Social History of Elbow Park

1. Introduction

Elbow Park began its history as an upper middle class suburb of Calgary, one of many
neighbourhoods created by the explosive growth of the city shortly before World War One.
Although most of the area comprising modern Elbow Park was homesteaded in the early 1880s,
it was left undeveloped until 1907. The City of Calgary annexed the area that year, and real estate
developer Freddy Lowes and his associates bought and surveyed it. Lowes intended to create an
exclusive residential suburb with spacious lots and lovely homes, situated on the pleasant banks
of the Elbow River. The first few houses were built in 1909, including Lowes’ own residence.
Construction began in earnest the following year. The boom in Calgary was short lived and
ended with World War One. By then the neighbourhood of Elbow Park was firmly established as
one of the city’s first purpose designed residential suburbs and one of the last to be built before
the war.

This is a social history of Elbow Park. In its simplest terms, the social history of a place can be
defined as the story of the people who lived there. It can uncover historically significant
individuals who resided in the neighbourhood. It can try to understand the demographic character
of the residents: how long they lived there, their age, the size of their families, their income, or
their occupations. It can elucidate aspects of their culture, lifestyle, religious and political beliefs
and outlook on the world. This study documents the social character of Elbow Park through its
demographics and their change over time, and provides a biographical overview of its residents.
It should be considered the first half of a complete social history of the neighbourhood. This
study concentrates on the written historical record, with its intrinsic biases and limitations. To
fully document the social tapestry of the area, it will be necessary to tap the memories of the
families and individuals that once lived there through a fully developed oral history.

The study covers the period from 1910 to 1960. It comprises the history of the neighbourhood
from its earliest beginnings through the explosive growth of Calgary’s first great boom, the First
World War, the return to economic prosperity in the twenties, the difficult years of the thirties,
the upheaval of another war and the tremendous boom created by Alberta’s oil industry in the
post war years. 1960 is an arbitrary date for ending the study. Elbow Park continued to evolve, as
the neighborhood and its denizens aged and the community found itself part of Calgary’s inner
city. However, it allows the study to cover a fifty-year span of the neighborhood’s history, while
remaining within the resources available for the project. It brings the study up to a point that is
within living memory and a suitable segue for an oral history of the neighborhood.

Geographically, the study area corresponds closely to the modern neighborhood of Elbow Park,
as designated by the City of Calgary.(1) It is bordered on the south side by the escarpment of the
Elbow River, the neighborhood of Britannia and the Elbow River, and to the east by the river and
Elbow Drive. The northern border is Council Way, the escarpment of the Elbow Valley, and the
neighborhood of Mount Royal. On the west the community extends to 14th Street and River
Park. This modern definition of Elbow Park includes areas that are not always considered part of
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the community. The section south of the Elbow River, comprising Lansdowne Avenue and
Riverdale Avenue from 6th to 10th Street, is often felt by misguided souls to be part of the
neighborhood of Elboya. The area west of 10th Street, between Council Way and Sifton
Boulevard, has been claimed for Mount Royal as South Mount Royal. The boundaries of this
study exceeds the area chosen for the Elbow Park Historic Building Inventory, carried out in
1995 by Avitus Design.(2) The Inventory, a survey and history of the physical evolution of the
neighborhood, concentrated on the older housing stock of Elbow Park and went south to the
north side of Riverdale Avenue and west to 8A Street. The omitted areas for the most part were
developed after World War Two, but are important to this social history as they reveal a great
deal about how the post war oil boom affected both Elbow Park and Calgary.

As this is a look at the residents of Elbow Park, the reader will not find a discussion of the
physical evolution and institutions of the neighborhood. The history of the Glencoe Club, Christ
Church Anglican, the Elbow Park Tennis Club, the Elbow Park Resident’s Association and the
Elbow Park Elementary School are not discussed, except in so far as they reflect on the social
fabric of Elbow Park. The physical development of the neighborhood is also only touched upon
in a cursory fashion, as it pertains to the social evolution of the area.

It is hoped that this study will be a useful resource for anyone interested in the history of Elbow
Park and Calgary. As with the Elbow Park Historic Building Inventory, it is intended to both
document an aspect the neighborhood’s history and provide a reference work for the ongoing
efforts of the Elbow Park Residents’ Association to preserve the historic character of their
community.
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2.0 Methodology

The study consists of two sections: a structural analysis of the demographic makeup of the
neighborhood, and a compilation of biographies of residents. The research strategy and sources
for each component are discussed separately in the following two sections.

2.1 The Structural History

This section of the study is concerned with the social structure of the neighborhood and how it
changed over time. It tries to identify the social stratification or class structures of the
neighborhood and understand as much as possible the changing demographics of the area.
However, it must be stressed that this is a historical study, not a demographic study. Due to its
scope and the nature of the sources, it does not have the level of statistical rigor expected by
demographers and other social scientists. It uses very basic statistics, and tries to identify trends
in the development of the area, not provide an exhaustive quantitative analysis.

Historical demographic information is limited, even for the first half of the twentieth century.
The best source is the Dominion or Federal Government Census. Its usefulness is limited by a
lack of access to the original data gathered by the census takers. The census survey forms, which
identify the residents of a household, the household size, and the age, religion, occupation and
language of the occupants, are only available for the Dominion Census up to 1901. Privacy
legislation restricts perusal of raw data after 1901. Statistical summaries are available for the
census after 1901, but their information cannot be distilled for as specific an area as Elbow Park.
The census does allow a comparison between the data available for Elbow Park and the city of
Calgary as a whole, and is used extensively through the study.

