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Report on internment 
operations#1

Daily Life in WWI 
internment camps

Excerpt from “Internment Operations 1914–1920,” the final 
report about internment operations written by Major-General Sir 
William Otter, the director of Canada’s internment operations 
during World War I.

Comments in brackets are not part of the original document. They have been added to assist the reader with difficult words.

Report on Internment Operations 1914–1920

Recreation:
Freedom of movement within the confines of the wire enclosure was 
always permitted at reasonable hours and at every permanent sta-
tion a small recreation ground and gymnastic apparatus existed, 
where such of the prisoners who desired might indulge during sea-
sons of football, quoits [a traditional game that involves the 
throwing of metal, rope or rubber rings over a set distance, usually 
to land over or near a spike], gymnastics, skating, and lawn tennis, 
the latter being a favourite amusement; besides which at stations 
situated beyond inhabited areas, walking exercise was given at reg-
ular intervals under escort.

Schools:
In four of the stations, viz.: Amherst, Kapuskasing, Morrissey and 
Vernon, the prisoners having expressed a desire for study, classes 
of instruction for both adults and children were organized in Eng-
lish, arithmetic, grammar, etc., etc., the teachers coming from them-
selves and amongst whom there was considerable proficiency ….

Religious observances:
Ministers of all denominations were given permission to see prison-
ers, and hold services at any time not interfering with the regular 
routine or duties of camps, but owing to the scarcity of troops for 
escort, attendance at a public place of worship could not be allowed, 
although the Hague Rules permit of such a concession. 

{Signed) 

Sir William Otter 
Major-General

“Report on Internment Operations” in In Fear of the Barbed Wire Fence: Canada’s First National Internment Operations and the Ukrainian Canadians, 
1914-1920. Ed. Lubomyr Luciuk. Kingston: Kashtan Press, 2001. Pp. 134.
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Camp Otter, Yoho National Park, 1916
Photograph of Camp Otter National Park (also known located as “Field,” “Otter Tail” or “Otter” 
Camp) located eight miles southwest of Field, British Columbia, from September 6, 1915 to 
October 23, 1916.

“Camp Otter Yoho National Park” in In Fear of the Barbed Wire Fence: Canada’s First National Internment Operations and the Ukrainian Canadians, 1914-1920. Ed. 
Lubomyr Luciuk. Kingston: Kashtan Press, 2001. Pp. 60.
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Report on internment activities 
Section of a report written by A. E. Hopkins, the commanding 
officer at the Jasper, Alberta internment camp. 

#3

“A Report by Major A.E. Hopkins” in In Fear of the Barbed Wire Fence: Canada’s First National 
Internment Operations and the Ukrainian Canadians, 1914-1920. Ed. Lubomyr Luciuk. Kingston: 
Kashtan Press, 2001. Pp. 159
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Internees working on a road
Photograph of internees from the Castle Mountain internment camp working on a road-building 
project in 1915.

Glenbow Archives NA-1870-7
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Prisoner on a stretcher
Photograph taken by Sergeant William Buck shows a prisoner on a stretcher, who was shot by a 
guard while trying to escape from an internment camp.

“Prisoner on stretcher, shot by guard when trying to escape” in In My Charge: The Canadian Internment Camp Photographs of Sergeant William Buck. Ed. Lubomyr 
Luciuk & Borys Sydoruk. Kingston: Kashtan Press, 1997. Pp. XL 
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Inside the campground at Kapuskasing
Photograph shows camp internees behind the fences of the Kapuskasing internment camp in 
Ontario.

“Inside the campground at Kapuskasing” in In Fear of the Barbed Wire Fence: Canada’s First National Internment Operations and the Ukrainian Canadians, 1914-1920. 
Ed. Lubomyr Luciuk. Kingston: Kashtan Press, 2001. Pp. 37. 
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A report of complaints
Report submitted on September 7, 1917 by S. Gintzburger, the Consul of 
Switzerland, who as an impartial observer acting on behalf of the German 
government to inspect internment camp conditions in the Morrissey Camp 
located near Fernie, B.C. 

