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ABSTRACT 

The decade of the 1930s in Canada has been characterized as a 

period of turbulence, social unrest and at times lawlessness. The more 

dramatic manifestations of the violence and disorder associated with 

the protests of the unemployed have been chronicled. Unfortunately, of 

the little commentary which exists on the general incidence of crime, 

the bulk consists of unsubstantiated and often contradictory personal 

observations. Certainly, a systematic examination of the pattern of 

crime, the offenders or the response of the police and the judiciary has 

been approached only reluctantly. This is particularly surprising in 

view of the availability of the most relevant sources for such an en-

quiry: police and court records. 

This study quantitatively addresses these questions through the 

examination of a single community--Calgary--both before and during the 

Depression. Arrest books of the municipal police for the selected years 

1929 and 1934 supplemented by police court records and documents relat-

ing to civic government fonn the evidential basis of the analysis. The 

police records indicate the offence charged, the characteristics of 

those arrested and the disposition. From this one may assess the 

impact of the Depression on the amount or kind of crime committed by 

certain types of offenders and in turn the effect this had on the treat-

ment of offenders. The relationship between poverty and crime as well 

as assumptions about the degree of judicial punitiveness in an economic 

crisis may therefore be tested. An investigation of these questions is 

imperative to a more thorough understanding of our social and legal 

response to the conditions of the 1930s. 
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CHAPTER I 

THE HISTORIOGRAPHY OF CRIME AND ECONOMIC CONDITIONS 

A recurrent theme in Canadian historiography of the Depression 

suggests an often chaotic social milieu, with mounting discontent 

amongst the ranks of the unemployed at times extending to lawlessness. 

J. A. Irving has connnented on the critical situation in Alberta prior to 

the 1935 victory of Social Credit, where social unrest and discontent 
1 

developed on a "hitherto unparalleled scale." More particularly, 

Michael Horn's documentary review of the period indicates the existence 

of a perceived threat which the unemployed single men represented to law 

and order . 

. they aroused something of the same fear in Canada, 
and especially among the authorities that the hordes of 
the "sturdy beggars" had once raised in Tudor England 
which lived in terror of the tramp. 2 

The presence of a tense a~d potentially volatile situation is also ex-

pressed in Kenneth McNaught's observation that neither the incidence 

nor the significance of violence declined in the period. 3 Various mani-

festations of the violence and disorder associated with the Depression 

are discussed 1n the narratives of Ronald Liversedge4 and Lorne and 

Caroline Brown. 5 However, equally noticeable in the literature in view 

of the frequent references to unrest and disorder is the reluctance with 

which Canadian historians have attempted a systematic examination f or 

this period of the pattern of crime, the offenders, or the response of 

the police and the judiciary. The few studies which have attempted to 
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analyze legal records quantitatively that address some of these ques-

tions suffer either from a dangerously small sample of cases or are 

primarily concerned with questions other than legal and historical ones. 

More often these issues are largely dismissed with unsubstantiated and 

inconclusive personal observations. The result is a rather incomplete 

understanding of the response of Canadians to the Depression. 

The observations made with respect to the pattern of crime in 

Canada during the Depression of the 1930s are characterized chiefly by 

their inconsistencies. James Gray has suggested that the amount of 

crime generally dropped, 6 yet curiously indicates in his voltnne The 

Winter Years that theft was not an uncommon practice for the W1employed 

to secure some of the small luxuries and necessities denied them by 

their economic situation. 7 The collection of personal reminiscences 

found in Barry Broadfoot's Ten Lost Years serves to emphasize the his-

torical uncertainty regarding the nature of crime in the Depression. 

There is some suggestion that theft was often looked upon as a means of 

survival. 8 In contrast, however, is the perception that economic dis-

tress was sufficiently widespread to make a criminal response pointless; 
11 who would you shoot and take his [sic] money, nobody had any 

money, nothing to make it worth your while." 9 The contradictory picture 

of crime which emerges from the literature underscores the necessity of 

a critical examination of the records of those agencies most directly 

concerned with law enforcement and judicial process. 

One of the fe,v studies which attempts in part to examine crime 

in the Depression incorporating the judicial record is D. T. Gallacher's 

study of the impact of the 1930s on Greater Victoria B.C. Based on an 

examination of indict~ents found in the British Collll1lbia Supreme Court 
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Calendar of General Assize records, the author concludes that offences 

against property--specifically false pretences, conspiracy, forgery, 

lotteries and theft--increased significantly with the advent of the 

Depression. 10 Gallacher's approach represents a profitable and encour-

aging departure from the bulk of the corrrrnentary on crime in Canada 

during the period. A note of caution, however, might still be raised. 

The Supreme Court indict~ents used represent only a small sample of the 

cases heard in Greater Victoria. Without examining the records of the 

Magistrates and County courts where, by the ~uthor's own admission, the 

vast majority of the cases were handled, 11 one is never entirely certain 

if fluctuations represent changes in the actual volume of crime or are 

more closely related to the operation of the courts. Little attention 

is paid to the possibility that an apparent increase in crime based on 

Supreme Court indictments reflects instead either an i ncrease in the 

seriousness of offences corresponding to a proportionate decrease in the 

number of cases disposed of at a Magistrate's court or simply a greater 

number of defendants electing to have a case heard in a higher court. 

More consideration needs to be given to such factors in the determina-

tion of crime rates to warrant the author's conclusion that "corrrrnon 

sense along must indicate that a ... rise in the level of property 

crimes would result when people are without sufficient funds to feed and 

clothe themselves properly." 12 

An aggregate analysis of Canadian crime statistics from the De-

pression has been attempted by Lorne Teppennan in the study Crime 

Control . The work is less a study of crime, however, than it is an 

analysis of crime statistics as a reflection of the biases inher ent in 

the operation of police agencies and courts. It is Tepperman ' s 
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contention that arrests and convictions are largely functions of social 

class, age, sex, and residence as well as the political and economic 

climate. The likelihood of arrest or conviction increases with poverty 

by virtue of the preconceptions and prejudices in enforcement and judi-

cial agencies regarding the criminal propensities of the poor. 13 It is 

suggested, therefore, that crime statistics lend themselves more to 

measuring trends in criminal certification than actual criminality. 14 

Fluctuations in national conviction rates for indictable offences his-

torically associated with either large-scale immigration or economic 

disruption are interpreted not as changes in the volume of crime, but 

rather as an expression of the conservative nature of Canadians in times 

of crisis, manifested in heightened administrative and judicial 

punitiveness.IS Varying degrees of harshness in sentencing correspond-

ing with the Depression is also offered as evidence of increased 

punitiveness. 16 The author concedes that some of the increase in con-

victions during the 1930s may represent real increases in crime. But 

the conclusion is supported somewhat thinly with references to acquisi-

tive and political crimes found in Broadfoot's collection of 

reminiscences. 17 

Tepperrnan also attempts to examine the socio-economic distribu-

tion of the convicted to support his observation that the increased 

pllllitiveness of the Depression was largely directed toward the discon-

tented poor for the purpose of control by severe sentencing. Those 

occupations most affected by economic conditions were found to represent 

a proportionally higher conviction rate than any other group. Conclu-

sive evidence is not presented for the hypothesis, however, as the 

correlations found were not unique to the Depression.IS 
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The author's reluctance to analyze his statistics as a measure of 

the amount and type of actual crime is doubtless a reflection of the 

nature of those statistics. In view of the possible indexes of crime 

available, including crimes known to the police, arrests or indictments, 

convictions represent the most distantly related sample to the actual 

commission of crinie. 19 They require, therefore, greater scrutiny of the 

factors shaping their recorded level irrespective of actual movements in 

the volume of crime. Certainly the caveats regarding the interpretation 

of crime statistics are not equally meaningful for all indexes. The 

recognition that convictions are more related to the operation of the 

courts than criminality also hints at one of the study's weaknesses. 

The operation of the courts, beyond their apparent propensity to convict 

in times of economic crisis, is not sufficiently discussed. Tepperman's 

equation of increased convictions and varying penalties with heightened 

punitiveness warrants a closer examination of the judicial record 

itself, considering the legal and situational rationale upon which con-

viction and sentence are based. A more systematic analysis of the 

distribution of penalties over time for specific types of offences would 

also be critical to an adequate discussion of trends in sentencing and 

their relationship to shifting economic conditions. Thus the study is 

not primarily concerned with the most relevant sources, but rather with 

an analysis of what the author calls the 'politics of crime control' and 

the distribution of power in Canadian society. 20 The result is a less 

than satisfactory treatment of crime and criminal process in the 

Depression. 

Historical research into general relations between poverty and 

crime has been much more extensive in Europe and the United States, 
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providing methodological and interpretive guidelines which can be 

applied to the use of Canadian data. Connnenting on the often-contradic-

tory statistical evidence, George Vold observed that the obvious 

inference was that no clear conclusions could be drawn. 21 Connnon to 

many of the studies, however, is the suggestion of a tendency for crimes 

against property such as theft, burglary, and robbery to increase in 

periods of economic depression. The reliability and comparability of 

the findings is unfortunately reduced by the marked inconsistencies in 

the use of crime and economic indicators. Too few studies have care-

fully assessed the samples of crime used, or fully appreciated the 

discrepancy between the 'dark figure' of crime and its recorded level in 

plotting patterns of crime against economic fluctuations. Though quan-

titative examinations have invariably chosen indexes such as arrest, 

indictment or conviction, little attention has been paid to the effect 

of the Depression on the police or the courts. 22 Factors potentially 

responsible for shaping the data of these agencies irrespective of real 

changes in the amount or type of crime have therefore been largely 

ignored. Moreover, many studies have employed economic indicators such 

as connnodity price indexes, wages and unemployment which only question-

ably reflect the economic conditions which have affected the life of the 

person connnitting the crime. Not enough work has critically examined 

crime data from the Depression of the 1930s, offering perhaps the 

strongest case to test the relationship between crime and poverty. 

Rather than achieving a real understanding of this relationship, studies 

to date have done little more than demonstrate that two kinds of phenom-

ena move in a somewhat concomitant fashion leading to the suspicion that 

the influence of one is exerted upon the other. 23 
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There also appears to be an underlying assumption that a negative 

relationship between crime and the business cycle constitutes proof of 

an increased general involvement in crimes of want or necessity. How-

ever, the necessary examination of individual cases and a familiariza-

tion with police or court recording practises to determine whether 

increases in crime are more closely related to a greater propensity 

among a static group of offenders is lacking. 

Lastly, the extant body of literature suggests that research has 

done little more than hint at the identity of offenders, leaving the un-

substantiated assumption that it is in fact the poor who are responsible 

for apparent increases in offence rates. Clearly, considerable latitude 

exists to test quantitatively the extent and significance of the social 

disruption suggested by the scattered reports during times of economic 

crises of "angry young men who removed foodstuffs from market shelves 

and walked, ... declaring ... they would not stand by and see their 

families starve. 11 2 4 

Two categories within the general body of literature can be dis-

tinguished: that which views economic conditions as paramount with re-

spect to the cause of crime, and the more reserved opinion conceding that 

economic conditions represent only one of a large number of environmen-

tal circumstances. The former is implied in all Marxist doctrine to 

support inferences about the social impact of economic conditions. 25 

One of the more important early studies written from this perspective is 

Wilhelm Banger's work on Economic Conditions and Criminality. Using the 

price of grain as the index of economic conditions and German conviction 

rates for the crime index, he concludes that there is a positive rela-

tionship between economic depression and crime; indeed, that the part 
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played by economic conditions was ''preponderant, even decisive.'' 2 6 

Theft and analogous crimes as well as offences against the person were 

found to fluctuate directly with the economy. 2 7 In view of the use of 

conviction statistics however, the author's analysis critically lacks 

discussion of how the reporting of crime, police practices or changes in 

criminal procedure may have affected his findings. 

It should be noted that Banger's use of fluctuations in grain 

prices as a measurement of economic conditions, though of questionable 

sensitivity, is by no means historiographically primitive. Rather, it 

is illustrative of both the approach and the limitations of economic 

data used in many more recent works in this field. John D. Post's 1969 

study of the social and political consequences of the economic crisis of 

1816, 28 for lack of a superior and more complete economic indicator, 

similarly employed grain prices to suggest the relationship between 

crime and economic conditions. J. M. Beattie's examination of the pat-

tern of crime in England 1660-1800 employed the Schurnpter-Gilr oy Index 

based on prices of several foods including wheat. Beattie acknowledges 

that prices alone would not indicate the standard of living, but are 

taken in the absence of other data to indicate the direction of changes 

in general affluence. 29 The more common practise in the earlier stud-

ies, however, of accepting both criminal and economic data at face 

value 30 elicited Sellin's observation that prior to the 1920s the bulk 

of the historiography remained " impressionistic dicta." 31 

Subsequent to Banger' s work, the appearance of Dorothy S. 

Thomas's Social Aspects of the Business Cyc le marked the fullest attempt 

to use modem statistical techniques in the study of crime and economic 

conditions. The author used aggregate British crime statistics of 
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persons committed for trial before Assizes, Quarter-Sessions and Courts 

of Summary Jurisdiction, against a composite index for England and Wales 

including prices, total value of British exports and the percentage of 

unemployed union members (1854-1893). 32 Coefficients of correlation for 

property offences with violence suggested the strongest negative rela-

tionship to the business cycle. Thomas indicated that this correlation 

was particularly illustrative of the effect the economy had on crirne be-

cause such offences were not greatly affected by changes in law or 

administration. 33 Conversely, a high positive relationship was demon-

strated between drunkenness and the business cycle. 34 The total volume 

of recorded crime and larceny in particular, showed only a slight ten-

dency to increase in economic depression and decrease in prosperity. 

Crimes against the person showed some increase in periods of prosperity, 

suggesting to the author the possible influence of alcohol consumption 

upon such crimes. Recognizing the li~itations of her strictly statisti-

cal correlations of economic and crime data, Thomas conceded, however, 

that in spite of the large number of cases correlating to the business 

cycle, causality could not be implied. Moreover, as with the omissions 

of earlier works, the study is also somewhat marred by the failure to 

analyze an admitted possibility that changes in criminal procedure and 

law may have also affected the data. 35 

More boldly, R. S. Ruck observed that the correlation from 1893 

to 1929 between crimes known to the police and unemployment in England 

and Wales was sufficiently high, making it difficult to resist the 

assumption of cause and effect. 36 The author cautioned against conclud-

ing, however, that a larger proportion of the population was engaged in 

crime, as more offences could have been committed per annum by the same 
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number of individuals. Ruck also resisted the conclusion that all such 

crime had economic motives, being perhaps more closely related to 'mis-

chief for idle hands' . 37 Both considerations emphasize the need for a 

closer examination of the impact of shifting economic conditions on the 

offenders themselves. The author's failure to analyze the relationship 

between separate categories of crime and unemployment, moreover, is 

illustrative of the methodological inadequacies of much of the 

historiography. A similar weakness is apparent in A. M. Carr-Sanders' 

challenge to Ruck's analysis. 38 Observing that the total number of non-

indictable offences for 1931 was below the 1926-1929 average, he 

concluded that in spite of the increase in unemployment, it was "grati-

fying to see the increase in orderliness." 39 But the failure to 

distinguish between kinds of non-indictable offences leaves his conclu-

sions somewhat unsubstantiated. 

Several American studies emerged during the Depression, taking 

advantage of the opportunity to examine the effect of an actual economic 

crisis on criminality. Cavan and Ranck40 suggested in 1938 that while 

some work, particularly during the early part of the decade, assumed 

there would be increases in crime, these 'predictions of disaster' had 

not been borne out. 41 Surprisingly, therefore, their mm study of the 

response of families to the Depression noted cases of criminal activity 

initiated by poverty. 42 Nor were investigations cited by Cavan and 

Ranck to corroborate their observation conclusive, exhibiting some of 

the pitfalls of previous research. 43 Most were victims of the failure 

to acknowledge the impossibility of directly measuring either criminal-

ity or economic fluctuations. 44 A continued reluctance to extend 

analysis beyond strictly statistical correlations of crime and economic 
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data prompted doubt as to whether strong relationships presented in 

either direction were the product of an increased or decreased sensitiv-

ity of the index, or a more fortunate choice of two series which have 

little inherent causal relationship. 45 

Moreover, those investigators claiming evidence of increases in 

crime during the Depression demonstrate a too eager acceptance of the 

popular assumptions concerning the relationship between crime and 

poverty. The California State Unemployment Connnission46 reported star-

tling increases in burglaries and robberies in 1931-1932 over 1928-1929 

supported by Los Angeles police department records. With the exception 

of traffic violations and civic ordinances, it was suggested that 

most crimes committed by adults showed sharp increases since 1930, con-

cluding with little apparent justification that the crime wave bore a 

direct relationship to the demoralizing effect of the Depression. 47 The 

Wickers"ham Corronission on Crime and Unemployment 48 went further in con-

cluding that a return to economic security might be expected to bring 

with it an appreciable reduction in the vollnne of crime, ignoring the 

possibility that a healthy economy might promote crime related to in-

creased opportunities. 49 

The applicability of crime and economic indexes was given more 

attention in Leon Radzinowicz's study of crime in Poland from 1927 to 

1934. 50 The use of separate economic indexes for specific types of 

crime marked a departure from the single or composite approach used in 

other studies. His examination of 'larceny from fields and forests', 

for example, is measured against 'rural market consumption'. Similarly, 

'larceny from railways without breaking in' is compared to 'unemployment 

amongst manual workers'. 51 The influence of changes in ad.minis tra ti ve 
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procedure, the reporting of crime, and the effect of population and 

migratory forces on the data are also considered. His findings, though 

somewhat unqualified, indicate a strong relationship between crime and 

poverty. Larceny and assaults move in converse directions during 

periods of prosperity and depression. Crimes against the person such as 

assault and battery tended to rise during prosperity and decrease during 

depression. The author concluded that the parallelism between offences 

against property and economic conditions demonstrated without any doubt 

a causal relationship between the two phenomena. Embezzlement and fraud 

were reported to increase both during prosperity and depression, sug-

gesting that improved economic conditions increased opportunities for 

these offences, while the reduced opportunities of a depressed economy 

were balanced by an increased drive to resort to fraud to maintain one's 

standard of living. 52 Radzinowicz does acknowledge, however, that the 

applicability of his conclusions might be limited to regions like Poland 

which had little effective relief or welfare measures. 5 3 The study has 

been criticized on the basis of the relatively short economic period 

(1927-1934) representing an incomplete cycle of a single peak and a 

single trough. 54 A more valid criticism is perhaps the dubious presump-

tion of establishing causality solely on the basis of the author's 

correlations. Radzinowicz 's evidence does illustrate cycles of crime 

and economic phenomena as they relate to each other. But as in other 

studies discussed, it falls short of showing specific causes. 

