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TAIWAN

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE

[image: jpg]

XiaoYeliu Geopark | Nguyen Xuan Vu/Shutterstock ©

I was six when I visited Taiwan for the first time, with my parents. My relatives took us to see the sea-sculpted rocks at Yeliu from Taipei, six of us crammed into a small, slow car. I whined throughout what is now a 35-minute journey. My great-aunt plied me with wax apples, pork jerky and taro pastries. It’s only in hindsight that I realise how much of Taiwan was captured by my memory of that day – the warm and easy-going people, the agricultural diversity, and how within minutes the city melts away into the surreality of strange and wondrous nature.

The last few years have seen many people from all over relocate to Taiwan, some with close ties to the country like myself, many more without. For immigrants and sojourners, Taiwan is a place that lets them live well for little, and, as one of Asia’s most progressive and democratic societies, a place that lets them be.

Piera Chen

@PieraChen

[image: jpg]

My favourite experience is exploring Kaohsiung’s portside Yancheng District to see how artists and community-minded, third-generation owners are reimagining this former hangout of seafarers, smugglers and US marines. To read more about Kaohsiung, go to.


WHO GOES WHERE

Our second writer and expert chooses the place which, for them, defines Taiwan
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Traditional canoe | YingHui Liu/Shutterstock ©
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The sleepy seaside town of Taitung feels like a possibility of another Taiwan, one that is not caught up in geopolitics. Life here moves to a different rhythm; about a third of the population are indigenous people and many urbanites settle here to escape the rat race. Facing the Pacific Ocean, looking east, there is also a sense of new beginnings trapped in the tang of salt in the air.

To read more about Taitung, go to.

Dinah Gardner

@dropped_chopsticks

Dinah has lived, loved and worked in Hong Kong, Beijing, Tibet, India and now Taiwan, where she writes, translates and dreams about swimming lazily in an octopus’ garden.
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TEMPLE TREASURES

There are over 12,000 official temples in Taiwan. The majority of these are Taoist, followed by Buddhist and Confucian, plus a plethora of unofficial shrines to lesser-known deities outside the main pantheons. Taiwan’s oldest temples go back to the 17th century; its youngest are Gen Alpha. Still very much the focus of local life, temples are often pillars of spirituality, as well as community centres and showcases of traditional religious art.

[image: jpg]

Bao’an Temple | WEISS JM/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Taoist vs Buddhist

Taoist temples tend to be more exuberant than Buddhist and Confucian temples, from their decor to their noise level.

[image: jpg]

SEAN HSU/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Who’s Mazu?

Many Taoist temples in Taiwan worship the protector of seafarers, Mazu, who’s also known by her title ’Tianhou’, meaning, ’Goddess of Heaven’.

[image: jpg]

OSCAR ESPINOSA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Caisson Ceilings

Look out for inverted ceilings built with exposed brackets that extend up and around in a mesmerising spiderweb pattern.


BEST TEMPLE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

For graceful antiquity and weathered splendour, look no further than Buddhist 1 Longshan Temple in Lukang.

Crawl your way through the caverns of Keelung’s 2 Fairy Cave Temple to find free-form shrines, sculpted Buddhas and a plethora of cave and literary art.

Admire high swallowtail eaves and masterful carvings amid birdsong at the 3 Penghu Tianhou Temple, one of Taiwan’s oldest temples.

Look for the devil in the details at Taipei’s 4 Bao’an Temple, a showcase of traditional design and rites that won a Unesco heritage award.

Calculate your (mis)deeds and read the most famous words ever written on a temple plaque at Tainan’s formidable 5 City God Temple.








TO MARKET, TO MARKET

Taiwan’s markets are as numerous as they are varied, bringing happy crowds by combining varied dining and shopping with the thrill of a treasure hunt. Adding to this is that markets – be they traditional fruit markets, handicraft bazaars or organic farmers’ markets – are down-to-earth spaces operated by ordinary people and, as such, offer a fascinating glimpse into local life and habits. In many cases where these were fading, they’re being revived by creative and community-minded Taiwanese.

[image: jpg]

Miaokou Night Market | Yevgen Belich/Shutterstock ©

Night Market Days

Many night markets outside of Taipei are only open some nights of the week. Double-check before you go.

[image: jpg]

R.NAGY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Breakfast

Produce markets often have stalls where you can grab a cheap and tasty breakfast. Usually the busiest stalls are best.

[image: jpg]

ROMIX IMAGE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Bargaining

You can try to lower the price at a handicraft or flea market, but bargaining is definitely not common at night markets.


BEST MARKET EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Rub elbows with locals and hunt for treasures real and figurative at Kaohsiung’s wonderful 1 Neiwei Flea Market.

Combine late-night feasting at Keelung’s 2 Miaokou Night Market with a wee-hour tuna auction and coffee cocktails at its neighbouring wholesale fish market.

Browse handicrafts and sip fusion cocktails as you learn how Kaohsiung’s young have transformed the historic 3 Yancheng First Public Market into a cultural and retail space.

Graze your way through 4 Chiayi East Market while dodging scooters and watching out for Japanese-era market architecture.

Binge on freshly plucked shrimp and dewy sashimi at absurdly affordable prices at Donggang’s sprawling 5 Huaqiao Fish Market.








HAPPY HIKING

Taiwan is 50% forests and the urban jungle gives way to the real thing surprisingly quickly. Two-thirds of the country is also mountainous with hundreds of peaks over 3000m and well-established trails everywhere. After hiking, shake off your boots to soak in crystal-clear streams or dive into deep blue pools. Then repeat all over the island.

[image: jpg]

Jiaming Lake | WENILIOU/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Permits

You need permits to hike mountains over 3000m, but the online application process is tedious. You can avoid the bureaucracy by joining a guided tour.

Ribbons

Ribbons are placed on trails by hiking clubs to mark the correct path on a complicated trail. If you aren’t sure where to go, follow the ribbons.


BEST HIKING EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Winds permitting, traverse three islets to the end of the 1 Mt Luobang Nature Trail on the Matsu Islands to fish or watch the waves.

Climb 3310m to see why 2 Jiaming Lake has been described as the ’moon’s mirror’ while watching out for yellow-throated martens and sambar deer.

After rambling in 3 Taroko Gorge, river-trace to the Golden Canyon where you can jump into pools and let waterfalls massage your back.

Bask in the company of bamboo and tea farms on a 4 Qing-dynasty trade route between Fenqihu and Rueili

Make the short, steep ascent to 5 Mt Keelung in Jiufen for great sunset views and even greater night views.








HOT SPRINGS WILD & TAMED

Sitting above a tectonic collision zone, Taiwan has an abundance of spring sources that is hard to match anywhere in the world. The waters boil and bubble but cause no trouble. Mineral-rich, they’re believed to be effective for everything from detoxing the skin and soothing muscles to conceiving offspring.

What to Wear

Clothed public pools, like swimming pools, require you to wear a swimsuit and a swimming cap. The latter can be bought on-site.

[image: jpg]

DAISY LIANG/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Nude Pools

All nude public pools are sex segregated. If you have any qualms about appearing naked in public, private rooms charge by the hour or hour and a half.

[image: jpg]

NOWACZYK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Children

Some spas have rules against letting children in, though you can sometimes convince them to change their minds. Double-check before you go.


BEST HOT SPRING EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

After sightseeing in Taipei, hop over to 1 Beitou to soak in the country’s most accessible hot springs

Relax in the silken grey waters of mud springs in 2 Guanziling, one of three places with such springs worldwide, alongside Kagoshima and Sicily.

Slip into a 60–70°C seawater pool at Green Island’s 3 Zhaori as the Pacific roars on beyond.

Hike 3km down to a deep river valley in Taitung where mineral deposits have painted a Jackson Pollock on rocks in 4 Lisong.

Combine a foot soak or a full-body dip with some hiking and a food crawl in 5 Yilan’s hot springs at Jiaoxi.








GOURMET, STELLAR OR STARRED

Taiwan is steadily making a mark on Asia’s fine-dining scene. Since the inaugural Michelin Guide Taipei in 2018, three more cities, namely Taichung, Tainan and Kaohsiung have also come under evaluation. In 2022 a total of 38 restaurants earned stars and a wealth of others received a mention for good value, the latter spanning many budgets and cuisines. Also contributing to Taiwan’s gourmet landscape are a great number of stellar but as yet un-Michelined restaurants.

[image: jpg]

Noodle soup with beef | ALEKSANDRS MUIZNEIKS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Reservations

Reserve. Reserve. Reserve. Sometimes up to two months in advance. The hottest tables are gone the minute they’re up for grabs online.

[image: jpg]

TRAN CONG PHUC/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Budget

While starred restaurants are usually gourmet and upmarket, you don’t need to break the bank to dine at all Michelin-mentioned eateries. Many are affordable.

[image: jpg]

ALEKSANDRS MUIZNIEKS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Dress Code

Some fine-dining establishments have a strict dress code, but most places simply expect you not to go in flip-flops or shorts.


BEST GOURMET EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Make your way to Pingtung for a meal at 1 AKAME, where the Rukai chef brings a contemporary French touch to carefully sourced indigenous and Taiwanese ingredients.

See how the wonderfully whimsical dishes on the ’tastes of home’ menu really do taste like the chef’s home (Singapore) at contemporary 2 JL Studio in Taichung.

Enjoy Chef Eason’s edible organic vegan art at Taichung’s tastefully low-key 3 Tsai Chi Ya.

Savour salt-baked virgin crab, fried razorfish, and other exquisitely prepared seafood dishes at Kaohsiung’s 4 House of Crab.

Reserve your spot on a waitlist two months ahead for experimental Taiwanese haute cuisine at 5 RAW, or pray for cancellations.








VIBRANT FESTIVITIES

Taiwan is heir to all the Chinese religious traditions and a host of deities and spirits worshipped as folk faith. Over the centuries the people have blended their way into a unique and tolerant religious culture that’s often as ritual-heavy as Catholicism and as wild as Santería. Pick any month on the lunar calendar and some temple festival is likely happening or some god having a birthday party, and Taiwan is a country with many temples and many gods.

[image: jpg]

King of Qingshan festival | TOPIMAGES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Join In

Anyone, regardless of race, creed or religion, is welcome to participate in festivities as a spectator.

[image: jpg]

WISE LEE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Taboos

In a procession, do not walk in front of a troupe or cut through one that’s standing in formation.

[image: jpg]

WUZEFE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Spirit Mediums

Sometimes you may see Taoist spirit mediums writing in a trance-like state in the temple or engaging in self-flagellation at a parade.


BEST FESTIVE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Follow a statue of the goddess Mazu over 350km (or part of the way) across Taiwan at the 1 Mazu Pilgrimage, starting in Dajia.

Watch a celestial boat burn on the beach at the triennial 2 Burning of the Wang Yeh Boats Festival in Donggang.

Don a hazmat suit and throw yourself in the path of exploding bottle rockets at Tainan’s 3 Yanshui Beehive Fireworks Festival.

While lanterns float to the sky in Pingxi to celebrate the Lantern Festival, burn horse fodder instead for the God of the White Horse at Matsu’s 4 Baiming Festival.

Stay up to see the Qingshan King and his entourage of generals and godly visitors on a 5 Night Patrol in Taipei.








INDIGENOUS IMMERSIONS

The 21st century has seen a remarkable turnaround in the celebration of tribal culture in Taiwan. Begin your understanding of the country’s 16 officially recognised indigenous peoples at Taipei’s Shung Ye Museum or the Museum of Prehistory in Taitung. Then consider a visit to Lanyu or a high-mountain indigenous village in Pingtung. In the summer head to the east coast for exuberant festivals celebrating harvests, coming of age and a deep love of live music.

[image: jpg]

Amis Harvest Festival | JUAN HUNG-YEN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Who’s Where

Roughly speaking, you’ll find the Amis, Puyuma and Bunun on the east coast; Atayal in central and northern Taiwan; Paiwan (ceremony pictured) and Rukai in Pingtung; and the Tao in Lanyu.

[image: jpg]

WENILIOU/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Local Affairs

A festival is sometimes celebrated separately by different tribes on dates picked by their respective elders. Some, not all, celebrations welcome outsiders.

[image: jpg]

CHEN LIANG-DAO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Tao Taboos

Lanyu villagers don’t take pictures of drying flying fish and women are not allowed to watch the Flying Fish Festival, but they sometimes make exceptions for visitors.


BEST INDIGENOUS EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Spend a few days on 1 Lanyu, preferably during the Flying fish Festival, staying in a Tao underground house or at least having coffee in one.

Sign up for a Rukai cooking class and guided tour at the rustic 2 Shenshan Rukai Culinary School in Wutai, Pingtung.

Between July and September, attend a sacred 3 Amis Harvest Festival and see how the tribe celebrates with song, dance and rituals.

Learn about Atayal customs such as face tattooing at the 4 Wulai Atayal Museum in northern Taiwan and hike their old hunting trails.

See the works of Taiwan’s indigenous painters, sculptors and installation artists at the 5 Kaohsiung Museum of Fine Arts, a leading researcher in Austronesian art.








REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Highlights of Taiwan

Allow: 11 Days Distance: 596km

This ambitious journey takes you from Taipei to Kaohsiung, and back. Along the way, you’ll hike a marble canyon, swim on a tropical island, and visit notable museums and stunning temples. You’ll also get to sample a range of cuisines, and lots and lots of seafood.


[image: jpg]

1 Taipei [image: ] 2 DAYS

[image: jpg]

Richie Chan/Shutterstock ©

Start with two days in Taipei to catch the groove of this dynamic Asian city. Enjoy the monuments, the award-winning restaurants, the museums and the art villages. Between and after your visits, linger at the city’s many memorable cafes, nibble through a night market, or down a local brew or two.

2 Jiufen [image: ] 1 DAY

Spend a full day grazing on your feet and wandering among the relics of former mining settlements in Jiufen and nearby Jinguashi. Learn about the gold-mining legacy in the museum or by chatting with your hosts. Hike up Mt Keelung to catch a million-dollar sunset followed by priceless night views on the way down.

[image: jpg]

ThePonAek/Shutterstock ©

3 Taroko National Park [image: ] 2 DAYS

Head back to Taipei and make your way to Taroko Gorge via Hualien. Visit the marble-walled canyon, its howling waterfalls, grottos full of swallows and other natural and manmade wonders. Pick a trail to hike. If there’s time, explore Hualien as well.

[image: ] Detour:  Drive down coastal Hwy 11 to Taitung, contemplating the fine Pacific views from various vantage points along the way. [image: ] 45–90 minutes

[image: jpg]

Chris Howey/Shutterstock ©

4 Kaohsiung [image: ] 2 DAYS

Visit the museums and former military sites of southern Taiwan’s largest city, Kaohsiung. Stroll around the Lotus Pond populated by temples, then explore the cultural spaces near the harbour before embarking on a boat tour of the latter. Cycle and swim on Cijin Island; eat seafood. Hit up a jazz bar for the night.

[image: ] Detour:  Foguangshan Buddha Memorial Centre

[image: jpg]

Tom Wang/Shutterstock ©


5 Tainan [image: ] 1 DAY

Stay at a charming old house and ask the owners about Tainan. Visit the Dutch forts and museums of Taiwan’s historical capital. Enjoy its vast collection of ancient temples. Eat your fill of famous local snacks. Shop for gifts at a historic Hayashi Department Store or have bespoke clogs or a suit made. End your day crawling the city’s cocktail bars.

[image: jpg]

YUYUFOTO/Shutterstock ©

6 Alishan National Scenic Area [image: ] 2 DAYS

Ride the nostalgic narrow-gauge Alishan forest railway from Chiayi. Bathe in misty forests of millennia-old cedars and shapely fallen giants, the moss carpet absorbing visitors’ chatter. Wake up in half-light to see the sun rise over Jade Mountain. In spring, buy bento boxes from the country’s highest 7-Eleven store to picnic under cherry blossom trees.

[image: jpg]

WENILIOU/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

7 Sun Moon Lake [image: ] 1 DAY

From Alishan, bus it to Sun Moon Lake. Tour the lake by boat, and explore the Taiwanese and indigenous villages: their temples, food markets, and natural scenery. Bus-hop or cycle around the lake. Have a ride on the cable-car. If you have time, visit a tea farm nearby to sniff the leaves, taste the brews and buy some to take home.

[image: jpg]

HTU/SHUTTERSTOCK ©





ITINERARIES

Best of the North

[image: jpg]

Allow: 5 Days
Distance: 100km

This tour takes in some of the highlights of northern Taiwan. You’ll discover the distinctive legacies of mountainous frontier towns, swim and hike on an attractive island, explore a cave temple, consider eroded rocks at a coastal geopark, and pig out at a famous night market.


[image: jpg]

[image: jpg]

Keelung | TOPIMAGES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 Taipei [image: ] 2 DAYS

Feast on treasures at the Palace Museum; admire the details of Unesco award-winner Bao’an Temple. Shop for gifts at an art village. Watch the sunset from Taipei 101 or ramble up Yangmingshan for the same. Explore the old shophouses of Dihua Street. Dine at a gourmet restaurant, a night market, or both.

[image: ] Detour:  Bus it to Wulai for hot springs and an Atayal meal.  [image: ] 5 hours

[image: jpg]

BEEBOYS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

2 Keelung [image: ] 1 DAY

Head to Yeliu Geopark to see eroded rocks in all shapes and forms. Then take the bus to Keelung. Saunter up to the forts on Heping Island and swim in its seawater pool. On your way to Zhengbin Village for a harbourside lunch, snap photos of a shipyard ruin. Explore the mysterious Fairy Cave Temple. Have dinner at Miaokou Night Market.

[image: jpg]

JACK HONG/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


3 Jiufen [image: ] 1 DAY

The former mining towns of Jiufen and Jinguashi are just down the coast from Keelung. Learn about the legacy of the gold-mining industry, hike the hills to see cinematic ruins overlooking the sea. Sample local snacks as you shuffle along a narrow alleyway; climb steep steps to reach teahouses. Take many pictures of a town luminously draped on a lush hillside.

[image: jpg]

NAMBAMAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

4 Pingxi [image: ] 1 DAY

Head to Pingxi and catch a nostalgic narrow-gauge train down an 18km wooded gorge to photograph old frontier villages and learn about their coal-mining past. Hike waterfall trails and drink good coffee. Next to the railroad tracks, watch visitors write wishes with calligraphy brushes on sky lanterns then release them into the sky. Selfie with vaccinated strays in a cat village.

[image: jpg]

SAKDAWUT TANGTONGSAP/SHUTTERSTOCK ©





ITINERARIES

Explore the South

[image: jpg]

Allow: 10 Days Distance: 261km

This curation of southern attractions brings you to Taiwan’s premier sun-and-beach location, a pretty coral island and a couple of urban cultural hubs from which you can make side trips to salt fields, mud hot springs, a rustic Hakka village and an old banana town.


[image: jpg]

[image: jpg]

Foguangshan Buddha Memorial Centre | Wirestock Creators/Shutterstock ©

1 Tainan [image: ] 2 DAYS

Spend one day in Tainan, enjoying its cultural gems: the temples, the museums, the forts and food. The next day, hire a car to visit Guanziling Hot Springs, Madou 18 Levels of Hell, making sure you arrive at the Jingzaijiao Pottery Shard Salt Fields in time for sunset. If taking the bus, pick one of the three. Follow with dinner and cocktails back in Tainan.

[image: jpg]

LEUNGCHOPAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

2 Kaohsiung [image: ] 2 DAYS

Visit the picturesque pond and pagodas of Kaohsiung and its military and industrial legacy. Go on a boat tour of the harbour or a walking tour of the revitalised harbourside area. Hunt for treasures at the Neiwei Flea Market if it’s the weekend. Spend an afternoon at Foguangshan Buddha Memorial Centre pondering Buddhist art; or on Cijin Island, cycling, swimming and enjoying a sunset beer.

[image: jpg]

JUAN HUNG-YEN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

3 Meinong [image: ] 2 DAYS

Head to the Hakka village of Meinong. Discover Qing-era shrines and courtyard residences built by Hakka immigrants from China, sample their cuisine, cycle among – depending on the season – the rice paddies, or fields of flowers or cherry tomatoes, and all the way to Cishan Old Street nearby to see the bustling marketplace and crumbling mansions of the old banana trade.

[image: jpg]

SEAN HSU/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


4 Kenting [image: ] 2 DAYS

Back in Kaohsiung, make a beeline for the beach town of Kenting, where you’ll find yourself swimming, surfing, hiking, and food-truck hopping for the next two days. Join an eye-opening tour to the protect zones. If there’s time, book a taxi to Hengchun to see Taiwan’s most beautifully restored city walls and explore its new crop of hipster cafes.

[image: jpg]

JEMMY999/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

5 Little Liuchiu Island  [image: ] 2 DAYS

From Donggang, take the ferry to this pretty coral island where you’ll spend a long, long day contemplating whimsical rocks, eating ceviche, scootering from coral-reef lagoon to white sandy beach, and snorkelling in fish-filled shallows. (Don’t touch the turtles.) Before or after your trip, stop for absurdly affordable sashimi and seafood at Donggang’s Huaqiao Fish Market.

[image: jpg]

CHRISLIAOTW/SHUTTERSTOCK ©




ITINERARIES


Go West

[image: jpg]

Allow: 6 Days Distance: 378km

This tour forgoes the mountain retreats of the west for three great cities and a windswept island. You’ll see legendary Lukang, named after deer, urban cool in all its forms, wetlands teeming with critters and rare birds, and a gorgeous archipelago offering history, scenery and watersport opportunities.


[image: jpg]

[image: jpg]

Glass Mazu Temple | Richie Chan/Shutterstock ©

1 Taichung [image: ] 1 DAYS

Breakfast at a food market. Do the museums, the Japanese-era Miyahara Eye Clinic now famously sellingice cream, and kick back beside an urban stream (or hit up a cool urbex site). Down an espresso at a Qing imperial exam hall, then head to Gaomei Wetlands for mudskippers, migratory birds and the sunset. Have dinner at a Michelin restaurant, followed by cocktails, or a rave party if that’s on.

[image: jpg]

SANGA PARK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

2 Lukang [image: ] 1 DAY

Head to the historic town of Lukang via Changhua. Pore over relics in the rooms of grand old mansions and imagine how the rich once lived; take in the smoke-aged splendour of ancient temples or the psychedelic lights of Glass Mazu Temple. Shop for lanterns and folk art. Say ’yes’ to proffered samples of pork jerky and almond pastries as you navigate cobbled streets.

[image: jpg]

ELWYNN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


3 Chiayi [image: ] 1 DAY

In Chiayi, visit a couple of museums, taking care not to miss the architecture award-winning Chiayi Art Museum. Lunch at the East Market; while there have a peek at the historical timber buildings and the imposing City God Temple. Check out cultural spaces in reimagined factories and railway dormitories, then hang out at Chiayi Park with its Japanese-era monuments. Hit up a dive for drinks.

[image: jpg]

TANG YAN SONG/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

4 Penghu Islands [image: ] 3 DAYS

Explore historic Magong. Have a long stroll by the seaside, passing windsurfers and joggers, before your big seafood dinner. Spend the next day exploring the outer islands by boat. On the third day, join a fisherman-run workshop, then hire a car to take you around the main island to basalt-walled villages, former military forts and an assortment of natural wonders..

[image: jpg]
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ITINERARIES

East Coast Loop

[image: jpg]

Allow: 7 Days
Distance: 360km

This trip takes you down the East Rift Valley from Hualien, passing some very charming scenery of flower-patched mountains and rice fields backed by surging slopes, before looping back to the coast in Taitung for a trip to lovely Lanyu Island. The return journey cruises up the coast, making stops at surf towns.


[image: jpg]

[image: jpg]

Bento, Chishang | PEACEFOO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 Hualien [image: ] 2 DAYS

Hire a car in low-key and pretty Hualien. Spend a day hiking along the walls of a peak-studded gorge at Taroko National Park. Recuperate at Hualien’s postcard-perfect cafes, oceanside parks and top-notch restaurants. Consider its fine collection of Buddhist, Japanese-Buddhist, and Taoist temples. Browse handicraft and enjoy desserts at art villages repurposed from factories. Pick a moody bar for relaxing after-dinner drinks.

[image: jpg]

PRITSANA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

2 Chishang [image: ] 1-2 DAYS

Head to Chishang for lunch. Munch on nutritious pan-fried tofu skin at Dachi as you watch the magic of protein coagulation in a bright, steamy factory. Then rent a bike or quadricycle to glide around a web of cycleways through mountain-hemmed rice paddies.