The best historical source after the census is the city directories. Published by several companies,
but most importantly by Henderson’s Directories of Winnipeg, Manitoba, they are available for
Calgary from 1885 through 1991. Starting in 1908, households are listed in Henderson’s by street
and avenue, and the name and occupation are given for the head of each household. Henderson’s
Directories are not entirely trustworthy, as the compilers sometimes made mistakes in addresses
and names. While they should be used with caution when identifying specific individuals, they
are accurate enough to form generalizations about the residents of Elbow Park. Outside of
directories and the census, sources are limited. The taxation records of the City of Calgary list
property owners, but not necessarily residents. Municipal voter’s lists can be used to check the
accuracy of the city directories and to see if residents of a house own the property. Telephone
directories are also a good tool to judge the accuracy of city directories. Obituaries and birth and
death records are excellent sources on individuals and households, but are too time consuming to
be used other than for selected biographical research.

The city directories are the major source for the structural component of the study. Aside from
telling us who lived in the community, they provide is the occupation of the primary householder

and show the length of time they lived in the area, two useful types of demographic information.
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Occupations are assumed to be a reasonable indicator of social and economic status.(3) For the
purposes of analysis, occupations have been divided into broad categories. In creating these
categories, there are some difficulties of interpretation that must be kept in mind. These caveats
qualify any conclusions that might be drawn from the evidence at hand. There is a question of
evidential veracity. One must rely upon the accuracy of the compilers of the directories, as well
as the honesty of those reporting their occupations.

A second difficulty lies in grouping occupations. This is essentially an arbitrary process. Many
occupations can be categorized in several ways: a plumber who has his own plumbing business
could be categorized by his trade or as a business proprietor. Job titles can be misleading; for
example, even very small companies might use corporate titles such as president, chairman or
secretary treasurer to describe its officers. The president of a small company such as a local
insurance agency obviously does not command the same attention as the executive officer of a
large corporation. Another example is the occupation of clerk. This can be a number of things,
from a store clerk to a bookkeeper or stenographer, while a chief clerk could be fairly important
position, more akin to being a senior manager or administrator. A third difficulty is the
differences in social and economic position that can potentially exist between two individuals
who may have the same occupation. In the legal or medical professions, some practitioners might
be much more prominent and successful than others. The manager of a small business might not
have the same social position or income as a bank manager, although they have a similar
function.

For the purposes of this study, the occupations given in the directories were divided into thirteen
categories. These categories are purely descriptive, and to some extent were derived from the
Dominon Census. Professionals include all occupations that require university degrees and
membership in a professional organization, including doctors, lawyers, engineers, geologists,
architects, accountants and educators such as instructors, teachers, principals and academics, as
well as a few other miscellaneous types such as journalists. Executive embraces the presidents,
vice president, secretary treasurers and directors of large companies, with the general managers
of large corporations included in this category. The Managerial category encompasses the
managers, administrators, superintendents and also inspectors of various businesses, government
offices, and charitable organisations. Business Proprietors includes small and medium business
owners and company officers, as well as contractors in different trades. Providers of financial
services such as stockbrokers, insurance brokers and real estate brokers are grouped together as
Financial Workers. This category overlaps with Sales Personnel, which includes insurance
agents and real estate agents as well as manufacturer’s agents, travellers, salesmen and sales
clerks. Clerical workers covers clerks, stenographers, bookkeepers and adjusters. Skilled Workers
covers a wide range of trades including tailors, carpenters, masons, plumbers, printers, and
Unskilled Workers includes jobs such labourers, teamsters, warehouse workers. Agriculturalist
denotes farmers and ranchers. Retired householders and widows are both given their own
category. Finally, a catch-all category is provided for occupations and professions that are
difficult to pigeonhole.

The categories are loosely based on the Dominion Census. It is possible to compare this study to
the census, but there are some further difficulties. The categories of occupations used for
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statistics changes from census to census. The census also organizes its analysis of occupations by
industry, such as primary or resource, manufacturing and service. In some census years, the
statistics are broken down within these industrial categories in such a way as to make it relatively
simple to relate them directly to this study. Some categories considered part of the service sector
of the economy, such as Professionals or Sales, are essentially identical. It is much more difficult
to pick out other occupations, particularly business proprietors and skilled workers. Later censi
distinguish between the occupations of men and women. The statistics used from the censi in this
study are for male wage earners only, as the city directories overwhelming list men as the
household head and only provide their occupations. Although in reality there were many working
women of all descriptions in Calgary, they were not well represented in our sources.(4)

The second demographic indicator that can be derived from city directories is the time people
remained in the area. The span of residence is assumed, with reservations, to be a measure of
stability and an indicator of economic well-being, especially in so far as it indicates a resident
owned their home. Home ownership, particulary before the Second World War, was an important
financial achievement for most families.(5) It is possible with tax assessment rolls to determine
whether or not a resident owned a house, but prohibitively time consuming. Henderson’s
Directories for Calgary indicated home ownership in the 1930s, but they are unreliable in this
regard. However, it is reasonable to assume the turnover of residents in a house is indicative to
some degree of home ownership. A high turnover probably meant the property was rented, and
the opposite likely meant that the house was owned by the family living there. In any case, the
rate of turnover of houses in an area and the number of houses vacant at any one time are an
indication of the relative stability of the area. Residency was analyzed through a database. This
allowed some understanding of how long householders remained at particular addresses, the
average length of residency, and an ordinal list showing the different lengths of residency for all
householders in the database. The overall rate of vacancy and number of residences with multiple
households in the neighbourhood were tracked year by year.

