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T11e Urban Inferno 


n Wednesday morning, 12 July 1995. !be Chicago 
Sun-Times repon ed Unit a heat wave was heading for 
the ci lY. An ar ticle proclaimi ng "Heat Wave on the 
Way- And It Can Be a Killer" ran on page 3 of the 
news sectio n instead of o n the weather page. Fore­

_ II _n! casters were predicting that the temperature would 
reach th e- mid-nine ties lhal afternoon and stay near one hundred de­
grees Fahrenheit for the next two days. The humidity and ozone level 
also would be high, making ule air feel tropical, as if Chicago were in 
F\j i or Guam. T he heal index, wh ich measures the lemperature lhat a 
typical person would feel, could top 120 degrees. 

O n TIlwsday Ule temperature h it ] OS degrees and the heal index 
cl imbed to 126. Brick houses and apartment buildings baked like:: 0\­

ens, and indoor thermoIDe ter~ in high-rises topped 120 degrees even 
\,hen wi.l1dow~ were open. Thousands of cars broke down in the streets. 
Scveral roads buckled. City workers watered bridges sp anning ule Ch i­
cago River to prevent ulem from locking when their plates expanded 
(fig. 1). Train ra.ils detached from their moorings and commmers en­
dured long delays. 

In !.he Ilewspapers and OIl lelevision. meteorologisLS recommend ed 
that Chicago resi.den LS use air conditioners, drink plenty of water each 
da) . and re la..x: ··Slake OllL your turf at the neareSl beach, pool, o r air­
conditioned :.wrc . Slo\\ down . , . . Think cool thoug-h ts." Appliance 
~tore!> throughou t the city sold out their air conditioners and home 
pools. MThlS is lhe kind ofwe:uber we pray for," remarked one spokes­
person for a r~giollal sup pliel . Nearl} one hundred thousand people 
J"()wdt'd into a small downtown beach (hg. 2). Others LOok boal trips 

0111.0 Lll-.e Michigan, onJy to reLUrn when passengers became dehy­
drated and il l. Hundreds of childre n riding in school buses developed 
heat exhaustion when they got stuck in mid-dav traffic. AdullS carried 
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Figure 1. CiLY workers hose down the Kinzie Streel Bridge to preVl'n t it 
'rom tocking. Source: Chirago Slm-Tillle~; p hotographer: J oh n ","'hite . Rc­
primed with special perm issjon from the Chicago Sun-Times, l nc. © 2002. 

Figure 2. T~ru; of thousands ~,...ann 10 lhe Nonb Ayt:IllIC Sea.eh, ~eeking 
relief [rom the heaL Source: Chiragu Sun-Times; photographer: Andre 

hung. RcplilllCd with ~pecial pt!llIli\>~ion rrOll1 lhe Chicago Sun-Times. Inc. 

@> 2002. 

Figure 3. Makeshift public heah.h : fire Department personnel ho!\c down 
children in a city park. Source: ABC7. Courtesy of "VIS-TV. 

many of the c.h ildreJl out of the vehides, fi refighter~ hU'ieul hem down , 

and paramedics provided e mergency assistance (figs. 3.4). Tho!>e wi th 
the worst illnesses were hospitalized. 

The city soon exp erienced scattered power ou tages as a result of 
unpreced ented electr ical use. A~ lights, air condition ers, radios, an d 

television sets were rendered llseless, n ews, weather updates, and 

health advice were hard to ge t. Elevato rs stopped , making it necessary 
for members of th e Police and Fire Departmen ts to carry elderly high­

rise residents down from the stifli.ng heal of th eir apartm en ts. Many 
people with no power or simply no a ir-condition ing packed bags and 
stayed wi th family or frie nds. On Friday th ret:: power transfo/-mers fa iled 

at the Northwest Substation of Commonwealth Edison, the city's pri­
mary electric dcliverv sCl\.'ices company, cau sing forty-nine th ousand 
Customers to lose power- some for as long as l'wo days. 