The possible influence of relief programs on crime data--and 

particularly property-related offences--raised in Radzinowicz ' s work was 

pursued in James F. Short's study, An Inves tigation of the Re lation Be -

-tween Cr i me and Busi ness Cyc le s. 55 It was one of Short's contentions 
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that while relief levels had been connnonly used in studies as a measure 

of destitution, relief may have done much to mitigate economic hardship, 

thereby partially eliminating some of the social effects of the business 

recession. 56 The work, moreover, represents the first comprehensive 

examination of the effect in the United States of the Depression of the 

1930s upon crime. The F. B. I. unifonn crime reports were compiled for 

fifty-seven cities, against which the Cleveland Trust Company Index of 

American Business Activity (Ayres Index) and figures for gross private 

and public relief expenditures were plotted. The analysis was restrict-

ed to an examination of burglary, robbery, aggravated assault and 

murder. A significant negative correlation was found between burglary, 

robbery and the business cycle. Little correlation was discerned with 

aggravated assault and murder, both of which exhibited fluctuations 

throughout the period. 57 Though relief apparently bore little relation-

ship to aggravated assault and murder, it was suggested that relief 

became sufficiently extensive by the middle of the Depression to produce 

a rapid decline in the volume of both burglaries and robberies. 58 The 

results are, however, somewhat inconclusive. No contemporary commentary 

substantiates the degree to which it is suggested that increased relief 

expenditures represented an increasingly effective relief program. 

Moreover, Short's confidence that the use of crimes known to the 

police enabled a measurement of the actual prevalence of the offences he 

examined is not completely justified. 59 He is largely correct in this 

assertion when examining robberies, burglaries and murders, since most 

victims or witnesses are likely to report these offences to the 

authorities. 60 The suggestion that reported aggravated assaults measure 

the prevalence of this crime is somewhat dubious, however. Except in 
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cases of assault resulting in serious injury, probably only a small 

sample of the total offences are recorded. 61 

Nor is the author's belief well founded that the influence of law 

enforcement on crime statistics can be ignored when using crimes known 

to the police rather than arrests as the index of crime. Variable 

police efficiency resulting in an increased or decreased deterrent 

effect could be in part responsible for fluctuations in the volume of 

crime. 62 The failure to account for this in all or even a sampling of 

the fifty-seven cities grouped together seriously jeopardizes the re-

liability of the study. 

Generalizations about the impact of the Depression on policing 

range from a reduced efficiency resulting from increasing crime control 

duties to an increased efficiency resulting from more careful deployment 

of reduced manpower and resources. 63 Unfortu..~ately, the reluctance to 

carefully assess police statistics within the context of the operation 

and practices of a particular police force has also critically diminish-

ed the reliability of the most recent studies in the field. The arrest 

data used in Fred Parent's 1974 study, Concomitant Variations in 

Economic and Crime Indexes for Sanford Springdale~ Maine, 64 allowed for 

no control mechanism for police efficiency or influences on the report-

ing of crime throughout the twenty-year period examined. Nor is any 

consideration given to the possible impact on the arrest data of pos-

sible changes in the law. The suggested positive correlation found 

between crimes against property and the business cycle remains, there-

fore, unconvincing. 

Though varying degrees of methodological sophistication have been 

brought to bear on studies of the relationship between crime and 
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economic conditions, the bulk of the historiography has been focused 

unfortunately on narrow statistical comparisons of crime data to various 

indicators of economic fluctuations of questionable sensitivity. Though 

some work has examined the Depression of the 1930s, offering perhaps the 

strongest test of this relationship, it has generally been marred by a 

continued reliance on crime statistics without a careful scrutiny of the 

agencies responsible for the records. Examinations of national data 

viewed in the aggregate have produced dangerous generalizations blurring 

both the variety of community level .responses and record-keeping 

practices which fundamentally affect the picture of crime revealed in 

police and court sources. Moreover, the larger body of literature sug-

gests that only cautious attempts have been made to examine factors 

affecting the economic data provided, such as poor relief and its in-

fluence in tum on crime data. 

The preoccupation with crime and economic conditions to the ex-

clusion of the impact of economic depression on the compos i tion of the 

offenders themselves or the judiciary suggests the extent of areas 

sorely needing attention. Thorston Sellin's observation in 1937 that 

there had been no study of the effect of the Depression on judicial 

agencies 65 was directed particularly to American research. It is 

equally applicable to the state of Canadian historiography. A review of 

the literature has shown that only limited sociological forays have been 

made in this direction. Neither Canada's historians nor its legal pro-

fession have apparently been concerned with this question. 66 Given the 

availability of the sources, court r ecords could be used to f orward 

tentative conclusions about the effect of the Depression on the number 

of prosecutions and convictions for specific types of offences. Used in 
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conju.nction with police records which provide infonnation about the 

characteristics of offenders, one could detennine whether there were in 

fact shifts in the composition of the population of offenders represent-

ing particular socio-economic or ethnic groups. An investigation of 

these questions is imperative to a fuller understanding of our social 

and legal response to that economic crisis known as the Great 

Depression. 
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CHAPTER II 

CALGARY : CRIME AND SOC LI\L ORDER 

DURING THE DEPRESSION 

The availability of police, court and civic government records 

for Calgary during the 1930s makes it an ideal city to examine the ex-

tent to which contemporary conditions affected the pattern of crime. 

The study of a single corrnnunity, moreover, allows one to identify and 

interpret the findings within the context of local attitudes and 

responses. The selection of the years 1929 and 1934 for which data was 

collected is based on both conceptual and methodological considerations. 

In spite of the rather sophisticated indicators of economic conditions 

some investigators have used in general studies of crime and the economy, 

it has been suggested that any period such as the Depression in which 

impoverishment rises significantly might be tested for fluctuations in 

criminal behavior. 1 A twelvefold increase in average monthly unemploy-

ment levels between 1929 and 1934 indicated that sufficient economic 

disparity existed to warrant the study. 2 The year 1934, in addition, 

represents a period sufficiently beyond the arrival of the Depression in 

the city to allow a time interval before economic shifts may have exerted 

any effect on the pattern of crime. The possibility that by 1934 munic-

ipal relief had moderated the degree of poverty does complicate an 

estimation of the relative deprivation against which the pattern of 

crime is analyzed. At attempt is therefore made to evaluate the 
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significance of the findings based on data from the selected years in 

relation to a brief examination of crime throughout the period. 

The records chosen to examine crime are the Calgary City Police 

arrest or booking records. Methodologically, the existence of this 

source for the period is most fortunate. It is generally accepted that 

arrests comprise a larger sample of crime than statistics drawn from any 

later procedural disposition such as indictment or conviction, and are 

therefore perhaps a closer approximation of criminal activity. 3 In 

addition to a description of the offence, they provide social and demo-

graphic information about those arrested, allowing for an 

analysis of birthplace, sex, age or occupation. An examination of the 

impact the Depression had on the characteristics of those who became in-

volved with the criminal justice system is pursued in a later part of 

the study. The arrest records presumably contain entries of alleged 

criminal acts which may later be proved not to have occurred, or were 

committed by an individual other thai1 the accused. It has been observed, 

however, that the question of innocence or guilt is more closely related 

to the operation of the courts than to actual criminal behavior. 4 One 

also assumes that the proportion of those arrested, though innocent, is 

sufficiently small throughout the period and in different offence cate-

gories to not seriously distort the relationships being studied. 

The reliability of the record itself is related in part to the 

degree of consistency in recording practices. This is dependent both 

upon administrative policy and the conscientiousness of the recorder. 

A more serious limitation also related to the actual recording of 

offences is presented by the use of a limited number of legal descrip-

tions such as theft and assault which, due to seriousness or 
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circumstances, may resemble each other only remotely. Fortunately, this 

does not present an insurmountable problem, as the assumptions to be 

tested regarding crime and economic conditions often involve broad 

offence types such as property-related offences or crimes against the 

person. Moreover, an attempt has been made to amplify the statistical 

data with contemporary literary sources including Calgary City Police 

Department annual reports and newspapers. For an offence such as va-

grancy, which included a variety of acts under the Criminal Code, the 

nature of the charge was more precisely determined by examining selected 

Magistrate's Court criminal informations corresponding to the arrest 

record. The informations represent the written affirmation by a com-

plainant that an offence has been committed. They contain the essential 

particulars of the charge as well as the date and place of the offence. 

Confusion is therefore also reduced in cases appearing as an arrest in a 

given year, though the individual was apprehended for an offence corrunitted 

substantially prior to his apprehension. In addition, the informations 

identify those apprehended for crimes not committed in the city, but de-

tained in police cells, thereby becoming an arrest statistic. 

The arrest records also suggest that some caution must be exer-

cised in making generalizations about the effect of levels of policing 

on the pattern of crime. Arrest entries do not solely reflect the 

activity of the municipal police force. In practise the jurisdiction of 

the city police, the railway police, and the Alberta Provincial Police 

(by 1934 the Royal Canadian Mounted Police) was not entirely clear, 

especially in Alberta Liquor Act and Railway Act offences. 5 Unfortu-

nately, the name and agency affiliation of the arresting officer is 

provided only inconsistently in the record. One is therefore never 
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completely certain in some cases as to what extent a particular enforce-

ment agency is responsible for an apprehension. Confusion is partially 

reduced by the exclusion of Railway Act offences from the study due to 

their low representation in the arrest records. Moreover, the propor-

tion of Liquor Act cases relative to the total number of offences is 

relatively small (Table 1) and should not seriously complicate analysis. 

Both practical and conceptual considerations enter into the 

definition of crime used in the study. In view of the difficulty in 

ascertaining the incidence of most crime, since it remains undetected 

one might most safely examine only those more serious offences which 

have a high rate of reportability and apprehension. The problem of 

variable levels of reportability and apprehension can be approached, 

however, if one is willing to identify and interpret the variables which 

shape criminal statistics. Changing opportunities for the commission of 

an offence, the efficiency or administrative practices of a police 

force, or simply a varying propensity to arrest, all might seriously 

affect the proportion of actual crime represented in the arrest records. 

With these considerations in mind, a broader and perhaps more meaningful 

definition of crime can be made. This is particularly important if one 

is to come to a closer understanding of contemporary social unrest. The 

type of offences which normally appear in the arrest record reflects a 

predominance of Criminal Code cases and some provincial and federal 

statute matters, notably Vehicle and Highway Traffic Act--particularly 

reckless driving--and Liquor Act offences. Civic bylaw cases appear 

infrequently. The available infonnations are restricted to Cr iminal 

Code matters. 6 The term crime will, therefore, include all charges 

under the Criminal Code and all provincial and federal statute cases, 

24 



excepting only the statistically inadequate municipal bylaw offences. 

The belief that depressed economic conditions are followed by an 

increase in crime is commonly expressed in the literature of the 1930s. 

Predictable types of crime in bad times were identified as both petty 

and grand larceny, seen as "usually the outcome of desperation on the 

part of those who need and cannot secure work. 117 Similarly, a spokesman 

for an association for the unemployed protesting reductions in relief 

levels indicated that the consequence would be "workers becoming less 

loyal besides bringing about a big increase in theft and other minor 

crimes." 8 Perceptions of causality, however, are by no means consistent. 

The year 1929 which marked unprecedented growth and prosperity was also 

believed to be a period of excessive criminality, especially in cases of 

burglaries, thefts and holdups, making it "unsafe for citizens of either 

sex to walk residential streets alone at night." 9 

The picture of crime which emerges from the records suggests that 

contemporary fears about the impact of the Depression on criminality 

were largely unfounded. The Calgary City Police report for 1934 con-

cluded that "taking into consideration the unemployment situation, crime 

has not been abnormal. 1110 There are indications, however, that though 

some of the anticipated effects of the Depression had not been realized, 

the pattern of crime had been profoundly altered. In every category a 

decline is recorded. The number of arrests drops dramatically from a 

1929 total of 2,195 arrests to a 1934 figure of 1,251 arrests 11 (Table 

1). In view of the assumptions of contemporaries, an overall decrease 

of this magnitude is somewhat unexpected. The most significant decrease 

in any single category is found in liquor-related offences. Arrests 

plummet from 790 in 1929 to 310 by 1934. More surprising, however, is 
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Table 1. Offence categories and number of 
arrests for Calgary 1929-1934 

Property-Related Offences 1929 

Robbery 4 
Robbery with Violence 10 
Burglary 40 
Theft 173 
Auto Theft 44 
Receiving Stolen Property 16 
Fraud 63 
Forgery 13 
Obtaining Meal by Fraud 7 

Offences Against the Person 

Murder 

Sub-total 370 

Manslaughter 1 
Assault 63 
Assault Occasioning 

Bodily Hann 17 
Indecent Assault 4 

Sub-total 85 

Liquor-Related Offences 

Drunk 154 
Drunk and Disorderly 504 
Drunk in Control of Auto 16 
Liquor Act 116 

Ungrouped Offences 

Vagrancy 
Disorderly Conduct 
Attempted Suicide 
Non-support 
Reckless Driving 
Suspected Insanity 

Sub-total 790 

754 
79 
4 

28 
52 
33 

Sub-total 950 

Total 2195 

Source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records. 

1934 

4 
2 

32 
125 

21 
31 
34 
11 
34 

294 

1 
4 

42 

10 
7 

64 

42 
193 

3 
72 

310 

427 
34 

3 
31 
34 
54 

583 

1251 
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the decline in property-related offences from 370 cases to 294 cases. 

Theft, suggested to be the most likely category to respond inversely to 

depressed economic conditions, actually demonstrates a recorded decrease 

of slightly less than one-third. Crime against the person similarly re-

veals a reduction as arrests fall from 85 in 1929 to 64 in 1934. A 

closer examination of the changing pattern of crime appears necessary to 

determine to what extent overall decreases represent real changes in the 

volume of crime, and to what degree the Depression itself shaped the 

nature of crime. 

The decline in liquor-related offences, particularly drunkenness 

and drunk and disorderly conduct, represents almost one-half of the 

overall decrease in recorded crime. Thus, in spite of the belief that 

the psychological need for drunkenness is a concomitant of prolonged 

unemployment, 12 the Depression appears to have encouraged sobriety. 13 

A similarly falling trend in conslllTlption of alcohol and beer throughout 

the period tends to bear out this conclusion. 14 The offences of drunk-

enness and drunk and disorderly conduct, however, in contrast to more 

serious crimes which have a victim, have a comparatively low rate of 

reportability. Their recorded incidence could therefore also have been 

affected by fluctuations in the level of policing during the early 

1930s. 15 In 1933 the critical financial situation of the city resulted 

in the regular six-day week being reduced by one-half day. Since five 

men had been added to the force in 1930, the resulting difference in man 

hours between 1929 and 1934 is slight. The police expressed concern, 

however, that as their workload had increased since 1930 with the ebb 

and flow of transients, the shorter week seriously jeopardized an ade-

quate surveillance of the city. 16 This reduced ability of the police 
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to arrest may therefore have contributed to some underestimation of 

these offences in the record. However, in view of the significant de-

cline in consumption during the period, it is still probable that the 

drop--particularly in drunkenness and drunk and disorderly conduct--rep-

resents an actual decline in the incidence of these offences. 17 Changes 

in the Alberta Liquor Control Act relaxing regulations on consumption 

may also have marginally contributed to declining arrests under its 

provisions. In April of 1934 beer purchased by the bottle was for the 

first time allowed to be removed legally from licenced hotel premises . 18 

The relationship between alcohol and crime also warrants examina-

tion in view of the decline in crimes against the person. Common 

assault, assault occasioning bodily ham., and indecent assault in both 

years account for the bulk of the crimes in this category. Corrnnon 

assault, the largest single category, demonstrates a decline from 63 

arrests in 1929 to 42 arrests in 1934. As consumption did fall, the 

assumed connection between crimes of violence such as assault and drunk-

en brawls 19 offers a possible explanation. The arrest records indicate 

whether an individual was drur1k or sober at the time of arrest. Pre-

dictably, they reveal a substantially stronger association of arrest for 

offences against the person to drunkenness than for any other major 

category of crime. 20 One cannot detenn.ine, however, in what percentage 

of cases arrest was irrnnediately subsequent to the act, and thus whether 

there is any probability that constunption of alcohol was actually re-

lated to the connnission of the offence. Unfortunately, the criminal 

infonn.ations which do indicate the respective times of the act and 

arrest are no more helpful. The relationship beu~een drunkenness and 

this type of offence remains uncertain, as an interval of at least 
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twenty-four hours is common between the connnission of the offence and 

arrest. Therefore, one can only cautiously conclude that the signifi-

cant association between drunkenness and individuals arrested for 

offences against the person suggests that some of the decline in this 

category might be interpreted within the context of reduced consumption 

throughout the period. The relationship is perhaps more strongly 

illustrated in the case of disorderly conduct which, besides liquor-

related offences, bears the closest association to drunkenness in the 

arrest records. 21 Though perhaps affected by a lower level of policing, 

it demonstrates an even more striking decline with arrests falling from 

79 to 34 in the six-year period. 

The sharp and rather surprising drop in cases of vagrancy from 

754 arrests to 427 arrests represents a major element of the overall 

decrease in recorded crime. But interpreting the significance of this 

trend is rendered difficult, as the meaning of an arrest entry of simple 

vagrancy under the criminal code ranged from a male living off the 

avails of prostitution to the charge of no visible means of support. 

Moreover, the distinction between the various charges that arrest might 

represent is not consistently made in the arrest records. Fortunately, 

the criminal informations provide some evidence that the vast majority 

of cases involve charges of no visible means of support. 

