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Clockwise from top: Enjoying local and French wines at the festival last weekend on Bigeum Island, where Koreans welcomed shipwrecked French sailors 175 years
ago; harvesting onions on nearby Jaeun Island, near Bigeum Island; and Alma A. Barbarona, a guide at Breathing Earth Sphere, a work on another Shinan island.

SOUTH KOREA DISPATCH

No Shipwrecks Available to Stem Population Decline

By CHOE SANG-HUN

SHINAN, South Korea — The
French whaling ship Narwhal
braved the Atlantic, rounded the
howling tip of Cape Horn, and
threaded the Pacific by way of
Tahiti and Honolulu. Then, in
1851, a year after it began its
voyage, the sea turned.

The ship splintered off Korea’s
southwestern coast, drowning
one crewman. When the 29 sur-
viving sailors staggered onto a
powdery beach hemmed in by
jagged rocks on Bigeum Island,
they had every reason to fear.

Sailors at the time swapped
grim rumors of cannibalism in
uncharted territories, and Korea,
then known as the “Hermit King-
dom,” offered no comfort. It
turned away foreign trade ships
and had recently beheaded
French Catholic missionaries.
Nine of the Narwhal survivors
gambled on a small whaleboat
and rowed to Shanghai. There,
the French consul mobilized an
armed rescue expedition and set
sail for Bigeum Island.

Then came a twist.

Instead of a massacre, the
encounter ended in what the
consul called a repas pittoresque,
a picturesque meal. Korean
islanders welcomed the foreign-
ers with makgeolli, a milky,
lightly sweet rice wine. The
French shared Champagne,
marking the first time in re-
corded history that Koreans
tasted French bubbly.

As the consul later reminisced:
“Rarely have I seen men drink as
Koreans do.”

Fast-forward 175 years to June
13, when Bigeum hosted its third
annual Champagne-Makgeolli
Festival. Hundreds of locals and
mostly European expatriates
gathered on a lawn. If the island-
ers of 1851 met the outsiders with
curiosity and fear, their descend-
ants welcomed them with open
arms. Tables were crowded with
earthenware makgeolli jugs and
bottles of French sparkling wine,
not all of them Champagne.

“To 175 years!” the crowd
chanted to a chorus of cheers in
both languages — “Geonbae!”
and “Santé!”

Singers belted out “La Vie en
Rose,” while children visiting
from a French school in Seoul
sang “Les Champs-Elysées.”

Under a blazing afternoon sun,
the crowd joined hands for Gang-
gangsullae, a traditional Korean
circle dance.

Watching the celebration with
a mix of pride and disbelief was
Noh Myong-jin, a local salt
farmer.

“Our small island is finally

getting recognition,” Mr. Noh, 66,
mused, “all thanks to what our
ancestors did for those French
sailors.”

South Korea today is worlds
apart from its 19th-century self.
The land where French mission-
aries were once executed has
become a Christian stronghold. A
nation that barred Westerners
now thrives as a global trading
power. Yet amid this dazzling
transformation, rural areas like
Bigeum, which is part of Shinan
County in South Jeolla Province,
face an existential crisis: depop-
ulation.

The waters off Shinan remain
as beautiful and treacherous as
when the Narwhal arrived. Hun-
dreds of islands shift like moun-
tain ranges in the fog. Ferries
carve white trails between them,
and when the tide recedes, vast
wetlands emerge — a haven for
marine life, but a deathtrap for
untrained sailors.

For centuries, crabs, clams,
octopuses and sea salt sustained
Shinan’s economy. But decades
of urban migration and falling
birthrates have hollowed it into a
rural backwater.

When Mr. Noh was a child,
Bigeum had five bustling prima-
ry schools. Today, only two re-
main and are largely empty.
Villages appear deserted, save
for elderly residents in mobility
carts and Southeast Asian mi-

grant workers tending to onions
and spinach farms. Salt farms,
once the lifeblood of Shinan, now
lack labor, with many converted
into solar-energy fields.