These two demographic elements, occupation and residency, were analyzed in five year periods,
beginning in 1911. This corresponds in part to the Dominion Census, which was carried out
every ten years until 1946, when it switched to five-year intervals. Subject to the caveats listed
above, a direct comparison with statistics for Calgary was possible. A similar study has been
carried out for the district of Cliff Bungalow-Mission in Calgary.(6) Although this earlier work
has a different temporal scope and is less refined than the Elbow Park study, it does allow direct
comparisons to another area within the city. The biographical section of this study is also useful
to the structural history. The origins and family backgrounds of biographical subjects are
illuminating when compared to the demographic analysis, giving a more in-depth look at a cross
section of the residents of the area. However, this is not necessarily a representative sample, as is
explained in the next section.
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2.2 Biographies

The subjects for a biographical treatment were chosen for their historical significance and for
historical interest. As the study is an attempt of fully document the human element of Elbow
Park, it was important to examine as great a variety and number of people as possible.

The term “historically significant” is itself vague and not easy to define. It is a matter of
judgement for historians and there is no universally accepted set of criteria. Traditionally,
individuals have been deemed historically important because they had prominent public lives due
to their careers, their wealth or their public service. These factors also tend to determine whether
people leave a historical record behind, either through the press or in archival repositories. Given
the number of people who lived in the area, the likelihood that information would be available
was necessarily an important factor for choosing individuals for further study. The first and most
important criterium used in selecting individuals was simply living in Elbow Park. Beyond this,
efforts were made to choose people who came from a variety of backgrounds and reflected the
character of the area. Another factor was human interest - people who had fascinating stories,
even if they were not well known or typical for the neighbourhood. The reality of available
source material means that most of our subjects were prominent citizens. Research was also
concentrated on individuals who resided in the area for two or more years. A number of notable
figures are listed in Elbow Park for only a year, but only a few of these have been profiled, for
two reasons. As is explained below, Elbow Park did not tend to have a large amount of transient
residents, and therefore such residents were deemed to be unrepresentative of the neighbourhood.
The likelihood of error in the Henderson’s Directory also rises considerably for individuals listed
at an address for only one year.

City directories were an important source for the biographical section of the study. They were the
starting point for identifying individuals for study. A large number of relatively well-known
figures were found this way. Surnames frequently suggested connections to prominent families.
Occupations were often a reliable indicator that an individual left some sort of historical record,
or were suggestive of an unusual or interesting career. Biographical research was carried out
using the archival resources of the Glenbow-Alberta Institute and the Calgary Public Library. The
ongoing research on different individuals and families suggested other people worth researching,
or names overlooked earlier took on importance in a new context. Obviously this process was
often a matter of intuition and trial and error, and there is no pretence that every individual worth
studying was uncovered.

Over six hundred and forty individuals were selected for further research. From this sample, two
hundred biographies are included in this study. The information in these biographies is derived
from stories and obituaries carried in the daily and weekly Calgary newspapers; from family
papers donated to the Glenbow Archives; and from a number of secondary sources including
several published biographies. While perhaps two dozen of the individuals profiled are well-
known historical characters, many have never before been studied, and the vast majority have
never been associated with Elbow Park.

CALGARY:1415844.1

October 2000



3.1 Historical Background

Although the district of Elbow Park was not created until 1908, the area had seen human activity
much earlier. Native bands had camped in the lee of Mount Royal by the Elbow River for
centuries, probably including the area around the Glencoe Club.(7) In 1875, the Oblates of Mary
Immaculate, a missionary order of the Roman Catholic Church, established a mission further
north on the Elbow near the present St. Mary’s Cathedral, which attracted wandering Métis and
converted natives. They camped along the Elbow south of the mission, possibly in the northern
part of Elbow Park.(8) Before this, in 1871, an American adventurer named Fred Kanouse
established a satellite trading post of Fort Whoop-up somewhere along the Elbow River, likely in
Elbow Park. Kanouse came up into Canada from Montana, where he had been a merchant and a
town sheriff. Ironically, given his law enforcement background, Kanouse came to the Elbow to
trade whisky with the Indians, and was exactly the sort of man the North West Mounted Police
was sent west to deal with. It is not known exactly where Kanouse built his fort. Many years
later, in an interview with author L.V. Kelly, he put it at three or four miles up the Elbow River,
which may have placed it somewhere in modern Elbow Park.(9) Other estimates place it further
up river, near the later site of the Elbow Park Ranch and the present Glenmore Reservoir.(10)

The post was a small log and sod fort that conducted a brisk trade in buffalo robes in exchange
for whisky. It consisted of four rooms, with the trade conducted through a slot window. Although
the natives wanted whisky, they also resented the exploitive traders and violence often
accompanied the traffic. Kanouse’s fort had just two doors and no windows, and the braves were
only allowed into the small trading room at the front. His precautions were wise, for the traders
instigated a fight with a band of warriors of the Blood tribe soon after opening the post. In the
ensuing gun battle one trader and the Blood leader White Eagle were killed, while Kanouse
himself was wounded.(11) Kanouse and his party held out for several days until relieved by more
traders, and the “battle of Elbow Park” ended. Returning to Montana in the spring of 1872,
shortly before reaching the border Kanouse killed another trader, Jim Nabors, during a dispute
and became for a time a fugitive. The Elbow fort was taken over by another Montana trader,
D.W. Davis, for two years.(12) The arrival of the Mounted Police in 1875 put an end to the
trading post, and it soon disappeared. Kanouse later returned to Canada, becoming a prosperous
hotelier in Fort Macleod and the Crowsnest Pass and a featured attraction at the first Calgary
Stampede in 1912, while Davis became the manager of the 1.G. Baker store in Calgary in 1875,
supervised the building of the NWMP fort and later was elected the first Member of Parliament
of the Alberta District in the North West Territories.(13)