In neighborhoods with fe\ ...· air-conditioned public spaces, young resi­
dents opened fire hydrants and showered Lhemselves in the ~ray to keep 
cool. Alone poiO[ more than three thousand hytlranu. spouted freely, 
contributing to an expenditure of almost two billion gal lons of water. 
dou ble Ch icago 's consumption on a tyPical summer day. W'ater pressure 
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Fi,gllre 5 . C:ommonwcaltll Edisun n ('w spra~'s pm,cr gcncr.llors to p I-eVent 
u\nht';iling. Source: ABG7. Cmllle,), of WL.'>-TV. 

Figure 6. "Water Wars": Ci ty workers a ltempt to seal one of lIll' three thou­
sand hydrants ill t.-gally opened d ur ing the heat wave. Source: ABC7. Cour­
tesy of \A,ILS-' 

fell. Neighborh oods where severa l hydran ts were open lost all pressure 
for hours; malfunctioning pumps left buildings wiLhoul wltel fOr days. 
Police announced that anyone found tampering with hydrants would be 
arrested and fined , and th e city dispatched one hundred field crews to 
seal these emergency water sources (fig. 6). In some places people saw 
the crews coming and threw bricks and rocks to keep them away. Some 
shot at the trucks, and four workers received minor injuries. 

On Friday, 14 July, th e heaL index exceeded bne hundt-ed degrees 
for the third consecutive day, and temperatures remained high a t 
night. Because the body's defenses can t.ake only about forty-eight 
hours of unimerrupted e..xposure to such heat before they break down, 
city residen ts were becoming ill. Many more people than usual grew 
SIck enough to be hospitalized: between 13 and 19 J uly ambulance ser­
vices received several thousand transport requests above the norm. In 
thirty-nin e hundred cases, no vehicles were available, .,0 the city sent 
fire trucks to handle [he calls. Although the average respom.e time for 

h icago's emergenC) health seniccs had been less Ulan ~e\'en minutes 
that year, now th e paramedics were often delayed . Some residents who 
phoned for ambulances were told that mal they would have to wait 
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because the veh ides were all booked. Fifty..five emergency callers were 
left unattended for thir ty minutes or longer; some endured a two-hour 
\\--aiL In a fe\\ cases of heat stress the victims wailed so long fo r med ical 
a tten tion that they died. 

Hospitals and other health-care p roviders also had trouble mee tillg 
the demand for the ir services. The nu mber ofpeople admitted to emer­
gency rooms and inpatient units began to rise on Wedn esday and con­
tinued to increase through the weekend. Some emergency rooms ran 
out of beds and the ir staffs CQuld not handle more work. More than 
twenty hospi tals, most on the South and Sou theast Sides of the ci ty, 
W<,"Dt on hypass status. closing the doors of their emergency fac ili ties 
and refusing to accept new admissions. There was no reliable way fo r 
citizens or paramedics to learn whi ch emergency rooms were still open, 
so ambulances and private cars continued to anive at the hospital 
ports. Often their passengers requi.red urgent treatmen t, but facili ties 
on bypass co uld not teU dr ivers when~ such care was available, Some 
hospitals reported that patients had u-aveled more than ten m iles be­
fore fin ding a facility tha t could treat them. Medical workers gre'w anx­

ious. vVh.at would happen to the diverted cases? Where could they go? 
Many heat victims were n ot d iscovered or taken to hospitals unt.il i t 

was too late for doctors to help. On Friday, for example, Margaret Or­
tiz. the owner of a small day-care service that she operaled from her 
home. took a group o f ten small ch ildren to an air-conditioned movie 
theater in her Ford Bronco. After the movie ended, Ortiz look the 
children back to rhe center and brought them indoors. Everyone was 
exhausted and the toddlers napped. An hour and a half passed before 
Ortiz wenl to her Bronco on her way to picking up more children. 
When she reached her vehicle, sh e dlscovercd that two boys had been 
left inside , OrLiz carried Ihe duldrt:ll indoors and called 911. The boys 
were already dead. though , and when the paramedics arrived, they de­
termincd thaI. t11e body lcmperatun:s were 107 and 108 degrees. Chi­
cago nt.·'wspapcrs and televi.sion news programs featured stod es of the 
children's deaths prominently in their heat wave coverage. The Cook 
County Medical Examiner ~cbeduled al1lopsie'l on the children for the 
next morning. but then" was Jiule question about the cause of death. 

