orphanage, my dad living on the street, in jail at age 10 and placed in a boy’s
home, the misery and addiction and pain. While this may sound terrible and sad it
is also a story of great resilience and strength.
I am dedicating this book to my cousins: Wendy, daughter of Peter Kobzisty, who
perhaps suffered more misery than anyone but despite it all her inner strengths
shine through. She is always willing to talk when I call to update her on family or
to talk about the book. She has been a wealth of knowledge and insight and
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encouragement for me. When I visited her in 2018 just before she had open heart
surgery, she was so excited that information about the family was going to be put
in a book so that she could “be someone” and not the “dirt” she felt growing up in
foster care. Janice, daughter of my father’s half sister Frances, who has had her
own journey and Kelly, daughter of my father’s little sister Kay. My dad always
said that Kelly was “so bubbly” and I have appreciated both her caring visits to
him in his last years and her positive and outgoing thinking. She was a pillar of
strength for me when I visited Winnipeg in 2018 and together, we found we are so
alike in many ways and have found some peace in our joint quest for knowledge –
letting the resilient gene shine through.
And, of course there are many to thank. Especially my father Steve, an enormous
personality within the family for 9 decades who searched his computer (what he
calls his brain) and remembered so many stories to share with me, often over a
drink or two of whiskey. I have gathered them here and hope they help family
members to understand how we came to be who we are today.

9

Chapter 3: Lead up to WWI and the Internment Camps

There have been a fairly large number of academic books written on the subject of Internment
Camps in Canada during World War 1 and what lead up to them. As this is a family memoir
more than an history book I don’t plan to repeat the excellent work that was done in those books.
However, to set the stage, some background is in order.

Section 3.1

Background: The time of war and Canada’s reaction

In the lead up to World War I Britain, France, Ireland and Russia were part of an alliance called
the Triple Entente, while Germany aligned itself with Austria-Hungary – known as the Central
Powers. The assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo on 28th June 1914,
triggered a chain of events that resulted in World War 1. The Canadian Parliament didn't choose
to go to war; however, when Britain's ultimatum to Germany to withdraw its army from Belgium
expired on 4 August 1914, the British Empire, including Canada, was at war, allied with Serbia,
Russia, and France against the German and Austro-Hungarian empires. It was this, signalling
Austro-Hungarian empire as part of “the enemy” that had some in Canada seeing immigrants
from that part of the world as potential “enemy aliens” no matter how long they had been in
Canada or how upstanding their behaviour had been. The majority of Canadians were
anglophone and were very patriotic to the British Empire. Wartime fever meant support for
Britain and the Empire, with many enrolling in the army. In many ways it also lead to prejudice
against anyone who was not anglophone.
The years between 1896 and 1911 are seen by Canadian historians as the “first great wave of
immigration” to Canada, when roughly 2.5 million newcomers arrived. A significant proportion
of these immigrants were from Eastern Europe, the majority of which were Ukrainians, who
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were actively recruited by the federal Canadian government in search of labour to feed its
growing resource and agricultural sectors. These immigrants were lured to Canada by promises
of “free land” and freedom. In the end they faced many hardships and struggles in what was
often an unwelcoming land.
The outbreak of the First World War profoundly altered the lives of these immigrants in ways
they could not have imagined when they left their homeland searching for a better life in Canada.
Having emigrated from territories under the control of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, which was
one of the British Empire’s adversaries during the First World War, Ukrainians and other
Europeans came under increasing suspicion. As wartime anxieties fanned the flames of
xenophobia, the passage of the War Measures Act on August 22, 1914 provided the legal
instrument for an Order-In-Council by the Canadian Government. Approximately 80,000
individuals were required to register as “enemy aliens” and to report to local authorities on a
regular basis. While the majority were Ukrainians, other communities included Germans, Poles,
Italians, Bulgarians, Croatians, Serbians, Hungarians, Russians, Jews, Slovaks, Slovenes,
Czechs, Armenians, Alevi Kurds, Turks and Romanians. From among these groups, 8,579
individuals including as many as 5,000 Ukrainians were interned in over 30 camps and receiving
stations across Canada. There were many reasons given for an individual being interned. These
included subscribing to a German newspaper, donating to the Red Cross newspaper, trying to
cross the border into the U.S., and sending mail to Germany. Some were “turned in” by
neighbours who thought they were using seditious language when really the neighbour didn’t
understand the Ukrainian language and made assumptions.
This marked the beginning of a traumatic period in the history of these affected ethnic and
cultural communities, a crippling legacy some have argued remains evident until this day.
2