After Fort Calgary was established, a small community sprang up in its vicinity and the
immediate area soon attracted homesteaders. The area that became Elbow Park had a decidedly
different appearance before the turn of the century, being open prairie with some trees along the
Elbow River. By 1884, the area which later contained Elbow Park, parts of Section Four and
Nine in Township 24, was split up among several homesteaders.(14) To the northwest, William
Scollen had the southeast quarter of Section 9, which later encompassed the Glencoe and
Rosevale areas of Elbow Park. To the southeast James Owen was granted the northeast quarter of
Section 4, which covered most of modern Elbow Park including East Elbow Park; and James
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Morris had the northwest quarter of section 4, which included the western part of Elbow Park up
to 14th Street. The area around present day Riverdale and Lansdowne Avenues and the Elbow
River belonged to James Butlin, later known for his sandstone quarry, who had title to the
southeast quarter of Section 4. This was the extent of the known human settlement in Elbow Park
for the next twenty years. James Morris died in 1889, and his small shack later became the
property of Michel Bernard, a racehorse breeder.(15) James Owens died four years later in
1893.(16) The Glencoe and Rosevale sections originally homesteaded by William Scollen were
later bought by J.G. Edgar and Felix McHugh, a local rancher and contractor.(17) Most of future
Elbow Park was bought in 1903 by Colin George Ross, a prominent rancher.(18) Much of the
area was range for cattle and horses: Frank McHugh, the nephew of Felix, related that in 1904
the family could have bought most of Elbow Park for several thousand dollars, but declined as
they were using it already as free grazing.(19) As the town crept southward, the area was also
used for recreation.

The recreational activities were inaugurated by one of the homesteaders, Elbow Park’s first
resident. An ex-mountie, James Owen had come to the Northwest Territory with the force in
1878 and first visited Calgary in 1879.(20) The Dominion Government had authorised land
grants for veterans of the NWMP and after leaving the force in 1881, Owens applied for his land
warrant. After establishing his farm in East Elbow Park, he built a racetrack.(21) The Riverside
Race Track was ready in time for the 1887 Dominion Day celebrations. The famous foot race
where the Blackfoot brave Deerfoot won $400 took place there, as well as horse races, a bicycle
race and other events. Owen’s Track, as it was also known, was regularly used for horse meets
and even an early automobile race. Owen constructed a stand for spectators, and despite later
competition from the exhibition grounds in Victoria Park, it was a popular weekend destination
for Calgarians.

As well as the races, people rode their horses along the river and on the open prairie. Local polo
players used the open prairie for their matches for a number of years. They eventually ran afoul
of real estate developer Freddy Lowes.(22) In 1907, the polo players came out to their favourite
field to find the area staked and surveyed. The stakes vanished the next night, and the polo
enthusiasts had another week of play until Freddy came out and checked his lots. He was not
amused. The local polo club was not the only recreationalists who were forced to leave when the
area was subdivided for development. The Calgary Golf and Country Club had established its
third course in Elbow Park around 1906, near Sifton Boulevard.(23) The Club squatted on the
land, as it had done for its previous two courses, and the nine hole course west along the river
and up the escarpment. After the area was slated for development and the first few houses
appeared around 1909, the club bought land further south on the Elbow River, where it remains
today.

Early in 1907 an announcement was made in the Calgary Herald that a new suburb would be
built on the city’s southwest edge and called Elbow Park.(24) An application was made to the
city council on January 9th, 1907, to have the city limits extended to include Section Four. This
was one of several annexations the city made that year. Calgary was about to enter an extended
boom that saw its population expand rapidly, and the new suburb anticipated the explosive
growth. The application was made by J.K. Cornwall, an associate of Freddy Lowes, and Colin
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George Ross.(25) Cornwall had bought all but a small parcel of Ross’s land in that section, and
with Lowes planned to develop a high class residential suburb.(26) This marked a new step for
Lowes. Himself a recent immigrant to Calgary from Ontario, the flamboyant Lowes had only
entered the real estate business a year before.(27) Elbow Park was his first attempt at planning a
residential neighbourhood. A wide boulevard was surveyed to follow the Elbow River, and large
fifty-foot frontage lots marked out. Roads were surveyed and graded in 1907 and 1908. Lowes
began selling lots in 1907, and large numbers were bought by other real estate dealers and
investors.(28)

As the real estate market began heating up in 1910, lots changed hands rapidly. Streetcar service
in the form of the White Line was introduced in 1910, adding impetus to home building. Thanks
to lobbying efforts by Lowes and other real estate men, it ran through Elbow Park to 30th
Avenue, and was later extended to the Elbow River at Sifton Boulevard.(29) The first homes
appeared in 1909, and building began in earnest the next year. Lowes allegedly intended to
enforce a restriction on houses similar to that used later in Mount Royal, requiring that they
worth least $3000, a substantial home in 1910.(30) Freddy Lowes was not a real estate developer
in the modern sense, and in Elbow Park essentially operated as a land broker. He commissioned
contractors to build only a handful of houses in the area, and the future development of the area
became the responsibility of the property owners. Many contractors bought lots in the area and
built houses on a speculative basis.(31) Although the neighbourhood was known as a whole as
Elbow Park, it was divided into several smaller areas: Glencoe consisted of the first few blocks
in the northern part of the suburb, and Rosevale was immediately to the south, between 30th and
34th Avenue.

