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The weather in Oklahoma during January, Oklahoma’s coldest and driest month, is marked by many and rapid variations. Cold fronts move through the state on a regular basis, bringing air from colder regions of the earth, but cold weather rarely lasts for more than a few days at a time. The north or northwest winds that spread the colder air typically give way to a day or so of calm and sunshine, followed by a return to the prevailing southerly winds which dominate the state’s weather throughout the year. The state is located within the range of the winter meandering of the jet stream. Oklahoma’s proximity to both the warm waters of the Gulf of Mexico to the southeast and the mountain barrier to the west enhances the potential for the development of winter storms beneath the jet. The Gulf provides moisture and is a source of thermal energy that interacts with the areas of low pressure, which are initiated under the jet stream east of the mountains.  This interaction often results in the development of winter storms.  Many of the winter storms in the eastern half of the country are born in Oklahoma. 

According to National Weather Service cooperative network data from 1971 through 2000, the statewide-averaged normal temperature for the month is 36.8 degrees. Normal temperatures across Oklahoma range from 41.9 degrees at Waurika in the south to 30.7 degrees at Turpin in the eastern panhandle. Normal daily maximum temperatures vary between 54.0 degrees at Waurika, near the Red River at Oklahoma’s southern border, down to 41.9 degrees at Newkirk, near the state’s northern border. Normal daily minimum temperatures range from 30.8 degrees at Okemah to 16.7 degrees at Turpin. The coldest January temperature ever recorded in the state is -27 degrees, recorded at Watts on January 18, 1930. At the other extreme, Cloud Chief reported a daily maximum temperature of 92 degrees on January 31, 1911. The warmest and coldest Januarys, averaged statewide, were 47.5 degrees in 1923 and 24.9 degrees in 1930, respectively.

Newkirk averages the most days, 6.2, with the daily maximum temperature below freezing (32 degrees). Beaver residents experience an average of 30.1 days per January with the daily minimum temperature below freezing and 6.2 days with minimum temperatures dipping below 10 degrees. At the other end of the temperature spectrum, Ardmore averages 17.5 days with freezing temperatures in January and only 0.8 day with the lowest temperature less than 10 degrees. Idabel, in far southeastern Oklahoma, averages only 1.2 days in January with a daily maximum temperature lower than 32 degrees.

Oklahoma’s normal monthly precipitation during January, averaged across the state, is 1.46 inches. Normal monthly precipitation for the month ranges from 3.49 inches in the southeast at Broken Bow to 0.29 inch in the panhandle at Goodwell. Stilwell, in eastern Oklahoma, reports measurable precipitation (at least 0.01 inch) on an average of 9.3 days in January, compared to an average of around 2 days in much of western Oklahoma. Most of the precipitation falls as rain, although snow, sleet, and freezing rain are all observed. The statewide-averaged normal snowfall (including sleet) is 2.4 inches, most of which falls in the northern half of the state. The panhandle town of Boise City averages 7.0 inches of snow during January.  On average, snowfalls of at least one inch occur on 2.5 January days at Boise City.

The wettest January in the state’s weather record is 1949, when the statewide average was 5.23 inches. The driest January was 1986, when the state’s rain gauges collected an average of only 0.04 inches of precipitation. Smithville was deluged with 13.85 inches of precipitation during January 1950. During another very wet January, Fort Gibson recorded 13.08 inches of precipitation in 1916.  Significant flooding along the Arkansas River and two of its main tributary streams, the Neosho and the Verdigris rivers, occurred during that month. A particularly pernicious rainfall event occurred on January 21, 1916 as McAlester recorded 6.81 inches of rain; Ada and Ardmore chipped in with 6.50 and 6.30 inches, respectively. This event lead to local flooding that cost six lives near Sulphur.

Snowfall records are not as reliable as those for temperature and total precipitation (which includes water obtained from melted snow), but the greatest January snowfalls appear to have been recorded in 1905, 1930, 1949, 1988, 1990, and 2001. Statewide information is somewhat sketchy regarding the 1905 event, but it is known that Fort Reno recorded a cumulative depth of 24.5 inches of snow over the course of the month. In January 1930, noted above for its extreme cold, 25.0 inches of snow fell at Jefferson, and the state’s reporting stations averaged 11.7 inches for the month. The reported January 1949 snowfall totals include 30.1 inches at Union City and 25.3 inches at Ponca City. In 1988, most of the state was blanketed by 10 inches of snow (16 to 18 inches in some locales) in a major snowstorm that came on the heels of an ice storm during the previous month. Goodwell reported 16 inches on snow on January 19, 1990, accumulating 18 inches over a two-day period, in a snowstorm whose Oklahoma extent was mainly confined to the panhandle. The state record for January monthly snowfall is 32.7 inches, set at Kenton in 2001. Nearly half of that total (16 inches) was reported on the 16th.
Tornadoes are not usually a part of the January weather in Oklahoma, but the month is not immune to them. Reasonably reliable counts of tornadoes in the state are available since 1950. During that time, 12 tornadoes have occurred during January, including 4 each in 1957 and 1967. On January 4, 1917, an F3 tornado (severe damage, estimated wind speeds of 158-206 miles per hour) struck a Choctaw boarding school at Vireton (13 miles northeast of McAlester), killing 16 students and injuring 10 others.
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