[image: ] Detour:  In summer (late July to late September), zigzag up Sixty Stone Mountain to survey undulating hillocks covered with orange-coloured day lilies. Visit a farm for day lily ice cream. [image: ] 4 hours


3 Lanyu [image: ] 2 DAY

From Taitung, fly or take the ferry to Lanyu Island. For the next two days, immerse yourself in nature and Tao culture (0187). Stay in an underground house, traditional or modernised. Scooter around the island stopping at the caves and coastal rock formations for selfies. Explore the new crop of cafes and bars operated by community-minded young people. Try sea moss and Madeira vine.

[image: jpg]

RICHIE CHAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

4 Dulan [image: ] 2 DAYS

Head back up the coast to the funky little town of Dulan. Meet fellow travellers, sample Amis cuisine, and hang out at Dulan sugar factory to watch artists at work, drink home-brewed honey beer, or catch a weekend gig by indigenous musicians. Surf when the waves are up.

[image: ] Detour:  Go further up the coast to Chenggong for surfing and sightseeing. [image: ] 1 day

[image: jpg]

GARY YIM/SHUTTERSTOCK ©






WHEN TO GO

It may sound clichéd but there really isn’t a bad time to visit Taiwan.


With tame winters, warm springs and sultry summers, not to mention an exuberant natural and cultural landscape year-round, when to visit this welcoming country all depends on you and whether you prefer Mazu, maples or music. But as a general rule, summer is best for beaches and water-sports; spring, autumn and winter for hiking, cycling and sunset walks.

Tropical cyclone season is June to October, but climate change has shifted things a bit – in the last few years, typhoons have been rare and winters, rainy. Sure, have a backup for your Penghu island-hop, but relax in the knowledge that Plan B may turn out to be just as enjoyable.

Bargain Sleeps

From April to June, and in September and October, room rates drop midweek. At key attractions, the best rates are midweek from November to March. Exceptions are peak times for domestic travel: Lunar New Year, Mid-Autumn Festival and National Day holiday.
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I LIVE HERE

Hiking & Seafood

Weihsiu Chang is a Taipei-based architect, and a board member of the Taiwan Association for Truth & Reconciliation and Greenpeace East Asia.

As we enter autumn in September, hiking season starts. Magnificent views await along the northern coast of New Taipei, Keelung and Yilan. On mountains closest to the sea, I can feel the northeasterlies and see meadows and the sea melting into the sky. After a hike, I go down to the harbour for seafood. Autumn is when crabs are the fattest and most delicious.




PLUM RAIN

’Plum rain’ (meiyu) is the name given to mid-spring downpours in East Asia. Allegedly, it was rain that coincided with plums turning yellow in ancient China. In Taiwan, plum rain falls between May and June.




THE BLACK CURRENT

The warm Kuroshio Current, known locally as the ’Black Current’ (黑潮) because it is shades darker than the sea, flows up Taiwan’s east coast, bringing warm and moist air, but also whales, dolphins and other migratory marine life.

Festivals


The mind-blowing Mazu Pilgrimage sees hundreds of thousands escorting a palanquin containing a statue of Goddess Mazu through 50 towns in south-western Taiwan. [image: ] Third lunar month

Kaohsiung’s awesome Megaport Music Festival features Taiwan’s top indie bands (plus foreign acts, pre-COVID-19) performing by Kaohsiung Harbour. [image: ] March

During the Lantern Festival glowing paper lanterns float into the night sky in Pingxi and Shifen. If you miss it, the official festival featuring mechanical lanterns and pop concerts takes place in a different city every year. [image: ] First lunar month

The month-long Ghost Festival is a blend of rituals, bookended by the symbolic opening and closing of the Gates of Hell. It is celebrated in multiple cities, but most spectacularly in Keelung (North), followed by Toucheng (East) and Hengchun (South). [image: ] Seventh lunar month


I LIVE HERE

Golden Paddy Waves

Yitung Yu is a Taichung native currently working in Taipei’s financial sector.

In June and July, paddy waves are a scenic highlight in Yilan, Tainan and the East Rift Valley. Viewing platforms are set up near fields to give visitors a bird’s eye view of the golden waves. There’s installation art. You can ride your bike in the fields, and restaurants offer ’harvest meals’ (割稻飯) served with local rice. When I was younger, my parents would take us to Tainan’s Houbi farming community just for this.
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Local Festivals


The strange Yanshui Beehive Fireworks Festival in Tainan is a blowout in which thousands in protective gear (or not) place themselves willingly in a melee of exploding fireworks. [image: ] First lunar month

Summer is the season for indigenous festivals on the east coast. The Amis communities celebrate harvest with song and dance, contests and rituals at the Amis Harvest Festival. [image: ] July–September

The triennial Burning of the Wang Yeh Boats, celebrated on the southwest coast, features powerful spectacles over eight days that end with the burning of a celestial boat on the beach. The most elaborate version is in Donggang, Pingtung. [image: ] October or November (2024)

On Lanyu Island, the Flying Fish Festival (飛魚季) is a coming-of-age ceremony that sees young men in loincloths and bark helmets head out to sea in beautiful dadala canoes. [image: ] March–May

A MOUNTAINOUS SPINE

In winter, the Central Mountain Range, with its peaks running down the middle of the island, blocks the northeastern monsoon, keeping central and southern Taiwan dry, as the north drizzles. In summer the reverse happens with the southwestern monsoon.

Weather Through the Year (Taipei)
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JANUARY

Avg. daytime max: 18°C
Days of rainfall: 8.3
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FEBRUARY

Avg. daytime max: 19°C
Days of rainfall: 9.5
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MARCH

Avg. daytime max: 21.5°C
Days of rainfall: 12.3
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APRIL

Avg. daytime max: 25.5°C
Days of rainfall: 13.2
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MAY

Avg. daytime max: 28°C
Days of rainfall: 16.3
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JUNE

Avg. daytime max: 31.5°C
Days of rainfall: 16.3
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JULY

Avg. daytime max: 22°C
Days of rainfall: 12
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AUGUST

Avg. daytime max: 32.5°C
Days of rainfall: 14.4
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SEPTEMBER

Avg. daytime max: 30.5°C
Days of rainfall: 12.9
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OCTOBER

Avg. daytime max: 27°C
Days of rainfall: 8.9
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NOVEMBER

Avg. daytime max: 23.5°C
Days of rainfall: 9.1

[image: jpg]

DECEMBER

Avg. daytime max: 20.5°C
Days of rainfall: 7.6






GET PREPARED
FOR TAIWAN

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain
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Manners

Metro commuters take the ‘no eating and drinking’ rule seriously. Chewing gum and sips of water are frowned upon. Carriages are also quiet. Your chance of overhearing someone’s life story is disappointingly low.

Queues Taiwanese queue for transport and in shops.

Taiwanese do not wear outdoor shoes inside homes. If your host offers you slippers, accept or go with socks.



Clothes

Pack light Layering is key – be a cabbage. Outside of the hottest months, wear cotton sleeves, a waterproof windbreaker and a fleece jacket for the coldest days. It’s easy to find a laundry and hand-washed clothes dry overnight.

Umbrella Prepare for sudden showers.

Temples Modest attire covering the thighs, shoulders and midriff is regarded as a sign of respect at temples.

Streetwear Outside of temples, wear whatever you want as long as you don’t mind the occasional stare. Young Taiwanese urbanites are sartorially open-minded, but a crop top is still more likely to attract curious glances here than in London or New York.

Shirt or dress If you plan on hitting a fancy bar or a classy restaurant, pack a cotton shirt or dress.


READ

[image: jpg]


The Stolen Bicycle (Wu Ming-Yi; 2017) This Man Booker Prize long-lister gives a fascinating portrayal of Taiwanese society through a fictional search for the lost bicycle of a disappeared father.

[image: jpg]

Green Island (Shawna Yang Ryan; 2016) Absorbing novel presenting six decades of a family’s history and obliquely that of Taiwan, beginning with the narrator’s birth on the night of the 2-28 Incident.

[image: jpg]

Indigenous Writers of Taiwan (eds John Balcom and Yingtsih Balcom; 2005) The first collection of Taiwanese indigenous literature in English offers a rare window into indigenous perspectives and experiences.

[image: jpg]

Accidental State (Hsiao-ting Lin; 2016) Lin gives an unconventional and lucid take on the events and dynamics that contributed to the founding of modern Taiwan.




Words

您好 (nín hǎo) is a polite way to say ‘hello’ in Taiwan when greeting strangers, elders and superiors. 你好 (nǐ hǎo), used among friends or with children, is the familiar and more common form. But don’t worry, non-Mandarin speakers will not be judged for using the wrong one.

早安 (zǎo ān) is ‘good morning’.

再見 (zài jiàn), literally ‘see you’, means ‘goodbye’.

昰 (dhì) is ‘yes’.

不是 (bù shì) means ‘no’.

謝謝 (xiè xiè) is ‘thank you’. You’ll hear this said a lot.

不客氣 (bùkèqì) is the equivalent of ‘it’s my pleasure’ or ‘you’re welcome’. It translates literally as ‘don’t be so courteous’ but do not be fooled – the Taiwanese are very courteous and expect the same from others. You’ll also hear the colloquial 不會 (bù huì) a lot. It’s the equivalent of ’It was nothing.’

你會講英文嗎? (nǐ huì jiǎng yīngwén má?) is ‘Do you speak English?’

請問… (wǐng wèn…) literally translates as ‘may I ask…’, is a polite way to start a question. For example, 請問你會講英文嗎？(qǐng wèn nǐ huì jiǎng yīngwén má) means ‘Do you speak English?’ It can also mean ‘excuse me’, as in 請問捷運站在哪裏? (qǐngwèn jiéyùnzhàn zài nǎ?); ’Excuse me, where’s the MRT station?’

對不起 (bào qiàn) is ‘sorry’.

我聽不懂 (wǒ tīngbùdǒng) means ‘I don’t understand.’

多少? (duō shǎo?) is ‘how much?’ or ’how many?’ It can also be used in place of 多少錢 (duō shǎo qián?) or ‘How much does it cost?’. Download Google Translate to help negotiations.




WATCH

The Great Buddha+ (Huang Hsin-yao; 2017) A dark comedy that casts a satirical light on the inequalities and absurdities of Taiwanese society.

American Girl (Fiona Roan Feng-i; 2021) A semi-autobiographical film about a young girl who returns to Taipei from the US.

A Brighter Summer Day (Edward Yang; 1991; pictured) Based on a true story, Yang’s masterpiece reflects early ’60s Taipei’s socio-political climate in the dynamics of a group of teenagers.

Millennium Mambo (Hou Hsiao-Hsien; 1991) This alluring film centres on a Taipei club hostess (Shu Qi) and her on-and-off relationship with her abusive petty-criminal boyfriend.

City of Sadness (Hou Hsiao-Hsien; 1989) Another of Hou’s films, shot on location in Jiufen.
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LISTEN

Elephant Gym (大象體操) Elephant Gym is a super talented math rock band based in Kaohsiung.

Lin Sheng Xiang (林生祥) Lin is a Hakka singer-songwriter and community activist born to a farming family in Meinong, Kaohsiung.

Talking Taiwan podcast A longstanding podcast about a sweeping range of topics connected to Taiwan.

Formosa Files podcast This engaging podcast tells the history of Taiwan through bite-sized chunks of stories, anecdotes and current affairs.






THE FOOD SCENE

One of Asia’s food capitals, Taiwan has a wide and varied repertoire that will likely have something for you whether you’re a careful eater or seeking an epicurean adventure.
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A richly varied culinary tradition, coupled with a terroir ideal for everything from peaches to coffee, and a national love of food have birthed a bewildering array of delectables in Taiwan.

Migration from China, Japanese rule, indigenous tribes and other players all figure in the local cooking, but boundaries are often blurred and all the better for it. Chiayi’s turkey rice owes its deliciousness to various influences, notably US air-force pilots who had the first turkeys brought over for Thanksgiving.

That said, if Taiwanese cooking has one defining trait, it’s the passion for local produce. It’s in the award-winning baker’s black-garlic baguette, the homegrown cacao in the chocolate truffle, and the Michelin chef’s deconstructed soup dumplings. This passion and the drive to honour it are partly responsible for the 38 Michelin stars Taiwan bagged in 2022.

Other contributors to the foodscape include regional Chinese cuisines, especially Shanghainese and Cantonese, and the best Japanese outside Japan.

Vegetarians & Vegans

Taiwan is one of East Asia’s most vegetarian- and vegan-friendly countries. Roughly one in 13 Taiwanese is vegetarian. Many more go vegetarian on certain days of the lunar month or year for religious reasons, and a growing number of young locals abstain from meat for ecological reasons or out of love for animals. Vegetarians will find something that fits the bill in almost every eatery – traditional breakfast diners offer fried dough sticks and soy milk, night markets usually have a couple of vegetarian stalls; and vegan tasting menus are available at chefy white-tablecloth places, upon request or not. Even convenience stores sell seaweed-wrapped rice balls (onigiri), roasted sweet potatoes and tea eggs.

In all the cities, there are Taiwanese- and Chinese-style vegetarian restaurants. In key metropolises such as Taipei, Taichung and Kaohsiung, you’ll also find Indian vegan places and western restaurants serving açaí bowls, avocado burgers and plant-based desserts. As a rule of thumb, there is usually at least one vegetarian restaurant close to a major temple.

Vegetarians and vegans who want to indulge on the cheap should seek out the vegetarian ‘buffet’ places in every city. These are smallish restaurants (some serve meat, some don’t) where diners line up with a tray and tongs, take what they want from a spread and then pay by food weight. They can choose either rice or congee at payment; soup is free. In Taipei, for example, the chain Nationwide Healthy Vegetarian (全國素食) alone has over a dozen branches throughout the city.

All vegetarian restaurants have the word ‘素’ (sù; vegetarian) on their sign. ‘我吃素’ (wǒ chī sù) means ‘I’m vegetarian’. ‘我不吃蛋奶素’ (wǒ bùchī dànnǎisù) is ‘I don’t eat eggs and dairy’. ‘我不吃肉’ (wǒ bùchī ròu) is ‘I don’t eat meat’. Buddhist restaurants will also have a savastika (a symbol resembling a reverse swastika) on their sign. A vegetarian buffet restaurant is called ‘素食自助餐’ (sùshí zìzhù cān).

Regional Chinese

Much Taiwanese cuisine has Fujianese roots, as the earliest wave of Han Chinese immigration to the island in the 17th and 18th centuries comprised primarily Fujian mainlanders. Fujianese cooking favours seafood that is prepared fresh, dried or processed into fish, shrimp or squid balls. Fujianese eat noodles soft, rather than al dente like the northern Chinese who came after WWII. Fujianese cuisine is particularly strong on the Taiwan Strait Islands of Kinmen and Matsu, both of which are far closer to Fujian province in China, than to Taiwan.

Another group of early migrants are the Hakka. Hakka dishes are hearty and salty, sensible for a people who historically made their living working the fields. Pork belly, a Hakka favourite, is stewed with taro, or preserved vegetables, another Hakka staple. Many restaurants serve Hakka stir-fry (客家小炒), comprising pork belly, dried squid, dried bean curd, celery and green onion.

The cuisines of the post-WWII mainland migrants are also well represented in Taiwan, especially Taipei. The Shanghainese brought their steamed pork dumplings (小籠包), scallion pancakes (蔥油餅), and drunken chicken (醉雞); the Sichuanese brought their tongue-numbing flower pepper (花椒) and other spices; the northerners introduced their roasted duck (烤鴨), their pickled cabbage and pork-belly hotpot (酸菜白肉鍋), and their steamed buns (饅頭). Over the following decades, these flavours mingled with local ingredients and practices, eventually becoming part of Taiwan’s culinary repertoire. Taipei’s ubiquitous beef noodles (牛肉麵), for example, exist because, purportedly, a Sichuanese soldier’s family in Kaohsiung’s Gangshan district (岡山) improvised the flavours they missed with local chilli-bean paste, American canned beef and noodles.

Then, of course, there is Cantonese cuisine, thanks to neighbouring culinary heavyweight Hong Kong, featuring dim sum (飲茶) and finely crafted Cantonese dishes. In fact, Taiwan’s only restaurant with consistently three Michelin stars is a Cantonese restaurant run by a Hong Kong chef.
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BEST TAIWANESE DRINKS

Kavalan Whisky Taiwan’s award-winning homegrown single malt is available at dedicated outlets and in bars, but the best place to taste it is at its own distillery in Yilan.

Taihu Brewery You can try Taihu’s craft beers and creative cocktails at its eponymous bars, such as Driftwood, but part of the fun is discovering which new Taihu drinks are available at the 7-Eleven stores this week.

Gaoliang liquor (sorghum liquor) Kinmen and Matsu’s gaoliang liquor is sold at supermarkets, but it’s interesting to visit the old bomb shelter where Matsu Distillery stores theirs.

Taiwanese coffee Try it at the plantation cafes of Tainan’s Dongshan Coffee Rd, the home of Taiwanese coffee.

Taiwanese Oolong Visit the tea farms near Sun Moon Lake for tastings at the source.
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Indigenous Taiwanese

Travellers to Taiwan should sample the dishes of the tribal peoples who called the island home millennia before the first Han sailor ever laid eyes on Ilha Formosa. The product of hunters, gatherers and fishers, indigenous dishes tend to be heavy on wild game and mountain vegetables, as well as a variety of seafood. Less common foods are also eaten, such as hornet larvae, mountain rodents, deer and flying squirrels.

One common ingredient in indigenous cooking is wild boar (山豬肉; shānzhūròu), which comes grilled with onion and wild greens or made into sausages. In areas with a large indigenous presence, grilled boar and boar sausages are sold by the side of the road. Another prevalent delicacy is sticky rice stuffed into a bamboo stalk (竹筒飯; zhútŏng fàn) and grilled with or without meat. It’s a speciality of the Tsou and Atayal tribes. The Tsou are also known for their love of bird’s-nest fern, tree tomatoes and millet wine.

In Sandimen, millet is the staple of the Rukai diet, while cinavu (奇拿富), steamed taro and meat dumplings wrapped in shellflower leaf, and grilled wild boar with papaya (木瓜拌山豬肉) can also be tasted in many Rukai villages. The Baiyi in Cingjing, in Western Taiwan, who originally came from Yunnan in China, infuse their mushroom and meat dishes with abundant herbs, including mint, chillies and flower pepper. On the east coast, the Amis boil or blanch their seafood and serve it with a dip. They also preserve pork and offal, which is eaten steamed or raw, depending on the tribe. Over on Lanyu Island, the Tao diet centres on flying fish, sea vegetables, yam and taro.

You can enjoy different indigenous specialities by going to a restaurant. That said, if you want to sample raw preserved pork or flying squirrel intestines, you’ll probably have to get yourself invited to an indigenous grandma’s home for dinner.
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Best Taiwanese Dishes

CURED MULLET ROE (烏魚子; wūyúzǐ)

Caviar eaten sliced and grilled with a splash of rice wine.

STEAMED STICKY RICE WITH MUD CRAB (紅蟳米糕; hóngxún mǐgāo)

Sticky rice stir-fried with pork and mushroom, then steamed with roe-filled crab.

GINGER DUCK STEW POT (薑母鴨; jiāngmǔyā)

A stew to which you add vegetables and bean curd as you eat, like hotpot.

THREE-CUP CHICKEN (三杯雞; sānbēijī)

Chicken cooked with sesame oil, rice wine and soy sauce, and heaps of basil.

BUDDHA JUMPS OVER THE WALL (佛跳牆; fótiàoqiáng)

Soup of seafood, chicken, taro, pork and rice wine.

PANFRIED MILKFISH BELLY (煎虱目魚肚; jiān shīmùyú dù)

Unctuous fish pan-fried to a golden brown; best in Tainan.

HAKKA STIRFRY (客家小炒; kèjiā xiǎochǎo)

Stir-fry of dried cuttlefish, leeks, shredded pork and firm tofu strips.

OYSTER OMELETTE (蚵仔煎; Hézǐ jiān)

Omelette of small oysters, topped with sweet and savoury sauce.




Specialities


Savour our selection of local classics.

Savoury Staples

Soup dumplings (小籠包; xiǎolóngbāo) Steamed dumplings sagging with pork and jus.

Pumpkin rice noodles (金瓜米粉; jīnguā mǐfěn) Penghu speciality of rice noodles stir-fried with pumpkin, pork and dried shrimp.

Black pepper bun (胡椒餅; hú jiāo bǐng) Baked bun with a peppery pork and leek filling.

Danzai noodles (擔仔麵; dànzǎi miàn) Noodle snack served with pork in shrimp stock.

Fluffy scallion pancakes (蔥抓餅; cōng zhuābǐng) Chewy, flaky pancakes with scallions and toppings of choice.

Braised pork rice (滷肉飯; lǔròufàn; aka 肉燥飯 ròuzào fàn in the south) Taiwan’s comfort food is steamed rice drizzled with braised pork.

Steamed pork sandwich  (割包/掛包; gua bāo) Braised pork belly in a white steam bun with preserved vegetables and sweet peanut powder.

Beef noodles (牛肉麵; niúròu miàn) Al dente noodles topped with braised beef; quintessentially Taipei.
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Sweet Treats

Fig seed jelly (愛玉; àiyù) Often consumed with lemon juice, àiyù jelly is made from the seeds of the creeping fig plant.

Grass jelly (仙草凍; xiāncǎodòng) Jelly made from a mint-like plant is combined with sweetened pulses, taro balls and heaps of other goodies in desserts and drinks.

Sweet peanut soup (花生湯; huāshēng tāng) Shelled peanuts boiled to a creamy consistency.

Bubble tea (珍珠奶茶; zhēnzhū nǎichá) Sweet, milky tea with chewy tapioca balls.


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Tsai Chi Ya (菜市場) Western-style vegan plates exquisitely crafted in a low-key setting by an artist-chef in Taichung.

Yongle Market (永樂市場) A tempting cluster of hawker stalls and small shops in and around a morning market in Tainan.

Cauliflower Old Memory (花菜干人文懷舊餐館) Excellent Penghu specialities in a whimsical throwback setting in Magong.

Huaqiao Fish Market (華僑魚市場) Sit down for freshly plucked shrimp and dewy sashimi in a rough-and-ready seafood market in Donggang.

RAW Chef Andre gives haute French cuisine a Taiwanese twist at Michelin-star RAW in Taipei.




THE YEAR IN FOOD

SPRING

The warm Kuroshio Current brings the migratory mahi-mahi and flying fish to Taiwan’s eastern shores. Bamboo shoots appear on restaurants’ chalk boards.
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SUMMER

Indulge in Taiwan’s bounty of fruits: mango, watermelon, passionfruit, lychee, peach and avocado, and don’t miss the fresh-fruit popsicles. Squid is sweetest at this time too. Enjoy it grilled, then finish with winter melon and barley juice.
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AUTUMN

Pomelo, persimmons, dragon fruit, star fruit and pears are in season. Pumpkins and taro make their way into desserts and stews. Crabs are fattest now too.
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WINTER

Cake shops flaunt strawberry concoctions and families go strawberry-picking. Hawkers peddle tangerines and dates. Sesame oil chicken (麻油雞; máyóu jī), mutton and Angelica root (當歸; dāngguī) keep stomachs warm. Mullet roe is cured for the Lunar New Year.
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THE OUTDOORS

From cycling and hiking to watersports, Taiwan has enough offerings to fill up the activities calendar no matter when you go.
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A rugged mountainous spine, dense forest covering over half the island, a vast backcountry road network and 1566km of shoreline mean Taiwan offers plenty of options for outdoor activities. People go hiking and whitewater rafting in the many and marvellous national parks, diving and freediving in Kenting, surfing in Taitung, windsurfing off the Penghu Islands and cycling on trails that encircle the entire country. At the end of it all, they soak their tired bodies in the scattering of hot springs, wild and tamed.

HIKING

With hundreds of well-maintained trails from sea level to 3952m, Taiwan has something for you, whether you’re looking to bag a trophy trail or stretch your legs in nature.

There are urban trails ideal for an easy walk to catch the sunset. Some of the best low-altitude trails are within an hour of Taipei, and take you past wooded pastures and scenic ruins. For serious hikers, the most impressive high-mountain trails are in Yushan and Shei-pa National Parks. The landscape in these areas is striking and the diversity of biogeographical zones from tropical to alpine means ever-changing flora and fauna. It is also possible to go for days without seeing others, if this is what you want.