Referred to as Canada’s first national internment operations, the period between 1914 and 1920
saw members of these communities separated, their property confiscated and sold and thousands
of men sent to internment camps to do years of forced labour in Canada’s wilderness. These
internees were subjected to harsh living and working conditions, and they were used to develop
Canadian infrastructure as forced labourers. They were used to develop Banff National Park,
experimental farms in northern Ontario and Quebec, steel mills in Ontario and Nova Scotia, and
they toiled in the mines in British Columbia, Ontario and Nova Scotia. These development
programs benefited Canadian corporations to such a degree that the internment was carried on
for two years after the end of World War I in order to make use of their labour. To this date, it is
unclear what the driving force for the internment was. Some have argued that it was due to “war
fever” and the resulting wartime fear of people from other countries and cultures. Others point to
the economic benefits of a forced labour system that provided companies with abundant cheap
labour. Significance of World War I internment era can be seen as an example of legally
sanctioned injustice, where the civil rights of targeted Canadians are denied without just cause,
and entire communities are subjected to indignity, abuse and untold suffering. The War
Measures Act, which was first implemented during World War I, provided the legal justification
for the internment, and was also used as the basis for interning Japanese Canadians and others
during World War II. World War I internment exposed many of the anti-immigrant feelings of
the general population of the day. Internment marked the beginning of a traumatic period in the
affected communities, one that would leave deep scars long after the last internment camp was
closed.1
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At the time, there were about 170,000 persons of Ukrainian background who were living in
Canada. About 8,579 were detained in internment camps between 1914 and 1920. Some (3138)
were classified as prisons of war in the official war records with the remainder, mostly young
single Ukrainians being simply internees.
Prisoners from the Austro-Hungarian Empire, including Galicia, were mainly residents of
Canada from what is now Ukraine. Many still had Austro-Hungarian citizenship and were
therefore considered to be resident enemy aliens. Others had arrived in the early immigrant rush
of 1890s or like my great grandparents in 1905. They had applied for and received homesteads
and were raising families.
The following list is from the Internment Canada web site and gives a idea of the broad scope of
the internment camps.2
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Camp

Location

Date of Opening

Date of Closing

Ottawa

Ottawa, ON

January 01, 1914

December 31, 1920

Montreal

Montreal, QC

August 13, 1914

November 30, 1918

Kingston

Kingston, ON

August 18, 1914

November 03, 1917

Halifax

Halifax, NS

September 08,
1914

October 03, 1918

Winnipeg

Winnipeg, MB

September 08,
1914

July 29, 1916

Vernon

Vernon, BC

September 18,
1914

February 20, 1920

Nanaimo

Nanaimo, BC

September 20,
1914

September 17,
1915

https://www.internmentcanada.ca/resources-camp-list.cfm
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Brandon

