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The quest to fully understand my Ukrainian roots brings me to Wahstao, in the 

heart of the borscht belt, just north and west of the Shandro bridge. Standing on 

the high hill cemetery, a bitter November wind claws at my face as I close my eyes 

and pray. I listen for the whispers of those brave and determined people who 

came before us, chaining their souls to this soil. Across the barbed wire fence not 

far from where my great grandfather Maftey Zacharuk rests, a lonely, out of place 

marker catches my eye. Curious, I wander over. It is a bronze plaque that in part 

reads: “In 1904 the Women’s Missionary Society (WMS) of the Methodist Church 

in Canada established the Wahstao Mission School and residence on this land”. 

News to me…interesting. My subsequent research soon becomes an 

uncomfortable epiphany, exposing the prevailing attitude of the then dominant 

Anglo majority towards our ancestors. Remembered but not often talked about, 

prejudice towards our people was rancid and systemic, yet another daunting 

obstacle and harsh reality of building a new and better life in this promised land 

of Canada. 

Concern for the Austrian [Ukrainian] presence was triggered by the 1898 arrival of 

“about six thousand Galicians and Bookevanians” to the Edmonton area. The 

ongoing influx of Europeans increasingly alarmed Methodist leaders, who viewed 

them as a threat to both a national majority and homogenous Anglo-Protestant 

province. Since aliens were eligible for citizenship and political rights after three 

years residence, they also feared the “foreign vote”. “They are ignorant of our 

institutions, ignorant even of our language. Controlled by corrupt politicians, they 

can outbalance the thinking and intelligent electorate, hold a balance of power 

and be a menace to our country”. [Christian Guardian, 1908] The Church was 

particularly sensitive to the potential spread of Bolshevism within the block 

settlements by atheistic Communists and believed subversive ideas were 

communicated through the circulation of Ukrainian language newspapers. They 

further feared that Methodist social and religious values would be overwhelmed 

by European decadence if the newcomers were not won over to the Protestant 

side. Ukrainian social traditions of dancing, drinking alcohol and the custom of 



marriages of girls as young a fourteen were an anathema to the Methodist 

faithful.  “We are constantly hearing of drunken revellings…in which the priest [in 

the Greek church] is said to be the chief actor…though the people may bow to his 

ecclesiastical authority, they cannot rely on the leadership of such a one for 

spiritual help…Think of the absurdity of a man, in the name of religion, conducting 

a so-called religious service, the wind-up of which is the drinking of two gallons of 

whiskey by the priest and people”. [Rev. Charles Lawford, 1910] To combat the 

problem of the “foreigner”, the Methodist Church crafted a plan to establish 

medical missions and school homes throughout the northeast to Christianize the 

“heathens” on Alberta’s doorstep and exerted pressure on all levels of 

government to Canadianize the immigrants through every means possible. In the 

belief that the Ukrainian’s traditional church life was inferior and his morality 

correspondingly weak, they aimed at his conversion to evangelical Protestantism; 

in the process the immigrant would become a better Canadian citizen. 

It is an understatement to say that the early European immigrants received bad 

press in both church and secular print. Repeatedly they were described as being 

immoral, ignorant people who were kept in their deplorable state by avaricious, 

mediaeval, authoritarian churches. Take the common-sense remarks of Rev. 

Father Moris…respectfully communicated to the public, the Minister of the 

Interior and the Free Press: “As for the Galicians [Ukrainians] I have not met a 

single person in the whole of the North West who is sympathetic towards them. 

They are, from the point of view of civilization, 10 times lower than the Indians. 

They have not the least idea of sanitation. In their personal habits and acts, 

resemble animals, and even in the streets of Edmonton, when they come to 

market, men, women, and children, would if unchecked, turn the place into a 

common sewer”. [Daily Herald, Calgary, 27 January 1899] The tip of the proverbial 

iceberg. That degree of open animosity would have been felt for sure at the 

community level. As I close my eyes and bring myself back to the bitter wind on 

the high hill cemetery, I cannot help but wonder what it was like on a personal 

level. As I again listen for the whispers, my admiration, respect, and gratitude to 

our early people deepens even further.   Вічная Пам’ят! 
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