You can hike year-round in Taiwan and won’t need a guide for the majority of hikes.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

Go whale watching in Yilan. You’ll see dolphins too if you’re lucky.

Take your kids to Penghu Aquarium to see the mesmerising collection of sea life, and learn to respectfully interact with them.

Explore Cat Village, Houtong, in the company of (vaccinated!) cats roaming free.

Ride on the fun Maokong Gondola and admire the views.

Enjoy cycling, locomotive rides and ice cream at Xihu Sugar Refinery, Changhua.

Soar above the clouds and plunge into the oceans of Taiwan on i-Ride, Taipei’s 5D virtual-reality cinema; there’s another one in Kaohsiung.

Sign the family up for a short but scenic kayak trip up and down Shuangxi River in Fulong.

Rollerblade, shoot hoops and watch the ducks go by in urban Da’an Forest Park, Taipei.



Cycling

Taiwan is one of Asia’s top cycling destinations. And don’t the locals know it! All ages and levels of society participate in the sport. You’ll find world-class road cycling minutes from urban centres such as Taipei, challenging high-mountain and cross-island routes, as well as leisurely paths through rice and tea fields with no end of mountain and coastal scenery.

Roads are good with wide shoulders, often marked as exclusively for bikes and scooters in popular cycling areas. There are also dedicated bicycle routes, concentrated mostly in the cities and down the sparsely populated east coast; and the network is being expanded as we speak. The well-signed 1000km round-the-island Route No 1, which proceeds in a counter-clockwise direction from Taipei, is considered one of Asia’s best cycling experiences.

Whichever route you choose, you’re likely to find yourself well-treated by fellow cyclists and passers-by.
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Diving & Snorkeling

Taiwan has plenty of venues for scuba diving and snorkelling, with good visibility and warm waters year-round in the south. There are well-preserved deep- and shallow-water coral reefs off Lanyu Island, Green Island, Kenting and the east coast. Green Island alone has 200 types of soft and hard corals and abundant tropical reef fish. Advanced divers may be interested in its yearly hammerhead shark migration during the winter months. In the north, you can dive off the coast from Yeliu to Yilan, including off Turtle Island. With the north-flowing Kuroshio Current running close to shore, you’ll find an intriguing mix of tropical and temperate sea life, including some gorgeous soft-coral patches.

The best time to dive is during the shoulder season, which runs before and after summer. Winter lets you escape the crowds, and visibility in the south and the east is still good at around 20m.


Splish Splash

WINDSURFING

Penghu is Asia’s top-rated windsurfing destination and the windiest place in the northern hemisphere during autumn.

STAND-UP PADDLEBOARDING

Experience another side of Sun Moon Lake by supping on its calm waters surrounded by mountains.

RIVER-TRACING

Between June and September, trace up to the deep waterfall-fed pools in Wulai for swimming in a jungle landscape.

SURFING

Take your board to the coast in Taitung and choose between casual sandy shore or challenging reef rock venues.

HOT-SPRINGING

Add accessible Beitou to your itinerary for an invigorating soak in therapeutic waters and Taiwan’s hot-spring culture.

WHITEWATER RAFTING

Feel the adrenalin rush as you raft down the Xiuguluan River in Hualien with a certified guide.

FREEDIVING

Plunge up to a depth of 100m, free as a fish, off the coast of Kenting National Park.






ACTION AREAS

Where to find Taiwan’s best outdoor activities.
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THE GUIDE

TAIWAN

Chapters in this section are organised by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.
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TAIPEI
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EAST ASIA’S MOST PROGRESSIVE CITY

Taiwan’s capital beckons as a city of food, fun and friendliness – a confident democracy that’s discarded its authoritarian past.
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When US Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi landed in Taipei in the summer of 2022, the world’s attention was focused on the city. While China’s retaliatory military manoeuvres dominated the news, Taipei’s residents appreciated the silver lining: more people across the globe were learning about their country. International media beamed images of the city’s gleaming skyscrapers, the streets teeming with scooters and the heritage architecture of the Presidential Office Building. This, along with positive coverage of Taiwan’s effective handling of the COVID-19 pandemic, prompted big hopes that once borders reopened, tourists would flock to see this hidden Asian gem.

Taipei undoubtedly has many charms: it’s a friendly city that blends its own indigenous and Chinese cultures with a curious fusion of Japanese, Southeast Asian and American influences. Taoist temples buzz with the prayers of the faithful; the wooden boards of Japanese-era mansions creak under the feet of visitors; and Taipei breakfast joints boast burgers and fries along with noodles and egg pancakes. From the heirlooms of a tea merchant to a cemetery for victims of the White Terror, Taipei is a city that takes great pride in celebrating its history – both the triumphant and the tragic.

With lanes of grubby walk-ups and countless shopfronts, the city may look like it was thrown together in a hurry, but look again. Great care has been taken to make it a truly liveable place. It’s a city of parks, trees and flowers. Fast, reliable and cheap public transport effortlessly connects every corner. Good coffee is available everywhere. A clean and free public toilet is never far away. And, when it rains, free umbrellas are offered with a smile.

Taipei is also a city of food. Dining out is so popular that many apartments in Taipei don’t even have kitchens. Indeed, dining out is the best way to understand the Taiwanese. Whether you’re getting your fingers greasy sampling snacks at one of the markets, or sharing dishes at an upmarket dumpling restaurant, the defining characteristic is the element of fun. So yes, that is an invitation to try the stinky tofu.
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THE MAIN AREAS

CENTRAL TAIPEI

Commercial and transport hub.

POLITICAL TAIPEI

Power, history and architecture.

EASTERN TAIPEI

Skyscrapers and shopping.

UNIVERSITY DISTRICT

Nature and student life.

WESTERN TAIPEI

Temples and taprooms.

SOUTH OF THE KEELUNG RIVER

Temples, parks and markets.

NORTH OF THE KEELUNG RIVER

Theatres and treasure.

TAIPEI’S SUBURBS

From seaside to lakeside.




Find Your Way

The legacy of Japan’s colonial rule can be seen in Taipei’s grid-like roads, which are super simple to navigate, although the street nomenclature can be confusing. If you do get lost, orient yourself by searching for the spire of Taipei 101, visible from almost every corner of the city.
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Plan Your Days

Fuel up on a breakfast of pancakes before visiting one of Taipei’s many temples. Then grab a YouBike to explore Taipei’s leafy neighbourhoods before enjoying dinner at a dumpling restaurant.
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DAY 1

Morning

• Rock straight up Taipei 101 for a view of the city and to help you get your bearings. Stroll through the swanky Xinyi shopping district to Songshan Cultural and Creative Park for a coffee in an atmospheric heritage complex.

Afternoon

• Hop on the MRT to Chiang Kai-shek Memorial Hall, where, on the hour, you can watch the changing of the guard. Pop into an exhibition in the basement before having a dinner of dumplings at Hangzhou Xiaolongbao.

Evening

• Enjoy a walk around the Botanical Graden before drinks at one of University District’s many bars.




DAY 2

Morning

• Join the locals by having a takeaway coffee in Da’an Forest Park while watching the scampering squirrels. Enjoy a pot of traditional tea at Wistaria Tea House.

Afternoon

• Head to Yongkang St for your pick of excellent restaurants for lunch. Then, it’s a short MRT ride to Dihua St, where you can step back in time and imagine yourself shopping for rice and spices at the beautiful Qing-era shophouses.

Evening

• Before sunset, grab a perch next to the river guardrail at Pier 5 to watch the kaleidoscopic light while enjoying a craft beer and a pub dinner.




DAY 3

Morning

• Head to Bao’an Temple in the morning to enjoy it at its most peaceful. Grab a YouBike and pedal to Lin Antai Historic House to see its many moon gates.

Afternoon

• Enjoy a sushi lunch at Addiction Aquatic Development. Then, take the MRT north to Shilin, looking out for the Grand Hotel as you cross the bridge. To peruse ancient China’s cultural magnificence, head to the National Palace Museum.

Evening

• Jostle through Shilin Night Market for a cheap and cheerful dinner next to the river at Pier 5, and enjoy the kaleidoscopic light.



You’ll also want to…

Explore beyond the city limits, cycle the riverside, strap your hiking boots on, visit a mountaintop teahouse and soak in a steaming hot spring.

SMELL THE SEA

Soak up the atmospheric and salty past in the historic seaside town of Tamsui.
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GO ON A HIKE

Opt for an early-morning summit of Elephant Mountain, or go for a whole-day scramble around Yangmingshan National Park.
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SOAK IN A HOT SPRING

Strip off and let the mineral waters of these outdoor hot tubs soothe your stress in Beitou.
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RIDE ALONG THE RIVERSIDE

Grab a YouBike to cycle past mangrove forests, parkland and river birds along the Tamsui or Keelung rivers.
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TAKE TEA ON A MOUNTAINTOP

Enjoy fresh, fragrant and refreshing brews from a teahouse in glorious Maokong.
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VISIT THE PRESIDENT

On weekday mornings, your passport gives you free entry to a tour of the stately Presidential Office Building.
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TUCK INTO A MANGO SHAVED-ICE

At one of the iced-dessert parlours of Yongkang St, Taiwan’s treat is usually served so large that you’ll need assistance!
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CENTRAL TAIPEI

COMMERCIAL AND TRANSPORT HUB


This is the very centre of the city and, as such, it’s the busiest. It’s also where most visitors first arrive to. Taipei Main Station sits in the bull’s-eye that links the city’s MRT system to the airport express and domestic train services. Central Taipei combines some of the historical Qing dynasty-era Datong District with the part of Zhongshan District that used to be Taipei’s financial hub until about two decades ago – a role reflected in the large commercial buildings that remain. An effort to reignite the area’s former glory can be seen in the huge construction project to build the Taipei Twin Towers, a pair of commercial skyscrapers that broke ground in 2022.

The density of hotels here is the highest in the city, but unless your trip is brief, the air and noise pollution mean it’s more pleasant to find a mellower neighbourhood in which to lay your head.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Dihua Street

2Huashan 1914 Creative Park

3Lin Hua Tai Tea Company

4Museum of Contemporary Art

5Old Taipei Centre

6Pier 5

7Ri Xing Type Foundry

8Suho Memorial Paper Museum

9Taiwan Contemporary Culture Lab

10Taiwan New Cultural Movement Memorial Museum

11Tsai Jui-yueh Dance Research Institute

12Two Three Comedy

13Xiahai City God Temple

14Yongle Market

EATING

15Er Wu Muli Lamian

16Flipper’s

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

17Zhang Men

ENTERTAINMENT

18SPOT – Taipei Film House

SHOPPING

19Art Yard67

20Causeway Bay Books

21Eslite Bookstore

22Eslite Spectrum Nanxi

23Fenko Catalysis Chamber

24Fight Against the World

25Guanghua Digital Plaza

26inBlooom Together

27Lao Mian Cheng Lantern Shop




TOP TIP

This district has excellent connections to the rest of the city via the red, blue and green MRT lines. Traffic is too hectic to make YouBiking much fun, but walking is totally feasible. If it’s raining, use the underground shopping malls, which link Beimen, Zhongshan and Taipei Main stations, as your thoroughfares.




Dihua Street

QING-DYNASTY SHOPHOUSES

One of the most atmospheric streets in Taipei, Dihua Street’s long row of former merchants’ mansions has been restored and is now peppered with cafes, restaurants, art studios and antique shops. Thankfully, the gentrification has not been total – fancy ceramic shops sit next to family businesses trading dried mushrooms and agricultural produce. Dihua Street was also the location that lit the spark for the 2-28 Incident.

Take the time to look upwards at the arched windows and wide arcades. The architecture along Dihua dates back to the 1850s. Some of the stores allow you to browse the full width of their premises, which normally extend right through to the next street and often include a lovely open courtyard. At the southern end of the street, you’ll smell the astringent odour of medicinal herbs and become assaulted by wafts of dried fish. Further north, these earthier scents are replaced by the sweeter smells of coffee and dessert.

There are also several excellent options for special souvenirs. Lao Mian Cheng Lantern Shop has been selling handmade lamps embroidered with painted dragons and flowers since 1915. Art Yard 67 offers delicate ceramics, while inBloom Together uses bold and bright prints on cotton canvas to make bags, purses and laptop cases.

It’s easy to spend a whole afternoon soaking up the historical atmosphere. Come evening, Pier 5 is a perfect spot to have dinner and enjoy the sunset. If you’re here before the Lunar New Year (around late January/early February), Dihua holds a famous fair that gets completely jammed.
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DIRECTIONS TO DIHUA

Dihua Street stretches between two MRT stations. If you want to go north to south, start from Daqiaotou Station on the orange line. Alternatively, if going the other way, head out from Beimen Station on the green line. Both stations are a five- to ten-minute walk from the street itself. You can also get there from the riverside if you’re cycling, via the gate at Dadaocheng. There’s a large YouBike station outside Yongle Market.




Pier 5

ROMANTIC RIVERSIDE BARS

Taipei has long had a lack of decent outdoor drinking options, even though the city enjoys subtropical weather. However, that is changing. One of the liveliest outdoor spaces to open in recent years is Pier 5, a waterfront strip of pop-up bars offering great views of the Tamsui River. Some of the stalls have rooftop areas or benches and seats all around. It’s very welcoming, as you’ll see young couples, families with kids, and seniors all enjoying themselves. It’s famous for its sunsets, and you can also watch the reflection of the lights twinkle in the glassy violet of the water after night falls.
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Yongle Market

FABULOUS FABRICS AND TRADITIONAL THEATRE

Near the southern edge of Dihua Street is this historic market, which has just emerged from a makeover, although you might not be able to tell. There’s an outdoor hole-in-the wall cafe next to the YouBike station that is a great place to people-watch. The big draw, however, is the upper storeys, with the 2nd and 3rd floors resembling an Aladdin’s cave of fabric sellers and seamstresses. You can browse Japanese prints, satins, silks, gauzes and floral Hakka designs. Budget for at least a couple of days to a week if you want to get something made or altered. On the top two floors of the market, there is a traditional puppet theatre, a Taiwanese opera house and an excellent exhibition space explaining the history, culture and stories behind glove, string, and shadow puppets. Performances for both the opera and puppet shows are usually in Taiwanese without any English subtitles, but they remain marvellous and authentic experiences nonetheless, as they are geared towards locals more than tourists.
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Museum of Contemporary Art

EXPERIMENTAL EXHIBITIONS

This lovely yet understated museum focuses on thought-provoking and experimental works by emerging local and regional artists. It’s housed in a beautiful red-brick building that was built as an elementary school in the 1920s, later becoming Taipei’s City Hall before adopting its current role. It’s just as much a treat to creep about creaky wooden floorboards as it is trying to work out the meaning behind some of the art displayed here. If you’re in the neighbourhood, it’s well worth a visit, and an hour is plenty.
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Tsai Jui-yueh Dance Research Institute

ELEGANT CAFE & DANCE STUDIO

The 2022 Taiwanese film Untold Herstory follows the fates of three female political prisoners in the 1950s. One, a dancer, was likely inspired by Taiwan’s pioneer of modern dance, Tsai Jui-yueh, who was imprisoned in a re-education camp from 1949 to 1952. Tsai died in 2005, but her studio, the Tsai Jui-yueh Dance Research Institute, lives on in this former wooden dormitory built by the Japanese in 1925. The adjacent building is the cafe, and it has a large deck and lawn that are lovely for a late afternoon beverage. The studio and cafe are known as the Rose Heritage Site.

Suho Paper Memorial Museum

GALLERY OF GORGEOUS STATIONERY

Taiwan has a museum for everything (even fish balls), but this stylish four-storey museum is well worth a visit, especially if you like crinkly handmade paper. Opened by the children of Suho Chen, a paper producer who died in a plane crash in China, the musuem boasts a traditional paper mill and temporary themed exhibits. Join the daily paper-making classes at 2.30pm. (The advanced-plus class will have you making a hand-stitched notebook in paper embedded with petals and leaves.) At the museum shop, you can purchase cards, posters and other elegant designs, while three doors down, at the museum’s paper consultants, Fenko Catalysis Chamber, there are more than 100 types of textured paper that are just asking to be touched.
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Huashan 1914 Creative Park

PHOTOGENIC FORMER FACTORY COMPLEX

This park is easy to spot because of its red-brick buildings, gorgeous old trees and giant chimney stacks – it really stands out from the snarl of traffic and dreary modern buildings surrounding it. Huashan began life as a wine factory in 1916 until it was shuttered in 1987. About 20 years ago, the Council for Cultural Affairs began an urban regeneration project, where the warehouses and factories were remodelled into a live-music performance venue, exhibition halls (great fun for children), pop-up shops, an arthouse cinema and several restaurants, cafes and bars – local microbrewery Zhang Men also has a branch here. Near the old factories round the back, a span of wall with tree roots laced throughout the stonework makes for intriguing photos. The parkland at the rear is a favourite picnic spot for locals, and exiting from here puts you in the best place to walk to the electronics mall of Guanghua Digital Plaza, where you can peruse a labyrinth of electronics, including laptops, mobile phones and gadgets.
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Taiwan Contemporary Culture Lab

MILITARY HQ TURNED ART SPACE

The COVID-19 pandemic seems to have forestalled plans to fully develop this sprawling complex, which sits on a piece of prime real estate in the middle of the capital. Formerly the Air Force Command Headquarters, it was turned over to the Ministry of Culture in 2018 for development as an innovation hub and cultural space. It’s lovely to walk around (although fairly eerie at night), and makes for a pleasant hour’s stroll. The red-brick and whitewashed buildings, typical of Taiwan’s institutional architecture from the 1950s and 1960s, still bear their Air Force insignia. Don’t miss the Political Warfare Building and its camouflaged bunker.
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Lin Hua Tai Tea Company

TAIPEI’S OLDEST TEA STORE

This is Taipei’s oldest tea-selling store; they’ve been doing it since 1883. The current fourth-generation merchants are more than happy to talk tea and let you sniff the aromas of their brews. They offer a very different experience from those offered by the upmarket teashops aimed at tourists, and leaves here are sold in scoops from large metal drums in a warehouse, with prices clearly written on the top of each drum. Ask for a tour of the tea factory in the back.
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Ri Xing Type Foundry

ENCHANTING MUSEUM OF MOVABLE TYPE

Part shop, part museum and part factory, Ri Xing Type Foundry offers a glimpse of what life was like before computers, when letterpress printing was used to produce books and newspapers. It’s fascinating to walk among the towering shelves packed with lead type characters in different fonts, sizes and languages (predominantly Chinese, but also Japanese and English). The moulds are available for purchase, but there is no pressure to buy. The owner, Mr Zhang, welcomes all visitors, hoping to help keep alive this dying tradition – this is one of the very last, if not the last, traditional Chinese movable type foundries in the world.
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Taiwan New Cultural Movement Memorial Museum

HERITAGE POLICE STATION

As part of Taiwan’s commitment to recording the past abuses of the White Terror, this old Taipei police station, dating back to the Japanese era, has been carefully restored and turned into a museum that’s well worth a visit. Take time to admire the heritage architecture and absorb the sombre atmosphere of the cells at the rear, and imagine how frightening it would have been to be a political prisoner at the time. There’s a panopticon setup, spread out in a fan shape, which allowed guards to watch all seven cells at once, and a water dungeon where prisoners crouched in agony for hours as water lapped up to their necks. There’s little English explanation on the displays, but entry is free.


MORE IN CENTRAL TAIPEI

Exploring the Old Centre

BOUTIQUES, BOOKSHOPS AND BEATNIKS

The area around Zhongshan MRT station lacks headline landmarks, but it’s worth investigating for the lingering glamour of old Taipei blended with the new energy coming from a younger, more creative crowd. This area used to be the old centre until a couple of decades ago, when it was superseded by the skyscrapers of Xinyi. Zhongshan North Road is a broad tree-lined avenue with five-star hotels, luxury brands and big stonking bank buildings. Notice the elegantly white colonial building set in its own gardens at No. 18. This is SPOT - Taipei Film House, the former home to a US ambassador and now an arthouse cinema and cafe.

The malls of Nanjing West Road are always humming with shoppers. The wood-panelled shopping mall, Eslite Spectrum Nanxi, stands out with the fluffy Japanese pancakes at Flipper’s and the excellent Eslite Bookstore, boasting a reading room of English books. Opposite, on the 10th floor of No. 5, is Causeway Bay Books, a small independent bookseller that focuses on human rights titles, run by activist Hongkonger Lam Wing-kee.

It’s best just to wander around the narrow lanes north of the MRT – after all, it’s Taipei’s back alleys that are one of its key attractions – but watch out for the speeding scooters. This is the beatnik quarter, loaded with vintage clothing stores (Fight Against the World offers used military gear), hair salons, cafes, patisseries and Japanese eateries. Hungry Taiwanese flock to Er Wu Muli Lamian (facebook.com/Oyster2022) for its signature oyster-broth ramen.
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BEST CAFES IN CENTRAL DISTRICT

Mask Cat

Enjoy a lavender latte in the company of some very cute but grumpy rescue cats.

wooo

Full of retro charm, this Hong Kong-style cafe is set in a renovated apothecary.

Illumination Books

A gorgeous 2nd-floor cafe and bookshop in a restored heritage house full of light and elegance.

Heritage Bakery & Cafe

Come here for their heavenly cheesecakes and tarts flavoured with fruit, crammed with chocolate and covered in cream.



WHERE TO STAY IN CENTRAL TAIPEI

Flip Flop Hostel Garden

Huge and roomy, with lots of activities to meet locals and other travellers. $

Meander 1948

This former dorm for paper factory workers is now a popular boutique hotel. $$

Chill Roof Hotel

A quirky yet intimate place, with truly gorgeous rooms that feel like real bedrooms. $$$

Having a Laugh

ENGLISH STAND-UP COMEDY

Live comedy in Taiwan has a rich history, with influences from the fast-paced skits popular in China and Japan, and more recently, from stand-up culture in the US. A lot of comedy in Chinese and Taiwanese is based on tones (words that sound the same but have different pitch changes and wildly different meanings). These clever puns are hilarious to native speakers but difficult for those whose language skills are not up to scratch.

One of the funniest young men in Taiwan today, Brian Tseng, has his own YouTube show, The Night Night Show, which is based on late-night US satirical comedy. In 2019, he co-opened the city’s first bilingual stand-up comedy club – Two Three Comedy. Tseng’s Thursday night acts (sadly, in Chinese only) routinely sell out, but several nights a week, the club has English-language improv and stand-up and also drag king and queen shows, the latter at least once per month. You might also catch a show from comedians from elsewhere in Asia and the US. Two Three Comedy is the only venue in Taipei that offers regular shows in English.

It’s a small underground space on Linsen N Rd, about a 10-minute walk from Zhongshan MRT. 23 Public, a co-investor in the club, supplies the brews for the bar and most tickets (priced around NT$400 upwards) include one free drink. Check their Facebook page for the latest information on upcoming shows. (facebook.com/TwoThreeComedy/)


I LIVE HERE: JOKES THE TAIWANESE FIND FUNNY
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Te Yu Yang (Danny), stand-up comedian and co-founder of Two Three Comedy, shares his thoughts on what makes Taiwanese people laugh. @twothreecomedy

The things that Taiwanese laugh at are those things that especially affect our lives here, such as politics, current affairs and everyday things that happen to everyone. Audiences are beginning to find more things funny, but [for stand-up] we need to add a little more explanation so that they get our jokes!



WHERE TO EAT IN CENTRAL TAIPEI

Fei Qian Wu

Massively popular unagi (eel) rice joint. It’s super efficient and tasty to boot. $$

Ningxiao Night Market

Tons of traditional snacks on offer here. Try the fish soup, oyster omelette or satay beef. $

Qin Tian Xiaw

Taipei’s finest Guizhou restaurant, where the cuisine is spiced but both delicate and flavourful. $$$

Praying for a Partner

LOOKING FOR LOVE

Almost every street in Taipei has a working temple. A blend of Taoism with folk religion and Buddhism is the dominant belief system, although most of the devout are middle-aged and older. Look carefully at the worshippers at Xiahai City God Temple, however, and you’ll notice the majority are in their 20s and 30s. This is because, since the early 1970s, the Matchmaker God, who grants devotees true love, has been counted among the deities here. He was donated by a grateful templegoer who had her wishes granted by the City God. See if you can spot him – his wooden base has a large heart painted on it.