The region last made national
headlines when its salt farms
were exposed for slave-like labor
practices — a scandal that ce-
mented its reputation as a place
few choose to visit or call home.

“We won’t have any children
here without foreign brides like

“You can only go so
far with onions and
spinach.

me,” said Alma A. Barbarona,
who is from the Philippines and
married a Shinan salt farmer in
2003.

In response, Shinan has turned
to history and art to reinvent
itself, starting the Champagne-
Makgeolli Festival and inviting
international artists to transform
its islands into an “art archipela-
go.”

“You can only go so far with
onions and spinach,” said Kang
Hyoungkee, architect of the
festival and chairman of Shinan’s
Arts Island Foundation. “We
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want Shinan to be a destination
offering experiences Seoul and
other big cities cannot.”

Shinan islands host works by
the Icelandic-Danish artist Ola-
fur Eliasson, the British sculptor
Antony Gormley and the Swiss
architect Mario Botta. This
month, the Japanese artist Yuki-
nori Yanagi began installing a
piece in which ants tunnel
through country flags made of
colored sand, carrying grains
across borders.

“Borders are created by poli-
tics,” Mr. Yanagi said. “But na-
ture and ants know no borders.”

This theme reflects what hap-
pened on Bigeum in 1851. The
long-forgotten story resurfaced
in recent years after Pierre-
Emmanuel Roux, a history pro-
fessor at Université Paris Cité,
found files on the episode in
French government archives.
His book about it was published
this month, following a Korean
comic-book adaptation in May.

The story begins in 1850, when
the Narwhal set sail from Le
Havre. When its shipwrecked
crew washed ashore on Bigeum
in April 1851, locals found their
appearance startling. “Their
eyes had different colors, like
blue and yellow,” royal Korean
records noted, “and their hair
was no different from sheep’s
wool.”

Unable to communicate ver-

A re-enactment during the festival of the wreck of the French whaling ship Narval 175 years ago.

bally, local officials relied on
gestures and drawings to grasp
the strangers’ wish to go home.
“They formed the shape of a boat
with their hands, shaped a dou-
ble mast with their fingers, and
blew wind with their mouths,”
the records said.

The Korean kingdom agreed to
provide the castaways with a
ship, housing them in huts until
favorable winds returned. Un-
aware of this plan, Charles de
Montigny, the French consul in
Shanghai, led an armed rescue
party to Bigeum aboard a Chi-
nese lorcha in May 1851 — mak-
ing him the first known Western
diplomat to set foot in Korea.

James MacDonald, an English
merchant traveling with Mr.
Montigny, described the island-
ers’ hospitality and curiosity in
Shanghai’s North-China Herald.
“An entertainment was soon
spread out for us in the open
yard,” featuring high-quality
veal, he wrote. While servants
kept the crowds back, women
watched from behind nearby
dikes. Whenever a stranger
looked their way, Mr. MacDonald
said, “down went their heads out
of sight like ducks.”

Villagers soon traded tobacco
and picked up French words like
“soleil” and “terre.” Mr. Montigny
welcomed local officials aboard
his ship with a three-gun salute.
“I plied them with various wines,
Champagne and spirits,” he
wrote in a report to the French
Foreign Ministry that Professor
Roux later unearthed. The Kore-
ans reciprocated, seating the
50-odd crewmen from the Nar-
whal and the lorcha at small
tables laden with food, while
“attendants armed with jugs and
cups darted about, pouring
drinks.”

Supplies and gifts were ex-
changed before Mr. Montigny’s
ship departed, carrying with it
makgeolli jugs — rare relics from
a place still unknown to the
West. Two of those jugs remain
in France’s National Ceramics
Museum today.

Nineteenth-century Korean
documents branded Westerners
seeking trade or religious con-
verts as “foreign barbarians,” yet
the kingdom felt bound to care
for shipwrecked Europeans,
Professor Roux said.