By 1910 Elbow Park had a small number of residences. Along with Freddy Lowes’ own
attractive bungalow, several noteworthy estate homes such as the Downey residence appeared on
the west bank of the Elbow river.(32) Within two years, however, Elbow Park was well
established as a neighbourhood as houses sprang up throughout the area, with the northern parts
of the district the most developed by 1914. The majority of Elbow Park’s homes of this period
were relatively large two storey or one and a half storey dwellings. Some were downright
palatial, especially in the Glencoe area at the north end. Despite Lowes’ original vision for the
neighbourhood, a number of smaller houses were also built in Elbow Park and some lots were
subdivided.(33) Lowes had donated several lots on 8th Street for a church, and in 1911 a number
of prominent residents organized a church building committee and established Christ Church
Anglican.(34) At first just a basement foundation, the church was finished in 1923 and expanded
in 1953 and 1962, and became an important social centre for the new community.

World War One brought an end to the first wave of home construction in Elbow Park, leaving a
large amount of building lots remaining empty. Over the subsequent thirty years many more
houses were added. Small construction booms were experienced in 1919 and in the late twenties,
and much of the vacant land in the community was filled in. To the west, the neighbourhood
extended to 8th Street and to the south to Riverdale Avenue. The houses built after World War
One tended to be smaller craftsman bungalows, although larger estate homes were also
constructed, especially along Sifton Boulevard.(35) Elbow Park acquired a large school in 1926,
Elbow Park Elementary, replacing a cottage school which later became the first site of the
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Tweedsmuir School for Girls.(36) The residents of Elbow Park had formed a neighbourhood
association to lobby for a school, and this group also established a playground and skating rinks
with a warming hut beside Christ Church, in an open field that was to become a park. This
became the heart of the community for many years, with the children of the neighbourhood
congregating at the rinks and using the hillside for toboggans and skiing in the winter.(37) The
Elbow Park Tennis Club was formed sometime around 1926, and the Glencoe Club was built on
the far northern edge of the neighbourhood in 1930.(38) After World War Two, another extended
building boom began to meet the demand for housing. Until the city expanded its boundaries and
lifted restrictions on new suburbs, areas like Elbow Park found their vacant land in high
demand.(39) By the end of the fifties, EIbow Park had been extended further west to 14th Street
and south to the river escarpment and was almost entirely developed.

Even through this second wave of building, Elbow Park kept its character as a district of single
family homes. The residents of the area were fiercely protective of their neighbourhood. As early
as 1925, the community had formed a Residents’ Association to successfully petition for an
elementary school.(40) In 1933 the citizens of Elbow Park energetically entreated city council not
to allow commercial development along 38th Avenue.(41) They were successful in convincing
council to rezone the contentious area to keep out any and all commercial enterprises. This was
only the first of many fights between the association and the city. As early as 1944, residents
fought hard to protect green space and access to the Elbow River, in East Elbow Park and along
Elbow Drive respectively, battles that were repeated twenty years later in 1966.(42) A proposal to
rezone sections of the neighbourhood for duplexes in 1955 was fiercely opposed, as was another
plan that year to build an apartment block on the site of Freddy Lowes’ old house.(43) Another
long running battle was joined with the city transportation department in the fifties over various
traffic plans. Residents protested plans to expand Elbow Drive, proposed truck routes, and
lobbied for traffic lights and restrictions on traffic and speeds on Elbow Drive, Sifton Boulevard
and 30th Avenue SW.(44) The fight over transportation planning continues to this day, with a
number of victories and defeats for the community. However, there has been a another, perhaps
less positive side, to the protectiveness of residents. Plans to establish a shelter for battered
women at 3009 Elbow Drive were unsuccessfully opposed by residents, and a provincially
counselling centre, although not a live in facility, was blocked by the community.(45). One thing
is clear: the people of Elbow Park have always taken a great interest in their neighbourhood.
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4.0 The Social Structure of Elbow Park

It is not unfair to say that Elbow Park has had a reputation for many years as a bastion of Anglo-
Saxon culture in Calgary. The presence of Christ Church Anglican and the Glencoe Club in the
neighbourhood has added greatly to this perception. As one older resident put it, “we live behind
the Tweed Curtain here.” There is no doubt, as will be demonstrated in the section of this study
devoted to biographies, that a great many residents of Elbow Park were prominent members of
the community, with family roots in eastern Canada or Great Britain. While this study has little to
say about the ethnicity of the district due to a lack of reliable sources, it does demonstrate that the
notion of Elbow Park as an upper class neighbourhood is not without foundation. Through its
early history, it was an area preferred by white-collar professionals and business people. At the
same time, it still had many residents of lesser means, and Elbow Park never rivalled nearby
Mount Royal as an upper class suburb. Whatever the social and economic status of its residents,
Elbow Park has remained a neighbourhood with a great deal of cohesiveness and stability. This is
amply demonstrated by the community’s ability to resist commercial and high-density
development over the past fifty years.

Our understanding of the social and economic nature of Elbow Park benefits from the existence
of a similar study for the areas of Cliff Bungalow and Mission. These neighbourhoods, now
considered one community, were north and east of Elbow Park, bordering the Elbow River. They
were older than Elbow Park, particularly Mission, and had a different but not entirely dissimilar
social structure. Although having a largely middle class population with predominantly white-
collar occupations, Cliff Bungalow and Mission were somewhat more egalitarian, with large
numbers of working class residents, not particularly segregated within the neighbourhood. The
southern and western sections of Cliff Bungalow and Mission tended to be more middle class,
the north and east more working class, but residents from all backgrounds could be found
throughout the neighbourhood. The two communities also incorporated two commercial strips
and a number of apartment blocks, something never seen in Elbow Park. With a number of
differences and similarities to Elbow Park, the Mission district serves as an excellent standard of
comparison.