The help desk inside the temple can explain in English how to ask for the Matchmaker’s assistance in finding a partner. The 12 steps take about 20 minutes; you’ll need to buy some incense, ceremonial paper money, cookies, sugar and some red thread, then tell the gods your personal details, pray to all the deities (including the City God’s wife), and place the incense in the burner outside without singeing your fingers. If you find your soulmate, you should return and bring an offering in appreciation.

On the City God’s Birthday (the 14th day of the fifth lunar month, usually sometime in May or June), dozens of temples around Taipei send teams to the temple to entertain the City God. The procession stretches over a kilometre and performances include lion dances, god dances and martial arts displays. Things get going at around 2pm each day, and the festivities last five days.
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ON YOUR BIKE!

Run by two friendly bike enthusiasts from the US, Taipei Bike Works offers both bicycle rentals and tours of the city, up to Yangmingshan National Park (six hours) and even further afield, such as multi-day trips around northern Taiwan. Their bikes are in decent condition, and their shop is located just a few streets west of Dihua St. Recently, they have also started multi-day scooter tours. Scan the following QR code to get more information on the tours offered:
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WHERE TO SHOP IN CENTRAL TAIPEI

Guanghua Digital Plaza

Enjoy six storeys of electronics, software, hardware, laptops, peripherals, mobile phones and gadgets.

Huayin St

The street of bargains for cheap luggage, bags, hats, feather boas, bangles, and everything in between.

Yongle Market

Cotton, satin, silk, gauze, Japanese prints, bold colours, stripes and gingham – bolts and bolts of it.



POLITICAL TAIPEI

POWER, HISTORY AND ARCHITECTURE



This neighbourhood is the historical and contemporary centre of political power in Taipei. Over 130 years ago, it was encircled by the Qing dynasty’s city walls, which were demolished by the Japanese. Today, it spans most of the district of Zhongzheng, named for Chiang Kai-shek (Taiwan’s autocratic leader from 1949 to 1975). Many of the handsome government buildings date back to the Japanese colonial era (1895 to 1945), and the area has remained almost timeless over the past few decades.

Locals love the parks, plazas and wide-open spaces for their evening exercise. Liberty Square and Ketagalan Boulevard are popular locations for political rallies, open-air concerts and other large-scale events such as the National Day Parade (10 October). At all other times, the area is mellow; its wide tree-lined avenues are pleasant to explore on foot – a very different experience from the bustling, traffic-laden urban landscape just a few streets away.
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TOP SIGHTS

12-28 Peace Memorial Park

2Chiang Kai-shek Memorial Hall

3Chun Shui Tang

4Hangzhou Xiaolongbao

5Land Bank Exhibition Hall

6National 2-28 Memorial Museum

7National Taiwan Museum

8Presidential Office Building

9Taipei Botanical Garden

10Taiwan Literature Base

SIGHTS

11Taipei 2-28 Memorial Museum

ACTIVITIES

12Liberty Square

EATING

13The Mayor’s Residence Art Salon

14Theater Trattoria

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

15Matcha One

ENTERTAINMENT

16National Theater and Concert Hall




TOP TIP

It’s easy to walk around and take in all of the top sights in one day, and with the parks, you’ll have lots of places to stop for a break. If you fancy it, a YouBike is a good option. For food, there are plenty of choices around Chiang Kai-shek Memorial Hall.
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Chiang Kai-shek Memorial Hall

MONUMENT OF CONTROVERSY

Among the most stunning sights in the capital, the Chiang Kai-shek Memorial Hall, with its curved peacock-blue tiled roof and slanted cream walls, is mired in controversy because of its role in commemorating a dictator. As part of Taiwan’s plans to remove authoritarian symbols, efforts are underway to rename and repurpose the building and ‘do something’ with Chiang’s giant bronze statue, which sits pride of place up top, gazing northwards towards China. Make sure to watch the polished choreography of the changing of the guard (arrive 10 minutes beforehand to get an unobstructed view) on the hour, every hour.

There’s always something happening in the wide-open Liberty Square (renamed in 2007 in honour of Taiwan’s long road to democracy): summer jazz nights, 4 June Tiananmen Square vigils and art festivals. On rainy nights, the puddles make excellent props for reflective photos of the five illuminated archways of the main gate.

At the entrance to Liberty Square is the National Theater & Concert Hall, with both buildings resembling Chinese temples with their upturned eaves and red pillars. These are the premier venues in Taipei for dances, musicals, and Chinese and western operas – buy tickets from the desks at the back of each hall. If the performances aren’t your thing, it’s worth popping inside just to explore the palatial old-school elegance of the buildings, and maybe even enjoying some live jazz with your dinner at Theater Trattoria.
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Chiang Kai-shek Memorial Hall | Sean Hsu/shutterstock ©


WHO WAS CHIANG KAI-SHEK?

Chiang Kai-shek, or the ‘Generalissimo’, as he was also known, was the leader of the Kuomintang (KMT), or the ‘Chinese Nationalists’. After losing the war to the communists in China in 1949, Chiang fled with his defeated soldiers to Taiwan, which he ruled with an iron fist until his death in 1975. Although Taiwan industrialized and became wealthy under his rule, he is a controversial figure today because of the hundreds of thousands of people who were executed or imprisoned unjustly as part of the White Terror.



Chun Shui Tang

THE ORIGINAL BUBBLE TEA

This Taichung teahouse chain claims to have invented bubble tea. Their classic pearl milk tea is certainly a step above the sugar-crammed versions commonly hawked from various holes-in-the-walls across the city. The bubble tea is pink, frothy and creamy, only lightly sweetened, and with plenty of small, firm pearls. Traditional light noodle dishes and Chinese desserts are also available here. There are branches across the city, but this one on the ground floor of the National Concert Hall is one of the nicest, furnished like a traditional teahouse.
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Hangzhou Xiaolongbao

TAIPEI’S TASTIEST DUMPLINGS

While the tourists flock to Din Tai Fung, the locals make a beeline for here. This outstanding restaurant (it doesn’t have an English sign outside) serves up the best zhengjiao (steamed dumplings), xiaolongbao (Shanghai-style soup dumplings stuffed with pork) and shaomai (wrinkled open-top dumplings stuffed with pork and crab) the city has to offer. It’s a no-nonsense, noisy place, where you can watch the chefs at work amid the bubbling woks and clouds of steam in the open kitchen. For dessert, try the chewy red-bean dumplings (doushabao) – perfect to round off a visit to Chiang Kai-shek Memorial Hall.
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Xiaolongbao | CABECA DE MARMORE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Taipei Botanical Garden

HEAVENLY GARDEN OASIS

This tranquil garden’s top draw is its lotus pond, which, come summer, is a gorgeous blanket of green and blushing pink. Paths and wooded walkways crisscross the many themed gardens and woodlands, offering ample space for some quiet contemplation. This is a top spot for locals, usually retirees armed with zoom lenses taking close-ups of the birds. The gardens were established by the Japanese in 1921, and visitors can enjoy the numerous heritage buildings and the greenhouse among the maze of lanes (note these last two are closed on Mondays). The gardens make for a pleasant hour’s stroll and pair nicely with a visit to the nearby National 2-28 Memorial Museum.


National Taiwan Museum

WORLD-CLASS EXHIBITS

This outstanding museum is well worth a visit (as is its sister museum just across the road). In operation for more than a century, even the building’s exterior is noteworthy, with an ostentatious design featuring Grecian pillars and a dome inspired by Rome’s Pantheon. When you first step inside, don’t forget to look up at the beautifully coloured glass on the domed ceiling. The permanent exhibitions are an engaging and atmospheric walk through Taiwan’s natural history and indigenous cultures, with a sophisticated use of lighting, video and installations. The exhibits are rich, informative and well-explained in English. The 1st floor is reserved for special exhibits, which are often world-class and usually focus on the natural world or anthropology.

The museum hosts occasional English-language weekend tours (free or for a token fee), led by student volunteers, on topics such as Taiwanese history and the architecture in and around the site. Check the tour’s Facebook page for upcoming events. (facebook.com/NTMtour)
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Land Bank Exhibition Hall

DINOSAUR DIORAMAS

Evolution is the name of the game at this magical museum, set in a glorious former bank from the Japanese era. The 1st-floor exhibit takes you into a bank vault for a look at the money, lending facilities and bank machinery of old. There are replicas of a tyrannosaur, triceratops, sauropod and fossil elephants that you can examine from toes to nose on the staircase winding round the atrium. After that, enjoy a coffee while overlooking the diorama of dinosaur skeletons. An NT$30 ticket will also admit you to the Natural History Branch of the National Taiwan Museum, just across the road.
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Presidential Office Building

SUPREME SEAT OF POWER

The best way to approach this regal building is to walk down Ketagalan Boulevard, from where you can appreciate the full glory of the red-and-white facade with its tower of 11 storeys. Since this really is the office of the president, you’ll notice tight security, and plenty of police, armed guards and razor wire. It was built in 1919 as the seat of the Japanese governor general of Taiwan, and its classical European-fusion style includes many Japanese cultural elements, such as a sunrise-facing front. The building is also based on the form of the character 日, which forms the name ‘Japan’ in Japanese (日本).

You can visit a portion of the building on weekdays if you turn up before 11.30am. There’s a fun augmented-reality video where you get ‘to meet’ the president on film, as well as a beautiful quadrangle garden to stroll in, but the real highlight is the chance to be in the same building as the leader of the country – and it’s not often you can say that!
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Presidential Office Building | UWE ARANAS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Taiwan Literature Base

JAPANESE HERITAGE HOMES

The Qidong Street Dormitories, also known as Taiwan Literature Base, is the best place in Taipei to see traditional Japanese buildings, replete with wooden walls and roof tiles. Saved from bulldozers by local activists, this tranquil garden opened in 2020 and boasts seven lovingly restored homes, complete with gracious verandahs, historical and literature-themed displays and a Japanese teahouse, Matcha One. Originally home to high-ranking Japanese officials, it was taken over as lodgings for bank staff after World War II. A few streets west, The Mayor’s Residence Art Salon is another Japanese-style dwelling that has been converted into a small art gallery and European restaurant.
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Remembering the 2-28 Incident

BRUTAL CRACKDOWN

The 2-28 Incident is named after the brutal crackdown that began on 28 February 1947 by the ruling KMT against locals who were protesting about corruption and economic hardship. The subsequent four decades of brutal martial law during this White Terror are still scars on Taiwan’s national consciousness. Over the years, efforts have been made to properly document the incident and honour those who were killed.

The 2-28 Peace Memorial Park holds an official memorial every year on 28 February, a national holiday. Established in 1908, it’s a lovely space with elegantly tended grounds full of spreading fig trees and birdsong. In the centre of the park is a memorial to the 2-28 Incident, with a coppery green cubic structure and a cascading water feature. In the days before smartphone dating apps, this park also used to be a cruising area for gay men. Today, it’s overrun by bold brown squirrels.

In the southeast corner of the park is the Taipei 2-28 Memorial Museum, housed in a heritage building that was once the Taiwan Radio Station. There are tentative plans to close the museum for renovations, but if it’s open, you can tour a treasure trove of photos and newspaper clippings from the 1920s to the 1950s. While there is very little in English, it remains a sombre experience.

The National 2-28 Memorial Museum is housed in a beautiful Japanese building dating back to 1931. Exhibitions here focus on documenting the victims of the White Terror, but again, there is little in English.
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BEST TRADITIONAL TAIWANESE BREAKFASTS IN TAIPEI

Fuhang Soy Milk

An insanely popular place in Huashan Market, replete with the Michelin seal of approval and long queues. $

Q Burger

A budget breakfast chain that hits the spot with its excellent savoury egg pancakes (蛋餅). $



WHERE TO EAT IN POLITICAL TAIPEI

Auntie Xie’s

This is a local secret that dishes up traditional Taiwanese meals decided on by the kitchen that day. $$

Jinfeng Braised Meat Rice

A fast-paced canteen. Try their rice and meat strips (魯肉飯) or melon-and-pineapple chicken (鳳梨苦瓜雞). $

FONDA MÉXICO

The colourful interior is a feast at this authentic Mexican family-run restaurant. The margaritas are sumptious. $$


POLITICAL TAIPEI WALKING TOUR

[image: jpg]

This fascinating walk starts at 1 Chiang Kai-shek Memorial Hall where, on the hour, you can admire the clipped choreography of the changing of the guard. Then head up Zhongshan S Rd, turning left on Ketagalan Blvd at the green-roofed 2 Taipei East Gate to catch a glimpse of the remains of Qing-ruled Taipei. On your right, peer through the entrance gate to see the  3 Taipei Guesthouse, a two-storey Renaissance-style building dating back to 1901 and traditionally used for housing visiting dignitaries. It’s open to the public once a month, when you can gawp at the sumptuous interior decorations. Straight ahead of you is the impressive 4 Presidential Office Building, flanked by armed guards. You can pop in to see the presidential desk if it’s before 11.30am on a weekday.

Retrace your steps up Ketagalan until you reach 5 2-28 Peace Memorial Park, named in memory of those killed by the KMT in the 1947 crackdown. This is the perfect time to get yourself a cup of sour plum juice (酸梅湯) from traditional drinks stall 6 Lao Pai Gongyuan Hao. Exit east and walk past the still-functioning  7 National Taiwan University Hospital, a Renaissance-style red-brick building. Head north up Zhongshan N Rd for the final sights, where tree creepers dangle and tickle the top of your head.

Take a stop at 8 Jinan Presbyterian Church, built in 1916 and an unusual and beautiful example of Gothic architecture in Taipei. Check the noticeboard for services if you’re interested. Right next door is the rather mundane-looking 9 Legislative Yuan, Taiwan’s parliament building that was stormed by students during the 2014 Sunflower Movement. This is the end of the walk; for transport options, Taipei Main Station is a short walk from here.





EASTERN TAIPEI

SKYSCRAPERS AND SHOPPING



It’s unbelievable that little more than a few decades ago, this whole area was mostly fields – now, it’s a forest of skyscrapers. Covering Xinyi District and the eastern half of Da’an District, Eastern Taipei is the centre of financial and government life. Taipei 101 dominates the skyline, of course, but new skyscrapers are constantly challenging this icon in both height and curiosity of design. The latest, still under scaffolding, is The Sky Taipei, which resembles a metallic dart. It will house five-star hotels and open at the end of 2023. This neighbourhood is where you can shop international brands, dine in fancy restaurants and drink in glitzy bars.

The biggest change has been the long-awaited completion of the Taipei Dome, a sleek, spaceship-like sports stadium on Zhongxiao East Rd. Mismanagement delayed the opening for more than a decade; it’s now scheduled to host its first games in summer 2023.
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TOP SIGHTS

144 South Village

2Chuan-Der Buddhist Art

3Din Tai Fung

4Dunhua

5Elephant Mountain

6National Dr Sun Yat-sen Memorial Hall

7Songshan Cultural & Creative Park

8Taipei 101

9Tonghua Night Market

10Xinyi District

EATING

11Mamak

12Yu Pin Yuan Iced and Hot Tangyuan

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

13Bellavita

14Draft Land

15Indulge Experimental Bistro

16Shin Kong Mitsukoshi A9

17Zhang Men

ENTERTAINMENT

18Vieshow Cinemas

SHOPPING

19Donguri Republic




TOP TIP

While restaurants usually take a break after lunch and before dinner, food courts stay open all day and well into the evening – great to know if you get peckish in the middle of the afternoon. Almost every shopping mall has a food court in its basement, so you know where to go!
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Elephant Mountain

CITYSCAPE VIEWS

Taipei is blessed with dozens of great hikes, and Elephant Mountain is one of the best-known because of its vantage points galore of Taipei 101. It’s a steep climb up, so don’t forget to take lots of water. On weekends, it gets crowded with both locals and tourists. The trailhead is about a 10-minute walk from Xiangshan MRT station. On a half- or full-day hike, you could include the other three peaks of the four beasts (Tiger, Lion, and Leopard) that cup the eastern edge of Taipei.
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Tonghua Night Market

NOODLES, KNICKERS AND KNICKKNACKS

This lively night market gets down and dirty with cheap eats and bargain clothing. It’s geared for locals, not tourists, and you’ll see weary city residents coming here after work to grab dinner before going home. Food-wise, there are steaks, sushi, animal-shaped biscuits, cakes, noodles and the best sweet dumplings in the city (Yu Pin Yuan Iced and Hot Tangyuan). Shopping-wise, there are lamps, jewellery, underwear, aprons, posters, puzzles and even a hippy shop selling Indian clothing and peace pipes. Note that this market is sometimes called Linjiang St Night Market (because of its location on Linjiang St).
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Takoyaki, Tonghua Night Market | PASINTAS SILSOPHONGASAME/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Village 44

FORMER MILITARY HOUSING

When the KMT’s army decamped from China to Taiwan in 1949, one million soldiers (and in time, their families) had to be housed. Military-dependent villages were built across Taiwan, and Village 44, in the shadow of Taipei 101, was Taipei’s first. While the villages succumbed to the wrecking ball as Taipei underwent development, they are recognised as forming an important part of Taiwan’s history, and some have been preserved as heritage sites.

There is a weekend craft market and some old buildings, but the main draw is the pleasant park-like setting, where you can sit and contemplate the tides of history while enjoying the surroundings.


Chuan-der Buddhist Art

TIBETAN RELIGIOUS ARTEFACTS

Many Taiwanese Buddhists follow Tibetan Buddhist teachings, and the Dalai Lama is much revered here. A short walk from the back entrance of Songshan Cultural and Creative Park on Guangfu South Rd is Chuan-der Buddhist Art, a veritable Aladdin’s cave of mostly Tibetan Buddhist artefacts. There are two floors of incense, embroidered temple decorations, prayer beads, books, statues and shrine furniture. Particularly beautiful are the giant tangkas –Tibetan Buddhist paintings done on fabric and rolled into a scroll. Many of the items here also make beautiful gifts.

National Dr Sun Yat-sen Memorial Hall

VIBRANT CULTURAL CENTRE AND PARK

From the vantage point at the entrance near Rennai Rd, it’s truly satisfying to admire the symmetry of this palace-style building, built for the founder of modern China, Sun Yat-sen. Most come here to watch the elaborate changing of the guard on the hour. But there’s so much more to explore! The cavernous interior serves as a cultural centre, with regular exhibitions and a museum on the life of Dr Sun. Don’t forget to check out the theatre – there are excellent performances staged here. The gardens are graceful and used by picnickers, kite flyers and the early morning Tai Chi crowd.
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National Dr Sun Yat-sen Memorial Hall | III.108/shutterstock ©

Songshan Cultural and Creative Park

REVITALISED FACTORY COMPLEX

Exploring this former tobacco factory is a magical experience. There’s a serene spot by the lotus pond, replete with weeping willows and an evening frog chorus, where locals often come to sketch. Wander around the long grey corridors of the factory, soaking in the wonderful throwback feel. Some of the rooms are home to creative shops, cafes, galleries and design studios. You can also enjoy the walled gardens, lush with foliage. The adjacent shopping mall has an arthouse cinema, performance hall and a glass-blowing workshop. The entire site is another example of how well Taiwan does shared spaces – the park is fun, accessible and interesting to everyone – whether designers, tourists, children or locals.



TOP SIGHT
Taipei 101

Taipei 101 is the symbol of Taiwan, and it cuts a distinctive, slender, bamboo-shaped figure. At 508m tall, it can be seen from almost anywhere in the city. You can whizz up to the open-air platform on the 101st floor for dizzying superior city views, but standing at its base or viewing it from afar is often even more awe-inspiring.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours!

[image: jpg]



At Ground Level

From Xinyi Rd, you’ll be able to see that the tower is divided into two parts: an oblong shopping mall and the actual tower to the right, which is all offices, except for the topmost floors, where the observation decks and eateries are. There are usually yellow-clad Falun Gong practitioners meditating outside – this spiritual group is banned in China, but as testament to Taiwan’s free society, they are left alone here. Don’t miss Kang Muxing’s giant metal sculpture, Infinite Life, wound from recycled Taipei 101 elevator cable. It looks like a snugly curled-up bug.


DON’T MISS

Observation Decks

Giant Golden Damper Ball

Skyline460

New Year’s Eve Fireworks Show

4th Floor Atrium

Din Tai Fung Taiwanese Restaurant

Infinite Life Sculpture



Inside the Tower

On a hot day, it’s perfect to escape inside the air conditioned interior. With all that there is to do here from eating, shopping and admiring the view, budget for a good few hours.


Citywide Views

If the weather is good, you will definitely want to head to the top to see the whole of Taipei spread out before you like a carpet. On ultra clear days, squint towards the northeast and you will be able to see the ocean sparkling. Entrance is via the 5th floor in the mall. Listen to your ears pop in the lift as it barrels up and down at 1,010m per minute! For Skyline460 on the 101st floor, you’ll have to wear a harness, but don’t worry, there is a broad ledge just below, so there’s no danger of falling off. The other two observation decks on the 89th (behind glass) and 91st (outside but behind a fence) floors are on a combined cheaper ticket. There are also a couple of fine-dining restaurants on the 85th floor, such as Diamond Tony’s 101 Panorama Restaurant for Italian cuisine or 85TD for Chinese fare; both offer panoramic views without the need to buy an entrance ticket (advance reservations required).


New Year’s Eve Fireworks

The unmissable 10-minute fireworks show on New Year’s Eve turns the tower into a choreographed shower of colours and shapes. The trick is finding a good spot to view it. Those with dosh book a table at one of the nearby rooftop bars or restaurants. Otherwise, join the crowds at the National Sun-yet Memorial Hall or the grassy banks next to Village 44.



Damper Ball

Hanging like a giant golden spaceship between the 87th and 92nd floors is the tower’s 660-metric-ton wind Damper Ball (that’s more than the weight of 100 African elephants), which visitors can view almost within touching distance. Its job is to stabilise the tower during earthquakes and strong winds – sitting in the path of summer typhoons, Taipei is prone to intense gusts. The damper acts like a giant pendulum, and you will see it swinging during heavy winds. However, even when it isn’t windy, it’s impressive enough that it should be seen up close.

101 Mall

The 4th-floor Atrium is full of light and space and offers a nice break from the sightseeing hordes. Shopping here is mostly high-end – think Prada and Louis Vuitton – but the underground food court has some great surprises. There’s a branch of Taiwan’s most famous restaurant here, Din Tai Fung – where you can watch the chefs pat out dumplings in the open kitchen – as well stalls selling Indian, Singaporean and vegan cuisine. There’s also a branch of the excellent Dreamers Coffee Roasters, a Kavalan whisky bar and a Fu Wan chocolate stall.
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TOP TIPS

• Avoid the crowds by coming on weekdays or late evenings; last tickets are sold at 8.15pm.

• It’s only worth going up to the observation desks on a clear day, so don’t buy tickets too far in advance.

• The best places to see Taipei 101 are from the top of Elephant Mountain or from local craft-beer pub Zhang Men.

• You can tell what day it is by the colour of the top floors at night. The hue changes according to the sequence of the rainbow: Mondays are red, Tuesdays are orange – all the way to Sundays, which are violet.






MORE IN EASTERN TAIPEI

Shopping in Xinyi

MEANDERING AROUND THE MALLS

The Taiwanese love to spend their weekends window-shopping and browsing the upmarket malls along the pedestrian strip that runs from City Hall MRT to Breeze Nanshan. A lot of the stores are international high-street and luxury brands, so it’s mostly all about the atmosphere and people-watching. This area also comes alive before and during the Halloween, Christmas and Lunar New Year holidays. The streets are decorated with giant festive displays that are worth a hundred selfies!

After midday on weekends or on weekday evenings, the street performers arrive. Families camp out on the ground to watch the acts, which range from spirited drummers and violinists to breakdancing youths. In recent years, cafes have sprung up with outdoor seating – lovely on a warm summer’s day. If you get hungry, there are food courts and restaurants in every mall. Slip up to the 2nd-floor walkway to get a bird’s eye view of everything happening below.

Children will love the Donguri Republic store, which sells official merchandise from Studio Ghibli cartoons (of Spirited Away fame); there’s also a rooftop play area just next door. There are screens and screens at Vieshow Cinemas; an excellent rooftop craft beer bar, Zhang Men, with sublime views of Taipei 101; and art galleries with international exhibitions at Bellavita and Shin Kong Mitsukoshi A9. Start from City Hall MRT and make your way slowly down the pedestrian strip, stopping for a bite to eat or a drink, and then shuttle up Taipei 101 to see the city spread out before you at sunset.
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I LIVE HERE: EAT MEATLESS IN EASTERN TAIPEI
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Sidney Hsu, the founder of and event organiser for Taiwan Vegan Frenzy, recommends her favourite vegan restaurants in Eastern District. @taiwanveganfrenzy

BaganHood

Even if you are a meat lover, you will love this restaurant because the food is amazing – their plant-based dishes are so unique and creative.