Francois Alonso, 32, a French-
man who attended the Bigeum
festival, said the episode still
holds a lesson today.

“They didn’t know each other
at the time, and still something
good happened,” he said. “Today
we have so much information,
and we are still fighting all the
time.”

In Spain,
First Lady

Faces Litany
Of Charges

By LYNSEY CHUTEL
and JOSE BAUTISTA

MADRID — The wife of Prime
Minister Pedro Sanchez of Spain
will stand trial on charges of cor-
ruption and influence peddling as
first lady, a judge ruled on Satur-
day.

Begofia Gomez has been under
investigation since 2024, after a
self-described anti-graft group
filed a complaint accusing her of
supporting a bid for a public con-
tract by a group of companies to
which she has personal and pro-
fessional ties. Ms. Gomez has de-
nied the accusations, but a judge
in Madrid ruled there was enough
evidence for the first lady to stand
trial.

Judge Juan Carlos Peinado
brought charges of embezzle-
ment, corruption, misappropria-
tion of funds and influence ped-
dling against Ms. Gomez and or-
dered her to surrender her pass-
port to officials and to report to a
court every 15 days. A trial date
has not been set.

“Behaviors such as these ema-
nating from presidential palaces
seem more characteristic of abso-
lutist regimes, thankfully long for-
gotten in our country,” the judge
said in an 84-page ruling.

The Spanish justice system al-
lows a plaintiff to file a complaint
directly with the court, after
which a judge leads an investiga-
tion, reviews the evidence and de-
cides whether to proceed to trial.
Other right-wing groups, includ-
ing the far-right Vox party, joined
the complaint against Ms. GOmez.

Mr. Sanchez has previously de-
scribed his wife’s legal woes as an
“operation of harassment and
demolition” by his political foes.
He publicly considered resigning
when the investigation first be-
gan, but held on in defiance of
what he called a political smear
campaign. Mr. Sanchez, a leftist
leader whois popular with liberals
on the world stage, has faced
growing pressure at home, where
corruption  allegations  have
dogged him and those in his circle.

Last month, the police searched
the headquarters of the Socialist
Party, which Mr. Sanchez leads.
Theraid followed a demonstration
by conservative Spaniards de-
manding the prime minister’s res-
ignation.

Corruption investigations have
ensnared several of the prime
minister’s allies and relatives.
Last month, Mr. Sanchez’s brother
went on trial over allegations that
he received a patronage job. A lit-
tle more than a week earlier, his
political ally and Spain’s former
prime minister, José Luis Ro-
driguez Zapatero, was placed un-
der formal investigation after ac-
cusations that he had received
kickbacks of as much as $2.4 mil-
lion for helping persuade the gov-
ernment to bail out an ailing air-
line.

Ms. Gomez was charged along-
side Juan Carlos Barrabés Consul,
abusinessman the court said ben-
efited from the first lady’s actions.
Her assistant, Cristina Alvarez, is
also under investigation for her
role as Ms. Gomez’s intermediary.

“Today is a disastrous day for
those of us who believe in justice,”
Félix Bolafos, a cabinet minister
and senior member of the Social-
ist Party, said on social media.
“Who will repair the damage
caused?”

After Judge Peinado’s decision
to allow the trial to go forward, Mr.
Sanchez’s political opponents
quickly circled. Miguel Tellado,
general secretary of the opposi-
tion Popular Party, called for an
early election. Taking aim at his ri-
vals, he said that it appeared that
in the ruling party, “if you don’t
have a member of your family in-
dicted, it seems like you’re no-
body.”

One of the groups that brought
the case, known in English as
Make Yourself Heard, celebrated
the judge’s decision on social me-
dia as “a great example of ajustice
that does not yield.”

Lynsey Chutel reported from Lon-
don, and José Bautista from Ma-
drid.
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Begofia Gomez has denied
accusations of corruption.
A trial date has not been set.



