
top 10 coldest days in chicago history
top 10 coldest days in chicago history have been marked by extreme winter weather that tested
the resilience of the city and its inhabitants. Chicago, known for its harsh winters and biting winds,
has experienced numerous record-breaking cold spells throughout its history. Understanding these
historic cold days not only provides insight into the city's climatic extremes but also highlights the
challenges posed by severe winter conditions. This article explores the top 10 coldest days in
Chicago history, detailing the temperatures recorded, the circumstances surrounding each event,
and their lasting impact on the city. From record lows to dangerous wind chills, these days stand as
testament to Chicago’s reputation as the “Windy City” with a formidable winter climate. The
following sections will provide a comprehensive overview of these historic cold days in chronological
order, along with relevant meteorological data and notable consequences.

Record-Breaking Cold: January 20, 1985

The Deep Freeze of January 4, 1994

Historic Chill: December 24, 1983

The Arctic Blast of February 2, 2011

Extreme Cold Snap: January 30, 1979

The Polar Vortex Event: January 6, 2019

Cold Wave of December 30, 1917

Severe Freeze of January 22, 1977

Frigid Conditions: February 13, 1934

Record Low Temperatures: January 18, 1996

Record-Breaking Cold: January 20, 1985
The coldest day ever recorded in Chicago history occurred on January 20, 1985, when the
temperature plummeted to an astonishing -27°F (-33°C). This extreme cold was part of a larger polar
vortex event that engulfed much of the Midwest. The bitter temperatures were accompanied by
strong winds, resulting in dangerously low wind chills that made outdoor activity perilous. The 1985
cold snap caused widespread disruptions, including frozen pipes, power outages, and numerous
cases of frostbite and hypothermia. This date remains the benchmark for extreme cold in Chicago’s
weather records.



Weather Conditions and Impact
The temperature reached its nadir during the early morning hours, with the wind chill dropping
below -60°F (-51°C). The combination of frigid air and wind created hazardous conditions that lasted
for several days. Transportation was severely affected, schools closed, and emergency services were
overwhelmed by cold-related incidents. This day’s record low remains unmatched in the city’s
comprehensive weather archives.

The Deep Freeze of January 4, 1994
Another significant cold day in Chicago’s history occurred on January 4, 1994, when temperatures
dropped to -23°F (-31°C). This deep freeze was notable for its duration and the widespread impact it
had across the region. The cold air mass responsible for this event originated from the Arctic,
pushing southward and bringing sustained subzero temperatures to Chicago.

Effects on Infrastructure and Daily Life
During this deep freeze, many Chicago residents faced challenges such as frozen water mains and
increased heating costs. Public transportation experienced delays due to icy conditions, and outdoor
workers had to take extreme precautions. The persistence of such cold weather over multiple days
exacerbated the difficulties faced by vulnerable populations, including the elderly and homeless.

Historic Chill: December 24, 1983
December 24, 1983, is remembered as one of the coldest Christmas Eves in Chicago history, with
temperatures plunging to -22°F (-30°C). This historic chill was part of a broader cold wave that
affected much of the northern United States. The extreme cold on a holiday added a unique
challenge for families and businesses alike.

Holiday Weather Challenges
The frigid temperatures on Christmas Eve led to increased demand for heating and emergency
services. Many holiday events were canceled or scaled back due to the cold. Despite the harsh
conditions, residents showed resilience, adapting to one of the coldest festive seasons on record in
Chicago.

The Arctic Blast of February 2, 2011
On February 2, 2011, Chicago experienced an intense Arctic blast that sent temperatures down to
-21°F (-29°C). This cold day was characterized by a rapid temperature drop and heavy snowfalls,
creating a hazardous winter environment. The Arctic blast was part of a larger pattern of extreme
weather that winter, often referred to as “Snowmageddon.”



Snow and Cold Combination
The combination of heavy snowfall and bitter cold made travel and daily activities extremely
difficult. Schools were closed, and many businesses operated with reduced hours. The event
highlighted the city’s vulnerability to rapid weather changes and the importance of preparedness for
severe winter conditions.