The Green Room

Dishes packed with veggies and boasting a taste that is authentic Thai.

Miss Green

Everything is healthy, with sauces made from scratch and wholefood ingredients, but it’s so tasty you’d never guess it.



WHERE TO STAY IN EASTERN TAIPEI

Eslite Hotel

Hush, plush and spacious rooms. Opt for one that faces the park for gorgeous views. $$$

W Hotel

This hotel is so hip, it hurts. Pool parties, designer decor and a top location. $$$

Formosa101

Clean, efficient, and a stone’s throw from Taipei 101 and Tonghua Night Market. $

Devouring Decadent Dumplings

A TAIWANESE TAKE ON SHANGHAI CUISINE

Dumplings are an import from China that have been embraced wholeheartedly by the Taiwanese and tweaked to satisfy local tastes. The place to come to sample a basket is arguably Taiwan’s best-known restaurant, Din Tai Fung. There are branches across Asia, the US and even the UK. It offers a memorable dumpling experience, although its fame means you’ll almost certainly have to wait for a table. Service is impeccable, and there’s even a robot waiter to spirit dirty dishes back to the kitchen! Wait staff will ask if you want them to mix your dipping sauces for you. Try the classic pork soup buns (小籠包), done to perfection every time. Vegetarians can enjoy melted dark-chocolate versions (巧克力小籠包). For the classic steamed dumplings, there are both vegetarian and meat versions.
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THE ROAD TO THE PRESIDENCY

Renai Rd runs like an arrow all the way from City Hall to the Presidential Office Building. One building houses the chief of Taipei; the second, the chief of Taiwan. Some say that those lucky enough to be voted in as mayor of Taipei will in time become president of Taiwan. It’s happened three times already: to Taiwan’s first president, Lee Teng-hui (1978 to 1981); to pro-Taiwan Chen Shui-bian (2000 to 2008), and to the KMT’s Ma Ying-jeou (2008 to 2016). Tree-lined Renai Rd is the best street in the city to cycle on: traffic is light, and cycle paths run along its length, meaning you can easily make the trip without having to run for office...



WHERE TO DINE IN EASTERN TAIPEI

Thailand Food (象廚泰式料理餐廳)

The best, busiest and brusquest Thai restaurant in town. The crab curry is to die for. $$

Zilin Steamed Dumpling House

Watch dumplings being moulded in a cloud of flour and enjoy them steaming, straight from the basket. $

Herban Kitchen & Bar

This leafy little garden serves up imaginative vegetarian dishes and tons of vegan options. $$

Dinner & Drinks in Dunhua

ECLECTIC FLAVOURS AND A FUN ATMOSPHERE

Dunhua is a tangle of streets between Zhongxiao Fuxing and Sun-yat Sen MRT stations that, despite its absence of major tourist sights, is well worth a visit. Gone are the tower blocks of Xinyi; here, it’s all alleys chock-a-block with excellent eateries serving cuisines from around the world, as well as boutique shops and bars. Dunhua is at its liveliest in the evening. Tuck into a Malaysian curry and compete in a tarik (pulled tea) pouring competition at canary-yellow Mamak, then sip a cocktail concoction served from a tap at Draft Land, or go to the top of the food chain for a memorable cocktail creation at the prize-winning Indulge Experimental Bistro. This area is a lot of fun at night and because it’s a more affordable option than Xinyi, it’s popular with a younger crowd.



UNIVERSITY DISTRICT

NATURE AND STUDENT LIFE


This neighbourhood covers the southern halves of Zhongzheng and Da’an districts and has been shaped by the five universities that have their campuses here. The atmosphere is decidedly bookish, with some of the capital’s best reading cafes and more than its fair share of bookshops. The student population also means great cheap eats and decent bars. This is also the greenest part of the city, with easy access to the riverside bikeway, two gorgeous parks and the sprawling campus gardens of National Taiwan University. The architecture here is all low rise and largely residential.

This is where you can kick back and relax: go for a cycle or a picnic, or while away a rainy afternoon reading a book in a coffeeshop. It might not be the first place you head to when you arrive, but after a few days, you’ll appreciate its soothing vibe.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Da’an Forest Park

2Gongguan Night Market

3Gongguan Riverside Bars

4Gongguan Riverside Park

5Jianguo Weekend Holiday Jade Market

6Kishu An Forest of Literature

7Museum of Drinking Water

8National Taiwan University

9Shida Night Market

10Smoothie House

11Taipei City Hakka Cultural Park

12Taipei Grand Mosque

13Treasure Hill

14Wistaria Tea House

15Yongkang Street

16Youth Park

SIGHTS

17College of Liberal Arts

18Drunken Moon Lake

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

19Main Library

20Old Main Library

EATING

21Lan Jia

22Mr. Chef Snow & Tofu

23Nice Cream

24Shishlik

25Soypresso

see 10 Taro King

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

26Agricultural Experimental Farm

27Another Brick

28Louisa Coffee

29Red Point Brewing Co. Taproom

30The Shrine

31Zhang Men

ENTERTAINMENT

32Blue Note




TOP TIP

YouBike is your friend if you’re looking to explore more of this neighbourhood. Most roads in this part of town have cycle lanes, and with lots of students, there is a great density of YouBike docks. Google maps will also tell you how many bikes are available.





Da’an Forest Park

TAIPEI’S VERY OWN CENTRAL PARK

Da’an Forest Park is where the city comes to play when the weather is fair. And play it does – there’s kids rollerblading and throwing Frisbees, families picnicking and playing with their dogs, and groups of retirees dancing in concert for exercise as the evening cool-down arrives. The small lake at the northern end is a roosting hub for the city’s birdlife: you’ll spot egrets, ducks and even curious geese here. Scampering around the woodland areas are brown squirrels, and come springtime, the park is ablaze with flowers. Within the expansive grounds there’s also a sandpit, a firefly pond, a towering statue of Guanyin (the Buddhist goddess of mercy) and an amphitheatre that occasionally hosts free stage shows.

The park is also a great place for a summer sunbathe or a stroll after dinner on nearby Yongkang St. There’s also the excellent Louisa Coffee in the park, adjacent to the MRT station, where well-priced coffee is served and with plenty of tables outside to enjoy the views.
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Crane, Da’an Forest Park | HO XUAN LONG/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Jianguo Weekend Holiday Jade Market

BEADS AND BOUQUETS

You’ll have to shuffle your way through the crowds, as this place is only open on the weekends and attracts hordes of locals and tourists alike. But it’s well worth it. The jade sellers are on the northern end and hawk semi-precious stones, beads, pearls, religious artefacts and copper teapots. Try your hand at bargaining – some vendors are happy to oblige. If you’re coming from Da’an Forest Park, you’ll walk through the flower-market first. The smell of fresh-cut blooms is heavenly, and there are some fine examples of bonsai bushes and orchids in numerous colours.
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Treasure Hill

TUMBLEDOWN ARTISTS’ VILLAGE

This former military dependents’ village clings haphazardly to the hillside next to the Tamsui River. A few decades ago, it was partially gentrified into an artist’s village and is now home to an ever-changing rotation of galleries and workshops. It’s very photogenic, and super dreamy to explore at night. You can spend a good hour or so peeking into the ruins, puzzling over art installations and taking great photos of the river. There’s always some kind of arty event happening, from exhibitions to impromptu dance performances, light shows and outdoor movie screenings on the green at the foot of the village.
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Mosaic, Treasure Hill | Windyboy/shutterstock ©

National Taiwan University

JAPANESE-ERA ARCHITECTURE AND GARDENS

The campus of Taiwan’s premier university contains some of the best-preserved examples of heritage buildings from the Japanese era in Taipei. It’s a real hidden gem and rarely features in tourist guidebooks. Founded in 1928 as Taihoku Imperial University, all of Taiwan’s previously elected presidents have studied here.

The most impressive buildings are along Royal Palm Boulevard, a striking tree-lined avenue that ends with the sprawling Main Library. Other notable structures along the boulevard are the Old Main Library (which now houses a small history museum and university merchandise shop), the College of Liberal Arts and the Administration Building. Note the rosy brickwork, arched windows and sculpted stone.

The grounds have beautiful parkland dotted with picnic tables. On sunny days, students study on the lawn; come evening time, couples will steal kisses on benches. Drunken Moon Lake is a great place to relax and watch golden carp dance in the water, while the Agricultural Experimental Farm has a leafy outdoor cafe overlooking plots of crops.

For a map of the campus, please scan this barcode:
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National Taiwan University | Sean Pavone/shutterstock ©


Museum of Drinking Water

HISTORIC PUMPING STATION

This rather elegant building, built in baroque style in 1908, makes a lovely backdrop for photos – newlyweds can often be seen posing on its steps. Rather grand for what is essentially a pumping station, inside, it’s all giant pipes and gauges that help to tell the history of water treatment in the capital. Come summer, there are play pools with slides for young children to splash about in, while a small hill with walking trails is a perfect place to while away a pleasant hour.
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Museum of Drinking Water | Jack Hong/shutterstock ©

Kishu An Forest of Literature

JAPANESE-ERA HERITAGE SITE

This truly gorgeous wooden lodge, dating back to 1917, was originally a restaurant featuring geisha performances during the Japanese colonial period. It has been lovingly reconstructed after two fires in the 1990s almost destroyed it. Visitors can tour the inside for free and chill on the open verandahs, provided they slip off their shoes and wear socks to protect the polished floors. Come here in late afternoon, when the sun dapples on the wooden floorboards and the light refracts through the canopy of leaves. The grounds are home to three protected elder trees that are over a century old – perfect for a wander.
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Kishu An Forest of Literature | Jack Hong/shutterstock ©

Taipei City Hakka Cultural Park

GARDENS, EXHIBITIONS AND TURKISH DELIGHT

Taiwan loves to include the word ‘cultural’ in all sorts of public landmarks, but it’s fully warranted in this case. After four years of refurbishment, the park is now fully open. The multistory exhibition centre on the right as you enter is packed with displays on the religion, clothing and cuisine of the Hakka, a Chinese ethnic group. Sadly, there is not much explanation in English. Turkish coffee and sweets are sold at the cute cafe on the ground floor, while the grounds also have displays of traditional Hakka agriculture and lots of makeshift structures that kids will love to explore. The park connects via a very cool bike and pedestrian bridge to Gongguan Riverside Park.


Taipei Grand Mosque

TRADITIONAL PLACE OF WORSHIP

Built with funding from Middle Eastern countries back in the 1950s, this modest structure is set in its own gardens. Come Friday, many of the city’s Muslim population, which includes migrant workers from Indonesia and Malaysia, gather for Friday prayers. If you are visiting Da’an Forest Park, it’s worth strolling down to take a look. Note the golden crescent moons topping the railings. Since this is an active place of worship, visitors are gently reminded to admire it from the outside only.
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Taipei Grand Mosque | Richie Chan/shutterstock ©

Yongkang Street

FOODIE FAVOURITE

There are two good reasons to come to Yongkang Street – if you’re hungry, and if you want to buy a souvenir. This lively shopping lane is packed with great traditional Taiwanese and Chinese restaurants, dessert parlours and tons of stores selling fancy gift-boxed teas. The small triangular park, three-quarters of the way up the lane, is always busy with local life. See if you can spot the controversial bust of Chiang Kai-shek in the park’s grounds. What also makes this place so special is the location of upmarket establishments right next to mom-and-pop eateries where the food bubbles temptingly in steel pans up front. Look for long queues outside the entrances – this suggests the establishment offer a particularly tasty one!
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Yongkang Street | Richie Chan/shutterstock ©

Wistaria Tea House

ELEGANT AND HISTORICAL

History, nostalgia and fine tea combine in this charming former dormitory from the Japanese era. It was built in 1920 for naval personnel and later used as a hangout by the artists, literati and political dissidents of the 1980s. Today, however, it’s a popular destination for local tea lovers and tourists alike. There is a fine selection of oolongs, Tieguanyin, green teas and some rare and relatively pricey pu’er (dark fermented) tea to choose from. Light meals and snacks are also served. Come in the daytime to enjoy views of the koi pond and the leafy garden.


MORE IN THE UNIVERSITY DISTRICT

Cycling along the Tamsui River

HERONS, PICNICS AND SUNSETS

One of the most successful clean-up projects in Taipei’s recent history has been the transformation of the Tamsui River, which wiggles its way northward along Taipei’s western shore. A few decades ago, it was awash with industrial and household waste, but today, its waters are clean, the fish are back, and its banks have been landscaped and equipped with cycling and walking paths that take you all the way south to Bitan and north to Tamsui. This is the best place in the city to escape the urban thrum, and don’t the locals just know it! Come evening, dog walkers and joggers are dodging the occasional bat while they exercise, while weekends see families and friends flock to fly kites, play sports and cycle.

Gongguan Riverside Park is one of the easiest access points, since much of the rest of the river is blocked off from the city by tall flood control walls. Grab a YouBike (there are tons of bikes just before the entrance) and spend an afternoon here enjoying a picnic on the grass and taking in the sunset over the river. On some stretches, the light shimmers right across the water. Come spring, the lawns erupt with flowers, while river birds, like the elegant egret and the night heron with its snake-charmer neck dance, are a common sight. Head north for exits to Hakka Cultural Park, a pleasant garden dedicated to the culture of the Hakka people, and Youth Park, which has an open-air swimming pool for those sweltering summer days.
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Tamsui River | YAO23/shutterstock ©


WHY I LOVE UNIVERSITY DISTRICT

[image: jpg]

Dinah Gardner, writer

There’s nothing more wonderful than living in a busy cosmopolitan city but being surrounded by nature. University District is slap bang in the middle of the capital, yet the riverside bikeway is on my doorstep, as well as Taipei’s biggest green areas – Da’an Forest Park, and the campus of National Taiwan University. College students lend it a youthful vibe, encouraging the growth of independent cafes, bookshops, bars, live music venues (Pipe, for example) and great restaurants. I love heading to Tingzhou St near Gongguan MRT for dinner, where there is a string of great Thai eateries, and nights at the Gongguan Riverside Bars are always fun.



WHERE TO STAY IN UNIVERSITY DISTRICT

Dandy Hotel

Quirky and functional. The more expensive rooms with windows facing Da’an Forest Park are worth it. $$

Three Little Birds

An LGBTIQ-friendly, newly refurbished hostel. Look for the three-bird motif on the wall and ring the bell. $

Attic

Lovely village house in Treasure Hill with picture windows and great views of the river. $

The Corner House

Modern, tasteful rooms, each with a little kitchenette and sofa space. A good quiet option. $$$

Rido Hotel

Boutique and classy, with sinkable carpets. Select a suite that faces the park. $$$

Taipei Fullerton Hotel

Elegant and contemporary design with a rooftop garden well situated near Da’an MRT station. $$$

Bar Hopping

RELAX WITH A PINT (OR TWO)

In recent years, a string of good bars has opened in University District, fuelled by lower rents in this less commercial part of the city and by the large numbers of foreign students and expats who choose to live here. These aren’t the fancy cocktail or whisky bars of the Eastern District, but rather solid craft-beer and pub-style establishments.

The Gongguan Riverside Bars is an old favourite and a great option if you like drinking outside. About half a dozen vendors offer fresh and bottled beer and cheap mixers under the stars; there’s also food, including Canadian poutine, pizza and Thai cuisine. Funky Belgian-run Another Brick has good music, a decent happy hour and cosy, shadowy seating. One street north is The Shrine. It’s worth coming to this tiny bar just to see the walls, which are covered in an eclectic mix of masks, deities, diagrams and posters from all over the globe. On the other side of Roosevelt Rd is Taipei’s longest-running jazz club, Blue Note, which has been around since 1974. It’s a moody little purple cavern with a fairy-lit ceiling and a very local and friendly atmosphere. Just off Yongkang St, you can enjoy some local craft brews at Zhang Men, which boasts around 20 draught varieties. The old daddy of craft beer, though, is Red Point Brewing Co. Taproom. It’s advised to make a reservation first, especially on weekends, as this place gets packed. Red Point brews are on tap around the city, but they never taste as good as they do pumped straight from here.
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Taipei City Hakka Cultural Park | WEISS JM/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST CAFES IN UNIVERSITY DISTRICT

Pica Pica Cafe

Both a cosy nook and a student favourite. Their hot cinnamon rolls go down a treat.

Saturn Landing Turkish Coffee

Two locations in the neighbourhood serving Turkish brews and decadent desserts. The Dongmen branch has a lovely garden.

H*ours Cafe

Cafe serving simple snacks and beverages. There’s usually a sleeping cat or dog to coo over.




RIVERSIDE PUB GRUB

Round off your riverside cycling trip with evening beers, burgers or pizza at The Shack in Bitan (if you head south about 40 minutes) or Pier 5 in Dadaocheng (if you pedal north about one hour). Just remember to return your YouBikes first!



Yongkang Street’s Iced Desserts: Smoothie House

COOL DOWN WITH A SHAVED ICE

When the mercury rises, the Taiwanese love to cool down with a signature shaved ice (sometimes called snow ice) for dessert. If you have a sweet tooth, don’t leave Taiwan without tasting this incredible frozen treat at least once! Made with a mountain of ice slivers and smothered in a variety of toppings that range from condensed milk, sweet beans and tapioca balls to chilled chunks of fruit (mango and strawberry being the top sellers), this is the last word in refreshing. Serving sizes are usually giant, so sharing one is a sensible option.

The University District has some of the city’s best dessert shops. CNN made Smoothie House famous when they covered it for a travel feature – it’s easy to spot, as it’s the almost luminescent mango-yellow building on Yongkang St. Next door is Taro King, whose speciality is, as the name suggests, soft chunks of taro – a purple root vegetable. A funkier favourite near Gongguan MRT is Mr. Chef Snow & Tofu. They have more creative flavours, including red berries, yoghurt and chocolate.

If ice cream is more your thing, Soypresso, back on Yongkang St, has a heavenly soy soft-scoop that is entirely vegan. Italian-run Nice Cream is also plant-based, although you wouldn’t know it from the creaminess of the gelatos! Helpfully, you can sample the varieties before you buy. Both of these establishments are close to Da’an Forest Park, so if you are on your bike, pedal quickly over to the park to enjoy your dessert before it melts.


STUDYING CHINESE

As you would expect, this district has some of the best places in Taipei for studying Mandarin. The two premier schools are National Taiwan University and National Taiwan Normal University, and both author their own excellent textbooks. Chinese Culture University, next to Da’an Forest Park, is a less expensive option for classes and is good for beginners. Expect to pay between NT$20,000 to NT$40,000 per three-month semester. The government also offers Huayu Enrichment Scholarships for overseas students to study up to a year of Mandarin, and there are some private schools offering group or private classes on Roosevelt Rd, the most well-known being Taipei Language Institute and the similarly named Taiwan Mandarin Institute.



WHERE TO EAT IN UNIVERSITY DISTRICT

Yongkang Beef Noodles

Open since 1963, and celebrated for its red spicy broth beef noodles. $

Red Dragonfly

A Japanese izakaya selling deliciously fresh skewers of fish, mushrooms, squid and chicken. $$

Din Tai Fung

Taipei’s most celebrated Shanghai-style dumpling shop. Expect a long wait to get a table. $$

KGB

This cozy restaurant has developed a near-cult following because of its amazing burgers, including the vegan patties. $$

Eight Immortals Barbecue Grill

One of the city’s best joints for stir-fried dishes (熱炒, rechao) overlooking Da’an Forest Park. $

Lan Jia

This gem is massively popular for its slow-braised pork burger with pickled mustard (割包/掛包). $

Exploring the Night Markets

QUEUING FOR THE GOOD STUFF

The University District is home to two small night markets that cater to students rather than tourists, thus offering a different kind of experience. Shida Night Market (‘Shida’ is short for Shifan Daxue, also known as National Taiwan Normal University) is more of a place to buy cheap clothes and accessories, though you’ll need to be on the skinnier side to fit into their designs. It’s a lively place though, and worth checking out if only to watch young Taiwanese students relaxing in the evening, where boyfriends are expected to carry their girlfriend’s handbags and wait while they try on outfits. There are also many dining options, mainly cheap and cheerful Taiwanese eats, although nothing particularly special. Gongguan Night Market, on the other hand, is all about the food. The best stalls are those with long lines, especially the sellers of scallion pancakes and deep-fried sweet potato balls. The market extends along the lanes either side of the big blue but rather uninteresting Shuiyuan Market and also into the surrounding alleys around Lan Jia, where you will find Shishlik grilling up kebabs and filled pitas, and more bubble-tea stalls than you ever thought possible (the most recent craze has been for the blindingly sweet Thai milk teas). Sports clothing stores proliferate here, rather than the slinky fashions over at Shida. Once you’ve bought your snacks, cross the road and head to one of the picnic benches inside National Taiwan University to eat at your leisure.
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Gongguan Night Market | pornprapa66/shutterstock ©


OLD PRISON WALLS

It doesn’t look like much, but the old wall off Lane 44, Jinshan S Rd, Sec 2 (a short walk from Dongmen MRT station) is supposed to be haunted. These are the crumbling remains of the brick walls of the old Taipei Prison, built by the Japanese in 1904 to counter the anti-Japanese sentiment in Taiwan that endured for decades. There’s a plaque describing how the Japanese executed 14 US airmen here, just before the end of World War II. After the war, the prison was demolished. Come here at night to experience the full ghostly effect when the crumbly, mossy stones play to a theatre of creeping shadows.





WESTERN TAIPEI

TEMPLES AND TAPROOMS


Western Taipei is where the seeds of the city were first sown as a trading place for tea, coal and camphor. As Taipei expanded eastwards, this area, now known as Wanhua District, lost its importance, leaving behind some marvellous pockets of history in its ornate temples and heritage buildings. Largely forgotten, Western Taipei has become quite run down, and house prices here are low now. A stroll around its streets is like stepping back in time to the 1960s: shops and diners look unchanged for decades, their walls yellowing with age. One exception is Ximending (usually shortened to Ximen), a vibrant shopping and party district popular with youngsters and the LGBTIQ+ crowd. It’s also a great place to stay, as it’s chock-full with a great selection of budget and midrange accommodation. The whole neighbourhood is big enough to keep you occupied for an entire day, and it’s fun and totally doable to explore on foot.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Bopiliao Historic Block

2Fong Da Coffee

3Longshan Temple

4Nishi Hoganji Relics Park

5Qingshan Temple

6Red House

7Red House Bar Street

8Snow King

9Tattoo Street

10Tianhou Temple

11Wannian Commercial Building

12Wonderful Theatre

13Ximending

14Zhongshan Hall

SIGHTS

15Taipei Cinema Park

EATING

see 11 Calcutta Indian Food

see 11 Lao Shan Dong Homemade Noodles

16The Fortress Room Terrace Restaurant

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

17Eighty-Eightea

18Hanko 60

see 2 Nanmay Coffee




TOP TIP

Two stops on the MRT blue line – Longshan Temple and Ximen – have you covered for this neighbourhood. Both stations also have tourist information centres on their concourses. You can cover this area on foot easily from either of these two entry points – a great way to really immerse yourself in the neighbourhood.
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Tattoo Street | IvanChai/Shutterstock ©

Bopiliao Historic Block

WHOLESOME HERITAGE LANE

If you’ve just visited Longshan Temple, it makes sense to saunter on over to admire this short street of renovated shophouses. There are two different styles of architecture in Bopilao: Qing-era and Japanese. The Qing buildings are commonly red brick, with shopfronts are set back from the arcades. The Japanese buildings incorporate western baroque designs, with facades embellished with flowers and other common motifs. Some buildings are used as exhibition spaces. In 2022, a show on COVID-19 was held here, complete with a bright yellow testing booth with black gloves poking out of a Perspex screen.
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Longshan Temple

TAIPEI’S TOP RELIGIOUS SITE

Step through the gate of Longshan Temple to hear the clatter of moon blocks, the rattle of fortune sticks and the melody of Buddhist chanting. Longshan is a working temple, and it’s big and anonymous enough to just sit back and watch the people praying.