The recorded decline in these cases from 1929 must be viewed with 

some suspicion. Though the extent of general transience and vagrancy 

was somewhat reduced from early Depression levels by the operation of 

relief camps, 22 the problem was still exacerbated by Depression 

conditions. W. J. Stephens, a local railway inspector, observed that 

"no jail in Canada could hold the number [of men] ... who cross any 

29 



main division in a day." 23 The odds were therefore tremendously in 

favor of the transient unemployed eluding apprehension. Moreover, after 

1933, these odds were doubtless increased by the shorter working week of 

the police. Civic attitudes would also have contributed to an under-

estimation of the problem in the record. Local police generally 

displayed lenience toward the unemployed transients, appreciating that 

they had to move in search of work. 24 It was Mayor Davisons's opinion 

that as far as the city was concerned, "men who came into the city rid-

ing the rods [could] leave the same way without any interruption by the 

Calgary City Police. 1125 Roundups of unemployed transients appear to 

have been made only if suspicion arose that some were responsible for 

the commission of more serious offences. 26 

Similarly, though recorded gambling demonstrated a small decline, 

this level is closely related to police activity and therefore a reflec-

tion of reduced policing. Certainly, coTIIDlentary during the 1930s on the 

actual incidence of gambling indicates no decrease. Chief of Police 

Ritchie observed that the offence--particularly race horse betting--was 

still general throughout the city. 27 One newspaper contributor went 

further, declaring with some alann that in spite of general financial 

conditions, a "gambling undenmrld" existed in Calgary, adding that the 

squandered sums could be put to better use. 28 In addition to the effect 

on arrests of a shortened week, police activity also appears to have 

been frustrated by the difficulty of proving that a 'rake-off' was being 

taken, thereby establishing the existence of a betting house. 29 

Though not on the scale anticipated, frustration with prolonged 

unemployment had clearly contributed to recorded crime by 1934. In 

November of that year the ring leaders of a crowd parading through 
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downtown streets protesting their situation were arrested and charged 

with disorderly conduct. 30 Dissatisfaction with the operation of the 

relief program in the city also resulted in a unique kind of violence. 

An employee of the city relief office was assaulted by the wives of 

striking unemployed relief recipients. 31 Another charge of disorderly 

conduct resulted when a frustrated relief recipient threw his vouchers 

in the face of relief officers. 32 

The more tragic repercussions of the Depression such as non-

support and suspected insanity appear to be somewhat underestimated in 

the arrest records. The relatively static incidence of arrests for non-

support (Table 1) must be judged against the contemporary perception of 

the problem and the difficulties involved with apprehension. The number 

of deserted wives and families had increased markedly since 1930, as 

husbands either unable or unwilling to meet domestic obligations found 

it easier to leave families as a charge upon the city, attempting to 

gather their own livelihood in some other part of the country. 3 3 Even 

though a warrant might be issued by a wife, in the majority of cases the 

husband could not be fo1.ID.d; and if located, he was usually unemployed 

and therefore had an adequate defence to a charge of non-support. 3 4 In 

addition, there appears to have been confusion as to whether a charge of 

non-support could be sustained against a man who, once apprehended, re-

fused to work off the relief his wife and family received. 35 In the 

majority of cases the action would be dismissed , the real issue being 

undecided. 

In terms of the psychological toll of the Depression as it might 

be reflected in criminal statistics, Banger noted in his classic work 

that of the expedients which offered themselves to one who has "fallen 
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. t th b 1 k t t · · · d "3 6 in o e aces paver y, ... one is suici e. Recorded levels of 

attempted suicide reveal little disparity between the two years (Table 

1). The nlllTlbers involved, however, are insufficient to be statistically 

significant. Also, due to the particularly low level of reportability 

associated with this offence, the figures would not reflect any real 

trend. In spite of this, an alienated response to the Depression result-

ing in emotional stress is well documented. James Gray has noted that 

"neuroses became evident faster than psychiatrists could find labels for 

them. 1137 Similarly, Barry Broadfoot has indicated that as individuals' 

lives were dictated by poverty, or just by not having enough to live as 

decently as they thought they should, "many people went a little bit 

crazy. 1138 Recorded cases of suspected insanity do demonstrate a notice-

able increase moving from thirty-three arrests in 1929 to fifty-four 

arrests in 1934 (Table 1). Though it would be impossible to separate 

the economic factor from the many other elements determining rates of 

insanity, contemporaries had recognized that the problem was compounded 

by depressed economic conditions. Life on relief, for example, was 

blamed for contributing to mental disorders. One female relief recipi-

ent indicated that physicians were necessary to "save [her] mind or at 

least quiet the nerves that had run wild out of bounds." 39 

"While the records for 1934 indicate a general decline in property 

related cases, a more careful examination of individual offence cate-

gories is necessary to identify the relationship between shifting 

economic conditions and various types of property crime. The signifi-

cant decline in automobile thefts would suggest that a reduction in 

crime is to some extent a reflection of a diminished amount of property 

available during the Depression. Except for a slight increase during 
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1930, the provincial trend for automobile registration is steadily down-

ward through 1934. 40 The fewer number of street accidents throughout 

the period was also seen as evidence of a declining number of automo-

biles in use. 41 

Some acquisitive crime caused by impoverishment did increase, 

making the general decline in property crime somewhat misleading. The 

incidence of obtaining meals by fraud rises from seven recorded cases in 

1929 to 34 cases in 1934. In July of 1934, 11 vagrants all "without 

jobs in sight," were arrested and charged with eating meals without the 

funds to pay. 42 Three months later, 19 men from the Coleman relief camp 

ordered meals in a Calgary cafe, subsequently informing the ma.nager they 

could not pay. 43 In addition, there is some evidence that an increase 

in illegal lottery ticket sales, particularly by meinbers of the city's 

Chinese corrrrnunity, was related to their dangerously low relief allowance 

which placed many near starvation. 44 

Though fraud and forgery demonstrate a marked recorded decline 

between the two years, the changing nature of these activities suggests 

that the opportunities for their commission were closely related to 

shifting economic conditions. Forgery, in 1929, often involving oil 

stock, appears to have been prevalent judging by contemporary accounts. 45 

Viewed with some concern, it was largely attributed to the natural 

economic and demographic growth in the city primarily related to the oil 

activity and its accompanying boom of 1928-1929. 46 The apparent preva-

lence of cheque fraud is also perhaps an indicator of the economic 

growth in the city. 47 The practise was encouraged by the ease with 

which they were accepted by the local merchants. 48 Chief Constable 

Ritchie expressed the opinion that the time had arrived when definite 
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action should be taken to restrict the use of cheques to the general 

public, suggesting that banks only issue them to persons kno'Wll. to have a 

good account. 49 

To what extent the decline in arrests for fraud and forgery by 

1934 represents a real decline is difficult to detennine. Leon 

Radzinowicz has indicated that one might expect little apparent change 

in the rates of fraud during a Depression since reduced opportunities 

are balanced by an increasing incentive to engage in these activities. 50 

While oil stock forgeries appear to decline, there is little evidence 

that other kinds of fraud decreased. Bogus cheques were being used with 

some regularity to obtain groceries and small sums of cash from local 

department stores. 51 Moreover, the introduction of a relief program 

created the opportunity for fraud on a large scale. In spite of a team 

of relief recipient investigators, it was felt that relief fraud was too 

prevalent. 52 

Typical cases involved drawing full married relief without re-

porting that a spouse and child had deserted, or simply claiming to be 

destitute or unemployed while drawing some kind of income. Some of the 

more serious cases, such as that of a recipient obtaining over $1200.00 

from the city by swearing a false affidavit, 53 did result in arrest and 

prosecution. Individuals obtaining smaller amounts, however, were 

either cut off relief or broke the law with impunity. 54 In addition, 

the sympathetic and lenient attitude of some civic officials contributed 

to an underestimation of this activity in the police records. The city 

had not sought to force persons without cash but with assets such as 

real property to sell at a sacrifice. 55 Moreover, a disclosure of the 

1934 relief fraud inquiry indicated that individuals fraudulently 
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receiving relief had been protected from prosecution by officials in 

both the city's relief department and govenunent. 56 

Though the amount of decline in property-related offences may be 

partly illusory, particularly if the scope of some crimes unique to the 

Depression such as relief fraud are considered, it is clear that Calgary 

seems to have escaped the worst of the prophesied criminal concomitants 

of the Depression. Certainly the incidence of robberies, holdups and 

general thefts, described as reaching epidemic proportions in 1929, 57 does 

not appear to have been intensified or promoted. Thorsten Sellin has 

indicated that the absence of some of the anticipated consequences of 

the Depression may be due in large measure to the greater care with 

which property would be guarded. 58 There is little evidence, however, 

of a heightened security taken towards property during the period. 

Chief Ritchie observed that the number of business premises folli1d open 

or insecure by the police indicated the carelessness of citizens in pro-

tecting their property against theft. 59 Alternatively, there is a 

possibility that the relationship between crime and economic conditions 

may be somewhat distorted by the effect of the relief programs admin-

istered to the unemployed and destitute during the 1930s. Relief may 

have to an extent lessened the economic hardship brought on by the 

depression, and so may have partially eliminated some of the social 

effects of the business recession, particularly property-related 

offences. 60 It would be at best hazardous to speculate on the degree to 

which relief might have affected the data viewing the year of 1934 in 

isolation. A brief examination is therefore necessary of the develop-

ment of the relief program in Calgary against the corresponding pattern 

of crime throughout the period. 
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Though the statements of the City of Calgary relief department 

are available, some limitation is placed on the study by the scarcity of 

easily accessible and comprehensive infonnation regarding the amount of 

relief provided by the private and charitable organizations. Moreover, 

it has been suggested that whether or not a given relief level was ade-

quate is as much a function of the method in which an individual's 

allowance was used or the needs of the recipient as it is related to an 

examination of gross relief expenditures. 61 There are indications, how-

ever, that the period from late 1929 through the fall of 1930 marked a 

critical time for the city's unemployed. In spite of some private 

relief and a modest public works program from J anuary through April of 

1930, the gulf between the numbers of unemployed and the level of relief 

appears particularly wide. Accurate figures regarding the nwnber of 

unemployed are difficult to secure. It is evident, however, that both 

the seri ousness and precipitousness of the situation are underestimated 

in official counts. In May of 1930 when Alberta Employment Service 

figures set the unemployment count at 962, 62 it was observed that at 

least 2000 men were wholly or partially unemployed. 63 The discrepancy 

resulted from the reluctance of certain construction tradesmen, mech-

anics and railroad workers who employed business agents to register at 

the provincial goverrunent employment bureau. 64 Also contributing to an 

underestimation of the problem was the influence Communist leaders ex-

erted on their followers not to register, in addition to the ''uncounted 

hundreds, too proud to acknowledge their distress. 1165 

No real provisions were made for an unemployment emergency on the 

scale with which it struck the city. The slowness with which the 

machinery of relief moved throughout 1930 was characterized as "the way 

36 



a scientist approaches an experiment rather than with the detennination 

with which a crisis in men's and women's lives should be attacked," 

adding that for the men and women involved the situation was indeed a 

crisis. 66 Work schemes designed to create some employment through the 

winter of 1930 attracted a large group of transients whom it was noted 

upon their arrival in the city would have to shift for themselves. 67 

The plight of the single unemployed was dramatized in the spring of 1930, 

when one thousand men halted in front of store windows containing food 

"giving silent indignation of their position."68 Many of the unemployed 

in association with the Corrununist party demanded full maintenance for 

themselves, their main object being food and beds. 69 

The commencement of governmental relief assistance to the munici -

palities in late 1930, in conjunction with the inauguration of a single 

men's relief ticket scheme in July of 1931 and a kitchen for the unem-

ployed capable of feeding 2,000 men daily, 70 appears to signal a more 

controlled situation. By 1931 Calgary was beginning to acquire the 

reputation of being a 'soft spot', the "Santa ·Claus 11 city of the west. 71 

An observer connnented that with the city providing either work or direct 

relief for married men, relief tickets for single men and the porridge 

kitchen operated for the benefit of all, the need for panhandling 

had been substantially reduced. 72 A similar comment by 1934 suggested 

that provisions for the unemployed were sufficient to produce no occa-

sion either to beg or steal. 73 

The fluctuation of certain types of crime exhibits a striking 

correlation to the pattern of both unemployment and relief. Though 

arrest records were compiled only for 1929 and 1934 , the total number of 

arrests plus the raw totals and descriptions of cases before the Police 
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Court were examined for 1929 through 1934 inclusive. 74 Examining the 

court cases in the categories of offences against property, offences 

against the person and liquor-related cases, it is apparent that the 

overall increase in 1930 is accounted for by the trend in total offences 

against property (Figures 2 & 3). 75 When the latter is plotted against 

the unemployment curve76 (Figure 4), there appears to be a corresponding 

increase until 1931, when the crime index follows a consistently declin-

ing trend through 1934. Liquor-related offences fall throughout the 

period (Figure S), suggesting that the effect on the data of reduced 

policing subsequent to 1933 is slight compared to the influence of 

declining constnrrption. 77 Similarly, offences against the person (Figure 

6) follow a somewhat more erratic, though generally declining pattern, 

indicating a less direct though appreciable relationship to consumption. 

The division of property-related offences into robbery with 

violence, theft, fraud and housebreaking demonstrates comparable if not 

more striking early Depression peaks followed by a post-1930 (though in 

the case of theft, post-1931) decline (Figures 7-10). When total public 

relief expenditures are plotted against unemployment and property-

related offences, the increase in crime evident during the period of 

serious and largely illlchecked employment is reversed as relief expendi-

tures began to climb sharply toward the average level of expenditure for 

the period. The unique 1933-1934 increase in cases of receiving stolen 

property (Figure 11), above the 1930 peak, is less related to the actual 

incidence of this activity than to the formal process of criminal 

certification. The majority of the increase resulted from an absence of 

direct evidence to charge individuals with break and enter, the charge 

of receiving stolen property being laid instead. 78 The particularly low 
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1933-1934 incidence of housebreaking is, therefore, somewhat misleading. 

The differing intensity of increase between these offences is quite 

marked. Robbery with violence, fraud and housebreaking demonstrate a 

more dramatic increase in the same period than do theft or receiving 

stolen property. An exact parallelism cannot be expected, however, be-

tween an economic curve and fluctuations in crime. Studies of the 

relationship between crime and economic conditions indicate that more 

often it is expressed simply in the fact that the two curves move in the 

same direction and close to each other in time. 79 

A closer examination of the nature of crime throughout the period 

would be necessary to demonstrate to what extent early Depression in-

creases in crime in Calgary reveal a causal connection between poverty 

and property-related offences. The large number of cases in which 

trends in this type of crime correspond to fluctuations in both unem-

ployment and relief does, however, point to a close relationship. The 

incidence of criminal activity in a period of largely unmitigated unem-

ployment would seem to represent one of the more direct manifestations 

of social and economic frustration. 

Though the more dramatic fluctuations in crime involve property 

offences, it is clear that all major categories were affected by econom-

ic conditions, substantially altering the pattern of crime throughout 

the period. As specific types of crime bore a separate relationship to 

economic conditions, and at times an inverse relationship to each other, 

generalizations about the movement of the volume of crime during the 

Depression need to be qualified. The trend in liquor-related offences, 

and to a lesser degree offences against the person in contrast to the 

fluctuations in property crime is particularly illustrative. 
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The impact of economic disruption was manifest in the type as 

well as the amount of crime. Cases in point are the prevalent phenomena 

of relief fraud and to a lesser degree, crimes associated with the pro-

tests of the unemployed. It is equally clear, however, that by 1934 a 

far more stable and restrained pattern of criminality emerges from the 

records than contemporaries had supposed. The Depression had therefore 

been decisive in precipitating changes in social conduct, though only 

briefly realized in significantly heightened criminality and disorder. 
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CHAPTER II 
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the average ntnnber of cases across the period due to the need of having 
a standardized scale for subsequent comparisons of trends in crime to 
trends in relief expenditures. To give some impression of the raw 
numerical fluctuation demonstrated in Figure 3, the percentage increase 
in property offences translates into an actual increase of eighty cases 
bebveen 1929 and 1930. 

76Considering the underestimation in official colll1ts of the un-
employment situation in the city--particularly during 1930--the unoffi-
cial but perhaps more accurate average level of unemployment has been 
graphically added to the Alberta Employment Service figures found in the 
Labor Gazette. 

77As noted earlier, the A.L.C.B. net liquor profits used in Table 
5 are not as accurate an indicator of constnnption as sales. Unfortu-
nately, figures for sales throughout the period were unavailable. 
However, in view of the acknowledged decline in consumption with the 
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Depression (see the Calgar y Albertan , October 4, 1933), the more com-
plete liquor profit figures were judged adequate to demonstrate the 
general trend. 

78Calgary City Police Annual Report, 1934 (GA.I). 

79Leon Radzinowicz, Crime and Justice, p. 433. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE CRIMINAL OFFENDER MTI THE DEPRESSION 

It has been suggested that one result of vast social change is 

the appearance of those 'dropouts' who constitute the criminal classes. 1 

A suitable test of this proposition would involve detennining the effect 

the Depression of the 1930s had on the composition of the population. 

Such a study offers a useful complement to an examination of crime. The 

response of particular groups in society may be identified and measured, 

providing a greater understanding of fluctuations in aggregate crime 

rates. This is particularly important if one is to assess contemporary 

assumptions that those thought to be most seriously affected by the 

crisis, such as the unskilled and the foreign born, were likely to in-

creasingly come into conflict with the law. 2 Moreover, comparisons of 

the characteristics of offenders with the entire population will deter-

mine how representative offenders were of the community at large, thus 

gauging more accurately the extent of the impact of the Depression. 