Extreme Cold Snap: January 30, 1979
January 30, 1979, remains one of the coldest days in Chicago history, with temperatures reaching
-20°F (-29°C). This extreme cold snap was part of a prolonged winter pattern that brought
significant snowfall and frigid temperatures to the Midwest. The sustained cold led to widespread
hardship across the city.

Community and Emergency Response
The cold snap prompted emergency measures, including warming centers and increased outreach to
vulnerable populations. The city’s infrastructure was tested by the freeze, with heating systems
strained and water pipes at risk of bursting. This event underscored the importance of community
support during extreme weather.

The Polar Vortex Event: January 6, 2019
In recent history, January 6, 2019, stands out as a day when Chicago faced one of its coldest
conditions due to a powerful polar vortex. Temperatures hovered near -20°F (-29°C), with wind chills
making it feel well below -40°F (-40°C). This event was part of a broader polar vortex disruption
affecting much of North America.

Modern Challenges and Preparedness
The 2019 polar vortex tested modern infrastructure and emergency response systems. While
technology and forecasting have improved since earlier cold events, the extreme conditions still
posed significant risks. Measures such as school closures, travel advisories, and public warming
centers helped mitigate the impact.

Cold Wave of December 30, 1917
One of the earliest recorded extreme cold days in Chicago was December 30, 1917, when
temperatures dropped to -19°F (-28°C). This cold wave occurred during a time when heating and
insulation technology were less advanced, making the conditions particularly severe for residents.



Historical Context and Impact
The 1917 cold wave caused serious disruptions in daily life, with limited resources to combat the
cold. Transportation systems relying on steam power faced challenges, and many homes struggled to
maintain warmth. This event is notable for its place in early 20th-century Chicago weather history.

Severe Freeze of January 22, 1977
January 22, 1977, is remembered for a severe freeze that brought temperatures down to -18°F
(-28°C). This freeze was part of a harsh winter season that tested the city’s resilience. The cold was
accompanied by strong winds, further lowering wind chill values and increasing the risk of frostbite.

Impact on Health and Safety
The severe freeze led to increased hospital admissions due to cold-related illnesses. Emergency
services issued warnings about frostbite and hypothermia, and public safety campaigns emphasized
the importance of proper winter clothing and shelter. The event highlighted the ongoing health risks
associated with extreme cold in Chicago.

Frigid Conditions: February 13, 1934
February 13, 1934, saw frigid conditions with temperatures dropping to -17°F (-27°C). This winter
day was part of a prolonged cold period during the Great Depression, compounding the hardships
faced by many Chicago residents. The cold weather intensified the struggle for warmth among
economically disadvantaged populations.

Economic and Social Effects
The frigid conditions of 1934 exacerbated existing economic challenges. Many households lacked
adequate heating, and relief efforts were strained. This day remains a stark reminder of the
intersection between severe weather and social vulnerability in Chicago’s history.

Record Low Temperatures: January 18, 1996
On January 18, 1996, Chicago recorded one of its lowest temperatures at -16°F (-27°C). This cold
snap was notable for its rapid onset and the extreme wind chills that accompanied it. The event was
part of a harsh winter that affected the entire Midwest region.

Weather Patterns and Consequences
The 1996 cold snap was driven by a strong Arctic high-pressure system that funneled frigid air into
the city. The cold temperatures caused transportation delays, school closures, and increased



demand for emergency services. This day is part of the modern era’s record of extreme cold in
Chicago.

Summary of Top 10 Coldest Days
The top 10 coldest days in Chicago history are marked by temperatures ranging from -16°F to -27°F,
often accompanied by dangerous wind chills and heavy snow. These extreme cold events have
repeatedly challenged the city’s infrastructure, public health systems, and communities. Below is a
summary list of these historic cold days:

January 20, 1985: -27°F1.

January 4, 1994: -23°F2.

December 24, 1983: -22°F3.

February 2, 2011: -21°F4.

January 30, 1979: -20°F5.

January 6, 2019: -20°F (Polar Vortex)6.

December 30, 1917: -19°F7.

January 22, 1977: -18°F8.

February 13, 1934: -17°F9.