Brandon, MB

September 22,
1914

July 29, 1916

Lethbridge

Lethbridge, AB

September 30,
1914

November 07, 1916

Petawawa

Petawawa, ON

December 10, 1914

May 08, 1916

Kapuskasing

Kapuskasing, ON

December 14, 1914

February 24, 1920

Toronto

Toronto, ON

December 14, 1914

October 02, 1916

Niagara Falls

Niagara Falls, ON

December 15, 1914

August 31, 1918

Beauport

Beauport, QC

December 28, 1914

June 22, 1916

Sault Ste. Marie

Sault Ste. Marie, ON

January 13, 1915

June 29, 1918

Spirit Lake

Trécesson, QC

January 13, 1915

January 28, 1917

Amherst

Amherst, NS

April 17, 1915

September 27,
1919

Valcartier

Saint-Gabriel-de-Valcartier,
QC

April 24, 1915

October 23, 1915

Mara Lake Camp #1

Sicamous, BC

June 02, 1915

July 29, 1917

Monashee Mountain

Cherryville, BC

June 02, 1915

July 29, 1917

Mara Lake Camp #2

Sicamous, BC

June 03, 1915

July 29, 1917

Fernie

Fernie, BC

June 09, 1915

October 21, 1918

Morrissey

Morrissey, BC

June 09, 1915

October 21, 1918

Banff National Park

Banff, AB

July 14, 1915

July 15, 1917

Castle Mountain

Castle Mountain, AB

July 14, 1915

July 15, 1917

Edgewood

Edgewood, BC

August 19, 1915

September 23,
1916

Revelstoke

Revelstoke, BC

September 06,
1915

October 23, 1916
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Yoho National park

Field, BC

September 06,
1915

October 23, 1916

Eaton

Saskatoon, SK

October 13, 1915

March 21, 1919

Munson

Munson, AB

October 13, 1915

March 21, 1919

Jasper

Jasper, AB

February 08, 1916

August 31, 1916

It is noteworthy, that in spite of the grave difficulties the Ukrainian settlers in Canada had to
undergo at this time, that the Ukrainian Social Democratic Party (USDP) continued to carry on
with its activities. Many of the difficulties were to a large degree caused by the Greek Catholic
bishop, Mykyta Budka. A few days before the outbreak of war he issued a pastoral letter to the
Greek Catholics in Canada in which he called on men of conscription age to apply to the
Austrian consulate and be ready to return to the old country (Eastern Galicia) to serve and defend
the Austro-Hungarian Empire and its emperor Franz Joseph. When war broke out and Canada
became an ally of Great Britain and Russia against Germany and Austro-Hungary, Bishop Budka
issued another pastoral letter in which he called on the men among his parishioners to join the
Canadian Army and fight on the side of Britain, France and Russia.

By this chameleon-like action the bishop saved his own skin, but his first pastoral letter gave the
Canadian government reason to regard all Ukrainian immigrants from Austro-Hungary as
"enemy aliens." Large numbers of men were interned in concentration camps in various
provinces, while others had to report regularly to the police wherever they lived. The interned
remained in the camps, under harsh and oppressive conditions, to the end of the war.3
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The internees classified as “prisoners of war” as opposed to criminals, were covered under the 1907
Hague Convention and entitled to the same standard of food, clothing, shelter as privates in the Canadian
army. They were required to do work in the camps, often repairing buildings, cutting wood, clearing
land, for which they were to receive a soldier’s pay of $0.25 a day. In Kapuskasing, where Pawlo (Filip)
Laszewski was interned, the internees served another purpose beyond securing what the government saw
as a risk. The federal Department of Agriculture had appealed to the Ontario Government for a grant of
land to establish an Experimental Farm for testing the agricultural possibilities of the area. They also
applied, in the autumn of 1914, to the newly formed Department of Internment Operations for a
contingent of prisoners of war who might do this pioneering.4 Their labour was used to clear forest for an
large experimental farm comprising 1,282 acres west of the Kapuskasing River and south of the new rail
line; and to develop the new territory in northern Ontario for future settlement. They were “opening