As the day wore on. more Chicagoans succumbed to the heat. B 
compal1son. on Wednesday. 12 Jul}. and ThuJ'Sday 13 July, 74 and 
82 people. respec[ively, lost their lives. figures lhat are onJy slightly 
above the Jul) norm of about 72 deaths per clay. When the effecLS of 
the cOlHinuous heal began La accumulate, however, the death toll in .. 

reast:d substantjallv (figs. 7.8). On Friday, 14July, ]88 Chicago resi­
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Figure 7, E.xcess and heat-rela ted mon ality in Chicago. Jul), 1995, Somce: 
City of Chicago, Deparonent of Public Health. 

Figure 8. Ncw~-paper headlines !rack the death toll . 
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dents perished. On Saturday th e reponed mor tality was 365, five times 
the typical rate. Two h undred forty-onc people d ied on SlUl day, 193 on 
Monday. and 106 on Tuesday. On Wednesday. 19 J u ly, citywide deaths 
dropped to 92, then to 91 on T h ursday. City agen cies, already scram­
bling lO manage the crisis, searched for a p lace that could bold the 
dead. According to emergency workers, the task was equivalent to han­
dling ont: fatal j e tli ner a-ash per day for three consecutive davs. 

THE CITY OF DEATH 
Police of-ficer:. took hundreds of the d ead bodies La the Cook C()unty 
Medical Examiners O ffice, a modern concrete building across from 
the county ho~pit.a l an d a few miles west of the Loop . TIle discree tly 
housed morgue tht"xc typically receives about seven teen bodies p er day, 
but the staff can usually process more. Now they were receiving more 
corpses than they could handle , and the clinical staff of fou rteen pa­
tho logists worked marathon sh ifts to keep up . The Chief Medical Ex­
amine r recruited fo rensic den tal worke rs and students from a nearby 
school of m ortuary sc ience to assiSI in identifying and examining the 
cadavers. Moreover , he asked police officers to cart bodies from the 
parking lo t to the offi ce and ci ty workers to clear space for the patholo­
gists to work. But even this amount of help was not enough. Conse­
quenuy. Cook Coun ty correc tions officials offered people on probation 
two days of credit for each da)' that they worked a t the morgue; some of 
them accepted this pl'Oposal . Nonetheless, a lo ng line o f police vehicles 
canylng dead bodies formed outside th e Medical Examiners Office 
building. with some wailing as long as three hours fo r an available 
worker lO rccej\'e the body. ~It's like an assembly line in there," one 
officer said. III many cases police delivered decomposed bodies LO lh 
morgue sc\eral days after the date ofdeath because no one had noticed 
that the person had not been seen 111 a wh ile. Itwas im possible La know 
how many more victims n:mained in their homes, wldiscovered. 

By Sanlrday lht: l1umber of bodies coming in to the morgue ex­
ceeded l Lo; 222-bay holding capacity by hundreds. Incom ing bodies 
\\'cre scanered around the oflkc. and many of the examincd corpses 
remained unclaimed because thcre were no next of kin . T he owner of 
a local meal-packing firm \'()Iunteered to brmg his fleet of refrigerated 
trucks lo UK morgut: for sloring the eXCeSS bodjes. The first group of 
r(>d and vt'llow vchicles. each about fony-eight feet long, arrived on 
Friday. hutllll..'f f11led up quid..l\ and do/ens of bodies remained. The 

It·W bronghll11Of(" tniCks through the weekend. and uitimaLeI> there 
Wt~le nilll: altogethcr. Parked in thc morgue s 101, lhe tnJCk~we re S11 I'­

Figure 9. Al the Cook COimty Medical Examiners Office. refrigerated truck~ 
"Iored bodies when the bars at the morgue filled to capaciry. Source: Clti­
IIlgo SII1l- TimI1~; pholographer: RQben Davi~. Reprinted with special pennis­
si(ll1 from the Chic3!!'O Sun-Times. rnc. © :!002. 

rounded by pol ice wagons. radio and tele\isioll vans, hearse~. and pn­
\-dte cars. Images of the scene appeared on te\eyision screeth and nc!ws­
papers around lhe world (fig. 9). 