4.1 The Boom Years, 1909 to 1914

Before Freddy Lowes surveyed Elbow Park in 1907, the area was mostly uninhabited. The
original homesteaders of the area were gone by the turn of the century, and although Owen’s
track could still be found the only other recorded residents in the area were Michel Bernard, a
race horse owner who lived in what was likely the James Morris house.(46) Although the first
houses in the new suburb were built in 1909, the social history of the neighbourhood does not
really begin until two years later. Even then, there were only twenty nine households given in the
city directory, of which twenty two are new listings.(47) These were concentrated in the northern
part of Elbow Park, known as Glencoe and Rosevale, and in East Elbow Park between Elbow
Drive and the Elbow River. For its first few years, the new community grew rapidly. By 1913
there were approximately 270 addresses given in the city directory for Elbow Park, of which 112
were new listings; and in 1914 it had grown to over 320.(48) Not only were people moving into
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new houses, but the houses built within the preceding four years changed hands rapidly. In 1913
over a hundred houses had new residents from the previous year, and almost a hundred again the
following year. Many of the new houses built during the boom were probably initially rented, as
the demand for housing in Calgary was extremely high.(49) For the first few years of its
existence, Elbow Park saw a constant influx of new inhabitants.

The small group of residents present in 1911 showed some of the future characteristics of the
neighbourhood, foreshadowing the predominantly white collar and middle class character of the
area. Almost one quarter was professionals, a group comprising a doctor, three lawyers, and two
architects. The next most predominant group of people was business owners, followed by
financial agents and managers. With the real estate boom in full swing, the financial men in
Elbow Park were all real estate brokers, including Freddy Lowes himself. By 1913, the number
of households had grown to approximately 270, and 214 residents reported their occupation.
Although the number of professionals among the residents drops to 15%, it is still one of the
three most common categories of occupations. Moreover, the composition of the professional
group is important. Lawyers were the most common, making up almost a third, followed closely
by doctors and dentists and accountants, while there were only a handful of engineers and
architects. The largest group was business proprietors, at almost a quarter of the population,
owners of businesses ranging from small stores to wholesale concerns and small manufacturers.
This included, not surprisingly, a large number of building contractors. Insurance, stock and real
estate brokers made up almost 16% of the occupations in the area. In these early years, Elbow
Park was very much preferred by workers in the financial industry. Although managers only
made up about 12% of the area’s residents, many were bank managers or superintendents and
managers for insurance and brokerage companies.

The most compelling observation that can be made about the first residents of Elbow Park was
that they were generally white-collar. About half of the working residents were businessmen,
professionals, brokers and managers, prosperous if not well to do. Another 13% of the population
were clerical and sales people, who were not likely to be as well off financially but still had
white-collar jobs. There was room, however, for more “modest” residents. In 1913, clerical staff,
salespeople as well as skilled workers and tradesmen made up about twenty percent of the
population. This was a large enough segment of the residents to say that Elbow Park was not an
elite neighbourhood. However, it is also clear that it was not a community where the “working
class” had much of a presence. Only a very small number of people, perhaps 2%, could be
described as unskilled workers - labourers and the like - less than the percentage of business
executives! At the other end of the economic scale, it is difficult to judge how many of the truly
wealthy chose to live in Elbow Park. Although the profession or business affiliations of the
residents allow us to make some judgements about their prosperity, there are limits to what can
be said. There were some important shifts in the types of occupations of the residents of Elbow
Park over the next fifty years, but in general it maintained its character as an upper middle class
neighbourhood.

This character was in contrast to Calgary as a whole. In 1911, only 4.3% of the male population

of the city was classified in the Dominion Census as professionals, and only 11% were business
owners or managers.(50) Almost a third of boomtown Calgary’s male wage earners were
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unskilled labourers in a variety of industries. It is clear that up to 1913, Elbow Park was
developing along the lines Freddy Lowes had intended. It was not alone in this regard. Nearby
Mission, with several hundred households, was also a middle class district with proportionately
almost as many professional men as Elbow Park. Yet it had a much wider mix of occupations
among its inhabitants.(51) Unskilled labourers made up over 10% of the population, and there
were as many tradesmen. This may reflect Mission’s greater age than Elbow Park, as well as the
influence of Lowes and other real estate men in promoting Elbow Park as a more exclusive area.

4.2 World War One through the Twenties

It is difficult to judge the effect of the First World War on Elbow Park from the information at
hand. There was still a large degree of movement among its residents as late as 1916. Although
only a handful of new houses had been built since the beginning of the war, a third of the 340
addresses in the area saw a change in residents.(52) The war may have contributed to this, both
through demands on manpower and also through economic dislocation. Unlike neighbouring
Mission where upwards of ten percent of households were listed vacant, Elbow Park only saw
about 6% of its households become vacant. This may indicate that fewer men from this
neighbourhood signed up for overseas service, possibly due to greater age or societal position. It
may also mean that fewer residents of Elbow Park left Calgary after the collapse of the boom.
This must, however, remain speculation. Some changes occurred in the frequency of occupations
in the area. The proportion of professionals rose to 22% of the recorded occupations. The number
of business proprietors shrank significantly to only 11%, about half of what it had been before
the war. This reflects the impact of the recession and the war on the local economy, particularly
on building contractors. The number of financial agents dropped sharply as well, a result of the
uncertain investment climate of the war years and collapse of the real estate market.

