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ABSTRACT

This study surveyed historical records on outbreak and features of forest fires during Chosun
Dynasty’s 518 years in being and analyzed the Annals of the Chosun Dynasty; The Diaries of the
Royal Secretariat, archives from Records of the Border Defense Council, The Compilation of Ministry
Proposals, Posthumous Records of King Cholchong etc. Forest fires were most prevalent and extreme
during King Hyunjong (14 cases) and King Sunjo (13 cases) due to strong wind, and the biggest-ever
forest fire broke out in the fourth year of King Soonjo (1804) in the east coast of Korea in Kangwon
province. The fire had resulted in 61 fatalities and 2,600 destroyed houses. Forest fire in the east coast
of Korea, Kangwon province, in the 13" year of King Hyeonjong (1672) is recorded to have caused
the highest number of deaths, 65people. The most frequent cause of forest fires during Chosun
Dynasty was unidentified (42 cases), followed by accidental fire (10 cases), arson or lightning (3
cases), fire during hunting (2 cases), play with fire by children, destruction of patty fields and dry
fields by fire and house fire (1 case respectively). By region, 56 % of forest fires erupted in the east
coast (39 cases) and this was followed by the west sea (9 cases), Seoul and central region (8 cases)
and the southern part of Korea (7 cases). By season, spring was found to be most vulnerable to forest
fire as it accounted for 73 % of the total amounting to 46 cases. Behind were summer (11 cases),
winter (6 cases) and autumn (O case). Specifically, most forest fire broke out on April and May, which
is the same as today. Archives and literature indicate that the person who involved in forest fire by
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accidental as well as arson had to be punished by banishment, expulsion from government office and
public hanging. Also, officials in charge of the region that suffered forest fire were subject to repri-
mand. In conclusion, risk and gravity of forest fires were evident during the Chosun Dynasty as spec-
ified in historical archives and share many similarities with today’s forest fires in terms of the duration

and regional patterns.

Key words: Forest fire, Chosun dynasty, Forest fire history, Fire characteritics
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Figure 1. Forest fires in Chosun dynasty.
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Table 1. The Number of Fire in Every Month

Month Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec
Fires 1 3 5 26 16 4 7 - - - - 1
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