In the e lJ d , the cilY reported tha t between 14 and 20 July, 485 Chi­
cago residen t., d ied directi} from beat-related causes, bringing ule total 
mortali ties fo r the month to 521. 1 (These numbers were based on medi­
cal autopsies and police eXall1inaljol1S that o£ncially established causes 
of dea th fOl each c<l!;e.) More thal1 one thousand people in excess of 
the .Ju ly norm were admitted to inpatient units in local hospi tals be­
cau<;e of heatstroke, dehydration , heat exhaustion , renal failuTC,and 
'lectrol)tic imbalances. Those who developed heatstroke suffered per­

manent d amage. such as loss of inclcpendent function an~ m ul Li!>ystem 
organ failures. Thousands of other stricken by heal-related illnesses 
Were trea ted in emergency rooms. 

Afler tJle heal had sub~jded. epidemiologists compiled .. taListks on 
the IUortaliry pat terns during Julv. taking into account the deaths of 
people who had not been taken to the Medical E.x~uniners Office. Thev 
determ ined that Ihe death count based ~olelyon U1C medical autopsies 
had u llderestimaled the damage. Ber:ween 14 and 20 Jul)" 739 mar 
ChIcago residenlS died than ill a lypical week for that month. 111 facL, 
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public heal th scholars have established that the proportional death toll 
from the heat wave in Chicago has no equal in the record of U.S. heat 
disasters. 

Comparisons wi th otller historic catastrophes help to establish the 
magni tude of the trauma. More than twice as many people died in the 
heat wave than ill the Great Chicago Fire of 1871 , when approximately 
three hundred people perished. More recent U.S. environmental disas­
ters, such as California's Northridge earthquake of 1994 and Florida's 
Hurricane Andrew in 1992, caused the deatlls of one-tenth and one­
twentie th the heat wave total, respectively. The O klahoma City bomb­
ing in Apli l 1995, which killed 168, and the crash of TWA Flight 800 
in 1996, which killed 230, were se\'eral times less fatal. Reporters, public 
officials, and scie ntific au thoriLies have developed compelling and 
straightforward a.ccounts of the reasons that so many people died in 
these other environmental or technOlogical disasters. In the Chicago 
heat tragedy, however, the causes of the mortality are more elusive and 
complex. 

In recent years, a n umber of meteorological smdies and j ournalistic 
reports have examined the reasons fo r the histor ic mortality figures. 
Accord ing to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, 
"The prin cipal cause of the J uly 1995 heal wave was a slow-moving, hot, 
and humid air mass produced by the chance occurrence at the sam e 
time of all Ll nusually strong upper-level ridge of high pressure and UI1­

tlsuaJ]ymoist ground coudiLions."~ T he geogra pher Lam ence Kalkstein 
provided a deeper analvsis of the weather. Using a new air mass-based 
synoptic procedure 10 pinpoim the meteorological conditions that im­
pose seriou!. health hazards, Ka.lkstein found that a moist tropical sys­
tem. with high humidity, low winds, and high minimum temperatures, 
created an unusually dangerous July dimate. 

But does Ihe se\ert: weatller fully accoun t tor Chicago'S human catas­
u'ophei-\ccordillg to the meteorologists and epidemiologists who have 
sludied the event, the answer is decidedly no. In an article published 
by the Americall.!ournol tif Publir Heal/h, a group of scholars headed b 
l.he former epidemioll)gy direclOr of the Chicago Departm ent of Public 
Healdl reported thal it had "examined some weaLher variables but 
ailed to detect relationships between tbe weather and mortality thdt 

would explain \\har Iu'ppellcd illJulv 1995 in Chicago." Even the most 
svphisticated meteorological analy~es "c;till leave a tair amowll of vari­
ance in the mortality measure unexplained.'" The weather, in other 
word~ accounLc; for only part of the human devastatioll lhaL arose from 
the: Chicago heal wan'. The disaster also has a social etiology, wh ich 
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no meteorological study. medical aulOpsy. or epidemiological report 
can UHCo\er. The human dimensions of the catastrophe remain unex­
plored. 