up the north”, often to the benefit of large corporations as well as the federal and provincial
governments. Kapuskasing is located in the Great Lakes drainage basin that was discovered
during the construction of the Canadian National Railway. Government authorities hoped to
open up the Clay Belt for settlement and industry. At the time, there was no village or town in
Kapuskasing, only an abandoned surveyors’ camp at the railway station known as Macpherson.
The name Kapuskasing was not used until 1917.
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The life of an internee was described as: “being unemployed, being separated from his wife and
receiving a “censored” letter, contemplating the possibility of being treated as deserter by his
compatriots, being arrested when trying to find work in the United States on suspicion of his
intending to raise money to return to his homeland and fight for the enemy empire, being
transferred by “armed guard” to Toronto internment camp, having to sleep on bare floors, having
food rationed, having complaints ignored, being in a barbed-wire fence enclosure guarded by
bayonet-carrying soldiers, being transferred to Kapuskasing, being famished, being expected to
fell trees, build railway tracks, construct roads, dig ditches, at bayonet point as if we were
responsible for our homeland being at war with the Allies or as if we had committed a crime,
being thrown into jail for refusing to work at the civilian boss’s command, questioning a system
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that uses jails to drive fear into the hearts of innocent people to subject them to forced labor;
fabricating a story during a tribunal inquest, and being reassigned lighter work duties6
Robert Stolorow explains that “painful emotional experiences become enduringly traumatic in
the absence of an inter-subjective context within which they can be held and integrated.”
Denness, (in “A Question that Affects our Prestige as a Nation) argues that the internment camp
experience caused irreparable psycho-social damage for German, enemy-alien survivors and
their families in Great Britain; that the Aliens Restriction Act (1919) gave the Government of
Great Britain authority to continue “vindictive” measures against foreign civilians after the
Armistice was signed on November 11, 1918, in violation of the International Hague Accords.
Similarly, the 1919 Immigration Act Amendment authorized the Government of Canada to
continue oppressive measures while global leaders’ fixation on the war front blurred the social
imaginary associated with British and Canadian violation of the Accords.7
If the residential school legacy caused post-traumatic stress disorder (PSTD) amongst Aboriginal
peoples in Canada, and if the internment camp experience caused irreparable psycho-social
damage for many German enemy-alien survivors and their families in Great Britain, then, in all
probability a similar trans-generational dilemma exists, unknowingly, amongst some eastern and
central European descendants here in Canada. “8
Shane Merritt ( Transgenerational Trauma) believes that trans-generational traumatic issues can
be due to the influence of “past and present government policies, unresolved grief and loss or the
effects of trauma [are not worked out], it’s passed down…in a ripple effect—trans-generationally
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with the traumatic effects being inherited by children, and grandchildren, and greatgrandchildren in a complicated and at times disruptive manner long after cultural identifiers have
been extinguished.” That is to say, “You carry the foreigner inside…a malady of melancholy
of…persistent fantasy of identification that cleaves and cleaves to the marginalized,” and if the
normal cycle is altered in any way, with a person, a collective, or a nation—if atrocities or injury
are not acknowledged or if cultural continuity has been disrupted or if an individual’s coping
mechanisms have been interfered with, if parenting patterns have been distorted by alcohol,
drugs, or stolen generations, then the natural capacity to heal and move forward will be
disrupted, as well.
Watson Kirkconnell, who was a former Kapuskasing internment camp staff member, wrote
“there were few on whom the long years of captivity had not left their mark of confinement in a
strange land, inactivity and hopeless waiting were in themselves enough to shatter the nerves and
undermine the health.” While Kirkconnell acknowledges the impact of hardship he also wrote
“Ignorant, sullen, inert, the mass of these interns were the very incarnation of passive resistance.
They worked because they were compelled, and they exerted themselves as little as possible,
though by dawdling steadily they accomplished much through sheer force of numbers.”9 In
another part of his “bulletin” he gives us a view into their life in which they went to work,
“Throughout the winter the thermometer sported daily between 40’ and 60’ below zero. Snow
lay six feet deep on the level. The wilderness spruce stood everywhere, infinite and obdurate.
The hospital records showed a tragic list of heads bruised by falling tees and hands and feet
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chopped and frozen.” He seems to forget at times that these were prisoners and that the work
expected of them was in the worse possible conditions.
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The camp opened on December 14, 1914 with 56 internees and 12 military personnel. There, in
the winter with snow and cold, they saw only the thick spruce forest, out of which they were to
establish living quarters. I can only imagine how difficult that must have been as I have lived in
northern B.C. and constructing a home in the summer was hard enough; and my memories of the
northern winters were lots of snow, temperatures in the minus 20’s and many days when the
wind was blowing and one couldn’t safely be outside. The internees had no choice.
Two weeks later, at the beginning of 1915 more internees arrived and by the end of 1915 the
camp held 1259 prisoners and 256 soldiers, giving each soldier only approximately 5 prisoners to
watch. Internees spent the first 2 months, while living in tents, building six bunk-houses,
soldiers’ barracks and other buildings as well as clearing 100 acres of land, cutting 800 cords of
pulpwood and 400,000 feet of saw logs. By the summer of 1915, they had “slashed and stumped
roads around and across a block of land six miles long by two wide, and also slashed a broad
clearing of some 600 acres on the farm property.10
The internees suffered through much work and in the spring of 1916 a serious riot erupted in the
camp. Internees were refusing to work on religious holidays and the dispute ended with the
guards using firearms and bayonets on the prisoners with some being seriously wounded. In the
summer of 1916 raging forest fires covered much of northern Ontario and the entire camp
including guards and inmates were called upon to fight the flames that threatened their camp.
They succeeded in driving the flames back and were also able to take food and clothing to
survivors of Cochrane which had been burned out earlier.
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Apparently, some of the few local people volunteered at the camp. Recently a work sculpted by
Ernst Fritz Seyfarth in 1918 during his stay as a prisoner of war at Kapuskasing camp was
handed over to the Kapuskasing author Dominique Villeneuve by a family who read his
book Inheritance by default 1914-1920. The book is based on the correspondence between a
prisoner of war at Kapuskasing camp and his wife as a pretext for describing the history of the
prisoner of war camp that gave birth to Kapuskasing. Ernst Frizt Seyforth, who did the carving,
was originally from Germany, and was an architect before arriving in Canada, on March 1914.
He barely had time to get married in Montreal before he was imprisoned as a potential war
enemy.
He must have been well educated, being an architect. There is further evidence of this in the
phrase on the back of the sculpture - "But war's a game, which were their subjects wise, Kings
would not play at" - is from William Cowper's book The Task, in which the 5th poem is “The
Winter Morning Walk. (1785) (1731). -1800), This book may have been one of the books
allowed in the library of prisoners.
The sculpture was first presented to Gertrude Stewart to thank her for volunteering at the camp
and in the small community of MacPherson (Kapuskasing today). Every Sunday morning, she
would play the piano at the religious celebration, first at the camp, then at the small church of the
village existing at that time. Even at -52’F and having just given birth to a daughter, she
continued to play the piano and bring some joy to the internees.
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Dominique Villeneuve receiving the hand carved wooden sculpture by Ernst Fritz Seyfarth, a prisioner at
Kapuskasing.
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The internees also created their own entertainment when they could.