In view of the complaint that historians have little access to 

the lives of the bottom groups in society, 3 the infonnation contained 

in the Calgary City Police arrest records in addition to the offence 

charged is invaluable. Entries provide the date of arrest, occupation, 

residence, birthplace, civil status, religion, age, description of state 

of sobriety at time of arrest, notice of bail granted and if so what 

amount, hours in custody, and the disposition. Certain categories of 
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information for the years 1929 and 1934 were judged, however, too in-

complete to warrant their inclusion in the study. Thus only the date of 

arrest, sex, occupation, birthplace, civil status, age and sobriety of 

the arrested were correlated to the offence corrnnitted. Each character-

istic was related separately to the offence. Thus, while the number of 

total arrests involving a specific occupational or age group, for ex-

ample, charged with a given offence has been determined, the number 

drawn from a specific occupational and age group is not known. Though 

this fuller analysis may have provided a more meaningful study of 

offenders, the operation for each of the more than 4000 arrests examined 

was believed to demand access to computer facilities which were unavail-

able to the researcher. 4 

Various reservations have been expressed about the use of infor-

mation contained in arrest records. As in a study of crime, one 1s 

measuring data pertaining only to those offences out of the total 'dark 

figure' of offences that can be attributed to particular individuals. 

However, the same arglml.ent used in support of arrests for a study of 

crime may be reiterated here. In terms of the various procedural dis-

positions of recorded crime from which it is possible to analyze the 

characteristics of offenders such as indictment or conviction, arrests 

do constitute the largest sample of the 'dark figure' . 5 The reliability 

of the information itself must also, of course, be considered. The 

methods of classification and the consistency with which descriptions of 

offenders were maintained across time is often suspect in records of 

this type. 6 Fortunately, the format of the arrest books throughout the 

period is similar, facilitating a comparison of information between the 

selected years. Moreover, the timespan is sufficiently short to provide 
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some guarantees that the standards and methods of classification on the 

part of the police are constant. The use of records from a single 

municipality also eliminates some of the more serious criticisms regard-

ing the exploitation of this source. The chief difficulty inherent in 

other studies involved synthesizing the information from several cities 

in which the system of classification in police statistics varied 

markedly. 7 

One _may also contest the veracity of the data provided by the 

individual upon arrest. It might be argued that arrest records are 

vulnerable to data falsification due to considerations on the part of 

the arrested regarding ethnicity or age as it might affect sentencing. 

Similarly, embarrassment in the disclosure of one's occupation, especi-

ally in higher socio-economic groups, might prompt deliberate 

falsification of the record. Tracing the identity of the arrested 

through manuscript census or city directories has thus been suggested to 

substantiate or qualify the recorded characteristics of the accused. 

While this might be fruitful for the first year of the study, the prob-

lem of transience by 1934 dictated against such a procedure. Moreover, 

the possibility of both deliberate falsification of information or the 

recording of erroneous data by officials through either ignorance or un-

certainty would not necessarily be restricted to the arrest record, but 

is potentially associated with any of the sources used to corroborate 

arrest data. Comparisons between the structure of the population of 

offenders and the community at large do allow one to broadly determine 

the reliability of the record through the frequency with which certain 

groups are significantly over or under represented in the record. As 

with the risk of inaccuracies in crime statistics themselves, one also 

59 



assumes that errors will be randomly distributed in the sample and 

across the period under investigation and not seriously distort the re-

lationships under study. Bearing the limitations of the arrest records 

in mind, they remain a unique guide to the identity of a segment of 

society which is otherwise closed to us. 

An asslililed relationship between lack of occupational training and 

crime can be found in contemporary Calgary literature. 8 It was thus 

from the ranks of the unskilled that a disproportionate crime rate was 

anticipated with the advent of the Depression. A breakdown of offenders 

by their recorded occupations (Table 2) suggests that on one point con-

temporaries were largely correct. In both years between 57% and 63% 

listed their occupation as corrnnon laborer in sharp contrast to between 

16% and 25% of the population at large. 9 An interpretive problem, how-

ever, arises. It has been suggested that this high representation of 

the unskilled rather than signifying a higher level of criminality among 

working class people, represents their greater likelihood of arrest 

either through heightened visibility or the prejudice of the police re-

garding the criminal propensities of working class people. 10 Unfortu~ 

nately, this ambiguity is largely an inescapable problem and cannot 

profitably be pursued. 

In terms of the impact of the Depression on the unskilled, how-

ever, there is no evidence to suggest that the criminal propensities of 

the unskilled demonstrated an increase. With the exception of a slight 

increase in offence rates for the skilled laborer and craftsman, all 

occupational categories follow the overall recorded decrease in criminal 

activity. Moreover, in addition to the lUlexpected decline in the crime 

rate of the unskilled and semi-skilled, this group was not responsible 
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Table 2. Distribution of Offenders by Occupation 

1929 

Number of Percentage of Percentage of Offence 
Occu2ation Offenders* Total Offenders Calgary ** City's PoEulation Rates (%) 

Unskilled and 
Semi-Skilled 1683 63.62 8067 25.12 20.86 

Skilled Laborer 
and Craftsman 414 15.65 8422 26.23 4.91 

White Collar and 
Small Business 346 13.08 13750 42.82 2.51 

Professional and 
Entrepreneur 10 0.37 1866 5.81 0.53 

Fanner 60 2.26 Not Given 
None Given 70 2.64 
Ungrouped 62 2.34 

1934 

Unskilled and 
Semi-Skilled 859 57.26 5461 16.18 15. 72 

Skilled Laborer 
and Craftsman 234 15.60 2930 29.03 7.98 

White Collar and 
Small Business 260 17.33 16107 47.57 1. 61 

Professional and 
Entrepreneur 9 0.60 2459 7.26 0.36 

Fanner 61 4.00 
None Given 55 3.60 
Ungrouped 22 1. 40 

*source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records 
**source: Federal Census of Canada, 1931; Prairie Census, 1936 
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for a greater proportion of the overall crime rate by 1934 than it had 

been in 1929. 

A comparison of the occupations of offenders and the crimes for 

which they were arrested between 1929 and 1934 may suggest to what ex-

tent socio-economic status was related to a particular criminal 

specialization. It should also reveal the effect, if any, the Depres-

sion had within particular occupational groups on the incidence with 

which specific offences were connnitted. 

In all offence categories the skilled and the llllskilled workers 

again predominate, confinning the picture presented for total offences 

(Table 3). Consistent with the decline in the total number of offenders, 

the unskilled also demonstrate a rather llllanticipated decline in all 

types of criminal activity. Perhaps most surprising in view of contem-

porary assumptions regarding the nature of the predicted wave of crime 

is the drop in arrests of the unskilled for property-related crimes. 11 

These findings do support the contention presented in the last chapter 

that the system of public and private relief had by 1934 considerably 

mitigated the economic hardship associated with the Depression, thus 

eliminating some of the anticipated increase in crime. 

One exception to the general decline of unskilled and semi-

skilled workers in the connnission of property crimes is in cases of 

obtaining meals by fraud (Table 4). The increase from three arrests in 

1929 to 19 arrests by 1934 would indicate that in those few instances 

where acquisitive crime did increase, the assumed relationship between 

occupation and crime was borne out. It would be tempting to suggest 

that the slight increase in the incidence of obtaining meals by fraud 

among white collar workers demonstrates the impact of the crisis upon 
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Table 3. Distribution of Offenders by Occupation and Offence Type 

1929 

Offences Against Liquor-Related Offences Against Property 
Occu2ation the Person Offences Morals Offences 

Unskilled and 
Semi-Skilled 52 506 127 261 

Skilled Laborer 
and Craftsman 23 140 22 74 

White Collar and 
Small Business 15 97 24 88 

Professional and 
Entrepreneur 3 

Farmer 1 36 4 7 
None Given 2 23 2 12 
Ungrouped 5 11 2 7 

1934 

Unskilled and 
Semi-Skilled 33 153 86 182 

Skilled Laborer 
and Craftsman 18 55 10 56 

White Collar and 
Small Business 10 58 20 66 

Professional and 
Entrepreneur 3 2 

Farmer 3 22 9 13 
None Given 2 8 23 
Ungrouped 1 4 1 2 

Source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records 



Table 4. Distribution of Offenders: Property-Related Offences 

1929 

Obtaining Meal 
OccuEation Theft ShoElifting Forgery: Fraud bz Fraud Robbery Burglart 

Unskilled and 
Semi-Skilled 109 26 5 26 3 2 16 

Skilled Laborer 
and Craftsman 23 2 2 12 3 4 

White Collar and 
Small Business 18 2 4 31 1 3 6 

Professional and 
Entrepreneur 

Farmer 3 1 
None Given 8 3 
Ungrouped 4 1 1 1 1 

1934 

Unskilled and 
Semi-Skilled 71 20 3 15 19 3 10 

Skilled Laborer 
and Craftsman 18 5 2 5 2 9 

White Collar and 
Small Business 21 2 3 19 5 4 

Professional and 
Entrepreneur 1 

Farmer 2 s 
None Given 12 1 4 2 1 
Ungrouped 1 1 3 1 

Source: Calgary City Arrest Records 



this group. Unfortunately, the number of arrests is too small to draw 

any conclusion. One clear exception to the disproportionate representa-

tion of the unskilled workers in property crimes is fraud. Though the 

sample is perhaps somewhat small, in both years the number of arrests of 

white collar workers and small business operators was comparable to the 

number of arrests of the unskilled. The prevalence of oil stock fraud 

in 1929 and corrnnon cheque fraud in both years 12 was thus not the pre-

serve of either occupational group. 

An examination of liquor-related offences broken down by occupa-

tion (Table 3) indicates that the bulk of the decline is accounted for 

by the unskilled workers. This is somewhat surprising in light of the 

assumption that it was precisely these individuals who, through the "un-

certainty of existence and forced unemployment" 13 during an economic 

crisis, would resort to the tavern to forget for a moment the miseries 

of life. 14 Though the effect of general financial constraints offers 

perhaps the most plausible explanation, the interdiction of the unskilled 

worker on relief from purchasing alcohol or entering taverns 15 may have 

also been reflected in their declining liquor offence rates. The less 

marked, but significant drop in liquor crimes for all occupational cate-

gories suggests that reduced consumption affected the population broadly. 

The amount of decline diminishes, however, as one climbs the socio-

economic ladder. Though it is impossible to compare trends in consump-

tion amongst the different groups to arrest rates, this is reasonable in 

terms of the variable effect the crisis might have had on consumption 

rates. 

In spite of the presumed correlation between declining consump-

tion of alcohol and falling offences against the person, it was believed 
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that domestic tension and frustration leading to violence among the un-

employed may have somewhat qualified this trend: 6 Consistent with the 

pattern found in liquor and property offences, however, the unskilled 

workers' involvement in crimes against the person declines (Table 5). 

Unfortunately, the specific offence categories where the predicted rela-

tionship might best be tested--such as assault occasioning bodily harm 

on wife, or assault against family and children--have a sufficiently low 

rate of reportability to make conclusions based on this data tenuous. 

Alternatively, the declines in offences of high reportability among the 

unskilled workers such as assault occasioning bodily harm do qualify 

contemporary fears, confonning to the general decline in offences 

against the person. 

Morals offences, including prostitution, frequenting a bawdy 

house, and gambling demonstrate similar declines in all occupational 

categories (Table 6). In spite of the consensual nature and thus the 

relatively low reportability of these offences, tentative conclusions 

may still be suggestive. The declines in prostitution amongst the un-

skilled, for example, would indicate that concerns about the 'grim and 

tragic meanings' of unemployment for the unskilled women and girls were 

largely unfounded. 17 The 'primrose path of sin' was apparently not one 

of the alternatives that Calgary women gravitated toward as a result of 

the crisis. Moreover, the assumption that it is characteristic of all 

depressions that games of chance will be fostered. particularly by the 

unskilled and unemployed, 18 is given little support by the data. 

Arrests of the unskilled for gambling offences fall from fifty-six in 

1929 to thirty-six by 1934. Proportionately more unskilled workers, 

however, were arrested for moral offences in both years than for any 
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Table 5. Distribution of Offenders by Occupation: Offences Against the Person 

1929 

Occupation 
Unskilled and 

Semi-Skilled 
Skilled Laborer 

and Craftsman 
White Collar and 

Small Business 
Professional and 

Entrepreneur 
Fanner 
None Given 
Ungrouped 

Unskilled and 
Semi-Skilled 

Skilled Laborer 
and Craftsman 

White Collar and 
Small Business 

Professional and 
Entrepreneur 

Farmer 
None Given 
Ungrouped 

Assault 

30 

15 

10 

1 
1 
5 

23 

11 

5 

2 
2 

Source: 

Assault Occasioning 
Bodily Hann 

11 

1 

3 

1 

1934 

4 

1 

1 

Assault On 
Wife 

1 

1 

2 

1 

Calgary City Police Records 

Assault On 
Family 

4 

2 

1 



Table 6. Distribution of Offenders by Occupation: Morals Offences 

1929 

Frequenting A 
Occupation Prostitution Bawdy House Gambling 

Unskilled and 
Semi-Skilled 

Skilled Laborer 
and Craftsman 

White Collar and 
Small Business 

Professional and 
Entrepreneur 

Farmer 
None Given 
Ungrouped 

Unskilled and 
Semi-Skilled 

Skilled Laborer 
and Craftsman 

White Collar and 
Small Business 

Professional and 
Entrepreneur 

Fanner 
None Given 
Ungrouped 

18 

2 

3 

1 

1934 

14 

10 

10 

1 

1 

8 

4 

1 

4 

1 

Source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records (CCP) 
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2 

36 

4 

11 

4 
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other type of crime (Table 3). Thus in spite of the unrealized in-

creases with the Depression, the stereotypical image of the morals 

offender as a social 'misfit' is suggested. This picture is somewhat 

qualified when individual categories of morals offences are examined. 

Arrests for frequenting bawdy houses, for example, indicate that rela-

tive to the total number of arrests made, the skilled laborer and the 

white collar worker were well represented in the register. Unfortunate-

ly, in many of the categories listed under morals offences, the extremely 

small size of the sample renders the figures of little use in determin-

ing proportional distributions of groups or shifts across time. The 

significance of a rather curious increase by 1934 in arrests for keeping 

a bawdy house with a corresponding decrease in arrests for inmates of 

houses of ill repute (not shown) for example, is difficult to determine. 

It was frequently observed during the 1930s that men from every 

class and walk of life were being forced onto the roads. 19 The composi-

tion of the sample of vagrants from 1934 (Table 7) suggests that, as 

anticipated, there was in fact some increase in the number of unskilled, 

skilled and white collar workers. Though it is clear that total arrests 

actually drop, it was suggested in the interpretation of the crime rates 

themselves that the overall decrease is more closely related to a 

heightened tolerance toward the offence than a real decline. 20 Assum-

ing, therefore, that total real levels were considerably higher, the 

increased proportion of vagrants in the skilled and white collar class 

by 1934 points to a real increase in numbers. 

Virtually all of the increase in suspected insanity came from the 

ranks of the unskilled laborers (Table 7), indicating perhaps the inten-

sity with which the crisis was felt by some members of this group. 
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Table 7. Distribution of Offenders by Occupation: Vagrancy, Suspected Insanity 

I. Vagrancy 

Occupation 
Unskilled and 

Semi-Skilled 
Skilled Laborer 

and Craftsman 
White Collar and 

Small Business 
Professional and 

Entrepreneur 
Farmer 
None Given 
Ungrouped 

II. Suspected Insanity 

Unskilled and 
Semi-Skilled 

Skilled Laborer 
and Craftsman 

White Collar and 
Small Business 

Professional and 
Entrepreneur 

Farmer 
None Given 
Ungrouped 

1929 

No. of Offenders 

519 

98 

77 

3 
5 

22 
33 

18 

5 

6 

4 

% of Total 
Offenders 

68.5 

12.9 

10.17 

2.9 

No. 

Source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records 

1934 

of Offenders 

265 

63 

73 

6 
15 

3 

43 

4 

6 

4 
2 
1 

% of Total 
Offenders 

62.3 

14.8 

17.1 



Though risking a dangerously small sample, it is not unreasonable to 

suggest also that the only category besides the unskilled to demonstrate 

a similar increase in arrests for suspected insanity were farmers. Con-

temporary and reminiscent evidence exists 21 which substantiates such 

occurrences within the context of the inordinate emotional ordeal the 

Depression represented to those on the land. 

References to a particularly high association between immigration 

and specific ethnic groups to crime are common throughout the period. 

The query was made if Canadians were in fact paying too high a price for 

the irrrrnigrant population under the then present conditions of entry into 

the country. 22 The 'foreign influx' was identified as "the class which 

[had] no respect for our laws, courts or institutions." 23 Predictably 

with the advent of the Depression, allegations regarding the 'criminal' 

and 'subversive' nature of particularly eastern Europeans increased. 

Foreigners in general were identified by relief officials in western 

Canadian cities and relief camps 24 as the most troublesome, exhibiting 

susceptibility to seditious propaganda and "greatly complicating an 

already difficult problem." 25 

It might be argued that in view of the position of the immigrant 

in the most insecure and therefore most vulnerable segments of the 

economy, 26 the Depression may have in fact increased the likelihood of 

the foreign born coming into conflict with the law. Alternately, 

whether or not certain ethnic groups demonstrated disproportionate crime 

rates during the Depression, the desperate conditions of those years 

which heightened intolerance and prejudice may have affected arresting 

practises resulting in the anticipated increase in their crime rate. 27 

The records indicate 'country of origin' for each of the 
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arrested. Though this in itself is not always an accurate guide to eth-

nicity, entries would commonly be double, indicating place of birth and 

ethnicity; for example: Birthplace: Canada (Chinese). V.Jhen this has 

occurred, it is the second entry which has been used in the tabulations. 

