
“What To Do With the ‘Aliens’”  

With the outbreak of the war and the registration of ‘enemy aliens,’ questions began to 

arise about what to do with the growing population of unemployed ‘aliens.’ Due to the label of 

‘enemy alien’ the number of people who were unemployed was growing. The local people did 

not want to donate money to take care of these people.i The mayors of the two cities thus saw a 

problem and wrote to Premier Sir Robert Borden suggesting that the unemployed immigrants be 

put to work building an international highway to the United States.ii In response to their letter, 

Port Arthur Daily News reported on 26 November, 1914, that Premier Borden was sending 

someone to assist Mr. J.M. McGovern in investigating the ‘enemy alien’ problem and will take 

any measures deemed best.iii 

At the same time that Premier Borden sent a man to investigate the ‘alien’ problem at 

the Lakehead, the Ottawa government released news that it will be using ‘enemy aliens’ to clear 

forested lands to use for farms in Ontario and Quebec.iv Elsewhere, in Western Canada, the 

‘aliens’ would be put to work improving Dominion parks.v Making the interned ‘enemy aliens’ 

work was seen as a way for them to pay for their board as well as to get exercise and stay fit, 

which the government saw as a win-win situation.vi  

In December of 1914, more updates regarding use of ‘enemy alien’ labour were reported 

on in the Newspapers. On December 3, the Port Arthur Daily News reported that General Otter, 

the man in charge of interned aliens in Canada, released information that the aliens would be 

working through the winter clearing land for agricultural purposes.vii A few days later, on 

December 12, the Fort William Daily Times Journal announced that experimental farms were to 

be built along the National Transcontinental Railroad at locations Professor Grisdale, director of 

experimental farms, choses as suitable.viii The article continues by commenting that the ‘aliens’ 

will be fed, housed and clothed as well as paid enough money to ‘keep them in tobacco.’ix 



By December 19, 1914, there were 3,000 people out of work in the district with 875 of 

those people seeking relief.x With the situation increasing every day, the city decided to appoint 

a committee of community leaders with the hopes of finding work for the unemployed citizens 

that would also benefit the community. The committee was comprised of: Mayor Young, C.W. 

Jarvis, F.W. Fraser, James Tonkin, W.F. Hogarth, George Eoll, and James Murphy. The 

committee would write the Dominion government to lobby for the alien population to remain in 

the district and be put to work here clearing lands and building roads.xi It was evident that 

something had to be done about the ever growing number of unemployed ‘aliens’ because if no 

action was taken, many of them would be interned due to desperate circumstances. 
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