In spring 1917 1300 prisoners ere paroled to work in factories, railway camps and mines as
Canada was going through a labour shortage with so many men in the armed forces. Those
paroled had many restrictions including on them including: travel, carrying identity cards and
report regularly to local authorities. Those paroled to work on the railway in northern Ontario
experienced conditions as hard as in the camps. This left about 60 men in the camp for health
and or security reasons. These were soon joined by 400 prisoners of war transferred from Fort
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Henry internment station, and others. These new internees were considered dangerous inmates
and so high barbed-wire fences were put up around the camp and a stricter regime instituted.
This was a time of much unrest and in the fall of 1917 the prisoners went on strike and refused to
work for three months. After the Armistice was declared in November 1918 there was a strain
on everyone as they waited to be released. By 1919 most of the camps were closed with
Kapuskasing being one of the 3 still open. It was the last to close on February 24, 1920. The
camp buildings were sold and torn down and other than Prisoner of War Internment Memorial
and Cemetery (with the graves of 32 prisoners), there is little in the town to remember that an
internment camp had been there. The town museum has a permanent display at the Ron Morel
Memorial Museum. On July 2, 1996 the Ontario Heritage Foundation unveiled a provincial
plaque commemorating the Kapuskasing Internment Camp in the park outside the museum.
KAPUSKASING INTERNMENT CAMP
1914 - 1920
When the First World War began, Canada established internment camps to detain
persons viewed as security risks. Prejudice and wartime paranoia led to the needless
internment of several thousand recent immigrants. The majority were Ukrainians whose
homeland was part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. One of the largest camps was built
across the river from here at a remote railway siding. Despite harsh conditions, some
1,300 internees constructed buildings and cleared hundreds of acres of spruce forest for
a government experimental farm. In 1917 most were paroled to help relieve wartime
labour shortages. Thereafter the camp held prisoners of war and political radicals,
including leaders of the 1919 Winnipeg General Strike.

