
Who was interned? 

 During World War One, approximately 8,579 people who were identified as 

‘enemy aliens’ were interned in Canada. The people who were identified as such were 

largely immigrants who had recently immigrated within five years of the war breaking 

out. ‘Enemy aliens’ were people who were from the countries that Canada and her allies 

were at war with. Generally, the people who were identified as ‘enemy aliens’ were from 

Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire, which included parts of the Ukraine, 

Poland, Croatia, Serbia, Czechoslovakia and others.i The majority of people interned in 

Canada were Ukrainians, known then as Ruthenians.ii  

 There were also approximately 80,000 immigrants that were not interned but 

were registered and forced to report to authorities on a regular basis.iii These 

immigrants, who prior to the war, were regarded as preferred immigrants, “often 

characterized as hard-working, loyal and well educated,” with similar “perceived values 

and attributes” to that of Canadians and Americans,iv had become subject to 

discrimination after the war began. The immigrants, especially the people from 

Ukrainian regions, who had left their country of origin due to “economic dislocation and 

ethnic persecution,” had found themselves in a similar situation in Canada.v However, 

since 80,000 of these immigrants were registered as ‘enemy aliens’ and reporting to 

authorities on a regular basis, their movement was monitored and limited. 

 Due to their ‘enemy alien’ status, many immigrants either could not find work, or 

were let go from any employment that they might have had. In addition to the 

discrimination in the employment market, their registration and regular reporting to 

authorities meant that they could not leave the area to find work. Any movement 



undertaken, especially towards the neutral United States, was seen as a threat against 

Canada and the accused were then arrested, and usually interned.vi The discrimination 

against the immigrant ‘enemy aliens’ often caused their situation to become desolate 

and destitute; often leading some people to volunteer to go to internment camps where 

they would, at the least, be provided with the basic necessities of life such as food and 

shelter.vii 

 

References 

Buri, George. “’Enemies Within Our Gates’: Brandon’s Alien Detention Centre During 

the Great War.” Manitoba History no. 56 (October 2007): 3-11. 

Dimmel, Brandon. “Unreasonable Expectations: Canadian Immigration Agents and the 

Canada-U.S. Border, 1914-1918.” 49th Parallel no.37 (November 2015): 34-35. 

Luciuk, Lubomyr, and Irioda Wynnyckyj, eds. Ukrainians in Ontario. Double Issue ed. 

Vol. 10. Toronto, Ontario: Multicultural History Society of Ontario, 1988. 

 

 

                                                           
i
 Luciuk and Wynnyckyj, Ukrainians in Ontario, 28. 
ii
 Buri, “Enemies Within Our Gates,” 5. 

iii
 Dimmel, “Unreasonable Expectations,” 36-37. 

iv
 Ibid., 37. 

v
 Buri, “Enemies Within Our Gates,” 4-5. 

vi
 Ibid., 4. 

vii
 Ibid., 7. 





Why were they interned? 

 The biggest reason that 8,579 people were interned and another 80,000 

registered was due to the technicalities surrounding citizenship and naturalization. 

Individuals’ status in Canada was defined by three different statues: laws relating to 

British subject status, Canadian naturalization laws, and Canadian immigration law.i It 

would seem that, in Canada, there was a difference between being a Canadian citizen 

and a Canadian subject within the British Empire. Canada had its own category of 

naturalization prior to 1914 which was seen as merely an administrative convenience.ii 

What really mattered was the Nationalization Act. Prior to the change in 1914, the 

Naturalization Act required immigrants who wished to obtain British subject status to 

reside in the United Kingdom for five years and take an oath of allegiance there.iii   

In addition, the Immigration Act of 1910 made everything more confusing 

because it granted Canadian citizenship to the people who had met Canada’s 

requirements in the 1881 or 1906 Naturalization Acts but who had not been able to 

claim British subject status.iv Prior to the new Naturalization Act of 1914 that came into 

effect January 1, 1915, it was difficult for an immigrant to obtain British subject status 

and no longer be considered an ‘alien.’ Under the acts prior to the 1914 Naturalization 

Act, the only other way of becoming a British subject (other than residing in Britain for 

five years and taking their oath there), was to be born within the British Empire.v 

The Naturalization Act of 1914 saw a couple of changes that would have been 

beneficial to most immigrants, if it had been enacted earlier. The new act included 

changes that required immigrants to reside in Canada for five years after which they 

could submit an application to become a British subject that gave them protection of the 



British Empire wherever they might go.vi However, because of the timing of the 

enactment of the new provisions of the Naturalization Act, there were still many 

immigrants living in Canada that had not obtained British subject status at the time the 

war broke out. Furthermore, any fees associated with the applications had to be paid by 

the immigrant applying, which could often be costly, especially if unemployed.vii 

On August 4, 1914, parliament enacted the War Measures Act which granted 

Governor in council power to enact emergency measures. Following the enactment of 

the War Measures act, an order-in-council was issued on October 28, 1914 “stating that 

un-naturalized immigrants from Germany or Austria-Hungary were to be classified as 

‘enemy aliens’ and would be required to register with federal authorities.”viii All enemy 

aliens were required to register and ensure that they had their identity papers on them 

at all times. In addition, according to the order-in-council, ‘enemy aliens’ were forbidden 

to leave the country and had to visit their local registration office at designated intervals; 

failure to comply resulted in immediate internment.ix  

In January of 1915, British authorities recommended that Canada regard all 

Ukrainians as friendly rather than hostile ‘aliens.’x General Otter, the man put in charge 

of internment operations, declined the recommendations and instead continued the 

belief that Ukrainians, and other Austrians were a perceived threat to national security 

and proceeded with the internment and registration.xi Due to the above reasons, many 

immigrants in Canada saw themselves fall into poverty and destitute situations. They 

were discriminated against within the country they had hoped to make a better future in. 

After the registration had occurred, even if the ‘enemy aliens’ tried to pursue other 



employment ventures such as in the United States, they were immediately arrested and 

subsequently interned.  
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