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The longest stretch of sub-20-degree temperatures ever recorded in Boston — a seven-day period that

featured five straight days of temperatures falling below zero — crippled the city.

One hundred years ago, the Charles River and much of Boston Harbor froze over, trapping boats in thick

ice. Engine troubles delayed trains.

Police were ordered to round up people who were in danger of freezing to death, and municipal workers

were reassigned from their normal duties to help deliver coal to families in short supply.

Some people did not survive the cold. Dozens, if not hundreds, of others were hospitalized for frostbite

treatment, according to archived copies of The Boston Daily Globe that open a fascinating window on

the long-ago cold snap.

Get Metro Headlines in your inbox:
The 10 top local news stories from metro Boston and around New England delivered daily.

Firefighters were swamped, responding to dozens of fires, including many ignited by people trying to

thaw out frozen pipes. The freezing pipes also had plumbers working overtime.

Travelers inside unheated street cars jumped up and down to try to keep warm. Horses slipped and fell

on icy streets.

Many residents were forced to conserve fuel and food, and stayed inside, avoiding shopping and even —

gasp! — skipping Sunday church services.

By Matt Rocheleau and Jeremiah Manion

GLOBE STAFF  DECEMBER 27, 2017

GLOBE ARCHIVES

This cartoon ran on the front page of the Boston Sunday Globe on Dec. 30, 1917, as the city
endured a record-setting bitter cold snap.
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Couples put off getting hitched. Nearby Providence saw “a slump in the marriage market.” “Officials

assert they never saw such a falling off in New Year marriages,” according to an article published in the

Globe on Jan. 5, 1918.

The extremely frigid, unrelenting cold was the talk of the town.

On Dec. 30, 1917, coverage of the bitter weather appeared as above-the-fold, front-page news in the

Sunday edition of the Globe. “East in Cold Wave’s Grip,” blared the headline. In an approach you

wouldn’t see in a news outlet today, a large cartoon poked fun at the miserable city.

The other big news of the day? Reports on the global conflict that would later become known as World

War I.

Toward the end of the bitterly cold stretch, Bostonians were so fed up with the frigid weather they were

actually disappointed and jealous that a blizzard with blinding snow, but also somewhat warmer

temperatures, narrowly missed the city, instead slamming Cape Cod and other coastal towns.

“Bad as were the prospects of a blizzard, a blustering snowstorm would have been hailed with delight by

a vast majority of New Englanders, for, according to the wise men of the weather world, a storm of

generous proportions would have effectively dissipated the siege of extremely cold weather, a record

siege that has extended over six consecutive days,” one article said.

Eventually, a storm did arrive, and it was praised for its moderating effects. “Tomorrow, hail the day,

unsettled conditions will gradually prevail, and by nightfall there should be a well developed snowstorm

in progress,” an article said.

The cold snap also served as a counterargument to people who, at that time, were noting that New
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England winters were less severe than in previous generations, one article observed.

“The below-zero spell of the last four days, now apparently ended, should put a quietus on those

numerous individuals addicted to declaring that the climate of New England has changed, and that ‘we

no longer have the severe winters we use to have a generation or two ago.’ ”

As for Boston’s current cold spell, forecasters are predicting that the city, just as it did 100 years ago,

will experience a seven-day stretch of temperatures failing to crack 20 degrees — from Wednesday

through Tuesday, Jan. 2.

The city is better prepared now than it was a century ago, but it also won’t get as cold this time around.

Forecasts for the coming week call for temperatures to only dip as low as zero in Boston. On the final

three days of 1917, the low temperatures were -11, -14, and -8.
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Matt Rocheleau can be reached at matthew.rocheleau@globe.com. Follow him on Twitter @mrochele
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