Pawlo transferred from Kapuskasing February 26, 2017, and was to report to Captain D.K. Noble
at Sydney, Nova Scotia. His internment number was 1755. It was noted on the discharge form
that he was 5’7”, weighed 150 pounds with shallow complexion, brown hair and blue eyes.
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There is little we know about specific conditions that Pawlo faced, either in Kapuskasing or in
Sydney, Nova Scotia. However, it is easy to imagine what life might be like where there were as
one of 2259 internees in a camp of 6 bunkhouses or approximately 375 men in each crowded and
drafty bunkhouse. While he was supposed to be paid for his work at $0.25 a day there were
issues around payment. All camps had to keep their expenditures to a minimum including the
cost of paying the men. At the Kapuskasing camp concerns arose about keeping costs to a
minimum while making certain a maximum effort was being extracted from the internees. The
Premier, William Hearst, was adamant that no claim for work received before the date of the
agreement between the province and the militia, 23 February, 1916, would be paid wages for the
work they did. Further, he made clear that “we will only take the labour when we want it, and
that we will not be compelled to retain any labourers on the work that are not satisfactory to us.”
Hearst also asserted: “We could not afford to pay 25 cents a day in the winter time, nor would we
want to pay for any class of men they might send to us.” From the premier’s perspective, the
work had to be accounted for and the expense justified.12 Certainly the government’s expenses
had to be accounted for properly however, the camp opened in December 1914 and much work
was done between that time and the February 1916 signing of the agreement between the
province and the militia. By December 1915 more than 35 miles of roadway had been grubbed,
ditched and graded – a substantial undertaking done all by the internees. The province was
questioning the expense of paying the internees for this work.
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Supplies were often shorted and there is at least one story of the Ministry trying to save money
by sending out light-weight sox for the internees when what they needed in order to work
outdoors in winter was good lumberman’s sox. More than one camp director complained and
pointed out the misery that this caused as well as days lost in work when the poor sox resulted in
frozen feet. And Pawlo, did he get good sox or were his feet cold and frozen? What about food.
I found many references to the food being lacking; either not enough or not enough of the right
food. The number of calories in a standard Canadian internment ration was 2,595.52. It was
estimated, however that the energy required for a man to work was 2903 calories. Although the
prisoner food allotment – costing 5 1/5 cents per meal – was theoretically the same as that issued
for troops, it fell far short in terms of caloric sustenance, if only because food provision could not
always be supplied and substitutions were routinely made: unleavened flour or pancake
substituted for bread, fermented cabbage for vegetable and rice or rolled oats for meat.13 As
great as rolled oats can be when we have an all around good diet, there is a great difference in
the protein between them and meat protein. And vitamins? While fermented cabbage is a great
source of Vitamin C as well as vitamin K, calcium, potassium and phosphorus it would not have
replaced what the Canadian Food Guide suggests today.
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Today the Canadian Food Guide recommends that active men between 31 and 50 years old have
2900 calories a day. While this is similar to what it was estimated was required for a working
man in an internment camp in WWI we need to also be aware that the CFG’s definition of
“active” is when “your daily tasks involve some physically activity and you accumulate at least
2.5 hours of moderate to vigorous intensity aerobic physical activity each week. Moderate to
vigour’s physical activity will make you breathe harder and your heart beat faster.” The men in
the internment camp were doing hard physical work in often below zero freezing temperatures,
often for 8 or more hours a day. No wonder Pawlo returned home “a broken man” in the words
21

of my father. Isolation, difficult living conditions, lack of proper clothing (it was noted that
some had to work outside in winter in the same clothes that they had for the summer), lack of
proper nutrition, nor knowing where or how their families were and not knowing when it would
all end.
By 1916 the camp was huge with 115 buildings, all constructed by the prisoners, for various
uses. There were nearly 400 military and government staff who worked at a variety of jobs.
However, as in many of the other internment camps, there started to be more grumblings from
the internees who began to protest their conditions and treatment. In May of 1916 there was a
full-scale riot which was brutally suppressed. While some officials might have thought about
closing the camps at that time it was not an easy decision. There had been a lot of money and
political investments especially into the experimental farm. The camp was providing the
government a way to determine the agricultural potential of the region and a way to eventually
get people to move into the area. As well, the trees that the internees were “logging” was
generating revenue generated for the government and in the end, it was decided that despite the
set back of the riot Kapuskasing would not be abandoned.
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Section 3.3 I was at Laszewski’s Camp
Las’ovs’kyj’s Camp/The Great War