January 18, 1996: -16°F10.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the coldest day ever recorded in Chicago history?
The coldest day in Chicago history was on January 20, 1985, when the temperature dropped to -27°F
(-33°C).

Which month typically experiences the coldest days in
Chicago's history?
January typically experiences the coldest days in Chicago's history, with several record lows
occurring during this month.



How does wind chill affect the perception of the coldest days
in Chicago?
Wind chill significantly lowers the perceived temperature on the coldest days in Chicago, making it
feel much colder than the actual air temperature.

Have the top 10 coldest days in Chicago history mostly
occurred in the 20th or 21st century?
Most of the top 10 coldest days in Chicago history have occurred in the 20th century, particularly
during the mid-1900s.

What was the temperature during the second coldest day in
Chicago history?
The second coldest day in Chicago history recorded a temperature of -26°F (-32°C), which occurred
on January 16, 1982.

Are the top 10 coldest days in Chicago usually accompanied by
heavy snowfall?
Not necessarily; while some of the coldest days coincide with snowstorms, others have clear skies
with extremely low temperatures due to Arctic air masses.

Additional Resources
1. Frozen in Time: The Coldest Days in Chicago History
This book delves into the top 10 coldest days ever recorded in Chicago, exploring the meteorological
conditions that led to these extreme temperatures. It provides a detailed narrative of each event,
including personal stories and historical context. Readers will gain insight into how the city and its
residents coped with the severe cold.

2. Arctic Chicago: Surviving the Deep Freeze
Focusing on the human experience, this book shares firsthand accounts of Chicagoans who endured
the harshest cold snaps in the city’s history. It highlights the challenges faced by communities
during these record-breaking cold days and examines the social and economic impacts. The book
also includes practical tips on winter preparedness inspired by past events.

3. Blizzard and Ice: Chicago’s Coldest Days Revealed
An investigative look at the meteorological phenomena behind Chicago’s coldest days, this book
combines scientific analysis with historical records. It traces the origins of Arctic air masses and
how they interacted with local weather patterns to create extreme cold. The narrative is enriched
with maps, charts, and archival photos.

4. Chilling Tales: The Coldest Moments in Chicago’s History
This collection of stories captures the dramatic and sometimes tragic events that occurred during
Chicago’s coldest days. From frozen pipes to transportation shutdowns, the book tells how these



extreme weather days affected daily life. It also reflects on the resilience and ingenuity of Chicago’s
citizens.

5. Icebound: The Science and History of Chicago’s Coldest Days
Combining scientific explanation with historical anecdote, this book explores the top 10 coldest days
in Chicago’s history from multiple perspectives. It examines atmospheric conditions, city
infrastructure challenges, and the impact on public health. The book serves as both an educational
resource and a historical chronicle.

6. Below Zero: Chicago’s Record Cold Days and Their Legacy
This book investigates the long-term effects of Chicago’s coldest days on urban planning and
emergency response policies. It charts how these extreme weather events prompted changes in city
infrastructure and public safety measures. Readers will learn about the evolution of Chicago’s winter
preparedness strategies.

7. Frostbite and Fortitude: Chicago’s Battle with Extreme Cold
Highlighting the human spirit in the face of severe winter weather, this book recounts stories of
survival and community support during the coldest days in Chicago’s history. It discusses the
physical dangers of extreme cold and the ways people adapted to protect themselves and their
neighbors. The narrative is both inspiring and informative.

8. Cold Snap Chronicles: Documenting Chicago’s Lowest Temperatures
An archival-rich compilation, this book presents a day-by-day account of Chicago’s top 10 coldest
weather events. It includes newspaper excerpts, photographs, and official temperature records. The
book offers a comprehensive look at the meteorological and societal impact of these historic cold
days.

9. Winter’s Wrath: The Top 10 Coldest Days in Chicago
This book provides a gripping retelling of the most frigid days in Chicago’s climate history,
emphasizing the dramatic weather conditions and their aftermath. It explores how these cold snaps
shaped the city’s culture, economy, and daily life. The book is designed to engage both weather
enthusiasts and general readers interested in Chicago history.
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