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Giving empty seats to eager learners

GANGJIN COUNTY, South Korea — Ev-
ery morning on her way to school, Hwang 
Wol-geum, a first grader, rides the same 
yellow bus as three of  her family mem-
bers: One is a kindergartner, another a 
third grader, and the other a fifth grader.

Hwang is 70 — and her schoolmates 
are her grandchildren.

Illiterate all her life, she remembers 
hiding behind a tree and weeping as she 

saw her friends trot off to school six de-
cades ago. While other village children 
learned to read and write, she stayed 
home, tending pigs, collecting firewood 
and looking after younger siblings. She 
later raised six children of  her own, send-
ing all of  them to high school or college.

Yet it always pained her that she 
couldn’t do what other mothers did.

“Writing letters to my children, that’s 
what I dreamed of  the most,” Hwang said.

Help came unexpectedly this year from 
the local school that was running out of  
school-aged children and was desperate 
to fill its classrooms with students.

South Korea’s birthrate has been 
CHANG W. LEE / NEW YORK TIMES

Students Hwang Wol-geum, 70, and her granddaughter, 
Soo-hee, arrive for classes April 12 at Daegu Elementary 
in Gangjin County, South Korea.

By CHOE SANG-HUN
NEW YORK TIMES
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SOUTH KOREA » Rural schools 
with dwindling enrollment fill 
classrooms with grandmothers
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Pedestrians stroll beneath the flags at the Swiss Hotel on Thursday in Sonoma. While travelers slowly have 
returned, tourism traffic at various Wine Country destinations still isn’t as brisk as before the 2017 wildfires. 

What will get tourists 
to return to county?
Over a year after 
2017 wildfires,  
lingering slump 
leaves industry in 
vulnerable place    

In the aftermath of  the Oc-
tober 2017 wildfires, there’s 
a lingering question about 

the diverse hospitality sector 
in Sonoma County — from 
hotel lobbies, to winery tasting 
rooms, to craft brewery tap-
rooms. When will the throng of  
out-of-town visitors return?

A year and a half  after fierce 
flames destroyed 5,300 homes 
and killed 24 people county-
wide, the tourism-dependent 
businesses still struggle to 
recover. Immediately following 

the natural 
disaster, 
expected 
visitors 
canceled 
planned 
vacations 
after 
seeing TV 
images of  
burned 
homes and 
smoky 
skies that 
made 
the area 
resemble 
a war zone 

rather than a bucolic paradise.
Travelers slowly have started 

coming back, but traffic at area 
lodging properties, restaurants 
and popular destinations still 
isn’t as brisk as before the fires. 
The number of  visitors who 
travel here is important because 
the tourism sector remains 
a key driver of  the county’s 
economic activity. The indus-
try directly employs 10% of  
the county’s 250,000-employee 
workforce, plus indirectly anoth-
er 20% of workers at local shops 
and restaurants.

“Post-fires, it didn’t feel 
good for nine months,” said 
Joe Bartolomei, co-owner of  
Farmhouse Inn & Restaurant 
in Forestville and chairman of  
the board of  Sonoma County 
Tourism, the main agency that 
promotes tourism. “Our desti-
nation is still pretty vulnera-
ble.”

A prime indicator of  that 
vulnerability has been the 
county’s hotel occupancy rates, 
and those numbers mostly have 
been lackluster. In fire-ravaged 
2017, lodging occupancy sagged 
by less than 1% from the pre-
vious year, according to STR, a 
Tennessee research firm that 
tracks the U.S. hotel industry.

Thanks to out-of-the-area 
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Amanda Tyler, left, and Tasha Langrall, both visiting from Washington, 
taste wine Thursday at Cast Wines near Geyserville.

REBUILD 
NORTH BAY
Tourism industry still 
struggling to rebound 
after 2017 fires / H1

“Post-fires, 
it didn’t 
feel good 
for nine 
months. Our 
destination 
is still pretty 
vulnerable.”
JOE BARTOLOMEI,  
co-owner of Farmhouse Inn  
& Restaurant in Forestville 
and chairman of the board  
of Sonoma County Tourism

Shooter 
kills 1 at 
Jewish 
temple

POWAY — A gunman armed 
with a semiautomatic rifle 
walked into a suburban San 
Diego County synagogue and 
opened fire on the congregation 
Saturday, killing one person and 
injuring three in an attack that 
authorities believe was motivat-
ed by hate.

A 19-year-old was arrested in 
connection with the shooting, 
authorities said. The gunman 
entered Chabad of  Poway on 
Chabad Way about 11:20  a.m. 
and started firing.

He was identified as John Ear-
nest, a Rancho Penasquitos res-
ident. He is being questioned by 
homicide detectives.

Earnest appears to have writ-
ten a letter posted on the internet 
filled with anti-Semitic screeds. 
In the letter, he also talked about 
the planning the attack.

“How long did it take you to 
plan the attack? Four weeks. 
Four weeks ago, I decided I was 
doing this. Four weeks later, I 
did it.”

Earnest, who is white, wrote 
that he was willing to sacrifice 
his future “for the sake of  my 
people.”

In the manifesto, he also took 
credit for an arson fire that 
blackened the walls of  the Is-
lamic Center in Escondido on 
March 24. There were seven 
people inside the building at 
the time the fire erupted about 
3:15 a.m. but no one was injured.

The arsonist left a note refer-
ring to a shooting rampage at 
two New Zealand mosques on 
March 15 that left 50 people dead.

“I scorched a mosque in 

Suspect in synagogue  
attack near San Diego 
wrote anti-Semitic screed
By KRISTINA DAVIS, SARAH 
PARVINI AND J. HARRY JONES
LOS ANGELES TIMES
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Synagogue members hug next 
to a rabbi with an injured hand 
Saturday outside of the Chabad of 
Poway Synagogue in Poway.


