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Abstract—A comparison of the number of births in New York City nine months
after the Great Blackout of 1965 with comparable periods for the previous
five years shows no increase in births associated with the blackout.

Electric power went out in New York
City and much of the Northeast in the
late afternoon November 9, 1965, and
stayed out for up to ten hours. On Wed-
nesday, November 10, 1965, the New
York Times carried a banner headline
on page one, “POWER FAILURE
SNARLS NORTHEAST; 800,000 ARE
CAUGHT IN SUBWAYS HERE;
AUTOS TIED UP, CITY GROPES IN
DARK.” Light and power first went out
at 5:27 P.M. in New York City, and
power in all areas was back on at 4:00
AM.

On Wednesday, August 10, 1966, also
in the Times, a page one mid-section
headline announced, “BIRTHS UP 9
MONTHS AFTER THE BLACKOUT.”
Under the signature of Martin Tolchin,
the following story appeared.

A sharp increase in births has been
reported by several large hospitals
here, 9 months after the 1965 black-
out.

Mount Sinai Hospital, which aver-
ages 11 births daily, had 28 births on
Monday. This was a record for the
hospital; its previous one-day high
was 18. At Bellevue there were 29 new
babies in the nursery yesterday, com-
pared with 11 a week ago and an
average of 20.

Columbia Presbyterian averages 11
births daily and had 15 Monday; St.
Vincent’s averages 7 and had 10;
Brookdale averages 10 and had 13;

and Coney Island averages 5 and had
8. However, New York and Brooklyn
Jewish hospitals reported that their
number of births was normal . . . .
There were 16 babies at Mount
Sinai yesterday, 13 at Columbia Pres-
byterian, and 10 at St. Vincent’s, all
above average. The number of births
was reported normal in Nassau and
Suffolk counties, many of whose com-
muters were stranded in the city No-
vember 9, in Newark and Jersey City
which were not affected, and in hos-
pitals in Albany, Rochester, New
Haven and Providence, where the
lights went on in mid-evening,
Sociologists and obstetricians were re-
quested to comment on the reported
event. One sociologist was quoted as
saying, “The lights went out and people
were left to interact with one another.”
Others said that the disruption in rou-
tine caused by the blackout and the ab-
sence of television might have contrib-
uted to the phenomenon. Christopher
Tietze was more cautious in his opinion:
“I am skeptical until I see the data from
the entire city. There can be daily fluctu-
ations in individual hospitals that can
be misleading. If it should be true, I
would think it is because people may
have had trouble finding their accus-
tomed contraceptives, or just because it
was dark.” (Tolchin, 1966).
The effect of the blackout on birth
rates is a relatively easy matter to de-
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termine. Through the cooperation of Carl
Erhardt and the New York City Health
Department, I obtained the number of
births for each calendar day for the
years 1961 through 1966. I took No-
vember 10, 1965, as the date of concep-
tion for the blackout babies, and as-
sumed that the average gestational
length was 280 days, counting from the
last menstrual period, and therefore
about 267 or 266 days from conception.
Using a distribution of gestational ages
at birth derived from vital statistics
(Vital Statistics of the U. 8., 1965), it
was estimated that more than 90 per-
cent of the births conceived on No-
vember 10th would have been born be-
tween June 27 and August 14. I reasoned
that if there were an unusual number of
conceptions on November 10th, then the
period between June 27 and August 14,
1966, would contain a greater percentage
of the year’s births than that contained
by the same period in other years. Table
1 presents the percentage of the year’s
births occurring per week from June 27
through August 14 for the years 1961
through 1966. It can be seen that 1966
is not an unusual year in this com-
parison. For those who still imagine that
all babies conceived on a given date are
also born on an exact date 267 days
later, Table 1 presents the number of
births and proportion of the year’s births
born on the date corresponding to 267

TasLe 1.—Births Occurring in New York City

from June 29 to August 16 Except 1964 When

It Was June 28-August 15 During the Years
1961 through 1966

Mean Pct. of Number of
Yr. births per year's to- births on
19- Day Week tal births 267th day

61 478.7 3350.6 13.9 475
62 467.2 3270.1 13.9 497
63 476.2 3333.7 13.9 431
64 470.2 3291.3 13.9 406
65 457.7 3203.7 14.1 468
66 434.5 3041.6 13.9 431

Source: Unpublished tabulations fur-
nished by the New York City Depart-
ment of Health.
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FIGURE |. PERCENT OF YEAR'S BIRTHS OCCURRING BY WEEK
FROM JUNE 29 TO AUGUST I6, FOR THE YEARS I36I-%%
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days after the blackout, also for the
years 1961 through 1966. This number
of births is not at all remarkable for
1966 when compared to the previous five
years. Figure 1 presents the critical data
graphically. The unshaded area in Fig-
ure 1 is the limits of variation for the
years 1961-1965 in percent of the year’s
births occurring in each of the critical
weeks. The dotted line gives the average
percent of the year’s births occurring in
each of these weeks for 1961-1965. The
solid line is the percent of the year’s
births for each of these weeks for 1966.

For no week is the 1966 value signif-
icantly above average for the previous
five years. We therefore cannot conclude
from the data presented here that the
great blackout of 1965 produced any
significant increase (or decrease) in the
number of conceptions.

Let us not imagine that a simple sta-
tistical analysis such as this will lay to
rest the myth of blackout babies. Nine
months after the Great Snow of 1967 in
Chicago, hospitals reported that they
were preparing their facilities for an
avalanche of “snow babies.” It is evi-
dently pleasing to many people to fan-
tasy that when people are trapped by
some immobilizing event which deprives



Effect of the Blackout on Births

them of their usual activities, most will
turn to copulation.
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