More than twenty-six nationalities were represented in the arrest 

record. Some, however, such as Bulgarians, Lithuanians and Ukrainians, 

accounted for no more than five arrests in either year. Thus, except in 

cases where individual European groups were found to be statistically 

significant, the population was simply divided into Canadians, British, 

American, western Europeans, eastern Europeans and Asians. 28 The fig-

ures in Table 8 suggest that in spite of assumptions concerning the 

impact of the Depression on the crime rates of the foreign born, with 

the exception of the Chinese the rates of all groups demonstrate a 

decline. Moreover, when the distribution of offenders is compared to 

the population at large, 29 very little difference is found between the 

years, providing still less evidence of the predicted upheaval. Nor 

were the fears surrounding the 'less safe' areas from which to accept 

immigrants well founded. In both 1929 and 1934 those from western 

Europe followed by those of American origin clearly demonstrate the 

highest crime rates. In 1929, eastern Europeans, including the highly 

suspect Hungarians, Romanians, Italians and Slovakians, demonstrated less 

of a preponderance towards crime in terms of the size of their population 

than did those from the United Kingdom. The decline in the crime rate of 

the eastern European is, however, significantly less than any other 

group. In addition to the unique response of the Chinese, it would 

appear that the influences resulting in an overall decline in the popu-

lation of offenders did not evenly affect all groups. This calls 
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Table 8. Distribution of Offenders by Birthplace 

1929 

Number of % of Total % of City's Offence 
BirthElace Offenders* Offenders Calgary ** PoEulation Rate(%) 

Canada 1229 46.06 46427 56.11 2.64 
Britain 676 25.33 23169 28.00 2.91 
United States 311 11.65 5430 6.56 5. 72 
Western Europe 284 10.64 3562 4.30 7.97 
Eastern Europe 89 3.3 3160 3.81 2.81 
China 18 0.67 940 1.13 1. 91 
Other 19 0. 71 53 0.06 
Not Given 42 1.50 

1934 

Canada 821 52.52 50608 61.08 1. 62 
Britairr 326 20.85 20734 25.02 1. 57 
United States 132 8.40 4885 5.89 2.70 
Western Europe 114 7.29 3061 3.69 3. 72 
Eastern Europe 67 4.28 2814 3.39 2.38 
China 24 1. 53 695 0.83 3.45 
Other 11 0. 70 55 0.06 
Not Given 68 4.30 

* Calgary City Police Arrest Records Source: 
**Source: Federal Census of Canada, 1931; Prairie Census, 1936 
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for a closer examination of the trends revealed between 1929 and 1934 in 

the incidence with which specific ethnic groups were associated with 

different types of offences. 

Comparing the distribution of groups by offence type across the 

period (Table 9) indicates that in all broad categories of offences, 

those individuals predicted to demonstrate higher crime rates decline or 

remain relatively constant. It is also evident that the more steady 

crime rate of Eastern Europeans in contrast to the general decline of 

other groups is accounted for by a static rate of arrest in liquor-

related offences and property crimes without violence. It could not be 

detennined if the stable rate in liquor crimes was related to a constant 

rate of consumption throughout the period in spite of general declines 30 

or an artificially-maintained level of arrests. 

Europeans and Orientals represent a somewhat disproportionate in-

volvement in offences against the person in 1929. Though they accounted 

for only nine percent of the population, they were responsible for 

approximately twenty-seven percent of the crime in this category. Their 

contribution to moral offences is also higher than one might expect in 

terms of their proportion of the total population. Arrests of Europeans 

for gambling, for example, marked the greatest contribution to this 

crime, which may substantiate contemporary fears over the price paid 

for immigration (Table 10). Assumptions regarding the impact of the 

Depression on the foreign born must, however, be qualified. There is 

little evidence from the arrests for prostitution to support some con-

temporary suggestions that 'foreigners' were driving out their young 

unmarried daughters to earn their way as best they could. 31 On the 

other hand, the contribution of the Eastern European to the class of 
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Birth2lace 
Canada 
Britain 
United States 
Western Europe 
Eastern Europe 
China 
Other 
Not Given 

Canada 
Britain 
United States 
Western Europe 
Eastern Europe 
China 
Other 
Not Given 

Table 9. Distribution of Offenders by Birthplace and Offence Type 

1929 

Offences Against Liquor-Related Morals Property-Related Offences 
the Person Offences Offences Without Violence 

30 337 56 204 
25 229 27 99 
11 106 26 32 
12 88 36 42 
13 14 25 17 

2 2 

1934 

30 129 58 175 
12 95 15 70 
17 29 12 23 

2 32 16 17 
5 13 11 18 
2 1 5 1 

Source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records 



Birthplace 
Canada 
Britain 
United States 
Western Europe 
Eastern Europe 
China 
Other 
Not Given 

Canada 
Britain 
United States 
Western Europe 
Eastern Europe 
China 
Other 
Not Given 

Table 10. Distribution of Offenders by Birthplace: Morals Offences 

1929 

Keeping A 
Prostitution Bawdy House 

12 6 
5 5 

4 3 

1 

1934 

1 8 
1 

3 

1 

Frequenting A 
Bawdy House 

17 
6 

10 

5 

2 

8 
4 
3 

1 

Source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records 

Gambling 
9 

28 

21 

25 
8 
2 

8 

8 

1 



vagrants increased slightly (Table 11). Also, in view of the artificial 

nature of the decrease in total arrests, real levels of vagrancy for 

1934 might more dramatically reveal a heightened eastern European 

contribution. This is supported by contemporary estimations of the com-

position of potential vagrants--the homeless single unemployed moving 

through the city. It was observed that approximately one-half of the 

unemployed fed at a local kitchen were of alien birth, one-third of that 

total being of eastern European descent. 32 Arrests for vagrancy also 

account for the increase in the Chinese crime rate. Combined with the 

opposite trend in arrests under the Opium and Narcotics Drug Act, con-

temporary observations about their economic plight would seem to be 

borne out 33 (Table 11). 

It is observed in general literature on crime and economic condi-

tions that prior to the Depression, offences were committed out of a 

'sheer sense of bravado.' The assumed shift in the motive for crime to 

want or privation was based largely on reports, for example, of the 

heads of households forging cheques to pay rent when threatened with 

eviction in the dead of winter. 34 The infonnation in the record regard-

ing civil status allows one to test whether or not the increased burden 

on those with a spouse or family contributed to a greater representation 

of the married offender in the arrest record. Moreover, an examination 

of the level of married offenders as a supplement to the earlier find-

ings for the unskilled worker may further qualify the assumed increase 

in domestic violence in the homes of the unemployed. 35 

Somewhat contradictorily, it would also be reasonable to expect 

an increase in recorded arrests of the single male. Contemporary 

accounts note the frequency with which this class took to the road in 
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Table 11. Distribution of Offenders by Birthplace: Vagrancy, Narcotics Drug Act 

I. Vagrancy 
1929 

Birth12lace No. of Offenders 
Canada 386 
Britain 173 
United States 80 
Western Europe 58 
Eastern Europe 11 

China 1 
Other 
Not Given 

II. Opium and Narcotics Drug Act 

Canada 2 
Britain 
United States 3 

Western Europe 1 
Eastern Europe 
China 12 
Other 
Not Given 

% of Total 
Offenders No. 

53.30 
23.90 
11.06 

8.00 
1. 52 

0.13 

1934 

of Offenders 
295 
61 

17 
25 
14 
12 

3 
1 

3 

Source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records 

% of Total 
Offenders 

69.4 
14.3 
4.0 
5.8 
3.3 
2.8 



search of employment, thus becoming potential subjects of arrest for 

vagrancy. 36 Nor are reports unconrrnon of the homeless single male com-

mitting deliberate criminal acts to ensure arrest and thus food and a 

bed. 37 

The arrest records suggest that both before and during the 

Depression, the majority of offenders were single 38 (Table 12). When 

specific offence categories are examined, it is clear that this is 

largely a result of their concentration in liquor and property-related 

offences (Table 13). Assumptions concerning the dramatic appearance of 

the married offender with the Depression are, therefore, unfounded. The 

number of married offenders in fact drops preciptiously from 819 arrests 

in 1929 to S30 by 1934. Their involvement in offences where increases 

had been asstnned, such as property crimes and crimes against the person, 

also fall. However, the trends within some offence categories are not 

entirely clear. There is some evidence that while arrests for forgery 

declined overall by 1934, arrests of those with a spouse or family in-

creased slightly (Table 14). Unfortunately, a dc1J.~gerously small sample 

makes it impossible to interpret this data confidently. 

Both married and single offenders surprisingly demonstrate sharp 

declines in arrests for vagrancy (Table 14). Also, the proportional 

distribution of those arrested for this offence is similar across the 

period. Thus, in spite of the higher than recorded incidence of 

vagrancy during the Depression the composi~ion of the class remained 

quite constant. The crisis appears to have caused no greater disloca-

tion for the single male than for the married male. 39 

The bulk of the decrease in liquor-related offences, particularly 

drunkenness and drunk and disorderly conduct, came from the singles 
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Civil Status 

Married 

Widowed 

Single 

Married 

Widowed 

Single 

Table 12. 

Number of 
Offenders* 

819 

66 

1777 

530 

32 

955 

*source: 
**source: 

Distribution of Offenders by Civil Status 

1929 

Percentage of 
Total Of fenders 

30.65 

2.47 

66.50 

1934 

34.93 

2.10 

62.95 

Calgary 

36716 

3306 

43316 

37540 

3849 

41743 

Calgary City Police Arrest Records 

** 

Census of Canada, 1931; Prairie Census, 1936 

Percentage of 
City's Population 

43.83 

3.94 

51. 71 

45.00 

4.60 

50.71 

00 
0 



Table 13. Distribution of Offenders by Civil Status and Offence Type 

Civil Status 

Married 

Widowed 

Single 

Married 

Widowed 

Single 

Offences Against 
the Person 

53 

4 

44 

39 

2 

30 

1929 

Liquor-Related 
Offences 

261 

30 

509 

1934 

125 

9 

171 

Morals Offences 

88 

9 

89 

46 

5 

76 

Source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records 

Property-Related 
Offences 

171 

9 

283 

131 

7 

221 



Table 14. Distribution of Offenders by Civil Status: Forgery, Vagrancy, Gambling 

I. Forgery 

Civil Status 
Married 
Widowed 
Single 

I I . Vagrancy 

Civil Status 
Married 
Widowed 
Single 

III. Gambling 

Civil Status 
Married 
Widowed 
Single 

No. 

1929 

No. of Offenders 

1929 

1 
1 

11 

% of Total 
of Offenders Offenders 

133 
16 

600 

17.7 
2.1 

79.8 

1929 

No. of Offenders 
33 
1 

40 

No. 

1934 

No. of Offenders 

1934 

5 

6 

% of Total 
of Offenders Offenders 

79 
4 

339 

18.70 
0.94 

80.30 

1934 

No. of Offenders 
18 

38 

Source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records 

00 
N 



population (Table 13). This is somewhat unexpected since presumably 

financial constraints on consumption were greater on an individual with 

dependents than the single man by 1934. Arrests for gambling are per-

haps a more definite indicator that individuals with domestic 

obligations treated finances more cautiously during the Depression. The 

data reveals an even contribution of the married and the single to this 

offence in the boom year of 1929, followed by a significant decline in 

the number of married gamblers by 1934 (Table 14). 

The contemporary association between age and crime may also be 

tested with the records. Crime of a minor character, as well as theft 

and other serious crimes, were described before the Depression as the 

domain of the young. 40 Magistrate G. E. Saunders observed that most 

crime was connni tted by young men "racing armmd in automobiles thinking 

they will not be punished seriously." 41 During the early Depression the 

connection was still occasionally made. One connnentator noted with 

specific reference to the age group from seventeen to twenty-three that 

idleness was to blame, and he endorsed the solution of sports to lower 

the crime rate. 42 As the crisis continued, however, it might be argued 

that the age of the offender would rise, again indicative of the emer-

gence of criminals from economically desperate family situations. 43 The 

picture which emerges from the arrest records qualifies both 

observations. The largest single age group of offenders in both years 

was the twenty-one to thirty category (Table 15). Combined with the 

next largest group, those from thirty-one to forty, it is clear that the 

bulk of offenders were somewhat older than believed. Moreover, all age 

groups demonstrate a declining crime rate by 1934, providing little evi-

dence of the anticipated class of criminal. An examination of property-
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Age 

15-20 
21-30 
31-40 
41-50 
50 + 
Not Given 

15-20 
21-30 
31-40 
41-50 
so+ 
Not Given 

Table 15. Distribution of Offenders by Age 

Number of 
Offenders 

345 
1073 

648 
392 
163 

2 

196 
594 
363 
215 

91 

*source: 
**Source: 

* 

1929 

% of Total 
Offenders Calgary ** 

13.10 8250 
40.90 15065 
24. 70 12750 
14.89 13511 

6.21 13167 
0.07 

1934 

13 . 43 7734 
40. 71 15233 
24.88 12045 
14. 73 11966 
6.23 17239 

Calgary City Police Arrest Records 
Census of Canada, 1931; Prairie Census, 1936 

Offence 
Rates (%) 

4.18 
7.12 
5.08 
2.90 
1. 23 

2.53 
3.89 
3.01 
1. 79 
0.52 



related offences corroborates the picture (Table 16). Though shoplift-

ing and fraud appear to have received some increase from the older seg-

ment of the population, the more statistically-reliable category of 

theft reveals no increase from any age group. 

Lastly, some consideration should be given to the information in 

the registers regarding the degree of sobriety of offenders at the time 

of arrest. Though the data cannot be compared to the population at 

large, it nevertheless provides valuable indicators about the lifestyle 

of offenders and whether it was affected in any way by conditions during 

the 1930s. Approximately one in every ten arrested in either year was 

classified as drunk (Table 17). The actual percentage of those who were 

drunk--relative to those who were sober at the time of arrest--does de-

cline slightly by 1934, reflecting the recorded decrease in consumption 

throughout the period. Arrests for property crimes with violence demon-

strated by far the highest association with intemperance (Table 18). 

One-quarter of those arrested in 1939, a figure much above the overall 

criminal percentage, were described as drunk. Yet a higher proportion 

were found _to be dnmk in 1934, somewhat confounding the suspected rela-

tionship between liquor-related offences and consumption. A closer 

examination of offences within the category, however, reveals that 

arrests for damage to property alone accounted for the exceptionally 

high and lm.affected association with drunkenness (Table 19). Arrests 

for crimes against the person and prope~ty offences without violence are 

perhaps more suggestive of the overall trend (Table 18). Both offences 

witness proportionate declines in the number of intemperate arrested by 

1934, supporting the image of a more orderly class of criminal offenders 

than contemporaries had supposed. 
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Table 16. Distribution of Offenders by Age: Property-Related Offences 

Age Theft 

15-20 41 
21-30 64 
31-40 25 
41-50 23 
so+ 15 
Not Given 1 

15-20 31 
21-30 40 
31-40 24 
41-50 11 
so+ 7 
Not Given 

1929 

ShoElifting Forgery Fraud Robbery 

4 3 s 1 
8 7 32 2 
7 2 20 4 
4 13 
3 

1934 

3 2 
11 3 16 3 
10 4 20 

5 1 6 
7 

Source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records 

Burglary 

14 
11 

1 
2 

11 
8 
4 
1 



Table 17. Distribution of Offenders by Classification of Drunk/Sober at Time of Arrest 

Description 
Drunk 
Sober 
Unknown 

Number of 
Offenders 

208 
1603 

30 

1929 

% of Total 
Offenders 

11.29 
87.00 
1.60 

Number of 
Offenders 

99 
1078 

8 

1934 

% of Total 
Offenders 

8.35 
90.97 

0.67 

Table 18. Distribution of Offenders by Classification of Drunk/Sober and Offence Type 

1929 

Offences Against % of Total Property Offences % of Total Property Offences % of Total 
DescriEtion the Person Offenders Without Violence Offenders With Violence Offenders 
Drunk 
Sober 
Unknown 

Drunk 
Sober 
Unknown 

18 
71 
2 

11 
58 

19.78 
78.02 
2.19 

15.94 
84.06 

29 
323 

1934 

16 
280 

2 

8.23 
91. 76 

5.36 
93.95 

0.67 

Source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records 

21 
64 

2 

21 
35 

2 

24.13 
73.56 

2.29 

36.20 
60.34 

3.44 



Table 19. Distribution of Offenders by Classification of Drunk/Sober 
and Property-Related Offences wi th Violence 

1929 

Description Burglary Robbery Damage to Property 

Drunk 

Sober 

Unknown 

Drunk 

Sober 

Unknown 

2 

26 

2 

20 

1 

1934 

1 

7 

3 

Source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records 

18 

15 

19 

8 

1 

00 
00 



Thus, the profound changes that had been anticipated in the com-

position of criminal offenders with the arrival of the Depression were 

largely unrealized. Instances of higher Depression crime rates involv-

ing the local Chinese or hungry relief camp workers emerge as isolated 

cases, not conforming to the overall picture of the offender. Blanket 

assumptions regarding an increased criminal predisposition of particular 

ethnic or occupational groups were without foundation. By 1934, most 

types of offenders had demonstrated a decline or remained constant in 

their contribution to recorded crime. Moreover, simply in terms of the 

composition of criminal offenders, the data from the Depression under-

scores stability rather than the prophesized upheaval in the representa-

tion of groups. 

In part, predictions regarding which segments of the population 

would be most affected by the Depression were based on an inaccurate 

perception of the population of criminal offenders prior to the crisis. 

Little statistical evidence could be found in either 1929 or 1934 for a 

disproportionate association between either the Eastern European or the 

presumed age of most offenders and crime. Though contemporaries were 

apparently correct in their assessment of the relationship between the 

unskilled worker and criminal statistics, it could not be detennined to 

what extent this represented real disproportionate criminality or simply 

their greater likelihood of arrest through visibility or prejudice of 

the police. 

The complement which the portrait of offenders makes to the 

analysis of aggregate crime rates supports the suggestion that by 1934, 

largely as a result of the extent to which relief had become effective, 

many of the anticipated consequences of the Depression had been 
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eliminated. f:...n analysis of the composition of offenders throughout the 

period would, however, be necessary to bear out this point. It would 

also detennine who was in fact responsible for the early Depression in-

crease in crime observed in the last chapter, thus confinning or quali-

fying the suspicions of contemporaries. It is clear from the data from 

1934 that, but for that early period, Calgary may have been largely 

spared the predicted 'grim and tragic' meanings of unemployment in tenns 

of crime. 
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CHAPTER III 

FOOTNOTES 

1Eric Monkkonen, The Dangerous Class: Crime and Poverty 1.,n 
Co lumbus Ohi o~ 1860- 1885 (Cambridge, 1975), p. 2. 

2See especially discussion in L. Teppennan, Crime Control 
(Toronto, 1977), pp. 79-84 and T. Sellin, Research Memorandum on Crime 
in the Depression (New York, 1972), pp. 117-120. Though Teppennan's 
analysis is more concerned with the economic vulnerability of the un-
skilled worker and the prejudices of enforcement agencies toward this 
group the same may be applied to the immigrant. This is discussed more 
fully later in the chapter. 