Founded in 1738 by immigrants from Fujian, China, Longshan is Taipei’s oldest temple. The present structure, of course, is much younger; it was rebuilt many times following damage from earthquakes, typhoons and World War II bombing raids. Everywhere you look, there is something to see. Admire the sweeping swallowtail eaves, colourful decorative figures on the roof, and elaborate woodcarvings. If there’s a breeze, the giant yellow lanterns, each one the size of a bear, swing hypnotically from their beams.

Longshan is dedicated to the Bodhisattva of mercy, Guanyin, though in true Taiwanese style, over 100 other deities are worshipped here, including Matsu, the goddess of the sea, and Wenchang Dijun, the god of literature. (Come during exam period to see just how important he is!)
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Longshan Temple | Vladimir Zhoga/shutterstock ©


Fong Da Coffee

BLAST FROM THE PAST

Fong Da is an institution, and coming here for a coffee and a round of buttered toast is like stepping into a time machine. Judging by their 1960s fashions, most of the clientele look like they started coming here when the coffeeshop first opened back in 1956. The coffees are strong, hot and bitter, and service is no-nonsense, but it’s a nice slice of history, and very different from Taiwan’s contemporary coffee-culture experience. If Fong Da is full, there’s Nanmay Coffee a few doors down.

Tianhou Temple

ATMOSPHERIC PLACE OF WORSHIP

You could almost walk past this intriguing temple because it appears just like any other, albeit elaborate, shopfront. However, once you enter through the doorway, you’ll witness its elegant structures spreading up and out to an extent unthinkable from the street. The smell of sweet incense and cut lilies indicates this is a busy working temple, but what’s most intriguing is that the temple caters to both Taiwanese and Japanese Buddhists. Inside, in addition to statues of the temple’s main deity, Matsu, there is one of Hongfa Dashi, a deity worshipped by Japanese Buddhists. As you face the exit, he’s on the right.
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Tianhou Temple | Charlesimage/shutterstock ©

Red House

UNIQUE OCTAGONAL BUILDING

More than 100 years ago, the Japanese planted the seeds of commerce when they built the Red House, which later made Ximending into Taipei’s shopping hub. The Red House opened in 1908 as the city’s first public market but changed roles many times. Post–World War II, it was an opera house, a performance theatre, a cinema and, finally, a derelict building.

Today, thanks to a huge regeneration project, this charming red-brick octagonal building is back in business. While the interior of the Red House is a little underwhelming, the facade is truly beautiful, and regular live performances are held in the theatre upstairs. At the back of the building is Creative Boutique, where vendors sell crafts and designs – look out for the Taiwanize clothing stall.
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Red House | Richie Chan/shutterstock ©


Nishi Hoganji Relics Park

REMAINS OF A JAPANESE TEMPLE

This small park offers a rare respite from Ximen’s concrete jungle with its spreading trees and open spaces. The site of a former Japanese temple, just a few buildings remain now after a fire destroyed it in 1975. The carved wooden bell tower, on a grassy hillock, is definitely worth a closer look, and a small teahouse, Eighty-Eightea, is located in the wooden living quarters of a Japanese head priest. Its tatami-mat area really catches the afternoon light through the windows.
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Nishi Hoganji Relics Park | Yap_Benjamin/shutterstock ©

Wannian Commercial Building

RETRO MALL

Ximen is packed with shopping malls, so what makes warren-like Wannian worth it? As one of Taipei’s first shopping centres (opened in 1973), it has a fun, retro feel. After rifling through Levis, hip-hop togs and anime, zip to the massive 5th-floor video-games arcade to blast some Walking Dead zombies or disco your way to a top score. But the best is in the basement, as there are two eateries that are exceptional. There’s the Michelin-starred Lao Shan Dong Homemade Noodles (going since 1949), and Calcutta Indian Food, which has all the Indian classics and the butteriest naan ever.

Ximending

SHOP TILL YOU DROP

Ximending is often compared to Tokyo’s Harajuku District – neon-spattered buildings, flashing outdoor screens and lanes throbbing with music. The main pedestrian streets are a bit maze-like, but it’s fun to get lost. You’ll find cheap boutiques and shops selling stuffed toys, bags, shoes and bling, as well as tourist souvenirs and snacks. You might hear the whine of the tattooist’s needles as you near Lane 50, Hanzhong St. Informally called Tattoo Street, there are a number of tattoo parlours and piercing shops here, although they might not be the best places to get inked! Further west, Taipei Cinema Park and the nearby alleys are adorned with some crazy graffiti artwork. There are tons of restaurants and night market stalls here.
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Zhongshan Hall

OLD-WORLD ELEGANCE

It’s not every day you get a chance to have coffee in the presence of a dictator, but thats what The Fortress Room Terrace Restaurant offers in Zhongshan Hall. You can drink or dine on the balcony from which Chiang Kai-shek delivered his key public speeches.

This handsome four-storey building, constructed in 1936 for the coronation of Emperor Hirohito, is also where the Japanese surrender ceremony was held in October 1945. The hall was one of the most modern buildings in Taiwan when it was built, blending modernist and western-classical styling. Note the filings on the bricks, custom-made by a kiln in Beitou: the design scatters direct sunlight, rendering the building difficult for enemy bombers to see.

The hall has an auditorium and frequently hosts music and drama performances. You can explore the whole building, even the rooftops, at any time during opening hours. So enjoy padding around its carpeted corridors and soaking up some of this gem’s old-world elegance.
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Zhongshan Hall | Jack Hong/shutterstock ©

Snow King

NOVELTY DESSERTS

It’s a steep climb up to the 2nd floor to get to this very traditional ice-cream parlour. Snow King is a legend: it’s been serving ice desserts in bold flavours since 1947. The many newspaper reviews over the decades are displayed in a glass-fronted cabinet. This is no gelato – it’s more like a sorbet – and it goes down a treat in summer. There are scores of wild tastes from the expected (chocolate chip and lemon) to the downright bizarre (wasabi, salty pork knuckle). Grab a window pew to enjoy your bowl and admire the view of Zhongshan Hall across the way.
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MORE IN WESTERN TAIPEI

Night Patrol at Qingshan Temple

CELEBRATE A GOD’S BIRTHDAY

For just two nights every year, the streets around Qingshan Temple erupt with an explosion of colour and noise. In the eerie darkness, there are smokey fireworks, the beat of gongs, a colourful parade of people dressed up as gods, giant Infernal Generals, and other Taoist and folk figures. Dragons dance, and men have their faces painted in elaborate patterns. This spectacle is the Night Patrol (夜間巡行), and it’s conducted to celebrate the birthday of this beautiful temple’s resident god, Qingshan Wang, who is credited with saving the people of Wanhua from a deadly plague. Qingshan Wang’s birthday festivities are also said to expel evil from the neighbourhood. The parade takes place from 5pm to 9pm over two nights (the 20th and 21st days of the 10th lunar month, around late November / early December), and if you’re in the area, it’s not to be missed.

First built in 1856, Qingshan is well worth a visit any day of the year. Examine the stonework in the main hall, the octagonal plafond ceilings (built without nails), the lively cochin pottery figures on either side of the worship hall, and the striking multicoloured mosaic work on the roof, which you can admire up-close by climbing the stairs at the back of the temple. There are three floors in total, and from the very top, you can contrast the ornately decorated roof with the cracked concrete jungle in the background.
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BEST PLACES TO DRINK IN WESTERN TAIPEI

Hanko 60

Sip on your elegant cocktail, wispy with dry ice, in this very speakeasy-style bar.

Somewhere Cafe

Jungly with a forest of pot plants, this is a very magic and mellow place to enjoy a sweet rose latte.

Driftwood

Choose one of the many crafts on tap at this fun Taihu Brewery tiki bar.

The 58 Bar

Hard to miss this pillar-box-red pub with a very long list of bottled beers.



WHERE TO STAY IN WESTERN TAIPEI

amba

A hip, swanky and super-modern boutique hotel aimed at younger lifestyle ‘travellers’. $$

Meander Taipei

Massive lounge space, free tours and helpful staff. Dorms are excellent value; privates, not so much. $

Comma Boutique Hotel

Spotless, funky and chic. Zip up to the 15th floor and see the city views. $$


Pride

ASIA’S BIGGEST LGBTIQ+ CELEBRATION

Taiwan is one of the most LGBTIQ+-friendly places in Asia; in 2019, it became the first country in the region to legalise gay marriage, and it has consistently held the biggest Pride festival in Asia. On the last Saturday of every October, the streets are filled with thousands of people in cheeky costumes celebrating, waving rainbow flags, holding up posters and having fun. Some bring along their pets, and it’s a great day out for all the family.

As evening approaches, the party continues in Red House Bar Street. There are more than a dozen bars and clubs here, many of them with outdoor seating. During Pride, reservations are essential, but for the rest of the year, just rock up and enjoy your beer under the stars. The Red House bars are extremely welcoming to everyone: you’ll often see families with young kids here. Clamber up the steps to the 2nd floor for more bars and a good vantage point for the action.
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I LIVE HERE: WHERE TO PARTY IN WESTERN TAIPEI
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Part-owner of LGBTIQ+-friendly hostel Three Little Birds, and organiser of C.U.M., one the longest-running gay parties in Taipei, Sean Toto shares his favourite places to party in Western Taipei.

Cafe Dalida

The most popular bar in the Red House area – everybody goes here, even on weekdays.

Commander D

The kinky BDSM vibe is fun and very different. Sorry, girls aren’t allowed in on fetish nights like Little Towel Night!

Studio 9

This is a really cool place. I like the combination of the outdoor and indoor areas; the sound system is professional and the music is great. You will love it!



WHERE TO EAT NOODLES IN WESTERN TAIPEI

Ximen Red House Thai Food

Sit under fairy lights in this courtyard restaurant in the Red House street and enjoy the noodles. $

Ay-Chung Flour Rice Noodle

Join the long queues outside to order your bowl of slurpalicious salty noodles. $

Lao Shan Dong Homemade Noodles

Serving up handmade, thick and floury Shandong-style noodles since it opened in 1949. $

A Night at the Cinema

FILM FESTIVALS AND MOVIE NIGHTS

Taiwan has a small but vibrant film industry. It also has some amazing film festivals – Taiwan’s version of the Oscars, the Golden Horse Film Festival, takes places in November, and the Urban Nomad Film Festival showcases independent titles every April and May – to name just two. These festivals mostly take place in Ximending, which has more cinemas than any other neighbourhood in Taipei. Wonderful Theatre is where Urban Nomad is held. Wuchang Street has at least three cinemas, and there’s another four nearby. There’s even a sexy cocktail bar, Hanko 60, that’s decorated to look like a retro cinema.



SOUTH OF THE KEELUNG RIVER

TEMPLES, PARKS AND MARKETS


This broad swathe of Taipei encompasses the area that surrounds the southern banks of the Keelung River and includes a chunk of Zhongshan District and all of Songshan. Access to the riverside and the presence of a huge park and airport in the middle mean there are lots of open spaces between the densely populated walkups and busy wet markets. There haven’t been too many changes here in recent years, the biggest perhaps being the emergence of Maji Square as a place for events, from food fairs to farmers’ markets and from parties to picnicking. This looks likely to continue, with half of Expo Park under redevelopment at the time of writing. It seems that the COVID-19 pandemic has pushed the city into focusing on developing outdoor spaces. It’s primarily a residential area, but also hosts several amazing temples, scrumptious food markets and the capital’s top art museum.
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Maji Square | ANNAJ77/SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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TOP SIGHTS

1Addiction Aquatic Development

2Bao’an Temple

3Ciyou Temple

4Expo Park

5Keelung River Cycling

6Lin Antai Historic House

7Maji Square

8Minsheng Community

9Raohe Street Night Market

10Songshan Airport Runway

11SunnyHills

12Taipei Arena

13Taipei Confucius Temple

14Xingtian Temple

SIGHTS

15Dajia Riverside Park

16Linji Huguo Zen Buddhist Temple

17Rainbow Bridge

18Taipei Fine Arts Museum

19Yuanshan Natural Landscape Park

SLEEPING

see 723 Music Room

EATING

see 7British Oysters Seafood Shed

20PO LAM Kopitiam

21The Antipodean

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

22Buddha Tea House

see 28Cafe ACME

see 7Crafted

23Fujin Tree 353

24Hua Yard

25TimeBeer

see 7Triangle

ENTERTAINMENT

26Ice Land

27Street of Fortune Telling

see 7 Tiki Taipei

SHOPPING

28Maison ACME

29Wolf Tea Shop & Gallery




TOP TIP

This area is quite spread out, so you’ll likely need a taxi or a couple of changes on the MRT. A secret way to get from one side to the other, though, is by YouBiking along the riverside. Enjoy the gushing water and being able to pedal at your own pace.





Bao’an Temple

MAGIC AND MYSTERY

Rich in history, Bao’an Temple (also called Dalongdong Bao’an Temple) is a magnificent and elaborate complex of 18th-century worship halls that are a kaleidoscope of rich colours. If you’ve only got time to see one temple on your trip to Taipei, then this is it. It’s not just another temple – there’s magic in the air, as everywhere you look, someone is performing a ritual in its smokey labyrinth, including elaborate dancelike prayers. The main resident god is Emperor Baosheng (or Wu), a historical figure revered for his medical skills. The rear shrine is dedicated to Shennong, the god of agriculture.

What you see today is the result of seven years of painstaking renovations by skilled artisans from a structure built back in 1760 by Fujian immigrants. It was executed so well that it won a Unesco award in 2003. Best of all is the annual Baosheng Cultural Festival, which includes birthday celebrations for the gods, lion dances, parades and Taiwanese opera performances. It runs from April to June and is entirely free.
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Bao’an Temple | Sarunyu L/shutterstock ©

Taipei Confucius Temple

TRIBUTE TO THE RENOWNED PHILOSOPHER

Literally across the street from Bao’an Temple, Taipei Confucius Temple is more educational than devotional. If you are at all interested in the great sage, this is a great place to learn more – there are lots of English-language displays about him and the Six Confucian Arts (including archery and riding). The architecture, Minnan-style, is very beautiful. The half-moon pond at the front and the pleasing symmetry overall make for great photos.

The birthday of Confucius is celebrated on 28 September with a 6am ceremony, presided over by the mayor of Taipei. It’s a colourful event, and free tickets are handed out at the temple several days before.
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Taipei Confucius Temple | Botond Horvath/shutterstock ©


Addiction Aquatic Development

SUMPTUOUS SEAFOOD FEASTS

This popular seafood emporium is housed in the former Taipei Fish Market – you can’t miss it, it’s a huge blue-and-slate-grey building. As soon as you walk in, the smell of fish slaps you in the face. There are tanks with live seafood, a funky stand-up sashimi restaurant, a supermarket so you can buy your own selection to eat outside, and a wine and cheese bar. It’s fun and frenetic, and most importantly, the fish are fresh.
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Addiction Aquatic | ISARESCHEEWIN/SHUTTTERSTOCK ©

Lin Antai Historic House

FUJIAN-STYLE MANSION

In Taiwanese culture, bridal photography is big business. Even before the wedding has taken place, couples arrange for a professional to take their photos in various outfits and in various settings. One of the most popular locations is Lin Antai Historic House, located in Expo Park, and if you come here to admire this Fujian-style 30-room mansion, you’ll almost certainly see at least one bride and groom posing on the lawns. There are moon gates galore, and tons of opportunities to take lovely images of the architecture, central courtyard, the swallowtail roof and period furniture.
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Lin Antai Historic House | RICHIE CHAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Xingtian Temple

LIVELY PLACE OF WORSHIP

Recent complaints about the health effects of burning incense prompted Xingtian Temple to be the first spiritual site in the capital to ban the practice. This modern temple – it was opened in 1967 – might lack that historical feel, but it is extremely busy and popular. It’s worth a trip to observe the folk religious practices. You will see long lines of people waiting for an ‘exorcism’ of bad luck and evil spirits, conducted by one of the blue-robed temple staff who wave a special low-smoke incense stick in front of the individual while chanting.

In the underground tunnel under Mingquan E Rd, next to the main entrance to the temple, the Street of Fortune Telling offers enthusiastic English-speaking seers.


Songshan Airport Runway

NOT JUST FOR PLANE-SPOTTERS

Not actually the real runway, but a small alley (Songjiang Rd, Lane 581) at its edge where you can get a dramatic view of the planes landing at the airport. The roar of approaching aircraft is deafening and exhilarating, while the bellies of the planes appear so close you could almost touch them. It’s a favourite of locals who come here to take photos. Evening is the best time, as the sunset backdrops the approaching aircraft. It’s a 20-minute walk from Zhongshan Junior High School MRT station.
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Songshan Airport | MOTIVE56/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

SunnyHills

SAMPLING PINEAPPLE CAKES

The quintessential sweet souvenir from Taiwan is pineapple cake, and SunnyHills, founded in 2008, has emerged as one of the most popular brands. Step inside their Songshan store and an aproned server will lead you to a long wooden table; another will arrive moments later with a complimentary tray holding a bowl of mild black tea and a wrapped cake. If the crumbly biscuit casing and chewy interior is to your liking, reasonably priced gift boxes are available, but there’s no pressure to buy. Charmingly, the SunnyHills website claims that they source their eggs from a ‘farmer who plays classical music for his hens’!
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Pineapple cake | ELWYNN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Taipei Arena

SHOWS, SKATING AND SWEDISH MEATBALLS

Fast approaching its second decade in business, Taipei’s premier event stadium, Taipei Arena, is looking good for its age. Inside its vast, cavernous and flying-saucer-shaped exterior is a 13,000-seater concert hall that hosts pop stars, musicals and sporting events. Some top international acts have performed here, including Madonna, Katy Perry and, more recently, the Broadway show Cats. Another reason to come here is Ice Land, Taipei’s only public ice-skating rink. If you’re feeling hungry, there’s not much to eat in the venue itself, but across the big intersection, you’ll notice the yellow and blue sign of an IKEA, which has a Swedish canteen. There are many branches of the store now, but it wasn’t so long ago that this was the only one in the city.


Raohe Street Night Market

FOOD, FUN AND FORTUNES

There’s something of a festive feeling to Taipei’s oldest night market. It’s always bustling, and there’s a nice mix of locals and tourists here. This single pedestrian lane with a few alleyways stretching between two ornate gates is easy to navigate, although very crowded. So just take your time! You’ll find a great assortment of Taiwanese eats, treats and sometimes even seats. Look for some pork ribs in herbal broth, vermicelli and oysters, spicy stinky tofu and Fuzhou pepper buns – there’s always a long line for this last one. Along the shopfronts to either side you’ll also find fortune-tellers, soft toy vendors, a vegetarian Malaysian restaurant (PO LAM Kopitiam) and a tiny craft beer bar (Time Beer).

Raohe is close to the riverside, to Ciyou Temple and to Songshan Station if you’re arriving by train from outside Taipei. Slip into the back streets to the north and access the riverside at Rainbow Bridge to view the lovers’ locks and great views across the city.
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Raohe Street Night Market | GRACETHANG2/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Ciyou Temple

DAZZLING AND DECORATIVE

This 18th-century triple-tiered temple dedicated to Matsu, the black-faced Chinese goddess of seafarers, is Taipei’s blingiest. So come here at night for the full effect, and then fill your belly at Raohe Street Night Market. It also has a bit of a gangster feel – some of the people rushing about its corridors don’t look like they’re there for praying. Saying that, it’s a lively place of worship and has some gorgeous rooftop decorations. Make sure to explore deep into the belly of the temple, and slip up to the 2nd floor to explore the opulence and colour of the shrines.
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Ciyou Temple | Richie Chan/shutterstock ©


MORE SOUTH OF THE KEELUNG RIVER

Exploring Expo Park

HISTORIC HOMES, GARDENS AND ART

This expansive park has really come into its own following a surge in interest in outdoor activities during the COVID-19 pandemic. It’s not the nicest park in Taipei – that’s Da’an Forest Park – but there is always something to see and do here.

From Yuanshan MRT station, slip north to take shots of the gorgeous Linji Huguo Zen Buddhist Temple, the best-preserved Japanese temple in Taipei. Constructed from rich cypress, the interior is not open to visitors, but it’s stunning from the outside. The adjacent park is a great place to lounge, and if it’s the weekend, there’s likely a market or food festival on. Taipei Fine Arts Museum is also just across the road, and is the place to see work of Taiwanese and international painters, sculptors and photographers.

Cafe ACME is also worth checking out, and their coffees and pastries are to die for. Take a tour of Maison ACME (formerly Taipei Story House), a historical villa built in 1913. It’s an experience to creep about the wooden floorboards of this former tea merchant’s home, admiring the curated art, stately fireplaces and exquisitely tiled bathrooms. Both venues are run by the emerging ACME brand.

You can also grab a YouBike and pedal through the park. There’s a sprawling rose garden that smells heavenly (it’s filled with yellow, pink, white and red bloom) and a mini maze that’s great for kids. The huge botanical garden is free and has lots of tropical plants and desert cacti, and Lin Antai Historic House is also close by. From here, head to Addiction Aquatic Development for seafood or slip onto the riverside behind Lin Antai and pedal to Raohe Night Market.
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Linji Huguo Zen Buddhist Temple | Leonid Andronov/shutterstock ©


BEST PLACES TO DRINK SOUTH OF THE KEELUNG RIVER

Tacos N Taps

There’s a genuine party vibe at this colourful Mexican bar, and when you get hungry, there are tacos, too.

Dancing Elephant Wine Bar

Cozy corner nook with friendly staff and two stocked wine cellars. Friday nights there’s live jazz.

Sober Mixology

Creative cocktails; try their fish-shaped goblets. More low-key and friendly than establishments in Eastern Taipei.



WHERE TO EAT SOUTH OF THE KEELUNG RIVER

Kanokwan

This is an excellent no-frills canteen with the best street Thai food in Taipei. $

Dian Shui Lou

Tuck into baskets of handmade dumplings as well as traditional food from eastern China. $$$

Plum Blossom Room

Lively dim-sum parlour that looks like it’s been popular with locals for decades. $$

Shuanglian Sweet Rice Ball

This Taiwanese dessert place has served up sweet-bean soups and moji balls since 1951. $

NCISushi

Superb Californian-style sushi joint, notable for its fresh, delicious and playfully named rolls. $$

3 Idiots Toast & Curry

The chefs here make delectable vegetarian Indian fare and the best palak paneer in the city. $$

Party at Maji Square

DINNER, DRINKS AND DANCING

Every now and then, the sky fills with a roar as a low-flying plane passes overhead in preparation for landing at Songshan Airport. This is Maji Square, an indoor–outdoor pub-and-grub market, which lies directly underneath the flight paths, making hanging out here an exhilarating experience. This is also one of the best places to party in Taipei, with many new bars and clubs opening their doors here in recent years. Start the evening with some dinner. There are plenty of cheap food stalls, or you can opt for fish and chips at British Oysters Seafood Shed, which also has Irish Guinness on tap. For craft beer, head to Crafted or 23 Music Room, which has a hot little dance floor. The groovy kids head to Tiki Taipei, while for really late-night clubbing, old style, there’s Triangle, which plays an eclectic mix of music, including reggae and ‘80s tunes. Far from any residential area, you can be as loud as you like. Students on a budget buy their booze from one of the nearby convenience stores and hang out with the bar spillover in the square.
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Fireworks, Taipei 101 | Artit Wongpradu/shutterstock ©


NEW YEAR’S EVE FIREWORKS

Traditionally, Taipei has had a fireworks show from the top of Taipei 101 to usher in the new year. Starting in 2022, to alleviate pressure on crowds all heading home at the same from the same part of the capital after the entertainment is over, the city government launched a second simultaneous pyrotechnics display over the Keelung River.

If you’re here at the right time, head to the riverside behind Raohe Night Market for a prime viewing spot. However, if you get bad luck and the weather is cloudy and rainy (which it often is), it’s probably a better bet to see in the new year at a cosy bar!



Strolling Through Minsheng Community

SECRET CITY-OASIS

This leafy and largely residential neighbourhood was first planned as a model community in the 1960s with help from the US government – there is more than the usual abundance of urban parkland here. This is an exclusive quarter of Taipei, so house and rental prices are on the whole higher, and as proof, you will spot quite a few fancy sports cars parked curbside. Roads are thickly treelined, with some lanes narrow enough that the greenery interlocks overhead.

