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Summary Report on ‘‘Prarie House’’ Discotheque Fire

I. INTRODUCTION

A fire at the Prarie House Disco Club in Taegu, Kyongbuk Province, Korea, the coun-
try’s third largest city, on 18 April, 1983, claimed the lives of 27 young people, mostly in their
teens and early 20s, and injured 67 other people. It was presumed that the fire was caused by
faulty wiring.

II. FIRE IGNITION, GROWTH, AND EXTINGUISHMENT

1. Outline of the Fire

a. Address of the Damaged Property: ‘“Prarie House” Disco Club, 51-7 Hyangchon-
dong, Chung-ku, Taegu, Kyongbuk Province, Korea

. Estimated Ignition Time: 01:40 hours (a.m.), 18 April, 1983 (Monday)

. Time the First Notification by Telephone Received by Fire Station: 01:44 hours (a.m.)

. Time the First Pumper Moved Out: 01:45 hours (a.m.)

. Time of Complete Fire Extinguishment: 03:00 hours (a.m.)

o o o o
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2. Building Details

a. Structure of the Building:

It is presumed that the building was built in the 1940’s. Major part, about two-thirds, of
the building was wooden structure, which had roof with galvanized iron sheets, and a new ex-
tention to the old part, the remaining about one-thirds, was a reinforced concrete structure
with roof with slates. The total area of this two-story building was 750.32 square metres, of
which the area of the first floor was 390.91 square metres, whereas that of the second floor
was 359.41 square metres.

The building had been used for a restaurant, specialized in Korean cuisine, until it was
rented to be used for a discotheque on May 26, 1982. All of the two floors were used for disco
clubs, however, the name of the club located on the second floor was *‘Prairie House’” Disco
Club, and the club on the first floor was ‘‘Sang-sang’’ (or ‘“Two-by-Two’’ in English) Disco
Club, which were managed by respective personnel.

Fire load of this building was relatively heavy because of a large quantity of combustible
interior fipishing including walls and ceilings which had been made of plywood and had been
covered with wallpaper, and many other combustible materials like carpet.

b. Circumference:
Although the building was located in the central area of the city, Hyangchon-dong, there
were a lot of old wooden structure houses around it, and consequently, the area had been



declared as ‘‘vulnerable area for fire’’ by fire stations, and at the same time, it had been one
of the regular rounds.

3. Fire Ignition Sequence and Evacuation

The fire was started at approximately 01:40 hours a.m. from somewhere near to the ceil-
ing of the second floor as the second floor was occupied by an estimated 150 people. Most of
the people there were in their teens and early 20s. About 80 people were dancing to disco
music while some 70 people were resting at seats.

The fire was reportedly of electrical origin. That is, spark due to short-circuit of wiring
of spotlight apparatus seemed to ignite dust and combustible interior finish of the ceiling and
then spreaded rapidly.

The fire was not discovered by any people who were staying inside of the building but
was discovered first by a passerby at the outside. As he shouted ‘‘Fire!’’ upon discovering
smoke coming out of the roof of the second floor, a club employee who were working at the
entrance door to the stairway to the second floor rushed out, to confirm the tact. He
witnessed smoke, and rushed into the second floor and announced the people about the fire.
However, most of the people did not react to the announcement at first because the hall was
so noisy and most people were fuddled with drink, that they could not perceive the occurence
of the fire easily.

Several club employees, however, recognized the real situation, and threw spotlight on
the fire scene at the ceiling. By this time, sparkles were falling from the ceiling, and the guests
were frightened at this scene, and consequently, they were rushing for the main entrance door
all at once.

However, the width of the stair was very narrow, and moreover, it was steep, one person
fell on the stairs in the stampede, after about half the guests had already escaped from the
building. In an instance, tens of people fell down also, and the stairway was piled up with
fallen people, to block up the way to the outside, thus many people were crushed to death or
were suffocated to death.

