Blackout 1977

The New York City skyline at sunset on July 14. (Photo: Bettmann/Corbis)

At 9:34 pm on July 13, 1977, the lights went out in New York City,
and over nine million people found themselves without electricity.
For the next 25 hours, while Con Edison tried to restart the system,
Times Square was dark, stock exchanges stood empty, and elevators
and subways were motionless. Unlike other major blackouts in 1965
and 2003, the 1977 blackout was marked by widespread looting and
arson. Dubbed the “night of terror” by New York City mayor Abraham
Beame, the 1977 blackout is remembered as a symbol of everything that
troubled New York in the 1970s. And yet, many New Yorkers passed
the time calmly, unaware that chaos reigned elsewhere in the city.
Overall, the costs of the blackout—including everything from
stolen merchandise to lost trading on Wall Street to spoiled food—were
estimated at over $1 billion. More than the financial costs, the blackout
revealed the fragility of New York. As one New Yorker remarked, “This
is New York City. This is supposed to be the center of the world.” How,
many asked, could the most modern city in the world be brought to its
knees by a common meteorological phenomenon?
When the lights began to flicker, New York was already having a
difficult summer. The Son of Sam, one of New York’s most infamous
serial killers, roamed the streets. The city was in the midst of a financial
meltdown. Mayor Beame struggled to prove his relevancy against six
challengers for the Democratic nomination. To make matters worse,
a heat wave had rolled into the city that day, and meteorologists were
predicting a sweaty week.
At 8:37 pm, lightning struck a tower that linked several of the Con
Edison substations that supplied power to the city. This lightning strike,
coupled with a second that hit another tower at 8:56, set into motion
a series of mechanical failures and human errors that took down the
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entire system. By 9:00, Con Edison had lost half of the power that
supplied New York City, and lights and television sets began to flicker.
Between 9:20 and 9:30, New York City lost its remaining connections to
power pools in New England, upstate New York, New Jersey and Long
Island. Local generators could not supply enough power, and by 9:36
the entire system had shut down. Although Con Edison began restart
procedures within an hour, power was not fully restored until 10:39 pm
the following evening.
Suddenly, no one could ignore the degree to which New York City
depends on technology. The blackout disabled many of the most iconic
symbols of New York City. Subways, stock tickers, and bright lights
ceased to function. Skyscrapers and apartment high-rises, crippled by
the lack of elevators and water pumps, became immensely inconvenient.
Coping with the heat wave was made much harder by the lack of air
conditioners, electric fans, and ice cream cones. Even those who sought
refuge at North Shore beaches were stymied by the power outage;
without electricity, waste treatment plants dumped raw sewage directly
into the East River.
By all accounts, most New Yorkers responded to the blackout with
resourcefulness, neighborliness, and good humor. Neighbors shared
candles with one another; volunteers directed traffic; flashlight vendors
made a killing. At Columbia University, two blind students helped lead
their classmates out of a basement lecture hall. There were lucky breaks.
The MTBA subway supervisor on duty that evening was a veteran of
the 1965 blackout. He saw flickering signal lights and recalled all trains
to the nearest station. Thanks to that instinct, only seven subway trains
were stuck in tunnels. Elsewhere in the city, things did not go according
to plan. Although most hospitals limped along under the power of
emergency generators, those at Bellevue Hospital failed 45 minutes into
the blackout. Nurses pumped respirators by hand, and at least one baby
was delivered by flashlight.
However, the enduring image of the blackout would not be one
of cooperation but of mayhem. In the South Bronx; in Bushwick,
Bedford-Stuyvesant, and Flatbush in Brooklyn; in the Lower East
Side, Upper West Side, and East Harlem in Manhattan, and in Jamaica
in Queens, looting and arson broke out. Looters—who ranged from
professional criminals to young children—stole anything they could:
sneakers, diapers, televisions, furniture sets, and jewelry. The festive
atmosphere and a sense of impunity emboldened many normally lawabiding citizens. Steel shutters and gates proved poor barriers – looters
simply pulled them down. While some blocks banded together to keep
the looters out, many attempts by owners to protect their property
failed. Arson also caused extensive damage. Firefighters responded to
1,037 fires, six times the normal number. In all, looting and arson cost
business owners approximately $300 million.
Police were overwhelmed, outnumbered, and frustrated by their
inability to control the crowds. Although the police commissioner
ordered all off-duty police officers to report, 10,000 of the
28,000-person force did not show up. Moral was low within the