Til is book is organized around a social autopsy or the ] 995 Chicago 
heat wa\'e. Just as the medical au topSi) opens tlle bod}' LO determin 
the proximate physiological causes of mortality, th is inquiry aims to 
examine lhe social organs of the city and identify the conditions lhat 
cOIlU'ibuted to lhe deaths of so many Chicago residents [hat July. If 
the idea of conducting a social autopsy soun ds peculiar. this is largely 
because modern political and medical insti ru tions ha\'e altained m 
Ilopolistic roles in official ly explainin g, defining, and classifying life 
and death . in establishing the terms aJld categories that structure the 
way we see and do flot see the world. As Gaston Bachelard has 'wri tten, 
"It quite on en happens thal a phenomenon is insignificant only be­
cau~t' one fa ile; to lake it in lo account. "., The missing di mension in our 
current un derstanding of the heat wave stt:IllS precisely from this kind 
of diagnostic failure. 

"''hat happened in Chicago was more than a nalma\ disa..l<.r, and 
its story is more than a ca talogue of urban horrors. The 1995 heal wave 
was a social d rama thaL played Olll and made visible a serie~ of cond i­
tions that arc always present but d ifficult to perceive. In\'e~tigating the 
people. plac('s, and institutiOI15 most affected by tht> heal wave-the 
home~ of the decedents, Lht' neighborhoods and buildings where death 
....'as COI1ceIltrateci or prevented, the city agencies that f{)rged all' emer­
gency response system, tbe Medical Examiners Office and ~cieOli fic 

re~eaTch centers tIla t searched for causes ofdeath. and tlle newsrooms 
where repol ters and editors symbolically reconslnlc ted the event­
helps to reveal the social order of a city in crisis. This study establishes 
that the heat W<l\"e deaths represent what Paul Farmer calls "biological 
reflections of social fau lt li nes"5 for which we, and not nanu'e, are re­
sponsible. We haw coJl ecti\'ely created the conditions that made it pos­
~i bl t: for so many Ch icago residents to d ie in the summer of 1995, as 
\'tell as the conditions that make these deaths so eas} to overlook and 
fo rge t. We can collectively un make them. too. but only onCe we recog­
lI Ve ;uld scrulinize the cracks in ow' social fOllndatjo-n~ that we nlstom­
aril" take fOI- granted and put out of sight. 

first learned about lhe oUlbreak of deaths in Chicago [rolD an inter­
national newspaper I was reading during the week of the beat wave. 

I wa~ twenty-foUT years old al the time, living in Europe and preparing 
10 e:l1lcr a graduale program in SOCiology al Berkeley me neXl month. 
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lL had been uncomfortably hot in Europe, too, that summer, with tem­
peratures in the high nine ties and low hundreds from Paris to Madrid. 
But I had heard no th ing about beat wave deaths there. The headline 
caught my eye no t o nly because of the cOntrast be-tween Europe and 
the Uni ted Stales; more important, I was one of Chicago's native sons, 
one of the many who had grown up navigating the physical and moral 
geogra phy of the famously divided city. tiptoeing along or across th e 
borders which separated regions and the groups that, in University of 
Chicago sociologist Roben Park's famous words, "touch but do Dot 
inte rpenetrate."I; Chicago was, and still is, my home. T he story of its 

heat epidemic captivated me, suddenly br inging .into focus my bluny 
morning survey of the world 's events. I wanted to learn wbat happened , 
but the ar ticle, r ich with fine j ournalistk detail of scandal, death , and 
poli tical and scientific debate, failed to offer the clues I needed . The 
event.'! in Chicago, 1 guessed , were even more in triguing than the ac­
coun t suggested. 