#7
Comments in brackets are not part of the original document. 
They have been added to assist the reader with difficult words.

Report of Complaints
September 7, 1917
Fernie, B.C.

In the short time at my disposal (3 
hours) over 50 Prisoners of War in-
terviewed me. 
The Prisoners complain of being 
forced to work and in being de-
prived of all Camp privileges when 
refusing to do so.
... I find that quite a number of 
Prisoners have been punished for 
“Refusing to obey an order.” 
... In many cases the refusal to 
work would be followed by physi-
cal coertion [sic] on the part of 
the guards resulting in protests by 
Prisoners and strong language, the 
consequence being aggravated pun-
ishment. In one case Prisoner of 
War No. 258, Wilhelm Schneider, was 
sentenced to five months hard labour in Nelson Jail for ”Refusing to obey an order 
and using obscene language to Sergt. Major Bryant.” 
They complain that the allowance of one dollar per month has been withdrawn in 
consequence of which some of the men are absolutely destitute. They complain that 
they are made to pay exorbitant prices for canteen supplies, in some cases double 
the prices as paid by guards.
... They complain of brutal treatment and vile language towards them by the guards.
… Two prisoners complained of having been punished for certain statements made in 
letters written to friends.
… The Prisoners complain that they are not provided with sufficient ground for 
exercise, games and sport. I cannot agree with them. There is plenty of ground and 
the Internment Operations Office has supplied them with tennis rackets, balls, etc., 
but the men have refused to clear and grade [level] the necessary location.

[Signed]
S. Gintzburger

“Report on Prisoners at Morrissey” in In Fear of the Barbed Wire Fence: Canada’s First National Internment Operations and the Ukrainian Canadi-
ans, 1914-1920. E. Lubomyr Luciuk. Kingston: Kashtan Press, 2001. Pp. 27. 
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Report of Captain O. L. 
Spencer’s
Excerpts from the daily reports of the commanding officer 
at Castle Mountain Internment Camp from January 31 and 
February 1, 1916.
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Comments in brackets are not part of the original document. They have been added to assist the reader with difficult words.

Captain O.L. Spencer
Reports 1916

Monday, January 31st

Prisoners of war at work. Thermometer registered 16° below zero 
at 6.30 a.m., 18° below at 7.30 a.m. and 22° below zero at 9.30. Gangs 
at No. 3 Spray had to come home on account of cold, 2 of the pris-
oners of war had been slightly frozen. Rock crusher gang come 
home at 1.15 p.m. on account of deep snow. The remainder worked 
all day. The camp commandant visited Spray gangs. 4 prisoners of 
war released [to work for local mining companies]. 

Tuesday February 1st

It was thought inadvisable, as the thermometer registered 24° 
below zero, to send out the prisoners of war. A gang however, was 
sent to the Sundance Canyon to cut timber for firewood. The camp 
commandant visited this gang. 

Monday February 21st

Weather mild …. Prisoners of war sent out to work on park work. 
One prisoner of war No. 272 Wasyl Barkow escaped. Circumstances 
not known.

Wednesday February 23rd

Weather mild …. Prisoners of war sent out on park work. One 
prisoner of war burnt his hand badly.

Journal entries of a commanding officer at Castle Mountain Internment Camp from January 31st and February 1st, 1916 in In the Shadow of the 
Rockies. Ed. Bohdan S. Kordan and Peter Melnycky. Edmonton: Canadian Institute of Ukrainian Studies Press (University of Alberta), 1991. Pp. 
52-55.
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Work camp on Rundle Mountain
Photograph taken between 1915-1918 shows internees doing their daily work near Rundle 
Mountain in Banff, Alberta.

“25 degrees below under Rundle Mountain, Banff” in In Fear of the Barbed Wire Fence: Canada’s First National Internment Operations and the Ukrainian Canadians, 
1914-1920. Ed. Lubomyr Luciuk. Kingston: Kashtan Press, 2001. Pp. 71. 
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Censored letter from an 
internee
Letter sent by internee Nick Olynik to his wife on October 28, 
1915 from the Castle Mountain Internment Camp. 