31. M. Grayson and M. Bliss, eds. , The 0lretched of Canada 
(Toronto, 1971), p. xxi. Though in the context of this volume the 
reference is more closely tied to the poor and destitute, the descrip-
tion is equally applicable to a common perception of criminal offenders . 

4A distinction between the number of offenders and the number of 
crimes committed must be made here. As noted in Chapter 2, only the 
Magistrate's court criminal informations consistently recorded multiple 
offences. The arrest records were thus relied upon for infonnation 
about both offences committed and characteristics of offenders. This 
does not present a problem, however, as conceptually the analysis was 
more concerned with relating the type of crime rather than the number 
each offender corrnnitted to the social data. In cases of multiple 
offenders, it was generally found that the nature of offences was close-
ly related if not the same. James C., for ex~~ple (Calgary City Police 
Court criminal informations, 1934), was charged with eleven separate 
counts, all involving obtaining goods and cash by false pretences or 
forgery of money orders for same. 

Where broad offence types such as property crimes or crimes 
against the person are used in the analysis, unless otherwise noted, 
these follow the breakdown of offences in the previous chapter. Certain 
crimes against morals such as prostitution and keeping or frequenting a 
bawdy house, are pursued here rather than Chapter 2, since they lent 
themselves more to a study of offenders than a discussion of the more 
corrnnon assumptions regarding the pattern of crime in an economic crisis. 

5J. M. Beattie, "Towards a Study of Crime in Eighteenth Century 
England: A Note On Indictments," The Triumph of Culture: Eighteenth 
Century Perspectives, eds. P. Fritz and D. Williams (Toronto, 1972), 
p. 303. 

6See the discussion in V.A.C. Gatrell and T. B. Hadden, "Criminal 
Statistics and Their Interpretation," Nineteenth- Century Society : Essay s 
in the Use of Quanti t ative Methods for the Study of Social Dat a, ed. 
E. A. Wrigley (Cambridge, 1972), pp. 379-385. 

7Ib id. 
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8The Calgary Herald, March 19, 1933, for example, supported this 
view with reference to a study made by the Social Service Council of 
Canada 'establishing' the connection between the unskilled worker and 
crime. 

9The selection of occupational categories was based primarily on 
practical considerations. Though over 300 separate job descriptions 
appeared in the records bet\veen the two years, the clear majority listed 
their occupation simply as 'laborer'. It was necessary, therefore, that 
the remaining categories be sufficiently comprehensive and few to make 
them statistically meaningful. Semi-skilled workers, the residue in the 
first group, include people such as craftsmen's helpers, truck drivers 
and service station attendants. Skilled laborers and craftsmen repre-
sent carpenters, tinsmiths, printers, harnessmakers, blacksmiths, shoe-
makers, jewellers, etc. White collar and small business includes the 
service industry, barbers, bookkeepers, bakery shop managers. The 
fourth group, which was virtually insignificant in terms of arrests, was 
reserved for teachers, lawyers, doctors and owner-operators of large 
business concerns. The ungrouped category was created for those listed 
occupations too unique to warrant separate groupings such as mission-
aries, entertainers, students, cowboys or boxers. It was felt that 
these categories were best suited to the identification of those groups 
predicted to demonstrate heightened criminality during the Depression. 
Unfortunately, the arrest records do not list 'unemployment' as an 
occupational category. It is therefore impossible to compare arrest 
rates of the unemployed between 1929 and 1934. Tepperman has suggested, 
however, that in view of the extent to which the unskilled and semi-
skilled worker was exposed to prolonged periods of unemployment, this 
group can serve as a close approximation. See L. Tepperman, Crime 
Control, p. 180. 

The only available census data with which these groupings could 
be compared are the census of Canada 1931 and the Prairie Census for 
1936. Though not ideal for comparison, in lieu of any reasonable alter -
natives, it was judged necessary to incorporate this material. The 
annual Henderson's municipal directory, which does list occupation, was 
inadequate as up to twenty percent of the entries include individuals 
not resident in the city, but registered due to a corrnnercial association 
with Calgary. 

10Tepperman, Crime Control, p. 8. 
11T. Sellin, Research Memorandwn, p. 118. 

12Calgary Hera l d, July 25, 1929, and Ca l gar y Herald , May 7, 1934; 
June 20, 1934; June 25, 1934. 

13W. A. Banger, Criminal ity and Economic Conditions (Boston, 
1916), p. 362. 

14I bid. 

15calgary Hera ld, November 15, 1930, p. 17. 
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16T. Sellin, Research Memorandwn, p. 117. 

17Report and Recorrrmendat i ons of t he Ca li forni a St ate Unemp l oyment 
Corrrmission~ San Francisco~ 1932. 

18T. Sellin, Research Memorandwn, p. 115. 

1 9See, for example, the Ca l gar y Herald, August 13, 1938. The 
article, written by a transient, indicated that in the course of his 
travels he had personally met two doctors, a dentist and a lawyer. 

20 calgary Albertan, October 22, 1934, p. 32. 

21 Fred C. Williams, The Fifth Horseman (Calgary, 1973), pp. 45-46. 

220ne such observation cited the figures of a Dominion Bureau of 
Statistics report on penitentiary populations which suggested that the 
problem of law enforcement with respect to major crime was four times 
greater for the foreign born than the British born. The five countries 
identified as the greatest contributors to the penitentiaries were 
Italy, Austria, RlIDlania, Poland and Russia. The figures were regarded 
as giving quantitative support to the belief that "Canadian immigration 
authorities might draw a line on the map of Europe from the northeast 
to the southwest extremities and welcome with open anns immigrants from 
countries ... north of the line and exercise the greatest care and 
discretion in pennitting the entry into Canada of people from south of 
it." Calgary Albertan, December 6, 1929. 

23Calgary Albertan, January 31, 1929. 

24See Michael Horn, ed., The Dirty Thirties (Toronto, 1972), 
p. 262, and Calgary Herald, January 8, 1934, p. 3. 

25Michael Horn, ed., The Dirty Thirt ies, p. 262. 

26H. Palmer, "Nativism and Ethnic Tolerance in Alberta: 1920-1972" 
(unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, York University, Toronto, 1973), 
p. 168. 

27The degree of prejudice toward those of foreign birth, particu-
larly eastern Europeans, during the Depression is not entirely clear. 
Howard Palmer has suggested that, after 1933, sympathy toward the immi-
grant and his difficult situation increased with the recognition that 
the crisis was affecting everyone, and not just ''foreigners" ("Nativism 
and Ethnic Tolerance," p. 198). Broadfoot's collection of reminiscences 
indicates that Depression prejudice was more unyielding: " ... when 
times get tough and people close in together, ... to protect them-
selves from the intruder, their prejudices become sharper and meaner and 
stronger." B. Broadfoot, Ten Lost Years (Toronto, 1973), p. 156. 

28Western Europeans included French, Austrians, Belgians, Nether-
landers, Germans and, for the sake of convenience, Scandinavians. 
Eastern Europeans included Bulgarians, Czechs and Slovaks, Hungarians, 
Lithuanians, Romanians, Russians, Ukrainians and Yugoslavs. 
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29Comparisons between criminal data for 1929 and census data from 
1931 with respect to nationality are reasonably reliable. The restric-
tion of immigration at the beginning of the Depression (H. Palmer, 
"Nativism and Ethnic Tolerance," p. 166), combined with a stable total 
population in the city throughout the period, suggests that the distri-
bution remained relatively constant. 

30see the Calgary Herald, December 12, 1930, and Canadian Annual 
Review, 1929-1934. 

31M. Horn, The Dirty Thirties, p. 262. 

32 calgary Herald, February 17, 1932. 

33 calgary Herald, February 9, 1934. 

34Report and Recommendations, p. 129. See also R. S. Cavan and 
K. H. Ranck, The Family and the Depression (Chicago, 1938), for a dis-
cussion of the effect of the crisis on family life and the variety of 
responses, criminal and otheThl'ise, which were made to the experience of 
being unable to pay debts or provide the necessities of life. 

35R. S. Cavan and K. H. Ranck, The FOJT1ily, pp. 131-141. 

36M. Horn, The Dirty Thirties, pp. 306-389. 

37See F. J. Wright, personal papers and interview (GAI), with 
reference to the ploys used by the men from ordering meals without the 
funds to pay, to 'anything to break the law' because of the likelihood 
of a thirty-day sentence and meals. 

38 It may also safely be assumed they were single males. Females 
accounted for no more than ten percent of the arrested in either year. 

39Ibid. 

40 see the Calgary Herald, June 15, 1929 and July 20, 1929. 

41 Calgary Herald, May 29, 1929. 

42calgary Albertan, February 6, 1930, p. 3. 

43Report and Recorronendations. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE JUDICIAL RESPONSE 

A complement to the asslllnption that the Depression will increase 

the amount of crime is the belief that the threat of disorder fosters 

greater judicial punitiveness. Lorne Tepperrnan's thesis that Canadian 

courts during the 1930s may have increasingly sought to pllllish and con-

trol the population as a result of mounting discontent 1 is representative 

of yet a wider body of opinion and study. Georg Rusche, in an .i\merican 

context, similarly observed that when the labor market was glutted and 

accompanied by chronic unemployment, penal treatment became brutal. 

Penalties in general became more severe in an effort to counterbalance 

the temptation to crime on the part of the underprivileged masses. 2 

Like Teppennan, the author viewed crime as a class phenomenon, with the 

upper class who have political power using legal sanctions to repress 

the worker. 3 However, in a somewhat more qualified fashion, the Depres-

sion has been seen creating judicial llllcertainty, caught between the 

fear of a crime wave on the one hand and an awareness of the plight in 

which the unemployed found themselves on the other. The Lynds' analysis 

in Middletown in Transition, for example, uncovered heavy sentences im-

posed by the courts followed by an apology for the sentence. 4 

It might be argued that by the middle of the decade one would not 

expect to find harsher judicial penalties in a Western Canadian city 

such as Calgary. There appears to have been some cognizance that the 
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expected levels of crime had not been realized and that, as a result of 

relief, the need for certain types of acquisitive crime had been 

lessened. In spite of this, there are indications that authorities were 

conscious of the threat of outbreaks of disorder throughout the period, 5 

outbreaks which may have caused the inflicting of harsher penalties as 

a deterrent. 

Clearly, a comparative examination of sentencing patterns between 

1929 and 1934 is critical if one is to fully test beliefs about the re-

action of the Calgary police court to an economic crisis. Not only 

should sentences for different types of offences be analyzed. Penalties 

imposed for specific occupational and ethnic groups must also be 

considered. How the foreign born and the unskilled worker were dealt 

with by the court will serve as a measure of the official attitudes to-

wards the people suggested to have been most affected by the crisis. It 

had been assumed that if the Depression had increased antagonism or 

prejudice between groups that possible increases in judicial severity 

would be greatest when the offender belonged to the dominated groups or 

to those who 'challenged most strongly the vested rights of the dominant 

groups. 16 The presence of heightened Depression prejudice toward imrni-

grants7 and the perceived threat posed by the single unemployed men8 

suggest that it is here one might look for the greatest increase in 

severity. 

The pattern of sentencing will also indicate the seriousness with 

which different types of crimes were viewed by the court and the degree 

of control which they exercised to deal with any anticipated criminal 

response to the crisis. While in general the predicted level of crimi-

nality was not realized in the city, some offences such as obtaining 
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meals by fraud, vagrancy and non-support were intensified by 1934. The 

reaction of the court to the increase in these offences, even in the 

absence of increases in other types of crime, will therefore provide 

specific tests of the alleged excesses of judicial punitiveness. 

The dispositions found in the Calgary City Police arrest records 

are those of the city's Police or Magistrate's court. Thus, only those 

cases heard and determined at this level of judicial process are examined 

here. The number of cases which were corrnnitted for trial subsequent to 

a preliminary hearing in Police Court were sufficiently small that their 

exclusion does not invalidate the data. No more than two percent of the 

total number of cases in either year were heard before a higher court. 9 

A note of caution, however, must be raised. Limitations of analysis 

similar to those evident in the study of the characteristics of offend-

ers again present themselves. Unfortunately, the number of cases used 

here cannot be equated to the level of total offences for either 1929 or 

1934. Obviously, only those cases could be studied in which both the 

sentence and the type of infonnation sought (i.e. birthplace) were 

complete. In 1929 the number of complete entries allowed for approxi-

mately seventy-five percent of the total 2195 arrests to be studied. In 

1934, approximately sixty-five percent of the 1251 cases for that year 

were sufficiently complete. Thus, direct numerical comparisons of types 

of offenders between those examined in the last chapter and here are not 

possible. In spite of this slightly smaller sample, the number of com-

plete cases were judged statistically sufficient to be suggestive of the 

general trends in the types of sentences imposed across these years. 

Moreover, the missing sentence entries in the record appear to be the 

result of either simple inconsistencies in recording practises or 
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damaged pages. The types of cases and sentences involved are therefore 

random and should not distort the following examination. 

One other weakness of the record should briefly be discussed. It 

might be argued that the use in the records of often broad offence de-

scriptions such as theft or assault--only irregularly noting the amount 

involved or the seriousness of the act--poses a problem in any attempt 

to compare sentences across a period of time. This would only present 

an insunnountable obstacle to analysis, however, if one were solely con-

cerned with a comparison of specific offences and sentences. By shift-

ing the emphasis conceptually from specific offences to an examination 

of sentencing for the aggregate of criminal behavior and offence cate-

gories such as property crimes or crimes against the person, tentative 

conclusions about trends in relative severity or lenience might still be 

warranted. Also, the nature of certain offences still uniquely exacer-

bated by conditions in 1934, including non-support, vagrancy and obtain-

ing meals by fraud, are clearly enough defined to allow meaningful 

comparisons of sentencing between the two years. 

Methodologically, the variety of sentences found in the record 

lent themselves to no easy system of classification. Fines ranged any-

where from one dollar to a usual maximum. of two hundred dollars, all 

subject to court costs. Similarly, tenns of incarceration varied from 

one day to six years. The variety of dispositions beyond these ranged 

from orders 'to leave town' or 'sent to the Salvation Army' to 

'cautioned'. For simplicity of analysis both fines and goal sentences 

were grouped into arbitrarily incremented categories of amount or 

duration. Unfortunately, 1i ith no indication from the record of the 

amount of court costs involved, it was decided safest to eliminate them 
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from the analysis for both years, thus relying on the size of the fine 

itself to serve as the measure of the severity of the penalty. Only 

those types of dispositions in addition to fines or incarceration which 

were believed to be either statistically significant or unique to the 

Depression--and therefore of comparative interest--were included. In 

spite of the limitations imposed by this approach, the categories 

selected were believed to be sufficiently sensitive to test assumptions 

concerning a significantly heightened judicial punitiveness during the 

1930s. 

The comparison of the distribution of sentences for all cases 

between 1929 and 1934 suggests that in the aggregate the predictions 

are not borne out (Tables 20 and 21). Neither in the amount of fines 

imposed nor in the tenns of incarceration is there any overall trend to-

ward greater severity. 10 Though some increase is apparent in the number 

of six to ten dollar fines relative to the total number of offenders 

fined, there was a corresponding decrease in the proportionate nu~ber of 

dispositions involving the next highest category. S:iJnilarly, though a 

l:iJnited increase in the number of one to five year and over five year 

terms is evident, the decided trend in the bulk of incarcerations by 

1934 is toward a shorter prison term. Fully one-quarter of those gaoled 

in that year spent tenns of one week or less, the majority of those 

spending one day. In marked contrast, most offenders who were imprisoned 

in 1929 spent anywhere from two weeks to one month behind bars. A pre-

dictable corrnnentary on the options of sentencing available during the 

Depression is the disappearance of the judicial order to put offenders 

to work. 

Nor does the predicted occupational or ethnic focus which 
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Table 20. Distribution of Sentences for 
all Offenders, 1929-1934 

1929 1934 

Fines Number 9.: 0 of Total Number % of Total 

1. $1-$5 378 51. 56 133 49.81 

2. $6-$10 44 6.00 61 22.84 

3. $11-$25 284 38.74 65 24.34 

4. $26-$50 19 2.59 7 2.62 

5. $100-$200 8 1.09 1 0.37 
733 267 

Incarceration 

1. 1 day 3 1. 76 53 22.26 

2. 2 days-
1 week 8 3.36 

3. 2 weeks-
1 month 102 60.00 109 45.57 

4. 2 months-
6 months 49 28.82 53 22.26 

5. 7 months-
1 year 14 8.23 10 4.20 

6. 1 year-
5 years 2 1.17 5 2.10 

7. 5 years + 1 

170 239 

Source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records 
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Table 21. Distribution of Sentences for 
all Offenders, 1929-1934 

1929 1934 

% of All % of All 
Number Offenders Number Offenders 

T = 1637 T = 817 

Cormnitted 
for Trial 9 18 

Other 

1. Wi thdra\vll. 129 7.88 103 12.60 

2. Dismissed 164 10. 01 132 16.15 

3. Suspended 
Sentence 67 4. 09 30 3.67 

4. Cautioned 111 6. 28 

5. Committed 
to Ponoka 15 0.91 27 3.30 

6. To Work 239 14.59 

Source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records 



judicial severity was expected to take appear to be substantiated. 

Fines for both the unskilled workers and those of foreign birth demon-

strate a pattern similar to the aggregate distribution for all 

offenders. 11 Proportional increases in a lower fine are again balanced 

by decreases in a higher amount (Tables 22-25). Comparing sentences 

imposed on those of Canadian or British birth to irrnnigrants suggests 

that no one group was singled out for differential treatment by the 

court. Terms of incarceration for the Canadian and British born again 

reveal a decided trend toward shorter sentences. The predisposition of 

the foreign born to incurring fines rather than goal sentences is some-

what perplexing. The explanation, however, would presumably be found in 

a more thorough examination of the penalties attached to the specific 

offences engaged in by this group. Unfortunately, this is somewhat be-

yond the scope of this enquiry. No distinct trend toward severity in 

treatment of either the unskilled or the skilled and white collar work-

ers could be found by 1934 (Tables 22 and 23). The relative breakdown 

of both fines and terms of incarceration follows a pattern very similar 

to the distribution of sentences by place of birth. These findings 

seriously question beliefs about the degree to which a threat of dis-

order was perceived and reacted to by the court. 