Concurrently, the managerial class doubled, to about 23% of the listed residents. There is no
obvious explanation for this shift in the relative proportions of managers to business owners and
financial agents, which continued at a slower rate for many years. In any case, the upper middle
class character of the community was relatively unaffected by this realignment, with perhaps
seventy percent of the population belonging to a higher economic strata. Among the more blue-
collar residents of Elbow Park, little change occurred. Only one unskilled worker remained in
Elbow Park in 1916, but the number of such residents was so low as to make it impossible to
draw any conclusions from this change.

In the immediate post war period, the changes which had occurred during the war became more
pronounced. The proportion of professionals remained at over one fifth of the residents, with
lawyers making up almost half of this.(53) The number of managers continued to climb, to over a
quarteror the residents in 1921 and up to a full third by 1926. Many of these were bank managers
or managers of branch officers of major insurance companies as well as large business concerns,
but an increasing number ran smaller retail stores. The number of business proprietors and
financial agents both continued to drop, to 9% and 6% respectively by 1926. It is difficult to say
with certainty what was driving this change. The economy of Calgary became stronger after the
immediate post war recession, but a structural change seems clearly to have occurred. Although
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we might consider this period the age of the small local business, in reality there was a
considerable amount of consolidation in Calgary’s business community.(54) Independent
businesses merged or had been acquired by larger companies operating on a national scale, and
former business proprietors likely became managers of the new branches. There is a great deal of
anecdotal evidence to support this contention. The process of consolidation have occurred in the
insurance and brokerage businesses as well, although it is likely that the slump in real estate and
less interest in the public in investing reduced the number of financial agents. Another possible
explanation is social mobility: the business owners and financial men who had previously lived
in Elbow Park may simply have acquired sufficient wealth to move to a more prestigious
neighbourhood such as Mount Royal.

Towards the other end of the economic scale, there was little change through the twenties. The
number of people engaged in ordinary clerical occupations dropped to about 5%. The numbers of
those engaged in a sales position began to climb, reaching 9% in 1926, while those practicing
trades hovered around 5%. There was also a very small rise in agriculturalists residing in the
neighbourhood. This probably corresponds to a retirement of many older homesteaders to the
city, which drew a number of prominent ranchers to Elbow Park. By the twenties, many of
pioneer ranchers and farmers would have spent upwards of thirty or forty years wresting a living
from the land, and many would be ready to sell their land or hand it over to the next generation.
Some of the men who came to Elbow Park remained active in agriculture, but their operations
had grown to the point where they could manage them comfortably from the city, leaving the day
to day operations in the hands of a foreman or manager, often a son, and hired hands. The
increase was not drastic: their number doubled, but still only accounted for about two percent of
the population of the neighbourhood.

As a neighbourhood, Elbow Park continued to stand in contrast to the City of Calgary. In 1921
just under 4% of the male wage earners of the city were considered professionals.(55) Business
proprietors and managers made up perhaps 7% of the city’s population, compared to almost 40%
in Elbow Park. Unskilled workers in various industries still constituted over a fifth of the work
force in post war Calgary, while Elbow Park had only a handful of labourers heading its
households. Put beside the city at large, Elbow Park in the post war period was overwhelming
white collar and upper middle class.

Elbow Park continued to grow during the twenties, but at a slow pace until the last three years of
the decade. By 1926, there were approximately 465 addresses listed for the area, which increased
to almost 550 by 1931.(56) Perhaps because of this slower growth, the neighbourhood became a
more stable place, and more so than other districts. At the height of the First World War, around
1916, over 30% of the households in Elbow Park saw a turnover in residents or were listed as
vacant. Even in 1921, three years after the end of the war, the figure was about 25%. Elbow Park
was not unique in this regard, as the figures are comparable in nearby Mission. By 1926, the rate
of turnover in the Park had decreased markedly to under 14%, where it stayed up until World
War Two. In nearby Mission, the turnover in households also dropped until the late twenties,
when it leveled out at slightly over 20%, somewhat higher than its southern neighbour. Elbow
Park also had a lower vacancy rate than Mission. During the war about 6% of the houses were
unoccupied, not including those just constructed, but in 1921 this has dropped to less than one
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percent. It climbed slightly to about 2.5% in 1926, and then dipped again to less than one percent
in 1931. This was lower than Mission, although not by an enormous margin: The latter
neighbourhood experienced a rate of vacancy of about 2 to 3 percent in the twenties.(57)

Another, perhaps more interesting difference is the lack of multiple resident houses in Elbow
Park. In other areas of the city, large houses began to be converted into duplexes and apartments
by the twenties, generally starting in older areas. In Elbow Park this process never occurred to
any notable degree. In 1921 only 2 houses listed more than one resident, increasing to only five
in 1926 and dropping to one house in 1931. In Mission, 28 houses had been converted to
apartments or had multiple residents by 1926, and this rapidly increased during the Depression.
The resistance seen in Elbow Park to this change was remarkable, and was likely supported by
city zoning, but this itself was a result of citizen activism. All in all, the evidence at hand
suggests that Elbow Park was a more stable community than neighbouring Mission, although not
by a great margin. Allowing the presumption that greater prosperity generally means less
movement of a household - that people own their houses, and have less need to move due to
economic dislocation - this fits with our characterization of the other neighbourhood as less well
off. Elbow Park, in comparison, was the more prosperous area, and is reflected in the overall
stability of the neighbourhood.