I was at Laschowsky’s camp
I was the ghost behind the guard at the north-east post
I watched the birth of the camp,
Timbers and lumber, turned into bunkhouses in the sodden cold,
Saw the men leaning into the wind
Holding onto their place in line for government issued “stew”
Heard the coughing of the ’18 flu
I was at Lashchowsky’s camp
I was the guard at the north-east post
Laschowsy was an “enemy alien” declared so
By the Canadian War Measures Act
I kept any eye on him, while writing letters home to my sweetheart
And thinking about the war in Europe
World without end
I was at Lashchowsky’s camp
And I was the ghost in the bunk house hall spying on my great grandfather
On this lonely piece of Canadian shield
Trying to see if he had enough to eat
That short little man my father called “diddy”
And whom I never knew
I was at Lashchowsky’s camp
Watching while the men, those interns, looked out over the frozen march
Christmas 1917, the war was close to ending
And I had survived, as a camp guard
23

Laschowsky, came from Galicia he said, with wife and children
Came to Canada
They took a crowded train from Galicia to the sea
At Hamburg,
To get a ship
Playing the harmonica, With hand outs from well dressed passers-by
Selling their cart for bread
His daughter Mary,
My father’s mother
I was at Laschowsky’s camp
Kapuskasing, bunk houses in the snow
North west of Toronto; north east of Winnipeg
How did they get them there from their home?
From the Manitoba homestead?
And back again
And now |I return to these woods, as silent and invisible as a ghost, still
To smell what is left
The damp wood, frozen forest
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When the camp closed some internees went home and others, like Nikoaj Laszezewski, who was
also at Kapuskasing, were repatriated on October 27, 1919. I’m not sure how Pawlo made his
way home. My father says he walked and hitched rides on the train when he could. It’s a long
way to Winnipeg from Kapuskasing, 1298.8 km or 807 miles. Talk about a marathon!
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Inside the campground at Kapuskasing, 1915-1917 Source: Sergt. William D. Buck,
photographer, Whyte Museum of the Canadian Rockies, William D. Buck fonds (V295/PD 95)
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Section 3.4 Impacts of the Camps
According to information provided by the Ontario Heritage Foundation, it is generally agreed
that the 1914-19020 internment of enemy aliens from eastern Europe was an over-reaction
promoted more by public paranoia and prejudice than by any real threat to national security.
During the years of internment, the families of those labeled “enemy aliens” were separated,
their property often confiscated and sold, children left without father’s guidance and mother’s
left with children they could barely feed. The impacts of the camps for both the internees and
their families had many consequences, and some were deeply felt with profound consequences.
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In some cases, these were psychological or emotional; social or cultural; certainly, they had
economic ramifications. Many families had concerns about their rights and freedoms as citizens
of Canada and this led to families to be secretive as they didn’t want others to know that a family
member had been interned, as they didn’t know what wide spread knowledge of this would
bring. For how long were the consequences felt? In the case of my family for at least two and in
some cases three more generations.
In her Master of Arts Thesis, (University of Athabasca), “Conspiracy of Silence: UkrainianCanadians 1896-1920, Debby-Lynn Georgina Ritsco writes of a young girl who had to keep the
secret that her father was interned. The consequences for her included selective self-anesthesia,
and then into melancholia as she became an adult and later manifested by involuntary memory
fragments and compulsive behaviorism. This made me think of my grandmother Mary and the
consequences, social and economic as well as emotional impact, on her, of the internment of her
father. Was part of why she couldn’t or wouldn’t parent her children; why she turned to
prostitution? Why the grandchildren that met her say they never saw her smile?
If the multi-layered historical trauma events of Canada’s First World War internment led to
multi-layered sufferings due to the assimilation policies and were concealed in a “conspiracy of
silence,” and if pre-First World War immigrants did not talk about their experiences before
passing away, then there may still be “walking wounded” descendants with PTSD because such
a historical “event [lies] outside the range of human experience.”15
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APPENDIX A

Funds owed on Paul Lasycwski’s Homestead:

APPENDIX A

Handwritten letter from Paul Laszewski to Department of Interior

APPENDIX A

Laszewski Family