#10

Comments in brackets are not part of the original document. They have been added to assist the reader with difficult words.

28 October 1915

I am glad to have received your welcome letter. I am very glad to 
hear from you that you are back from hospital and that you are in 
better health though you say you are very weak. I believe you but I 
cannot help you. As you know yourself, there are men running away 
from here every day. The conditions here are very poor, so that we 
cannot go on much longer. We are not getting enough to eat—we are 
as hungry as dogs. They are sending us to work, as they don’t be-
lieve us, and we are very weak. Things are not good. The weather 
has changed for some time past and it is wet and muddy. Also in the 
tents in which we sleep, everything is wet. We get up at 5 o’clock 
in the morning and work till 10 o’clock at night. Such conditions 
we have here in Canada, I will never forget. Men have escaped from 
here—28 now. 

Nick Mudry ran away yesterday. You might tell his wife. But I must 
wait till the end because I have been here 10½ months already. I 
don’t wish to lose money I have earned here. My dear wife, please 
try to find somebody to help you because you are not able to go to 
work. I am sure you are very weak, and I would advise you to write 
a letter to the Camp Commandant asking for support. If they refuse 
to give it to you, ask them to release me so I could support you as 
you need. I have nothing else to write you, only to wish you better 
health. 

-Nick Olynik

“We Cannot Go on Much Longer” a censored letter from Nick Olynik, from the National Archives of Canada Record Group 24, vol. 4729, file 3.  
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Diary of a young Ukrainian girl
Excerpt from the fictional diary of Anya Soloniuk that was 
written by Ukrainian-Canadian writer Marsha Forchuck 
Skrypuch about the life of a young girl interned with her 
family at the Spirit Lake internment camp in Northern Québec 
in 1915. 

#1

Saturday, April 24, 1915
… I just wanted to say that Spirit Lake Internment Camp is two separate camps. The 
one we are in is for the married prisoners and their Families. Down by Spirit Lake (the 
actual lake, I mean) is the bigger camp. It is for the guards (who are soldiers) and their 
families and also all of the unmarried prisoners ….

Sunday, April 25, 1915, at dusk
I am sitting on a sawed off tree stump at Spirit Lake Internment Camp …. If I pretend 
there is no guardhouse in our camp and no barbed wire around the single prisoners’ 
camp, Spirit Lake is beautiful. There is snow dotting the ground, a beautiful lake and 
the sun setting on it. The water sparkles like diamonds and there are snow-covered fir 
trees all around. 

Monday, April 26, 1915
It was warm today but right now it is chilly. I am wrapped in a blanket sitting on the 
edge of my new bed and using my lap as a desk. This bed is wooden and the mattress 
is made of tree branches covered with cloth. It may not sound comfortable, but it is 
fine. It is nice to have a bed to myself. In some ways it is like the sleeping quarters 
from the ship, but it smells like sweet wood instead of you-know-what. Like in the 
ship, it is bunk beds. I sleep on the top and Mykola sleeps on the bottom. Baba has a 
bed of her own across from Mykola. Slava sleeps on the bunk above her. Mama and 
Tato each have a bunk bed too.

Each prisoner has been given five blankets, which is a good thing because Tato says it 
gets very cold here at night.
… We have more space here than at our flat in Montreal. It is nicer too because there is 
more than one window. But in Montreal we were not prisoners ….

From Dear Canada: Prisoners in the Promised Land © 2007 by Marsha Forchuk Skrypuch. Reproduced by permission 
of Scholastic Canada Ltd.
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Internment camp living 
conditions
Excerpt from a book written by historian Orest T. 
Martynowych entitled Ukrainians in Canada: The formative 
period, 1891–1924, published in 1991.

#2

Although such work could be demanding and entail injuries or frostbite, it appears 
that in most camps internees worked as little as possible. “Ignorant, sullen [bad-
tempered], inert [unmotivated], the mass of these internees were the very incar-
nation [embodiment] of passive resistance [non-compliance],” reported Watson 
Kirkconnell, who had served at Kapuskasing. “They worked because they were 
compelled [forced], and they exerted [applied] themselves as little as possible, 
though by dawdling steadily [working unhurriedly], they accomplished much 
through sheer force of numbers.” A Ukrainian internee confirmed the assessment: 
“We worked pretty poorly, goofing off most of the time. We’d pretend to be work-
ing while really we were relaxing in shifts.”