A fuller test of heightened judicial punitiveness during the 

Depression requires an examination of both the occupation and birthplace 

of those who came before the court and the type of offence committed. 

In view of contemporary asswnptions and more recent historiography, it 

might be argued that any anticipated increase in property-related 

offences would be clearly translated into increasingly severe punish-

ments for these crimes. 12 Though property crimes had not increased 
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Table 22. Distribution of Sentences for all Offenders 
by Occupation, 1929-1934 

Unskilled Laborers 

1929 1934 

Fines Nlllnber 0 of Total Nlllnber % of Total 

1. $1-$5 240 51.83 86 50.88 

2. $6-$10 26 5.61 30 17.75 

3. $11-$25 168 36.28 44 26.03 

4. $26-$50 18 3.88 7 4.14 

5. $100-$200 11 2.37 2 1.18 -
463 169 

Incarceration 

1. 1 day 4 3.25 41 23.03 

2. 2 days-
1 week 4 3.25 8 4.49 

3. 2 weeks-
1 month 78 63.40 87 48.87 

4. 2 months-
6 months 32 24.24 28 15.70 

5. 7 months-
1 year 5 4.00 10 5.60 

6. 2 years-
5 years 3 1. 68 

7. 5 years+ 1 0.56 
123 178 

Source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records 
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Table 23. Distribution of Sentences for all Offenders 
by Occupation, 1929-1934 

Skilled Laborers 
and White Collar 

1929 1934 

Fines Number % of Total Number % of Total 

1. $1-$5 104 47.05 46 50.54 

2. $6-$10 11 4.97 27 29.67 

3. $11-$25 100 45.24 16 17.58 

4. $26-$50 5 2.26 2 2.19 

5. $100-$200 1 
221 91 

Incarceration 

1. 1 day 17 23.28 

2. 2 days-
1 week 2 2.73 

3. 2 weeks-
1 month 27 44.26 30 41.09 

4. 2 months-
6 months 25 40.98 19 26.02 

5. 7 months-
1 year 9 14. 75 1 1. 36 

6. 1 year-
5 years 4 5.47 

61 73 

Source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records 
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Table 24. Distribution of Sentences for all Offenders 
by Birthplace, 1929-1934 

Canadian or 
BritisFi Born 

1929 1934 

Fines Number % of Total Number % of Total 

1. $1-$5 271 52.21 105 53.29 

2. $6-$10 24 4.62 43 21. 82 

3. $11-$25 209 40.26 45 22.84 

4. $26-$50 12 2. 31 4 2.03 

5. $100-$200 3 0.57 

519 197 

Incarceration 

1. 1 day 2 1.50 49 23.78 

2. 2 days-
1 week 8 3.88 

3. 2 weeks-
1 month 80 60.15 94 45.63 

4. 2 months-
6 months 39 29.32 43 20.87 

5. 7 months-
1 year 11 8.27 8 3.88 

6. 2 years-
5 years 1 

133 202 

Source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records 
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Table 25. Distribution of Sentences for all Offenders 
by Birthplace, 1929-1934 

Foreign Born 

1929 1934 

Fines Number 0 of Total Number % of Total 

1. $1-$5 57 52. 77 20 43.47 

2. $6-$10 11 10.18 11 23.91 

3. $11-$25 36 33.33 12 26.08 

4. $26-$50 2 1.85 3 6.53 

5. $100-$200 2 1.85 

108 46 

Incarceration 

1. 1 day 1 5.26 2 10. 52 

2. 2 weeks-
1 month 13 68.42 11 57.89 

3. 2 months-
6 months 4 21. OS 5 26.31 

4. 7 months-
1 year 1 5.26 

5. 2 years-
5 years 1 5.26 

19 19 

Source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records 



during 1934 over pre-Depression levels, some evidence suggests that the 

period had fostered a more serious attitude among members of the Bench 

to some varieties of acquisitive crime. In 1932, Magistrate G. E. 

Sanders observed that theft from department stores had to be punished if 

it were to be controlled. To demonstrate his point, a forty year old 

woman was jailed for fifteen days for theft of an undisclosed item from 

a local store. 13 Two years later ~1agistrate H. G. Scott concurred that 

he for one intended to deal more seriously with shoplifters. 14 An 

examination of Table 26 suggests, however, that by 1934 cases such as 

these represented isolated expressions of a harsher judicial sentiment. 

The distribution of sentences for all property-related offences 

between 1929 and 1934 demonstrates an increase in the proportion of 

lower fines levied. The preponderance of eleven to twenty-five dollar 

fines in 1929 stands in marked contrast to the concentration of one to 

five dollar fines in 1934. Similarly, the small but appreciable in-

crease in the proportion of shorter gaol terms for property offences 

might point to a generally more lenient attitude. 1\lhen one examines 

sentences for property crimes imposed on the unskilled and the foreign 

born, the same picture emerges (Tables 27 and 28). One-half of the un-

skilled fined in 1934 paid one to five dollars in contrast to the higher 

proportion of eleven to twenty-five dollar penalties in 1929. Incarcer-

ation of the unskilled for property offences demonstrates a less clear 

trend toward lenience. However, the statistically higher percentage of 

sentences in the two to six month, and one to five year categories, is 

somewhat misleading in view of the small number of cases. Unfortu-

nately, though no clear trend toward harsher sentences for property 

offences can be discerned among the foreign born, the number 

107 



Table 26. 

Fines 

1. $1-$5 
2. $6-$10 
3. $11-$25 
4. $26-$50 
5. $100-$200 

Incarceration 

1. 1 day 
2. 1 day-

1 week 
3. 2 weeks-

1 month 
4. 2 months-

6 months 
5. 7 months-

1 year 
6. 1 year-

5 years 

Corrnnitted for 
Trial 

Other 

1. Withdrawn 
2. Dismissed 
3. Suspended 

Sentence 

Distribution of Sentences for all Property-
Related Offences, 1929-1934 

1929 1934 

Number 0 of Total Number % 

8 22.22 30 
7 19.44 13 

13 36.11 10 
4 11.11 3 
4 11.11 10 

36 66 

1 1. 38 5 

2 

34 47.22 18 

28 38.88 25 

8 11.11 6 

1 1. 38 4 
72 60 

7 11 

12 29 
26 24 

37 9 

Source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records 
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of Total 

45.45 
19.69 
15.15 
4.54 

15.15 

8.33 

3.33 

30.00 

41.61 

10.00 

6.66 
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Table 27. Distribution of Sentences for Property-
Related Offences by Occupation, 1929-1934 

Unskilled Laborers 

1929 1934 

Fines Number 9.: 0 of Total Number 9.: 0 of Total 

1. $1-$5 3 20.00 20 50.00 
2. $6-$10 3 20.00 10 25.00 
3. $11-$25 5 33.33 8 20.00 
4. $26-$50 2 13.33 2 5.00 
5. $100-$200 2 13.33 

15 40 

Incarceration 

1. 1 day 2 4.34 2 6.89 
2. 2 days-

1 week 1 3.57 
3. 2 weeks-

1 month 21 45.65 9 32.14 
4. 2 months-

6 months 16 34.78 11 39.28 
5. 7 months-

1 year 4 8.69 6 21.42 
6. 1 year-

5 years 3 6.52 1 3.57 

46 28 

Committed for 
Trial 6 10 

Other 

1. Withdrawn 8 11 
2. Dismissed 15 14 
3. Suspended 

Sentence 16 7 

Source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records 



Table 28. Distribution of Sentences for Property-
Related Offences by Birthplace, 1929-1934 

Foreign Born 

1929 1934 

Fines 

1. $1-$5 

2. $6-$10 

3. $11-$25 

4. $26-$50 

Incarceration 

1. 2 weeks-
1 month 

2. 2 months-
6 months 

Committed for 
Trial 

Other 

(Dismissed, 
Withdrawn, 
Suspended 
Sentence) 

Number % 

2 

1 

2 

5 

7 

5 

12 

75 

of Total 

40.00 

20.00 

40.00 

58.33 

41.66 

Number 

4 

4 

3 

1 

13 

1 

1 

2 

62 

Source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records 

0 
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of Total 

30.76 

30. 76 

23.07 

7.69 



involved are again too small to interpret confidently. 

In spite of the predicted trend toward generally stiffer penal-

ties, it might be argued that sentences for liquor-related cases such as 

drunkenness or drunk and disorderly conduct would remain stable or re-

flect lenience. In contrast to the potential threat posed by the 

anticipated wave of property crimes, liquor-related offences would pre-

sent little cause for public concern or apprehension. Though it is not 

entirely clear whether contemporaries were aware of the precipitous de-

clin~ in these offences during the Depression, a connection was made 

between declining alcoholic consumption and the general pattern of crime. 

A contributor to the Calgary Albertan in 1933 remarked that but for the 

crisis a great deal more liquor might have been sold, "causing a great 

deal more misery, vice and crime." 15 Moreover, since for some people 

alcohol might simply have been a distraction from the miseries of forced 

unernployment, 16 a more sympathetic judicial response might have reason-

ably been anticipated. 

The distribution of sentences for all liquor-related cases be-

tween 1929 and 1934 lends some support to this view (Table 29). In both 

years fines rather than incarceration predominate. The most significant 

trend here is the proportionate decline in eleven to twenty-five dollar 

penalties. While gaol sentences constitute a decided minority of the 

dispositions in both years, there is also evidence of a shortening of 

the period behind bars. Somewhat surprising in view of these findings 

is the very different picture which emerges when sentences imposed on 

the unskilled between 1929 and 1934 are compared (Table 30). Again, 

fines rather than periods of incarceration account for the bulk of 

dispositions. The amount of fines levied, however, reveals an 
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Table 29. Distribution of Sentences for all Liquor-
Related Offences (including Drunkenness and 
Drunk and Disorderly Conduct), 1929-1934 

1929 1934 

Fines Number 9:: 0 of Total Number % of Total 

1. $1-$5 314 54.60 89 54.93 

2. $6-$10 16 2.78 27 16.66 

3. $11-$25 238 41. 39 44 27.16 

4. $26-$50 7 1. 21 2 1. 23 

575 162 

Incarceration 

1. 1 day 5 35.71 

2. 2 weeks-
1 month 11 78.57 9 64.28 

3. 2 months-
6 months 3 21.42 

14 14 

Other 

1. To Salvation 
Army 1 

2. Withdrawn 14 4 
3. Dismissed 9 1 
4. Suspended 

Sentence 2 
5. To Work 8 

33 6 

Source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records 
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Table 30. Distribution of Sentences for Liquor-
Related Offences by Occupation 

Unskilled Laborers 

1929 1934 

Fines Number % of Total Number % of Total 

1. $1-$5 218 75.69 45 49.45 

2. $6-$10 11 3.81 12 13.16 

3. $11-$25 55 19.09 33 36.26 

4. $26-$50 4 1. 38 1 1.09 
288 91 

Incarceration 

1. 1 day 4 

2. 2 weeks-
1 month 9 6 

3. 2 months-
6 months 2 

11 10 

Other 

1. To Salvation 
Anny 1 

2. Withdrawn 10 2 
3. Dismissed 9 1 
4. Suspended 

Sentence 2 
s. To Work 1 

22 4 

Source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records 



unmistakable increase by 1934. A significant proportional increase is 

apparent in both the six to ten dollar and eleven to twenty-five dollar 

categories corresponding to a large decrease in one to five dollar 

fines. 

It cannot be concluded, however, that this trend reflects judi-

cial severity. Though the intent of the study was not to discuss 

specific offences, a distinction must be made between the acts grouped 

together as liquor-related crimes. Attention must also be given to the 

relationship between the charges laid and the sentences imposed. The 

charge of drunkenness was framed under the Alberta Liquor Control Act 

with a minimlilil fine of twenty dollars. Drunk and disorderly conduct on 

the other hand was a charge under the Criminal Code subject to no speci-

fied minimlilil fine. 17 Corrnnenting on the distinction between the charges, 

the Calgary Herald observed that in practise the addition of 'disorderly' 

and thus the possibility of a lesser fine could involve a wide range of 

activities. Police officers were lmown on occasion to encourage indi-

viduals to sing, for example, which within the Criminal Code constituted 

disorderly conduct. 18 It might be suggested, however, that the per-

centage increase in eleven to twenty-five dollar fines by 1934 was the 

result of a proportionally greater number of drunkenness charges being 

laid by the arresting officer, representing a shift in police discretion 

rather than in judicial response. It is improbable, moreover, that such 

a shift offers evidence of a generally heightened punitiveness at the 

level of policing. Were this the case, in view of contemporary assump-

tions it is equally likely that it would be directed towards the foreign 

born. Fines administered to this group indicate no such trend (Table 

31). Here the eleven to twenty-five dollar category clearly demonstrates 
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Table 31. 

Foreign Born 

Fines 

1. $1-$5 

2. $6-$10 

3. $11-$25 

4. $26-$50 

Incarceration 

1. 2 weeks -
1 month 

Other 

1. Withdrawn 

2. Dismissed 

3. To Work 

Distribution of Sentences for Liquor-
Related Offences by Birthplace 

Nlmlber 

46 

3 

37 

1 
87 

3 

1 

1 

1 

1929 

% of Total 

52.87 

3.44 

42.52 

Nwnber 

15 

4 

8 

27 

1 

Source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records 

llS 

1934 

9,-
0 of Total 

55.55 

14 . 80 

29.62 



a decline by 1934. 

It might also be argued that the predicted change in the nature 

of offences against the person was inconsistent with expectations of a 

broadly imposed judicial severity. Had the belief been correct that 

tension bred out of prolonged unemployment would be translated into 

domestic violence, 19 sentences might have reflected greater considera-

tion of these unforttmate circumstances. In Calgary, however, since 

little evidence was found for any increased violence of this nature 

(Chapter III, Table 13), one would not expect any significant variation 

in the judicial response. The distribution of sentences imposed for all 

offences against the person--composed primarily of assault charges--

tends to bear this out (Table 32). Though incarceration appears to have 

been slightly more popular by 1934, an increased nlIDlber of dismissals 

counters any suggestion of clearly heightened punitiveness. Moreover, 

in spite of a small sample, the breakdown of fines across the period 

indicates a roughly static pattern. Unfortunately, the nl.IDlber of com-

plete records for both unskilled laborers and foreign born (not shown) 

were insufficient to test asslIDlptions about differential treatment for 

these offences. 

Michael Horn's observation that single unemployed men represented 

the greatest threat to law and order during the 1930s20 might also be 

examined within the context of the judicial response. It should follow 

that if the Depression did witness a tendency to harsher sentences, it 

would largely be directed toward this group. A comparison of the treat-

ment by the court of the still considerable 'army' of vagrants by 1934 

to the pre-Depression period should detennine whether the unemployed 

single male had actually inspired fear and apprehension among the 
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Table 32. Distribution of Sentences for all Offences 
Against the Person, 1929-1934 

1929 1934 

Fines Number % of Total Number Q of Total 

1. $1-$5 12 66.66 3 60.00 

2. $6-$10 3 16.66 1 20.00 

3. $11-$25 3 16.66 1 20.00 

18 5 

Incarceration 

1. 2 weeks- 1 4 
1 month 

2. 2 months- 1 7 
6 months 

Other 

1. Withdrawn 4 3 

2. Dismissed 3 7 

3. Suspended 2 
Sentence 

Source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records 



authorities. In view of the evidence presented in Chapter II that at 

the level of policing this image is largely unfounded, the analysis will 

also indicate to what extent the attitudes of the police and the court 

were in hannony. 

Sentences between the years reveal that the treatment of the 

vagrant had altered markedly by the Depression but in the direction of 

leniency rather than severity, suggesting none of the apprehensiveness 

with which it was believed the single men were viewed (Table 33). Both 

the police and the court evidently acknowledged that the majority of 

vagrants were on their ,.,,.ay to locate work and therefore given the nomi-

nal sentence of one day. 21 There is evidence too that the age of the 

vagrant was a consideration in treatment. Eleven men appearing before 

the Police court in July of 1934, "all of them rather young or with jobs 

in sight," were thus shown the leniency of the court and sentenced to 

one day with a warning. 22 A conscious attempt seems to have been made 

by Magistrates to distinguish between individuals seriously engaged in 

the search for employment and those who were not, with penalties being 

varied accordingly. 23 

The generally sympathetic approach taken by the court in cases of 

enforced unemployment was largely in agreement with local popular 

sentiment. The Calgary Albertan indicated in August of 1934 that the 

average citizen did not want to see such cases go to gaol. 24 However, 

attitudes of the public, the police and the court on the one hand--and 

the unemployed on the other--towards the desirability of gaol were not 

always in agreement. To the homeless single male, a longer term behind 

bars providing both accommodation and food was often appreciated. It 

was observed in the discussion of crime during the period that reports 
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Table 33. Distribution of Sentences for Vagrancy, 
1929-1934 

1929 1934 

Fines Number % of Total Number % of Total 

1. $1-$5 20 4 

Incarceration 

1. 1 day 41 27.15 

2. 2 weeks- 55 75.34 92 60.92 
1 month 

3. 2 months- 18 24.65 18 11.92 
6 months 73 151 

% of Total % of Total 
Dispositions Dispositions 

Other of Vagrancy of Vagrancy 

1. Withdrawn 65 10.09 55 16.08 

2. Dismissed 50 7. 76 67 19.59 

3. Suspended 
Sentence 32 4.96 21 6.10 

4. To Salvation 
Anny 10 1. 55 16 4.67 

5. To Camp 1 0.15 17 4.97 

6. To Leave Town 155 24.06 9 2.63 

7. To Go To Work 195 30.27 

8. Cautioned 41 6.36 2 0.58 

549 187 

Source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records 



are not uncommon of the commission of relatively serious offences for 

just this reason. 25 Somewhat less dramatically, threats were also made 

toward the same end. The Calgary Herald recorded one instance of unem-

ployed men coming to the police stating their intention to break into a 

store if not helped. Consistent with police policy to offer some relief 

in cases judged to be legitimate, the men were charged with vagrancy, 

placed in gaol for the night and then released. 26 

The extent to which magistrates were willing in some instances to 

allow the gaols to serve as shelters for the single men also depended 

upon the eligibility of an accused under a public relief scheme. Though 

the court offered to release four men charged with vagrancy in December 

of 1934 if relief authorities would take care of them, their ineligibil-

ity resulted in terms of six days in the Lethbridge gaol. 27 

Dispositions other than fines or incarceration which appear in 

the record are perhaps equally suggestive of the attitude taken toward 

the unemployed single male. It is clear from Table 33 that the Depres-

sion also witnessed a closer association of the court and the Salvation 

Anny, presumably in aid of the more destitute and unfit homeless. 