It’s a real pleasure to walk around this area because it’s so peaceful – an escape from the traffic-choked streets full of malls and towers in the rest of the city. It’s ideal for spending a relaxing morning or an afternoon, and you’ll be spoiled for choice with excellent cafes. The famous Fujin Tree 353 Cafe has outdoor seats that are perfect for people-watching, while around the corner, Hua Yard has a more mellow vibe and some of the best coffee in town. A more traditional drinking option is offered by Buddha Tea House (look out for the glowing red lanterns), where you can share a pot of tea in one of the tatami-mat rooms out back in the company of an enchanted garden. One lane south is Wolf Tea Shop and Gallery, where you can buy freshly designed gift tins, boxes of Taiwan-grown teas and little teapot sets in pastel colours. On your way to taste some of Taipei’s best pineapple cakes at SunnyHills, stop off at The Antipodean, which does proper Australian brunch tucker.


BUILDING REMOVALS

As Taipei has grown and urbanised, some of its buildings, of impeccable historical and cultural value, have sadly been demolished in order to make way for new developments. Others, however, in a preservation effort, have been moved like chess pieces around the city. For example, in the 1970s, the heyday of Taiwan’s ‘economic miracle’, Lin An Tai Historic House was set to be demolished to widen a road several kilometres south, not far from current-day Da’an Station. Thankfully, public opinion prevailed, and in 1983, it was painstakingly dismantled and rebuilt near Yuanshan MRT, where it remains today.



WHERE TO GET A COFFEE SOUTH OF THE KEELUNG RIVER

CAFE ACME

Sit outside and enjoy your brew in the sunshine at this chic lifestyle cafe.

Willbeck Cafe

This local chain roasts on premises, infusing everything with coffee aromas. Try the cinnamon buns.

Hua Yard

Take a seat in the sunny window nook and enjoy this mellow cafe’s streetside garden.

Cycling the Keelung River

FRESH AIR AND FLOWERS

A cycle along the Keelung River is a fun and easy ride for all the family. It’s mostly flat, there’s no motorised traffic and there are tons of great things to see on the way, including the river birds.

From behind Raohe Street Night Market, there’s a gate to the riverside. This is Rainbow Bridge, marked by a large installation of the word ‘love’, hanging heavy with padlocks left by couples as a declaration of their passion. Mount the bridge to cross to the other side. Heading upriver, you’ll pass by flower meadows, basketball and tennis courts, and picnic spots.

Once you see the Grand Hotel on your right, cross back over. You can take a detour here and head upriver a few minutes until you see an abandoned carousel. This is the former Taipei Children’s Amusement Park. It was built by the Japanese in the 1930s but shuttered in 2014 when the city government opened a bigger and better one in Shilin. In 2019, the old park was given a lick of paint and reopened to the public as Yuanshan Natural Landscape Park. The carousel and the rusted Ferris wheel remain on display.

Heading back downriver, Dajia Riverside Park is where the Dragon Boat Festival is held every June. You should be able to spot a few teams practising on the water if you’re here in May. It’s about a two-hour loop with no stops, and then you’re back at Rainbow Bridge, or you can exit early at Expo Park for post-cycling food and drinks at Maji Square.
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Dragon Boat Festival | CHEN MIN CHUN/shutterstock ©


I LIVE HERE: THREE REASONS TO VISIT TAIPEI’S TEMPLES

[image: jpg]

Mengzhou Wu, a Kaohsiung native who has lived in Taipei for about a decade, shares with us why he loves to visit Taipei’s temples.

You can pray for good luck. For example, when I was in high school, I asked the gods to give me top grades in my college entrance exam.

It’s very lively when the resident god has a birthday. The temple throws a party and there’ll be puppet shows, street food, fireworks, and lion and dragon dances.

You will love how peaceful it is if you visit a temple in the mountains – for example, Zhinan Temple – and there are great views, too.



WHERE TO STAY SOUTH OF THE KEELUNG RIVER

NK Hostel

Come here for the restful and light-filled dorm rooms with comfy and welcoming white bedding. $

Simple Hotel

Sleek wood and moody lighting. Snag a south-facing room for views of Taipei 101. $$

Mandarin Oriental

Unwind and enjoy this opulent five-star experience on a sleepy, leafy boulevard. $$$



NORTH OF THE KEELUNG RIVER

THEATRES AND TREASURE


Cross north over the Keelung River on the MRT and see how much more space and greenery there is, where most of the buildings are low rise and coupled with large swathes of countryside. This neighbourhood covers Shilin District and the northern smudge of Zhongshan District. It’s much greener here than downtown – you have Yangmingshan almost within touching distance, and Jiantan Mountain, which undulates eastwards. This is mostly an affluent neighbourhood. Tianmu, near Zhishan MRT, has long been popular with richer expats and boasts western restaurants and international schools. The big change here in recent years is the opening of two futuristic performance venues, further gentrifying the area and lending it a strong international feel.

You’ll probably want to visit the National Palace Museum and Shilin Night Market while you’re here, although it’s a bit far from the main action in the city to warrant staying the night.
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Shilin District | Ricky kuo/shutterstock ©
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TOP SIGHTS

1ACME

2Grand Hotel

3Jiantan Mountain

4Miramar Entertainment Park

5National Palace Museum

6National Revolutionary Martyrs’ Shrine

7National Taiwan Science Education Center

8Shilin Night Market

9Shilin Official Residence

10Shung Ye Museum of Formosan Aborigines

11Taipei Astronomical Museum

12Taipei Performing Arts Centre

13Taiwan Traditional Theatre Center

14The Taiwan Music Institute

SIGHTS

15Ching-kuo Chi-Hai Cultural Park

16Cixian Temple

17Zhishan Park

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

18Funky Fresh




TOP TIP

The Shilin-based sights are all reachable by YouBike. You’ll find docks outside MRT stations and at all the main places of interest. Traffic is fairly light, although there are only a few cycle paths. If it’s raining, the R30 bus runs between Jiantan MRT and all the museums here.
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National Revolutionary Martyrs’ Shrine | Richie Chan/shutterstock ©


Jiantan Mountain

EASY HIKING AND PANORAMIC VIEWS

Another of Taipei’s marvellously accessible hiking trails is this fairly easy clamber up behind the Grand Hotel. On clear days, you’ll be able to enjoy panoramic views over the Keelung River basin and city. You can loop back to the starting point or head downhill and emerge near the Martyrs’ Shrine. Budget for about two to three hours. To access the trailhead, cross Zhongshan N Rd from Jiantan MRT; look for the steps up the hillside to the left of the little temple.
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View from Jiantin Mountain | NAMBAMAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

ACME

BRUNCH WITH A VIEW

ACME is one of Taipei’s biggest success stories to come from the pandemic. What started as a small western-style brunch place in Ximending has now become a lifestyle brand, with three stunning locations, the Maison Acme shop and branded merchandise. This branch, on the 7th floor of the Taipei Performing Arts Center, is the hottest restaurant in Taipei. Always booked up, the best way to get a seat is to come mid-afternoon on a weekday and wait. The food is excellent western brunch: avocado toast, smoked salmon with dill. The two-storey sky-high glass wall looks out over Yangmingshan National Park.

Grand Hotel

FIT FOR A KING

When Taiwan was in the midst of the pandemic, the scarlet and gold Grand Hotel would proudly display a huge zero in lights from its palatial facade whenever the case count went to zero. After Taipei 101, it’s probably the most recognisable and loved building in the city.

It’s truly a magnificent place to stay, offering some dreamy views over Taipei. The rooms are immaculate, humungous and regal, complete with polished wooden floors. It was first established in 1952 by Chiang Kai-shek because he thought Taipei lacked suitably grand digs for hosting foreign dignitaries. Tours of secret tunnels dug to squirrel said dignitaries to safety in case of an attack have been recently opened to hotel guests.
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Grand Hotel | FENLIOQ/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Shung Ye Museum of Formosan Aborigines

FASCINATING CULTURAL COLLECTION

If you’re not museumed out by the time you’ve finished at the National Palace Museum, then walk a short distance up the hill to Shung Ye Museum, a private collection that explores Taiwan’s 16 indigenous tribes. View displays on their spiritual systems, festivals, geographic divisions, agriculture and art. There are fine examples of tribal handicrafts, and videos relate the histories of the tribes and other aspects of their lives. Get a joint ticket for Shung Ye and the National Palace Museum that saves you NT$100.

National Taiwan Science Education Center

FOR CURIOUS MINDS

If you’re travelling with children, this place has tons on offer. Interactive exhibits cover the gamut of scientific knowledge, from anatomy (a walk-through digestive tract) to zoology (a cat-head-shaped helmet that gives the wearer feline hearing powers) to chemistry, life sciences and physics. It also pairs well with a trip to the Taipei Astronomical Museum, which is just across the road. Note that the 3D theatre (turbo ride and regular), sky cycling and special exhibits are not covered by the general admission ticket.

You can take the R30 bus from here straight to the National Palace Museum or Jiantan MRT station.
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National Taiwan Science Education Center | Jack Hong/shutterstock ©

Taipei Astronomical Museum

JOURNEY INTO SPACE

Across the road from the National Taiwan Science Education Center is this children’s museum dedicated to the stars. It’s looking a bit tired now, and not as glam as its counterpart across the road, but there are four floors of constellations, ancient astronomy, space science and observatories. There is not much in English (better, at an extra charge, are the IMAX and 3D theatres), but the kids will love Cosmic Adventure – a space simulator that trundles pod riders past the planets of the solar system. The best thing about this place is that you can sky- and star-gaze through the optical telescope on the 4th floor for free from 10am to noon and 2pm to 4pm Tuesday to Sunday, and 7pm to 9pm Saturday.
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Taipei Astronomical Museum | Jack Hong/shutterstock ©


Shilin Official Residence

GORGEOUS GARDENS

There is something dubious about celebrating the home of a dictator and his wife. This mansion and elaborate Chinese and western gardens were the official residence of Chiang Kai-shek and his wife, Soong Mei-ling, for 26 years. But the parkland here is gorgeous, and ablaze with colour year-round. If you don’t have time for Taipei Botanical Garden, this is just as good. However, you can give the house (ticketed) a miss – it merely displays the rather humdrum domestic life and uninspiring tastes of the Chiangs.
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Shilin Official Residence | Moment Capsule/shutterstock ©

Miramar Entertainment Park

FERRIS WHEEL AND IMAX CINEMA

A fun way to access panoramic views of the city is to sail ever so slowly – one revolution takes about 20 minutes – on this enormous Ferris wheel, located on the roof of Miramar Entertainment Park. On one side are forested mountains; on the other, the whole of downtown Taipei spread out in all its jumbled glory. It looks best at night, when the neon lights are winking. You can purchase a combined ticket with the National Palace Museum to save about NT$100. There is also an IMAX cinema and some decent restaurants here.
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Miramar Entertainment Park | Nambaman/shutterstock ©

National Revolutionary Martyrs’ Shrine

MAJESTIC MILITARY MEMORIAL

This shrine is the best place to watch the changing of the guard. The soldiers march between the gates and the main memorial hall. Looking more like a temple than a shrine, the complex is styled in typical northern Chinese architecture. It’s a very quiet and sombre space, with spirit tablets dedicated to the 400,000 KMT soldiers who died mostly in China when Taiwan was a Japanese colony. More recently, Taiwanese civilians who died in acts of bravery have also been honoured here. Next door is Ching-Kuo Chi-Hai Cultural Park, the gardens and former residence of Chiang Kai-shek’s son, Chiang Ching-kuo. The park attracted some controversy when it opened in 2022, as critics say it glorifies the life of a dictator.


National Palace Museum

HALL OF TREASURES

You have two choices when you arrive to the National Palace Museum: either climb the steps, or enter through the beautiful Zhishan Park, just to the right. Walking through this Song and Ming dynasty-style park is a lovely way to evoke an emperor-like mood before seeing the imperial treasures.

Home to the world’s largest, and arguably the finest, collection of Chinese art, this museum has a vast hoard covering treasures in painting, calligraphy, statuary, bronzes, lacquerware, ceramics, jade and religious objects. Some of the most popular items, such as the famous Jadeite Cabbage, are always on display – although check first that it’s not on loan to the Southern Branch of the National Palace Museum in the city of Chiayi. Most of the pieces were shipped off to Taiwan in the late 1940s when the KMT realised they were losing the Chinese Civil War to the communists.

The historical range at this museum is truly outstanding. Even within a single category, such as ceramics, pieces cover multiple dynasties, and even back to Neolithic times. The three floors of exhibits are expertly presented, with clever use of atmospheric lighting, scrolls that span an entire room, animation, lighting, shadow and sounds. The collection also seems to go on forever, as when you come to the end of one room, there’s another just beyond it. Budget for at least half a day to get the most out of this marvellous place.
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Naational Palace Museum | Leonid Andronov/shutterstock ©


TAKING HOME A TREASURE

TThe museum shop is located in the basement and offers gifts for all price ranges, based on its massive collection. The Jadeite Cabbage is top choice: you can get ear picks, purses, paper weights, notebooks, pens, key chains, pendants and much more made in its image. Next door is a post office, handy if you want to mail anything back home or just send a postcard or two.




FROM NATIONAL TO REGIONAL PIECES

The Southern Branch of the National Palace Museum at Chiayi is worth a stop if you’re in the area. The focus here is more on South and Southeast Asian artefacts. The museum was opened several years ago to encourage more tourists to travel to the south of the country.




MORE NORTH OF THE KEELUNG RIVER

A Stroll Through Shilin Night Market

FOOD, FUN AND FRESH BEER

Taiwan’s night markets are more than just places to eat – they are cultural icons. Popular because they offer a huge range of different food at cheap prices, they are also inherently social places – friends and family can chat while they queu,e and eat while they shop and stroll. While not usually considered ‘gourmet’, the snacks dished up by some vendors, including several from Shilin, are now getting noticed by the Michelin Guide. Many snacks are also unique to night markets and are often whipped up in a wok or grilled sizzling on a stick.

Shilin (next to Jiantan MRT) is a carnival of street-side snacking, shopping and games. A spider-like sprawl of narrow lanes, the liveliest action is centred around Cixian Temple, which is definitely worth a visit. This 1927 reconstruction of the original 1864 design has some masterful cochin ceramic panels above the arched doors near the back of the main hall, as well as exquisite carvings throughout.


The night market is particularly geared towards young locals, with lots of claw crane machines, cheap clothing stalls and tattooists. The variety and atmosphere make it one of Taipei’s more fun venues. There are some food stalls with seating in a gloomy basement in the main market building, but the real fun is at street level. If you need a beer to wash down all that fried food, head to Funky Fresh, a heavenly nook in the thick of things that serves a range of Taiwanese craft beer in bottles and on tap, piped through two metallic mannequins.
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Shilin Night Market | Sean Hsu/shutterstock ©


I LIVE HERE: CLASSIC TAIWANESE DISHES
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Ivy Chen, owner of Ivy’s Kitchen, a culinary school in Shilin that teaches Taiwanese cooking to English speakers, lists her top three Taiwanese dishes. kitchenivy.com

Black sesame oil chicken soup (麻油雞)

Taiwanese people cook this dish at home very often, especially in winter. Black sesame oil is rich in calcium and minerals.

Stir-fried rice vermicelli (炒米粉)

Rice is Taiwan’s staple food, and this dish is served in many day and night markets.

Red tortoise rice cake (紅龜粿)

This is a dessert made of glutinous rice and stuffed with sweet red-bean paste. It is much beloved in Taiwan because it’s one of the offerings we make to the gods and our ancestors.



WHERE TO EAT NORTH OF THE KEELUNG RIVER

MiaCucina

Delicious Italian food in American portions: paninis, fresh pasta and salads, all without meat. $$

Din Tai Fung

Buns, dumplings and other basket delights from this legendary restaurant in the basement of the SOGO mall. $$

RAW

Reserve your place on a waitlist two months ahead for this exclusive, creative French restaurant. $$$

Social Place (唐點小聚)

A retro Hong-Kong style teahouse with dim sum and piglet-shaped coconut puddings. $$

Sanxitang Space

Light Chinese cuisine in lush surroundings with stunning views; on the 4th floor of the National Palace Museum. $$

Fashion Bangkok

Head for the fairytale garden and order a Thai craft beer in this old brick shophouse. $$

Drama and Dance

AVANTE-GARDE ARCHITECTURE

Taiwan has long desired to become an internationally recognised location for world-class theatre without the political censorship common in China. That desire has recently blessed this part of Taipei with two new impressive performance arts centres.

Over in Zhishan, the Taiwan Traditional Theatre Center is a futuristic complex of three grey polygonal buildings with coloured stripes resembling giant barcodes. The main 1036-seater hall is lavishly decorated in gold and decked out with numerous chandeliers. The Taiwan Music Institute at the entrance has a fun free exhibition on Taiwanese folk music. The complex is stunning, and it’s worth checking out performances, as they often incorporate modern and avant-garde styles of both music and dance.

Just next to Shilin Night Market is the Taipei Performing Arts Center, which opened in 2022, seven years behind schedule because of the COVID-19 pandemic and continuing rows about the budget. The Rem Koolhaas–designed building is an outlandish construction: its three theatres poke out of the main building and consist of two silver cubes and one sphere that house the 1500-seat Grand Theater, the 800-seat Blue Box and the 1500-seat Globe Playhouse.

Both venues are exciting and modernist. While dramas are inaccessible to those who don’t speak Chinese, tickets for music and dance performances are worth it. It’s best to buy your tickets online to ensure you get a seat, as shows often sell out, especially international acts. Alternatively, you can also just try your luck by rocking up to the box office on the day to see what’s available.


BACKSTAGE PASS

If you fancy a glimpse of the backstage mechanics of the Taipei Performing Arts Center’s stage areas, then try the free public loop that is accessible from the ground floor. One window, for example, looks out on to the grid of wires, scaffolding and machinery that controls the stage lighting from above. At the time of writing, this was only available in the afternoons and on a quota system. The idea behind it is to allow access to areas of a theatre that are not normally on view.




POMP AND CIRCUMSTANCE

The hourly changing of the guard also takes place at Chiang Kai-shek Memorial Hall and Sun-yat Sen Memorial Hall. These locations are more popular and tend to be more crowded.





TAIPEI’S SUBURBS

FROM SEASIDE TO LAKESIDE


This is not a single neighbourhood but rather a collection of fascinating places to experience within the city’s limits. All offer a diverse array of pleasures, from boating and hiking to tea ceremonies and ice creams at sunset. Half the joy of exploring the capital’s outskirts is being able to breathe deeply and easily: Tamsui and Bali have a sea-salt tang in the air; Yangmingshan smells of forests and misty mountains; Beitou, of sulphurous hot springs; while Maokong promises the earthy tones of tea.

Some of these Taipei suburbs, such as Tamsui and Xindian, are experiencing a huge construction boom in residential buildings – house prices have climbed to unsustainable levels in the city, as in many cities in the world, so residents are looking to live further out in the suburbs. Based on 2021 prices, it would take almost 16 years of income to buy a two-bedroom flat in Taipei.
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Yangmingshan National Park | Jack Hong/shutterstock ©
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Bali Waterfront

2Beitou

3Beitou Hot Spring Museum

see 3Beitou Hot Springs

4Bitan Scenic Area

see 12Fort San Domingo

5Guandu Temple

6Hemeishan

7Hobe Fort

8Little Burma

see 12Mackay Street

9Maokong

10Museum of World Religions

11National Human Rights Museum

see 12Oxford College

12Tamsui

see 12Tamsui Ferry Stop

see 3Thermal Valley

13Yangmingshan National Park

SIGHTS

see 3Beitou Library

14Bitan Suspension Bridge

see 12Former Residence of Tada Eikichi

15Grass Mountain Chateau

see 12Huwei Mackay Hospital

see 3Ketagalan Culture Center

see 3Puji Temple

16Shihsanhang Museum of Archaeology

17Silver Stream Cave Waterfall

see 12Tamsui Customs Officer’s Residence

see 12Tamsui Customs Wharf

see 12Tamsui Presbyterian Church

18Tatun Volcano Group

19Wazihwei Nature Reserve

see 3Xinbeitou Historic Station

20Zhinan Temple

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 9Cat’s Got Nothing To Do Cafe

see 9Shiao Mu Teahouse




TOP TIP

All destinations in Taipei’s suburbs are reachable on the MRT along the red, green or orange lines. The exceptions are Yangmingshan, where you’ll need to have your own transport or take a bus or taxi; Bali is reachable by a short ferry ride, and with Maokong, half the fun is taking the swaying gondola to get there!





Hemeishan

FERRY AND FIREFLIES

Disappear into the jungle on this fairly easy hour-long hike – the most accessible mountain trail in Taipei. The trailhead is marked by steps on the left, just after the far end of Bitan Suspension Bridge. See if you can find your way through the maze of paths to a small wharf where you can catch the ferry back to the MRT side of the lake. In April and May, head here as dusk falls to spot the fireflies that dance in the darkness like fairy lights.

National Human Rights Museum

LESSONS IN AUTHORITARIANISM

This museum was a former detention centre, court and jail where political prisoners were incarcerated and tried during the White Terror (1947 to 1987) under the KMT. Make use of a rainy afternoon to visit, as the weather will create a suitably sombre atmosphere. These sad but peaceful grounds include tiny jail cells, bolted shackles, the old commissary and a row of telephones. Get the audio guide – it’s excellent. If you are a group of 10 people or more, you can book an English tour in advance. Some guides are former prisoners and offer extraordinary insights.
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National Human Rights Museum | NGCHIYUI/shutterstock ©

Bitan Scenic Area

BOATS, BARS AND A BRIDGE

This real gem, right next to Xindian MRT station, is a romantic cliff-sided reservoir of grey-green water. Flocks of bird-shaped paddle- and motorboats can be rented for zipping about, and come the weekend, the place is packed with families and young lovers. You’ll also see kayakers, the occasional swimmer, stand-up paddleboarders and, in late spring, dragon-boat teams puffing through their paces. Enjoy watching the egrets lazily flap their way across the water, making the scene look like a Chinese painting. The best views of Bitan can be snapped from the top of Bitan Suspension Bridge, a bouncy pedestrian span built by the Japanese in 1937. Come nighttime, the lights flick on, making the lakeside bars a perfect place to end your day.
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Bitan Scenic Area | Kit Leong/shutterstock ©


TWIN PRISONS

The National Human Rights Museum in New Taipei City has another branch on Green Island, off the southeast coast of Taiwan. This memorial is built around the notorious re-education camp that housed political prisoners during the White Terror.




Little Burma

SOUTHEAST ASIA IN TAIPEI

There are about 40,000 or more Burmese and Burmese–Chinese people living in New Taipei City. Many came over in the 1950s with thousands of KMT soldiers who had fled to Myanmar at the end of the Chinese Civil War. Little Burma grew up around these immigrants and is centred on Huaxin Street. There are tons of small eateries here that combine the cuisines of Myanmar, Thailand, a little bit of India and some of Yunnan in China. You’ll know you’ve arrived when you smell the sharp aromas of fish curry and sweet tea, as well as the shops with the curly Burmese script. The flavours here are very different from those you’ll find elsewhere in Taipei, and it’s worth a trip if you’re staying for a while. Most places are very affordable – charging around NT$100 a dish – and it’s all super informal, with trestle tables and plastic stools. There are also several small Southeast Asian grocery stores where you can stock up on snacks such as jackfruit crisps and shortbread with mango chunks.
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Burmese beef rice noodles | Ricky kuo/shutterstock ©

Museum of World Religions

CELEBRATION OF FAITHS

When it comes to religion, Taiwan is a tolerant place. The country’s main religion is a blend of three belief systems: Buddhism, Taoism and folk religion. This message of tolerance is the main theme of this museum. It offers a very atmospheric experience, with sophisticated lighting, whispering soundtracks and a rich display of priceless artefacts from the world’s major religions. Highlights include scale models of the world’s great holy sites (including Sikhism’s Golden Temple) and a Mayan mirror used as a window to the supernatural realm. It pairs well with lunch at Little Burma, as both are near each other along the orange MRT line.
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Museum of World Religions | Kit Leong/shutterstock ©


Yangmingshan National Park

HIKING ON A VOLCANO

Taipei is lucky to have Yangmingshan National Park on its doorstep, complete with forested mountains, hot springs, rolling grass hills and lolling water buffalo. Named in honour of Ming-dynasty scholar Wang Yangming, the park is home to the Tatun Volcano Group, which was only recently discovered to be active! It’s unlikely to erupt any time soon, but you will be able to see some impressive steaming fumaroles up close.