Conditions in the Brandon camp, where 820 of 950 internees were Ukrainians in 
the fall of 1915 were especially lenient. The American consul-general, who in-
spected the camp, reported that “To a prisoner who conducts himself properly and 
obeys camp orders, life in this camp is not a hard one.” Camp routine consisted of 
roll calls and inspections and two daily one-hour exercise sessions. Occasionally, 
the men took walks in Brandon, accompanied by camp guards .... In their spare 
time craftsmen carved picture frames, made necklaces and trinkets and fashioned 
at least fifty 
violins ….

Needless to say, such conditions did not prevail in all camps. At the other extreme 

was the notorious Castle/Banff compound …. Here, the inmates slept in tents on 
rubber sheets with only one blanket, the food was bad, men fainted at work and 
suffered from rheumatism …. Camp guards abused and mistreated the men. In-
ternees were prodded with bayonets, slapped, forbidden to speak or smoke while at 
work and strung up by the wrists as punishment. How widespread such conditions 
were is not known, but escape attempts were common …. Indeed, six men (at least 
two or three Ukrainian) were killed by gunshot while trying to escape …. 

Martynowych, Orest. T. Ukrainians in Canada: The Formative Period, 1891-1924. Edmonton: Canadian Institute of Ukrai-
nian Studies Press, 1991. Pp. 328-329.

Comments in brackets are not part of the original document. They have been added to assist the reader with difficult words.
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Inspection of Spirit Lake Camp
Historian Peter Melnycky discusses the November 1916 visit of 
United States Consul G. Willrich to the Spirit Lake Internment 
camp in Québec. As a neutral country, American diplomats were 
expected to inspect Canadian prisoner of war camps on behalf of 
the German and Austro-Hungarian governments to ensure that 
conditions met the standards guaranteed by the Hague Convention. 

#3

On the second day of his visit, Willrich chaired a hearing of prisoner complaints 
and received a crudely worded petition from a committee of striking prisoners 
in “War Shack No. 5” outlining their complaints …. The prisoners complained 
that they were denied both wood to heat their shack and proper rations. More-
over, they received only three blankets for bedding on beds without mattresses, 
in accommodations that were cold, wet and drafty …. The prisoners complained 
that they were “badly treated in every way, even beaten, and [with] no freedom 
whatever” and asked that the consul inquire monthly as to their well-being.

Consul Willrich concurred that the prisoners in Shack No. 5 were “in a truly 
pitiable [disgraceful] condition, without heat in their poorly constructed shack, 
and without properly cooked food.” With no wood for heating or cooking, the 
striking prisoners had “been eating their meats uncooked for weeks and had 
suffered greatly from exposure to cold, in their poorly-constructed sheds.” Al-
though General Otter in Ottawa authorized prisoners to procure wood for their 
own use, while refusing to do other work, the strikers at Spirit Lake rejected 
this compromise. They maintained that in the camps from which they had been 
transferred, they had full rations and wood without being compelled to work ….

… Prisoners also complained that their shacks could not protect them from 
the harsh northern winters at Spirit Lake where the temperature fell to 40–60 
degrees below zero Fahrenheit. The camp commandant conceded as much and 
claimed that he was attempting to bring the shacks up to standard where they 
were inadequately finished or sealed. Prisoners replied that as the camp had 

been in operation for some two years, this work should have been a priority 
item completed long ago ….

Melnycky, Peter. “Badly Treated in Every Way: The Internment of Ukrainians in Quebec 
During the First World War” in The Ukrainian Experience In Quebec. Ed. Alexander Biega and Myroslaw Diakiwsky. 
Toronto: Basilian Press, 1994.

Comments in brackets are not part of the original document. They have been added to assist the reader with difficult words.
Comments in brackets are not part of the original document. They have been added to assist the reader with difficult words.
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