It was hard ly the fi rst time I had been puzzled by Chicago. GrO\\~ng 

up in the center of the city, I had always bceo fascina ted by the stark 
and storied contrast between its opulent Gold Coast and lakefrollt high­
rises ;ll1d its ghettos and slums: by th e legends of colorful po li ti cal 
leaden. and in sider oeals that, to my child's eyes, made the city seem 
like a sprawling kingdom d ivided into sm all Refdo ms and governed 
by fanciful rulers whosc personaJities and connecLions carried more 
\\leight than the scales ofjLl~tice Or the balance of reason; by the mys­
telions undergroun d roads, abandoned rajlways, and empty factori es 
thal haunted the city; by the rushing crowds o n Michigan Avenue alld 
the solitary men and women who sat nearby and watched them pass. 
When 1 decided to pm'sue a doc torate in ul'ban sociology, it was. in 
p aIl. based on my hope that my studies in Berkeley wouJd he lp me 
make loenSe of what I had experienced in Chicago. 

When I reached northern California in Augusl of 1995, few peopl 
had tboug-bt abOut or evcn remembered what had happened in th 
Midwest just a tew weeks before. The booming region, fantasticall 
wealthy and economically confident. had lillie time fo r c;uch a story. It 
Wal> Calor to dismiss the 'West Coastleactiotl as a mar).. of U1C vast CII IlmaJ 

and physical di~tance be(\~ecn CaHfooua and Chicago. a sign that, 
lhough I was closer to home than I had been in Europe. I was oace 
again living in another country. But a few weeks later I went to Chicago 
and diKovercd th.u many of my oldest friends and relatives responded 
\tI qlleries about the cala!>lrophe \\ith analogous forms of detacllmcnt 
and di"<l\owal. Paradoxkal\v. people who had In'ed through tbe heat 
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wave had b oth absorhed the magnitude of the disaster an d blocked 
out its significance and implications. Someth ing about the even t bad 
rendered it unintelligible or inexplicable; p eople in the city were ap­
parently having trou ble engaging it; tllC h uman side of the d isaster was 
elusive, beyond words. 

Everyone, of course, remembered the heavy ajr and the intemlina­
ble heat, and several people I knew gave elaborate accoun ts of what 
they did when the ir power was ou t for hours or days. Yet I was confused 
by the frequent references my friends made to the possibility Ulat the 
heat wave deaths were not, to use the p h rase that recurred in their 
accounts, Mr eal ly real" - in o th e r words. as several poli tical officials sug­
gested, that th{' massive mortality figures from the week had somehow 
been fabricated , or that the deaths were sim ply nOI related to the heaL 
How could such ideas have grown so popular? 

\\-'hat made the ques tion all the ll"l.ore intriguing was that many of 
the Chicagoans J spo ke wi th also had strong, vivid memories of the 
scene at the coroner ''! office, of the incredible spectacle of huntlreclt; 
of dead bodies and dozens of workers ula t. every news outlet in tIl 
city had put 011 d isplay. I knew of several human rights investigations 
in which the discovery of a mass grave had settled questions about 
whether a reputed massac re or a history of violent repression had actu­
all) taken p lace. Yet in Chicago, it seemed , the very opposite process 
was at M>rk: ralher than clarifyi ng the condiLions or cause" of death 
a.ltentiOll (() and examination of the victims had somehow ollfuscal.ed 
the ir status. Th e dead bodies were so visible that a1mosllio olle could 
set: what had happened to them. 

My trip home in itially lefl me even more puzzled by the heal wave 
and the processes through wh ich we have come to know it. There was 
an urgent need to conduct what 1 imagined as a socia l autopsy, yet the 
concept of sllch an undertaking-let alone a technique for performing 
it-did not exist 1 began to ask how the too ls of sociological inquiry­
t.:thnographic fieldwork. in-<lcpth interviewin g. archival research, map­
nl.d.ki ng, and statistical analysis- co uld help to build an aCCOlint of how 
the nature. cul ture, and politics of the city crystallized in Chicago in 
the summer of 1995. Soon thereafter 1 became convi.nced thaI social 
~c i erllific methods and theories could advance or answer questions 
abollt the heM wave that other investigations had not addressed. I inili­
~t('d the re<;earch [or what became a five-year examination , and the 
repon before you recounts whaL I found . 
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