Meanwhile, there were about 50 people in the disco club located on the first floor of the
same building, or ‘‘Sang-sang’’ Disco Club. The managing director of this club, however,
grasped the real situation and realized the danger, and ordered to stop the music. He an-
nounced through the radio as this: “Ladies and gentlemen, we would conduct a fire drill for a
little while, so do not be restless. Please go out of this hall slowly one by one, and please
return here later.”” No victims were found at the first floor.

4. Fire Station’s Activities

The Taegu Fire Station was notified the fire by telephone at 01:44 hours (a.m.). When
nine fire pumpers arrived at the fire scene first, the fire had been involved in flames.



Because the width of the road in front of the building was only 6 metres, fire trucks could
not approach to the fire scence all together easily, and consequently, the fire-fighting opera-
tion was not so easy. Moreover, because of the people in a heap, firemen could not rescue the
people easily,by pulling out men from the entangled human pile.

Twenty-six fire trucks were reinforced soon, however, it was very difficult to extinguish
the fire due to combustible interior finish, rapid spread of flame, steel bars of windows, and
other blocked windows with combustible materials.

There was an another emergency stairway to the north side of the building, however, the
door to the emergency stairway from the disco club on the second floor, was blocked up with
tables, chairs, and many other things. Consequently, the rescue operations was delayed to
break down the door of the second floor.

Numbers of major fire-fighting equipment and personnel mobilized were as follows:

Personnel Equipment
Fire-fighters: 135 Pumpers and tankers: 23
Policemen: 100 Platform with ladders: 2
Volunteer firemen: 30 Lighting car:

Other fire trucks: 9
Total: 265 people Total: 35 cars
5. Damage

a. Casualties:

At the time of fire, there were approximately 150 people, including the club employees,
on the second floor. Of them 25 people were found to be dead, and two men died a few days
after they had been hospitalized, thus a total of 27 young people died as of the 2nd day of
May, 1983. It is estimated only about 10 victims died of burns. Police said 13 victims, in-
cluding 10 women, were believed to have died when they were crushed in a panic escaping
from the second floor club through the steep steps to the downstair doorway. 67 other people
were wounded.

Most of the victims were found at the stairway or at other places near to the entrance
door to the club on the second floor.

b. Property Loss:
Damage to the building and contents, which were destroyed, was estimated at
US $65,000.

6. Extinguishment of Fire

The fire was put out completely at 03:00 hours a.m.. The roof, the ceiling, the floor of
the second story were pull down and collapsed.

-9 -



7. Analysis

Some of the main reasons for the large loss of human lives in this fire could be pointed
out as follows:

a. Delay in Notification of Fire:

The first witness of the fire was neither an employee of the club nor a guest who were
staying in the building at the time of the fire, but an external passerby. Thus, considerable
time might had been passed after the initial ignition until the time of first reporting. Delay in
notification of the fire could be one of the major factors for the loss of multitude.

b. Poor Inducement to Escape:

The employees of the club could not cope with the emergency situation effectively. They
made a mess in notifying the guests of the fire, and moreover, it is estimated that the noisy
disco music jammed the voice alerting for fire.

¢. Combustible Interior Finish:

A large quantity of combustible materials, including plywood, wallpaper, and carpet of
the floor, the ceiling, and the walls seemed to accelerate rapid transmission of heat and burn-
ing.

Although this building was an object of noninflammability treatment for interior finish,
in comply with the Fire Protection Law, they did not comply with the provisions of the law.

d. Unsuitable Escaping Route:

Although there were two stairways to the outside, one of them, emergency stairway, was
blocked up with tables, chairs, and other materials, and the other stairway, or the main stair-
way, decorated with such combustible materials as plyWood, was only 1 metre and 20 cen-
timetres wide, and very steep.

e. Lack of Fire Protection Manager:
In accordance with the provisions of the Fire Protection Law, this building should had a
fire protection manager, however, they did not employ any fire protection manager.

f. Faulty Wiring & Etc.

The Fire Station’s inspectors have determined the direct cause of the fire attributed to
electrical spark, due to faulty wiring, dust, and combustible materials. And when an
employee of the-‘‘Prairie House’’ Disco Club tried to warn the people of the fire by throwing
spotlight on the fire scene, this action, despite his good intention, seemed to accelerate the
panic of the guests there.
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