NYPD, and the mayor had recently proposed budget cuts within the
department. Making matters worse, half the police force lived in the
suburbs, and many of the rest in lived in Queens or Staten Island.
Those who did respond had been instructed to report to their home
precincts, which led to few extra police in the most heavily-looted
neighborhoods. Bushwick, population 90,000, began the blackout
with just 14 police officers on-duty. Even with the insufficient police
presence in the hardest-hit neighborhoods, police arrested 3,400 looters
in the largest mass arrest in the city’s history.
Outrage and confusion was widespread within communities hit by
looting. Owners of looted shops felt abandoned by the wealthier parts
of the city and betrayed by their neighborhoods. Many shops never
reopened, especially in those in the most heavily-damaged areas of
Brooklyn.
In the weeks that followed, New Yorkers asked themselves why
the ‘77 blackout had been so different from that of ‘65, during which
crime rates actually dropped. Some pointed to differences in timing
and temperature. The 1965 blackout started during the afternoon of
a cool October day, and many shopkeepers stayed overnight to guard
their stores. In 1977, the lights went off an hour after sunset, and store
owners had long since closed up and gone home.
Others saw the looting as indicative of the social conditions of the
time, either as the result of poverty and social conditions or as a sign of
moral decay in the poorest parts of the city. A debate broke out: did the
looters steal because they were poor or because they were lawless? Was
the solution to increase social spending or cut off all welfare programs?
Figure 1. Relationship
between poverty and looting
Looting was more likely to occur
in or near the most impoverished
neighborhhoods of the city.
(Wohlenberg, Dept. of City
Planning; 1970 U.S. Census)
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Figure 2. Looting and arson by
borough

Figure 3. Diversity of blackout experiences
The Bronx

During the blackout looting, 1,771 stores
citywide were damaged. The level of destruction ranged from broken windows to
major fire damage. Neither the looting
nor the arson was evenly distributed
across the boroughs. (Dept. of
Manhattan

During the blackout, some New Yorkers had the time of
their lives, while others lost their livelihoods. The good
and the bad were sometimes only separated by a few
blocks. This map attempts to show the blackout as it
was experienced in various parts of the city. (Goodman;
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1. On Jerome Avenue, 50 brand
new Pontiacs were stolen from a
showroom.

City Room; Daly; Time Magazine; Dept. of City Planning).

9. Why loot? “Everybody was doing it
and it was free. I was right next door,”
said Cindy Robinson, a 17-year-old
single mother who stole baby food,
detergent, and spinach.
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2. At Elaine’s on the Upper East Side,
the blackout occasioned an outdoor
block party with free champagne.
Guests included Woody Allen, Al
Pacino, Andy Warhol, and Calvin Klein.

3. “It was amazing. We were looking
out at the most spectacular view in the
world—New York at night—when it
suddenly disappeared.” - Ivy Stevens,
diner at Windows on the World at the
top of the World Trade Center, 107
stories up.
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8. At Shea Stadium, the power went out
during the sixth inning of a Mets - Cubs
game. For 45 minutes, the organist played
Christmas carols to distract fans from the
heat while they waited for the lights to
come back on.
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Perhaps the tidiest explanation came from an unattributed black police
sergeant who was on duty in Bedford-Stuyvesant: “The lights went out.
A bunch of greedy people took advantage. Plain and simple. Don’t go
with all that sociological bullshit.” Certainly, the blackout forced New
Yorkers to wrestle with the relationships between race, poverty, and
civility. Most of the looters were black or Hispanic, and unlike during
the riots of the 1960s, they hit stores without regard to the race of the
owners. As the New York Times pointed out, there had been no white
looters in white neighborhoods.
According to Professor James Sparrow of George Mason
University, the failure of technology equated to “a suspension of the
ordinary rules of the game.” In a sense, the literal power failure became
metaphorical as well. The blackout of 1977 seemed to demonstrate
the vulnerability of the city, not just of its electrical underpinnings
but also its social foundations. In 1949, E.B. White, addressing the
implausibility of New York City, wrote, “By rights New York should
have destroyed itself long ago, from panic or fire or rioting or failure
of some vital supply line in its circulatory system or from some deep
labyrinthine short circuit.” On a sweltering July day in 1977, New York
City experienced short circuit, panic, riot, and fire, but the lights came
back, and the city—albeit bruised—lived on.
Sources: Chan, Remembering the ’77 Blackout (2007); Charles, New York City Blackout
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Geography of Civility Revisited (1982); Dept. of City Planning, Commercial Damage (1977).

4. “What with the heat, the fire hydrants fanning out big
sprays across the streets full of sweaty people, the looting,
no subways, little work, no elevators, no refrigerators, Son of
Sam roaming around, boyfriend sick, and punk rock as the
sound track in my young head, Blackout ‘77 was a surreal,
fun, scary holiday in New York City near its glorious nadir.”
-Keelin, then 20
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5. “I had never seen such complete
darkness and couldn’t get over how
different the world suddenly looked.”
- David K.

7.
7. “My parents opened the front door,
sat out on the stoop with neighbors and
candles, and talked and talked until it
was finally cool enough to fall asleep.
We only learned about the widespread
crime and violence after the power had
returned. -Kathleen, then 7

6. “There was no place like Bushwick,
where thousands upon thousands upon
thousands were out stealing, many smiling
as they did,” wote Michael Daly for the
Daily News. After the blackout, reports
called the devastation “Dresden-like.”
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