Another alternative to gaol was the relief camp where both work and food 

were available. It would appear from contemporary accounts, however, 

that gaol was thought to be as attractive. 28 The diminished options 

available to the Bench in cases of vagrancy during the Depression are 

equally illustrated by the disappearance of sentences I to go to work 1 • 

The distribution of sentences for vagrancy imposed upon the un-

skilled worker (Table 34) largely confinns the picture presented for all 

offenders. Moreover, comparing the figures for incarceration in Table 

33 to Table 34, it is apparent that the bulk of all one day sentences by 
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Table 34. Distribution of Sentences for Vagrancy 
by Occupation 

Unskilled Laborers 

1929 1934 

Fines Number % of Total Ntnnber % of Total 

1. $1-$5 8 4 

Incarceration 

1. 1 day 30 28.03 

2. 2 weeks-
1 month so 83.33 68 63.55 

3. 2 months-
6 months 10 16.66 9 8.41 

60 107 

% of Total % of Total 
Number of Ntnnber of 
Sentences Sentences 

Other T = 470 T = 242 

1. Withdrawn 44 9.18 29 11. 78 
2. Dismissed 39 8.14 53 21.54 
3. Suspended 

Sentence 15 3.13 18 7.43 
4. To Salvation 

Army 10 2.08 11 4.54 
s. To Camp 1 0.20 15 6.09 
6. To Leave Town 115 24.00 7 2.84 
7. To Go To Work 150 31. 33 
8. Cautioned 36 7.51 2 0.81 

410 135 

Source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records 



1934 are accounted for by the unskilled. Assuming that these constitute 

the more legitimate cases of men simply in search of work, it serves as 

a useful indicator of the impact with which the Depression affected the 

unskilled worker. A similar conclusion might be drawn from their almost 

exclusive representation in sentences to relief camp. 

Though the numbers are somewhat smaller in the distribution of 

sentences for the foreign born, some conunent on the anticipated differ-

ential treatment may be made (Table 35). In the appearance of the 

nominal one day sentence by 1934, the trend in their dispositions re-

sembles that of the unskilled worker. Somewhat surprisingly, the number 

of longer sentences also increases. However, no conscious action of 

judicial punitiveness can be interpreted in view of the welcomed refuge 

it doubtless represented to the men involved. 

Certain well defined offences besides vagrancy which similarly 

increased during the period might also be tested in terms of the assumed 

judicial response. The increasing f requency with which husbands rather 

ignominiously left wives and families as a charge upon the city29 might 

conceivably have been subject to harsher treatment by the court. How-

ever, since unemployment was an adequate defence to a charge of non-

support,30 it might be anticipated that few actual penalties would 

appear in the record. Only a relatively small sample of the twenty-

eight cases of non-support in 1929 and the thirty-one cases in 1934 were 

found with dispositions complete. In spite of this, the suspicion is 

borne out that in both years most charges were either withdrawn or re-

sulted in a suspended sentence (Table 36), disappointingly leaving the 

question of relative punitiveness unanswered. Apparently, technicali-

ties other than one's unemployed status could also result in the 
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Table 35. Distribution of Sentences for Vagrancy 
by Birthplace 

Foreign Born 

1929 1934 

Fines 

1. $1-$5 

2. $11-$25 

Incarceration 

1. 1 day 

2. 2 weeks-
1 month 

3. 2 months-
6 months 

Other 

1. Withdrawn 

2. Dismissed 

3. To Salvation 
Army 

4. To Camp 

5. To Leave Town 

6. To Go To Work 

NlllTlber 

3 

2 

3 

3 

10 

4 

1 

13 

22 

50 

% of Total 

100.00 

Number 

1 

1 

5 

14 

3 

22 

10 

10 

3 

1 

24 

Source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records 

% of Total 

22.72 

63.63 

13.63 
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Table 36. 

a. Fines 

1. $100-$200 

b. Incarceration 

1. 2 weeks-
1 month 

c. Other 

1. Withdrawn 
2. Dismissed 
3. Suspended 

Sentence 

Distribution of Sentences for Non-Support, 
1929-1934 

1929 1934 

Number Number 

1 

1 

5 8 
1 1 
3 1 

Distribution of Sentences for Non-Support 
by Occupation and Birthplace, 1929-1934 

1. Unskilled Laborers 

a. Withdrawn 

1929 

Number 

1 

1934 

Number 

2. Foreign Born 

a. Withdrawn 
b. Dismissed 

1 
1 

Source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records 

1 
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dismissal or withdrawal of a charge. In a well-publicized incident of 

non-support in 1934 the charge had been framed under the Criminal Code 

vagrancy subsection providing for failure to maintain one's family. In 

this case, the protection offered relief recipients from charges 

of vagrancy prevented a conviction. 31 

Unfortunately, when sentences for non-support cases were examined 

for the unskilled worker and the foreign born, insufficient data was 

available to make any direct comparisons with the aggregate findings. 

In view of the problems involved with securing a conviction, one might 

still conclude with reasonable certainty that more information would 

have revealed the same pattern. 

Insufficient data does present a problem when the distribution of 

sentences for obtaining meals by fraud are examined (Table 37). Dispo-

sitions were only recorded in two of the seven arrests for the offence 

in 1929, making any comparison to the fifteen, one to five dollar sen-

tences imposed by 1934 hazardous. For the same reason neither can a 

satisfactory analysis be made of sentences broken down into those im-

posed on the unskilled worker or the foreign born. 

In spite of the limitations which some of the data presents, it 

is apparent that by 1934 the Depression had not influenced a harsher 

treatment of offenders by the court. In no single category of offence 

was evidence found to clearly support the assl.Ilned relationship. Penal-

ties for property crimes which were predicted to most strongly reflect 

heightened punitiveness instead demonstrated a trend toward lenience. 

Though crimes committed as a result of want or destitution do not appear 

to have significantly increased, this might still suggest a greater than 

expected judicial forbearance with the plight of the unemployed during 

125 



Table 37. Distribution of Sentences for Obtaining 
Meal by Fraud, 1929-1934 

a. 

1. 
2. 

b. 

1. 
2. 

1. 

a. 

1. 
2. 

2. 

a. 

1. 
2. 

b. 

1. 

c. 

Fines 

$1-$5 
$6-$10 

Incarceration 

1 day-1 week 
2 weeks-
1 month 

1929 

Number 

1 
1 

1934 

Number 

15 
2 

2 
2 

Distribution of Sentences for Obtaining 
Meal by Fraud by Occupation and Birth-
place, 1929-1934 

1929 

Unskilled Laborers Number 

Fines 

$1-$5 
$6-$10 

Foreign Born 

Fines 

$1-$ 5 
$6-$10 

Incarceration 

2 weeks- 1 
1 month 

Suspended 1 
Sentence 

Source: Calgary City Police Arrest Records 

1934 

Number 

12 

10 
1 
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the period. Moreover, no evidence was found to substantiate the fear 

that an intensified prejudice toward those of foreign birth or the pre-

sumed criminal propensities of lower socio-economic groups would elicit 

greater judicial severity. 

In those few instances where offences had been aggravated by the 

crisis, the court generally responded in a sympathetic manner. The un-

employed single male and vagrancy, for example, appear to have been 

regarded as less of a threat to authorities than unfortunate concomi-

tants of the depressed economy. Willingness was shown to extend both 

leniency and some measure of respite to the men though this was limited 

by the practical consideration of keeping them mobile in search of work. 

Even this limited function of the court as an extension of the relief 

network in the city considerably qualifies assumptions about its re-

sponse to offenders. 

In view of the far more restrained than anticipated incidence of 

crime during the period, the lack of evidence for a punitive judicial 

response is perhaps quite consistent. Significantly, it also clearly 

discoilllts any presumed consciousness of the threat of disorder which 

might have been translated into harsher penalties for offenders. Both 

findings reinforce the image of a city which had escaped much of the 

predicted wrath of the period. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FOOTNOTES 

11. Tepperrnan, Crime Control: The Urge Toward Authority (Toronto, 
1977),p. 176. 

2Cited in T. Sellin, Resea:{)ch Memorandwn on Crime in the 
Depression (New York, 1937), pp. 8-9. 

3Ibid., p. 9. Sellin's review also included a reference to a 
similar thesis in P. Sorokin, Social and Cultural Dynamics (New York, 
1937), Vol. 11, p. 595. It was the author's belief that "[when] . . . 
in a given social group, ethico-juridicial heterogeneity and antagonism 
of its members increases--whatever may be the reasons for such an in-
crease--the amount as well as the severity of punishment imposed by one 
part of the group upon the other, tends to increase." 

4R. S. Lynd and H. Lynd, Middletown in Transition (New York, 
1937), p. 

5See Michael Horn, ed., The Dirty Thirt ies (Toronto, 1972), p. 
306, and the Calgary Herald , April 25, 1933. A not uncommon occurrence 
reported by the Herald was the threat of disorder from striking relief 
workers. On this occasion, a request was made for 100 RCMP officers to 
reinforce the city police. 

6T. Sellin, Research Memo, p. 123. 

7See B. Broadfoot, Ten Lost Years (Toronto, 1973), p. 156. 

8M. Horn, The Dirty Thirties, p. 306. 

9Twenty-five cases for example were committed for trial from 
Magistrate's Court to Supreme Court in 1929 out of the 1251 cases heard 
before the lower court. 

10since the total voltnne of recorded crime diminishes during the 
period, the raw nl.llTI.erical fluctuation in most categories of fines or in-
carceration reveals very little about shifts in punitiveness between the 
years. Percentage distributions were therefore used where statistically 
warranted to determine whether there were increases or decreases in any 
given amount of fine or tenn of incarceration relative to the total nl.llTI.-
ber of those fined or incarcerated. 

11The rationale for the inclusion of individuals in these groups 
is the same used in Chapter III. Similarly, where offence types have 
been used in the analysis, unless othenvise stated, these follow the 
breakdown established elsewhere in the study. 

1 2See L. Tepperrnan, Cri me Control, p. 85. It is the author's con-
tention that in view of the judiciary's social and political connection 
to the elite, their sentences "often reflect the concerns of any 
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prosperous person for life and property when dealing with poor people, 
especially during a period of social discontent like the Depression." 

13Calgary Herald, August 11, 1934, p. 9. 
14Ibid., June 13, 1932, p. 9. 

15calgary Albertan, October 4, 1933. 

16D. S. Thomas, Social Aspects of the Business Cycle (London, 
192S), pp. 143-144. 

17It should be noted, however, that drunk and disorderly conduct 

129 

is not a well-defined section of the 1927 criminal code, but rather a 
combination of offences found under the heading of vagrancy (Criminal Code. 
R.S., c. 146, 1927), which includes "causing a disturbance in or near any 
public place by screaming, shouting or by being drunk." [S.238(f),(g)] 

18 Calgary Hera ld, March 22, 1934. 
19R. S. Cavan and K. H. Rank, The FOJrlily and the Depression 

(Chicago, 1938), pp. 131-141. 
20M. Horn, The Dirty Thirties, p. 306. 

21 Calgary Herald , June 23, 1934 , p. 15. 

22Ibid., July 7, 1934, p. 16. 
23 Calgary Police Court Magistrate H. G. Scott indicated that a 

fourteen day sentence was more appropriate for those "loafing around 
without trying to find a job ... not deserv(ing) the consideration 
given to others who are on their way to jobs." Calgary Herald, June 23, 
1934, p. 15. 

24CaZgary Albertan, August 13, 1934, p. 4. 

25As noted in the discussion of offenders some unemployed claimed 
to be willing to do 'anything' to break the law because of the likeli-
hood of a thirty day sentence with meals. See F. J. Wright, personal 
papers and interview (GAI). 

26 Calgary Herald, July 8, 1933, p. 11. 
27calgary Albertan, December 19, 1934, p. 9. 

28See Calgary Herald, July 8, 1933, p. 11 and Calgary Herald, 
June 25, 1934, p. 8. 

29 calgary Herald, June 14, 1934, p. 1S. See also Calgary City 
Council Minutes, January to June, 1934, Special Unemployment Relief 
Commission to Mayor Davison, June 6, 1934. 



30 ca l gary Albertan, June 11, 1934, p. 9. 
3 1Calgar y Hera ld , March S, 1934, p. 9. Unfortunately the author-

ity under which this protection was granted, i.e. municipal ordinance, 
provincial statute or other, is not indicated. 
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EPILOGUE 

The bulk of the evidence presented in the study suggests that in 

tenns of the incidence of crime the experience of Calgary qualifies the 

characterization of the 1930s in Canada as a period of turbulence and 

social unrest. In spite of the grim predictions of contemporaries, ex-

cept for a brief increase in property-related offences early in the 

Depression the city's crime rate was remarkably stable; indeed, in some 

cases it declined frorn pre-Depression levels. A closer inspection of 

the offenders themselves--particularly those groups most strongly pre-

dicted to come into more frequent conflict with the law during the 

crisis--cast even more doubt on the applicability of contemporary 

asstnnptions. The suspicion that these findings would in turn invalidate 

the equally common notion that economic depressions prompt a more severe 

judicial treatment of offenders was largely confirmed by an examination 

of the pattern of sentencing in the Calgary Police Court, 1929-1934. 

The conclusion that the early Depression increase in some types 

of crime was apparently checked by the introduction of large-scale pub-

lic relief emphasizes the impact of purely local factors in the 

determination of crime rates. Uncertainty about whether this pattern 

was typical of other prairie communities points, of course, to the need 

for more studies of this crucial period. Where records allow, the 

opportunity exists for a full examination of relief programs against 

which the pattern of criminality can be analyzed. 
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In reconstructing the pattern of crime for other cities, arrests 

are not the only nor, it could be argued, the best index. Crimes re-

ported to the police, where available with sufficient breakdowns by type 

of offence, may be judged in some instances a larger and therefore supe-

rior guide to the incidence of crime. However, in addition to the risk 

of including reports of crimes which may later be proved not to have 

occurred, the researcher must bear in mind the limitations this imposes 

on direct comparisons with other studies employing different indexes. 

As a supplement to literary sources to qualify whatever statisti-

cal index is chosen, personal interviews with surviving offenders from 

the period might be considered. This could be especially useful in 

assessing the often perplexing question of criminal motivation. At the 

same time, the accuracy of the memories of those interviewed, the repre-

sentativeness of the subjects selected, and the problem of candidness in 

this aspect of one's past must all be recognized in judging both the 

value and usefulness of such information. 

Further studies should give special attention in the interpreta-

tion of crime rates to the possibility of changing attitudes about the 

definition of crime and its enforcement through the fear of increasing 

criminality. The absence of an anticipated greater volume of crime dur-

ing the Depression need not necessarily reflect a criminally passive 

response to the crisis, but rather provide evidence of heightened re-

pression by the authorities. Though support for this could not be found 

in Calgary during the period its applicability for other cormnunities is 

not ruled out. In addition to the response of the police and the 

judiciary, the attitudes of adrninistrators of correctional institutions 

could be examined to fully explore assumptions about increased 
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punitiveness during the Depression. Unfortunately, source material is 

difficult to secure for such an enquiry prior to 1935. 

As an alternative to the repression interpretation, trends in 

prison populations, particularly overcrowding, might be examined within 

the context of an increasing or decreasing number of committals during 

the period. Likewise, an analysis of budgetary considerations examined 

in this study regarding the deployment of police force manpower might be 

extended to the operation of gaols and prisons. Some of the rationale 

behind sentencing may have been simply a result of the limitations such 

constraints placed upon gaol use. Such information would not, however, 

affect decisively the thrust of the general sentencing data. 

One could also determine if there is any historical parallel to 

the contemporary phenomenon of harsher penalties being awarded to 

offenders who have placed more of the judicial machinery into operation. 

The issuing of warrants to apprehend or Sl.UTIITlonses are of particular 

importance. Though most of these documents have disappeared from the 

Calgary Court House records, the fortunate researcher may yet find ex-

tant files in other cities. Evidence of this relationship would 

indicate that the impact of the economic crisis on judicial behavior 

may have been far more negligible than previously thought. Court 

records themselves, where complete, could be used either as an alterna-

tive or supplement to police records for information about the 

disposition of offenders. Though this was not possible for Calgary due 

to the irregular recording practices in the period under examination, a 

more complete picture of sentencing both in terms of multiple offenders 

and optional penalties (i.e. fine/incarceration) may emerge. 

Examinations of sentencing patterns need not be confined to the 
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Police Court in spite of the fact that it is here that the bulk of 

criminal cases will be found. Researchers could also look for dicta 

issued by courts of appeal regulating the types of sentences levied by 

lower courts. If instances of this practice can be found it would call 

for some rethinking of the extent to which one may connnent upon a single 

court's attitude towards relative lenience or severity. 

Lastly, the arrest records used in this study suggest that the 

extra-legal functions of the police offer yet another avenue of research 

to which future work may address itself. It is clear, for example, that 

suspected insanity though not a criminal offence appears as a signifi-

cant category in the records. Cases almost invariably resulted in an 

eventual committal to the Ponoka institution. The exact nature of the 

relationship between the police and programs for mental health in the 

province remains, however, uncertain. }1ore particularly, the effect 

which the police practice of apprehension in these cases had on levels 

of voluntary and non-voluntary coIIBTiittals to mental institutions could 

be investigated where the relevant records are extant. 

The suggestions made here for further research are by no means 

exhaustive. They represent only some of the questions raised by the 

study of a single connnunity whose typicality stands as one of the most 

important unanswered questions. The possibilities presented 'Should 

therefore serve as both an indicator of the vast potential for enquiry 

and an impetus toward the sorely needed expansion of original research 

into the history of the Great Depression. 
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