4.3 The Depression Years

The Depression had a devastating effect on the economy and social fabric of North America.
Cities like Calgary which relied heavily on servicing agriculture were perhaps disproportionately
affected, as the worst years of the Depression coincided with a period of severe drought in
Alberta.(58) It is difficult to gauge from the information available how powerfully Elbow Park
was affected by the economic crisis. Superficially, it does not seem to have had a drastic impact.
The turnover of residents remained at a constant 14% in 1931 and 1936. There is a small change
in the number of vacant houses. Only four houses are vacant in 1931, or less than a percent of the
housing stock. In nearby Mission, the comparable rate is 2%. In 1936, twenty-two houses were
vacant in Elbow Park, or a rate of 2.3 %, which is actually slightly higher than the other
neighbourhood. However, this was no higher than the rate of vacancy seen in 1926, in a friendlier
economic climate, and the rise was not necessarily linked to harder times. The Depression did not
seem to cause any significant amount of movement out of Elbow Park, implying that the
residents largely managed to keep their houses. However, some families certainly experienced
difficulty. The tax rolls of the City of Calgary show that even in Elbow Park many houses were
in tax arrears during the Depression.(59) It is not known how many in the neighbourhood were
actually seized by the City for non payment of taxes.

The conversion of houses into suites was a common occurrence in Calgary during the thirties.
Home owners commonly took in boarders or shared their house to help make ends meet.(60)
Renting or buying houses was impossible for many due to financial constraints during the
Depression, and this created a demand for cheaper living space. The residents of Elbow Park did
not seem to have the same need for boarders, at least not to the same extent seen in Mission.
Even in 1936, at the height of the Depression, only nine houses in Elbow Park showed multiple
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residents in the city directories. In neighbouring Mission, there were 88 houses with multiple
residents that same year. As far as could be ascertained, there were no homes at all in Elbow Park
that had been completely converted to suites, unlike many other areas of the city. The
homeowners of Elbow Park did not resort to this step. Most likely, most simply did not need to;
it is also possible that social propriety made residents reluctant to put a suite in their house or
take in borders. They may not have reported other residents to the compilers of directories,
perhaps to keep up social appearances.

In terms of occupations, Elbow Park did not show much change through the Depression. The
proportion of professionals among the reported occupations dropped somewhat to 18% for 1931
and 1936.(61) Within the professions, however, one fairly major change occurred. The number of
lawyers fell substantially, to about 32% of the total, matched by an equal number of accountants.
Engineers and geologists also began appearing in larger numbers. By far the largest group of
occupations remained managerial, at about 30% of Elbow Park’s wage earners. The number of
business proprietors dropped slightly more, to about 7% by 1936. The same was true of financial
agents, down to 6% in 1936, consisting mostly of long established real estate and financial
brokers. The number of salespeople rose to a more significant 11%. Among more modest
occupations, there was very little change. In the 1931 Dominion Census for Calgary, the
percentage of professionals in the city remained fairly constant at about 4% while the number of
people engaged in managerial roles, including business owners, dropped to just over 4%. Over a
full third of male wage earners were unskilled or relatively unskilled workers, with clerical
workers making up over eleven percent of population.

Despite the Depression, in both 1931 and 1936, over 80% of the population of the
neighbourhood were supported by a white-collar occupation and remained very much middle
class. This is not to say the professionals and businessmen of Elbow Park did not suffer during
the Depression. Anecdotes abound to illustrate otherwise: prominent architects were happy to
design home additions, and old time lawyers claimed that times were very lean.(62 ) Some
families had difficulty obtaining necessities, and others left the neighbourhood, unable to afford
their homes. The figures given above also suggest that some professions and occupations were
more affected than others, such as the legal profession, or businessmen and brokers, whose
livelihoods are obviously directly affected in a poor economic climate. There may have been a
mucher higher level of unemployment in Elbow Park than meets the eye; householders probably
wouldn’t report this fact to employees of Henderson’s Directories. On the surface at least, the
character of the neighbourhood appeared to change little during the Depression. In contrast,
Mission also did not suffer drastic alteration in its the social structure, but at the same it lost
upwardly mobile residents and began a slow but lasting transformation. Elbow Park did not have
a similar experience.

4.4 World War Two
The beginning of another major war closely followed the Depression and aided the recovery from

that economic catastrophe. As with the previous conflict, the coming of war did not cause any
noticeable upheaval in Elbow Park. In 1941, with the war well underway, the different
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occupations of the neighbourhood’s residents continued in much the same relationships.(63)
Managers of concerns ranging from charitable groups to small businesses to the ranching
company of Senator Pat Burns remained the single largest group of occupations, although now
closer to a quarter than a third of residents. Professionals made up about 22%, with accountants
now the single largest group, followed closely by barristers and physicians. Financial brokers
only made up about 5% of the occupations, almost as small a percentage as executives, which
stood at around 4%. Only a very few householders are listed on active service in the military,
although directory compilers may not have changed the occupations of established residents who
had joined up. This is not to say that the war did not have an impact. It is likely that by 1941,
many residents of Elbow Park were themselves too old to fight, but many families saw their sons
and daughters join the military. This is borne out to some extent by anecdotal evidence.(64)

There was more movement in and out of the neighbourhood during the early part of the war,
which may indicate that some families were affected by military service. It is, however, not an
enormous jump: the percentage of houses seeing a change of resident went from 14%, where it
had been for over 15 years, to 19.5%. The number of vacant houses in Elbow Park dropped to
almost nothing, from about 1% in 1941 to almost zero by 1946. This is not surprising, as Calgary
experienced a severe housing sho