The park has a wide network of trails, most stepped and marked with English signage. It covers a huge area – 11,338 sq km – so budget for a whole day, and even then, you might only be able to fit in one or two trails. The higher you go, the denser the beautiful mountain mists. Bring a jacket, as it’s cooler up here, and the air is much fresher.

Buses and trails are packed on weekends, so weekdays are a wiser choice. Most buses for the park leave from Jiantan MRT station. Once at the terminus of Yangmingshan Bus Station, you can take shuttle bus 108, which runs a loop that stops at most trails. You can pack your own food or stop at the simple cafes in the visitor centres at each major site. A lovely way to relax afterwards is afternoon tea at Grass Mountain Chateau, the former mountain retreat of a Japanese prince and now a museum and well-regarded restaurant. The chateau is a 15-minute walk from the bus station.
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Yangmingshan National Park | Kangsadarn.S/shutterstock ©


BEST HIKES ON YANGMINGSHAN

The park website lists all the hikes and includes times, distances and maps. (ymsnp.gov.tw)

Qixingshan Trail

An exhilarating climb to the tallest peak in the park, at 1120m. Start from Xiaoyoukeng to see furious steam vents; finish at Lengshuikeng, where you can enjoy a (cold-ish) hot spring.

Jinbaoli Trail

A historic route from the rolling grass hills of Qingtiangang, where wild water buffalo graze and wallow.

Erziping Trail

A gentle 1.8km route that is wheelchair accessible, and the start of several challenging hikes via neighbouring peaks.




Bali Waterfront

MANGROVES AND A MUSEUM

This little waterfront village, sitting directly opposite Tamsui, has landscaped parks, boardwalks, bike paths running north and south, and riverside restaurants. The 60-hectare Wazihwei Nature Reserve, an estuary-hugging mudflat and mangrove forest, is home to migratory birds, abandoned fishing boats, and, at low tide, a carpet of crabs. Just north of this, the Shihsanhang Museum of Archaeology showcases the prehistory of the lost Shihsanhang culture, which thrived some 500 to 1800 years ago. You can get here by taking the ferry from Tamsui or cycling up from Guandu Temple.
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Bali pier | CHC3537/shutterstock ©

Guandu Temple

MAGNIFICENCE ON A MOUNTAINSIDE

Built right into the mountain and overlooking the Tamsui River, this ornate temple complex dates back to 1661. Apart from the riot of colour and decorative arts everywhere, there is a fabulous 100m tunnel (to the right of the main prayer hall) that runs through the mountain and is embellished with protector gods. It opens out to a great viewing platform overlooking the river and a magnificent golden statue of a thousand-armed Guanyin (she actually has 24 arms). This is Taipei’s most impressive temple, and it pairs well with a 45-minute cycle north along the riverside mangrove forests to either Tamsui or Bali.
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Guandu Temple | Yuri Dondish/shutterstock ©

Tamsui

SUNSETS OVER THE RIVER

This historic town at the mouth of the Tamsui River is popular due to its seaside atmosphere and fresh, salty breeze. It also has a bit of a carnival feel – all along the waterfront are food vendors, buskers, the famously tricksy Turkish ice-cream sellers, and artists who will scribble your likeness for NT$200. Look out for local specialities like A-gei – fist-sized pouches of fried tofu filled with crystal noodles and served in a hot broth – and iron eggs – a black, braised, dried and rubbery snack. In addition to Missionary Mackay and heritage forts, Tamsui’s spectacular sunsets are the other attraction. Those in the know saunter north to where the banyan trees slump over the boardwalk for the best viewing spots.


MORE IN TAIPEI’S SUBURBS

Ferry Across the Tamsui

A CHUGGING BOAT TRIP

In former times, wooden boats and sanpans (flat-bottomed skiffs) would have plied the route between Tamsui and Bali. Today, it’s off-white ferries with plastic seating. Even so, it’s a fun chug across the river offering horizon-wide views to the ocean. Birds sweep overhead while the occasional flapping fish will flip belly-up from the surface. Remember the last ferry back to Tamsui leaves at 7pm, so don’t leave it too late if you’re having an evening beer!
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A DANCE IN THE CLOUDS

The Taiwanese are justly proud of Cloud Gate Dance Theatre, a contemporary dance group that has helped put Taiwan on the cultural map. Cloud Gate has toured the world’s top venues and festivals and won multiple awards. It was the island’s first professional dance group when it was founded in 1973, and not only do its members study dance, they are also schooled in martial arts, meditation and calligraphy.

The group has its own theatre building, a modern glass structure with an undulating roof and greenish windows, just a short walk past Hobe Fort. Inside is a 450-seat theatre, a 1500-seat outdoor event space, and two studios. Enjoy the lovely views from the wooden deck and coffee shop.



WHERE TO EAT WITH A VIEW IN TAIPEI’S SUBURBS

The Top

Halfway up the hill to Yangmingshan and serving international fare, with the whole city beneath you. $$$

Water Front

Enjoy one of Tamsui’s river sunsets at this Southeast-Asian fusion restaurant. Reservations recommended. $$$

The Shack

Both the Bali and Bitan branches of this restaurant have dreamy views and excellent craft beers. $$

Missionary Mackay

MEANDER THROUGH THE PAST

Canadian Presbyterian missionary George Leslie Mackay, who arrived in Tamsui in the 1870s, is held in near reverence in today’s Taiwan. He is credited with founding western hospitals, schools and churches. Thanks in no small part to his influence, Presbyterianism is the most popular Christian denomination in Taiwan today.


The most impressive Mackay statue is a giant bronze bust that appears to be standing on the tip of its bushy beard. It’s in a small triangular park bounded by Zhongzheng and Sanmin Rds. From here, you can cross into Mackay St to admire the small white-stoned Huwei Mackay Hospital, built in a blend of Fujianese and Western styles, which Mackay designed and funded. Inside is a small museum where you can see some of his now rusty dental tools. The Tamsui Presbyterian Church is also founded by Mackay and remarkably photogenic, as it’s built from gingerbread-coloured bricks. Up the hill is Oxford College, Taiwan’s oldest university, also founded by Mackay. The original red-brick building, built in 1882, fronts a Chinese-style pond and a modern yet impressive Gothic cathedral with twin turrets.


BEST HOT SPRINGS IN BEITOU

Marshal Zen Garden

Private slate tubs, tatami, and valley views in a heritage building where kamikaze pilots dined before their final flight.

Spring City Resort

Outdoor (and affordable) public tubs (mixed gender, swimsuit required) with great views over Beitou.

Long Nice Hot Spring

Close to Beitou MRT station, it’s naked bathing here in Taiwan’s oldest-operating paid hot spring.

Millennium Hot Spring

Beitou’s cheapest and busiest. NT$60 per person gives you entrance to some human-packed outdoor cauldrons.



WHERE TO FIND WESTERN FOOD IN TAIPEI’S SUBURBS

Green Hornet

Pub popular with expats that serves decent Tex Mex and kids’ favourites in Xindian. $$

Britshake

A British-owned diner in Tamsui serving soft battered cod with the best chips in Taiwan. $$

Kooks

This tumbledown restaurant dishes up chunky Tex Mex and burgers (also veggie friendly) in Tamsui. $$

Trade & Defence: Fort San Domingo

FORTS AND FORMER RESIDENCES

For centuries, Tamsui occupied an important trade and defensive post for the various empires that sought to control Taiwan. Its strategic position, at the point where the largest river system in Taiwan’s north empties into sea, as well as its steep terrain, made it ideal both as a natural port and a location for forts. By the 20th century, silting had ended that, and the area reverted to a sleepy fishing and farming community until the tourism boom.

The town’s most famous landmark, Fort San Domingo, was established by the Spanish in 1628; it was later rebuilt and controlled by the Dutch, Chinese, British and Japanese. Inside the site is the Former British Consular Residence, an elegant red-brick Victorian house filled with furnishings recreated from photographic records. Don’t miss the gloomy set of prison cells in the basement. Nearby Hobe Fort, constructed in 1886, was built for military action. Clamber up onto its grassy ramparts to admire its thick earthen walls, massive gates and four batteries.

Two homes of foreign officials make for interesting comparison. The Former Residence of Tada Eikichi, a Japanese entrepreneur and public servant, is a lovely, modest 1930s house built in dark wood; slip off your shoes and stroll about the tatami-mat rooms. Just up the road is the much grander Tamsui Customs Officer’s Residence, a white bungalow with long verandahs and arched columns, built for western officials.

Down the hill, Tamsui Customs Wharf includes old offices, a warehouse and military barracks from the 19th century. It’s the best place to enjoy Tamsui’s famous sunsets.


Soaking Up the Best of Beitou

HOT SPRINGS AND HISTORY

As soon as winter arrives in Taipei, the capital’s residents flock to Beitou Hot Springs, a traditional hot-spring resort, a 30-minute MRT ride from central Taipei. Developed by the Japanese, the park is a lovely wooded area and home to heritage buildings and a steaming hot-spring stream winding through its centre. In winter, you could easily spend a whole day here (avoid weekends if possible, or you’ll be battling the crowds).

Arriving on the MRT, you’ll be able to smell the sulphur before you arrive. Get a taste of things to come by soaking your hands in the hot pool in front of Xinbeitou Historic Station. This lovely wooden structure dates back to 1916 and was rebuilt from blueprints. A multistorey building on the left houses the Ketagalan Culture Center, with two floors of exhibits dedicated to indigenous cultures. Cross over to the park to admire the gorgeous and eco-friendly Beitou Library, which looks like a wooden ark. You can go inside and wander about or just hang out on the decks. Further on, the Beitou Hot Spring Museum was built in 1913 as the Beitou Public Baths. Wooden verandahs surround a tatami room where bathers once took tea and relaxed. A quick climb up some steps east of the park is Puji Temple, a Japanese-style wooden building with unusual bell-shaped windows and wild pink orchids in the pine-tree garden. The best is left to last: Thermal Valley is like something from Mars. This geothermal pool is filled with near-100°C green sulphur water. On especially cool winter days, a thick, spooky mist swirls above the surface.


GOING BY GONDOLA

The best way to reach Maokong is by gondola. A short walk from Taipei Zoo MRT, the ride is a vertiginous half-hour swing above the treetops in an eight-person cable car. The views are stunning: the canopy undulates below you and, come evening, the city is all twinkling lights. There’s a stop at Zhinan Temple on the way. If you have a head for heights, ask to ride in one of the crystal cabins – the floor has been replaced with triple-layer reinforced glass. The gondola shuts down periodically for maintenance or bad weather (summer thunderstorms, for example), so check beforehand. Visit the visitor information centre at the terminal station for hiking maps and information on the teahouses.



WHERE TO DRINK IN TAIPEI’S SUBURBS

The Ferrymen

A retro-style bar with a balcony overlooking the Tamsui River. Ring the bell for entry.

The Hammer

Come here for a welcoming atmosphere. The kind of place that becomes your ‘local’ if you live nearby.

Kahu Cafe

A lovely hidden garden-pub in Beitou with IPAs on tap and smiling waitstaff.

Tea & Trekking on Maokong

MOUNTAINSIDE ESCAPE

There are few activities so quintessentially Taiwanese as drinking tea. One of the best places to do this is Maokong, a lush hilly region in southern Taipei, accessible by windy road or via the zig-zagged Maokong Gondola.

Once up top, stop, take a deep breath, and enjoy the fresh, unsullied air. You are in the mountains, and just like the Taiwanese who flock here on the weekends, you can now relax! You’ll have your pick of teahouses – most are open from around noon to at least 10pm (later on weekends); some close Mondays. Tea is usually sold in 50–75g packets or tins for around NT$300. You then pay a water charge per person (around NT$100, depending on the teahouse and the time of day) to drink it at their premises. Choose a spot with views of the valley and the tea plantations to make it a really memorable experience. If coffee is more your thing, head to Cat’s Got Nothing to Do or Shiao Mu Teahouse, which has spectacular views of Taipei 101.

There is some easy-to-moderate jungly hiking to enjoy before or after your pot of cha. As well as the tea plantations carpeting the valley below, you’ll be able to visit misty temples and spot the odd waterfall or two. Recommended is the trail linking Maokong to the serene and stately Zhinan Temple (sometimes spelt Chih Nan), or the one down from Maokong via the Silver Stream Cave Waterfall, whose waters plunge past a temple carved from the rock.
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I LIVE HERE: THE BEST TEAS TO TRY
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Gin Lan, the friendly owner of Liu Yu Teahouse, shares with us her three favourite teas to savour. @liuyutea

High Mountain tea

This tea is very floral, like green tea, with a prolonged aftertaste. You can enjoy it in the morning – it really picks you up.

Oriental Beauty

You won’t feel like you’re drinking tea – it’s very fruity, fragrant and with a sweet honey taste, like a peachy juice. It’s very easy to drink, and you can have it even before you go to sleep.

Dongding tea

Not Dongdong or Dingding! A classic Taiwanese tea. It’s the espresso of tea, but it will make you feel relaxed.



WHERE TO HAVE TEA IN MAOKONG

Yaoyue Teahouse

A classic 24-hour teahouse; enjoy sipping away while looking out over a beautiful valley.

Sih Ye

Recline on cushions in a private booth and watch carp swim beneath the glass floor.

Red Wood House

Enjoy your brew on an old-style red-brick verandah offering excellent views across a green valley.





NORTHERN TAIWAN
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MOUNTAINS, COASTLINE AND SUBURBAN HUBS

Blessed with a long coastline and tall peaks, this vast and varied region is home to fishing ports, mountain villages and a mixed bag of towns.
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Heping Island | Richie Chan/Shutterstock ©

Northern Taiwan, beyond the capital’s doorstep, consists of the suburbs known as New Taipei City, then further afield, the counties of Hsinchu and Miaoli with their Hakka towns and mountains. Then there’s Keelung, home of northern Taiwan’s main fishing harbour, Taoyuan, where the airport is, and Yilan County on the east coast.

For many travellers, heading outside New Taipei City gives them their first taste of how big this little island is. It’s not just that there are mountains reaching up to 3886m. It’s that those mountains – and their valleys and meadows – seem near endless, and that around every corner is a hot-spring village, forest reserve or railroad town. What’s more, as you venture down the northeast coast, you’ll find rugged cliffs, sand and pebble beaches, and windy peninsulas; and interspersed among them are fishing ports, seaside villages and a thriving summer surf scene.

Using a mix of coastal trains and tourist buses, you can see much of the north, but having your own wheels, whether two or four, allows you to strike closer to the soul of the region, traversing precipitous cross-island highways, stumbling upon time-warp townships, and pulling over at roadside stalls to taste fruit fresh from the orchards. But remember, the north is a big place. While the blue magpie can fly those few kilometres in no time, the winding road takes longer.
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THE MAIN AREAS

NEW TAIPEI CITY

Old towns, beach resorts and a fishing port.

KEELUNG

Old towns and a fishing port.

HSINCHU

From Science Park to national park.




Find Your Way

The 166km coastal Provincial Hwy 2 takes it all in, from the mouth of the Tamsui River to the alluvial plains of Yilan, while trains hug the coast from Fulong southwards through Yilan County.
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Plan Your Time

This region embodies a diversity of attractions, some easily experienced as a day trip from Taipei, others not as easily but still possible, and the majority best savoured over a few days.
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IF YOU ONLY DO ONE THING

• Take the bus to the former mining towns of Jiufen and Jinguashi. Graze your way along the snack-filled alleys in Jiufen before the crowds arrive and have a look at the old theatre and teahouses here.

• Then head to Jinguashi for its goldmine-themed attractions. Pick a short trail to hike. Jinguashi’s coastal views are particularly attractive, and you’ll pass old mining tunnels and dystopian industrial ruins along the way.

• If there’s time, return to Jiufen and slog it up Keelung Mountain for some of Taiwan’s best sunset and night views.




THREE DAYS TO TRAVEL AROUND

• Spend the first day in Jiufen and Jinguashi. On the second day, visit the towns along the Pingxi narrow-gauge line: Houtong, Jingtong, Pingxi, Sandiaoling and Shifen.

• Explore the remnants of the coal-mining industry, see how sky lanterns are made and roam the streets of a cat village. Eat lots of local snacks, of course.

• On the third day, make your way to the hot springs of mountainous Wulai and have a relaxing soak, followed by some shopping and a hearty meal.




IF YOU HAVE MORE TIME

• Spend a few hours at Yehliu Geopark, then make your way to Keelung and explore northern Taiwan’s largest port including its temples, relics, the fishing port, Heping Island and the night market.

• Spend a couple of days in Jiufen and Jinguashi, and be sure to check out the other towns along the Pingxi Branch Rail Line. Next, head down the coast to Yilan for its museums, old streets and surfing beaches.

• On your way back to Taipei, wind down for a day or two in a hot-spring hotel in Wulai before hitting up the old towns of Sanxia and Yingge.



Seasonal Highlights

Northern Taiwan has something for every season – flowers for spring, beaches for summer, the mountains for autumn, hot springs for winter and festivals for every season.

FEBRUARY

Sky lanterns are released in Pingxi and Shifen on the 15th day of the first lunar month.
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MARCH TO APRIL

Cherry blossoms bloom, followed by Formosan lilies and the snow-white flowers of the tung tree.

[image: jpg]

WENILIOU/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

JUNE

Hsinchu and Miaoli celebrate the Dragon Boat Festival in style on the fifth day of the fifth lunar month.
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JUNE TO AUGUST

June to August is the best time to hit the beaches on the north and northeast coast.
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AUGUST

Keelung celebrates the Ghost Festival in the seventh lunar month with temple rites and sea lanterns.
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OCTOBER

Due to stable weather across the island, October to December are great months for cycling and hiking.
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DECEMBER

The hot-spring season starts. If you’re planning a trip to Wulai, you should have already booked your hotel.
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NEW TAIPEI CITY
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Not to be confused with the capital Taipei, New Taipei City (NTC; 新北市) is a huge swathe of land that wraps around the capital, encompassing most of Taiwan’s northern tip. It’s the suburb of the suburbs, if you will, of Taipei. Beyond its urban core, NTC becomes a playground for nature lovers, with historic mountain trails, waterfall valleys and stretches of rugged, rocky coastline.

NTC is also the home of Taiwan’s Japanese-era mining and logging industries, nicely preserved for tourists and including the scenic Pingxi Branch Rail Line, connecting time-warp villages and some terrific all-abilities hiking.
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TOP TIP

New Taipei City is like a bagel; at its centre is Taipei sitting in a valley. Once you venture out of Taipei, the valley slopes up into hills, and beyond that is the sea. NTC is Taiwan’s largest city, connected by bus, train and metro to the capital.




Family Mansion & Great Garden

QING-DYNASTY RESIDENCE

The Lin Family Mansion and garden (林本源園邸) boasts wood and stone carvings, traditional architectural motifs representing luck and fortune, and a graceful garden. The same family owns the Wufeng Lin Family Garden in Taichung, and together the two properties make up half of the Four Great Gardens of Taiwan (臺灣四大名園).

You can visit the garden – the ponds, pavilions and numerous buildings – on your own, but admission to the three-house courtyard residence (三落大厝) is via guided tour only. Book English tours at least a week prior to your visit, and Mandarin tours three days ahead (en.linfamily.ntpc.gov.tw).

In 1778 Lin Ying-yin migrated to Taiwan from Fujian province, and his family amassed a great fortune trading rice and salt. Eventually, the Lins settled in what is now Banqiao (板橋), building this mansion and its expansive gardens in the mid-19th century. Today, both are the largest remaining examples from that period left in Taiwan. Beautiful carvings and traditional motifs abound: look out for windows shaped like butterflies, bats, coins, peaches and fans. The garden is designed in the southern-Chinese style with abundant viewpoints created in the limited space by narrow maze-like walkways.

This is by far the most worthwhile to visit of all the restored residences on the main island of Taiwan. It’s closed on the first Monday of the month. At the time of research, some sections were closed for reconstruction and the entrance fee of NT$80 was halved.
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Lin Family Mansion | Richie Chan/Shutterstock ©


WHERE TO EAT & CHILL IN BANQIAO

Banqiao 435 Art Zone (板橋435藝文特區)

A fine-looking ex-military complex populated by artists’ studios, a toy museum and elderly banyans.

Din Tai Fung (鼎泰豐)

This one-Michelin star branch of the soup dumpling expert is in the Mega City Mall (板橋大遠百).

Nanya Night Market (湳雅夜市)

A standard night market with slightly lower prices than those in Taipei.

Jia Cafe Co-Working Space (稼咖啡)

A bright, plant-filled cafe for those who want to work, read or eat cake.

Kiki Coco

Tiny in size but big on ambience, this watering hole even has railway tracks inside.




GETTING AROUND

Banqiao station (板橋站) is a transport hub combining high-speed rail, regular train, intercity bus and metro stations under one roof.






Beyond New Taipei City
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The towns and beaches beyond New Taipei City make for excellent day trips from the capital.


Within a few short hours from Taipei, you can find yourself surfing in the Pacific, sipping award-winning whisky, or town-hopping along an old mining railroad. Transport is relatively convenient outside of the capital. That said, it’s worth your while to linger a little longer in this area. Pingxi not only has old mining towns and a cat village, it’s also home to waterfall hikes and a sky lantern festival. You can breeze through a hot spring session at Wulai, but there are also jungles to hike, rivers to trace and indigenous culture to savour. Surfing in Yilan is great fun, but also exploring the trails, the museum, the ecology and the distillery would bring far richer rewards.
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Kavalan Distillery | Colin Hui/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Of the places included here, Sanxia, Yingge and arguably Pingxi are ideally visited as a day trip from Taipei.




Ride the Train to Festival Towns

SKY LANTERNS IN OLD MINING TOWNS

The throwback settlements that dot Pingxi District, a wild, wooded gorge served by the nostalgic, narrow-gauge Pingxi Branch Rail Line (平溪鐵路支線), show how the north has retained much of its frontier past.

Shifen (十分), with its creaking suspension bridges, waterfall trails and old houses hugging the tracks, is easily the most charming stop along the Pingxi Branch Rail Line, and the most popular. It’s the only place left in Taiwan where the trains trundle close to the buildings. The town mushrooms in size each year for the Pingxi Sky Lantern Festival, but like in Pingxi town, tourists come in their droves to launch tiāndēng (天燈), otherwise known as sky lanterns, here at any time of the day, all year-round. Shifen Waterfall Park (十分瀑布公園), featuring the country’s widest falls, is a well-marked 30-minute walk downriver from Shifen train station, taking you over suspension bridges with lush valley views.

The old mining settlement of Pingxi town (平溪) feels slightly less touristy than Shifen, with an ‘Old Street’ that has a few local shops among the snack vendors as it nears the Keelung River. Like Shifen, Pingxi town is famous as a launch site for the sky lanterns, which visitors can purchase from shops and release into the stratosphere after writing their wishes on them. Visitors are also drawn here to scramble up the 450m-high Pingxi Crags for vertigo-inducing views. The trailhead is across the Keelung River from Pingxi train station.
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Shifen waterfall | YUSHENG HSU/Shutterstock ©


HOUTONG CAT VILLAGE

With its photogenic mix of derelict and restored buildings, Houtong (侯硐) is a genuinely interesting place to spend a few hours, but...most folks come for the cats. The former coal-mining town is synonymous with its 200-or-so tame wandering strays, who even have their own dedicated bridge. There are even cat-themed souvenir shops and cafes all over the hillside.

Houtong’s cats have been central to the village’s revival. Villagers here traditionally kept cats because rats were rampant. After the closure of the coal mines in the 1990s, locals moved out en masse. Cat lovers organised efforts to take care of the strays, and outsiders began dropping off unwanted felines here.



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN SHIFEN

A Mei’s (阿美的食堂)

One of the area’s cheapest places for a sit-down noodle meal. $

Tag Cafe

Shifen St that makes good flavoured coffee and yummy thick toast. $

Louzicuo Guesthouse (樓仔厝咖啡民宿; louachu.okgo.tw)

Cafe-restaurant in a tastefully decorated old house serving good, if pricey, meals. $$

Keelung River Hikes & Train Rides

WATERFALL TRAILS IN EX-MINING VILLAGES

The first stop on the Pingxi Branch Rail Line, Sandiaoling (三貂嶺) is a charming relic of a village nestled in a bend of the Keelung River. The main reason to alight here is to hike to the trio of waterfalls on the well-marked Sandiaoling Waterfall Trail, but spare half an hour to grab a selfie on the old railway bridge and a coffee in the delightful Cafe Hytte.

Once part of a trade route between Yilan and Taipei, the well-marked Sandiaoling trail passes three beautiful cascades through the upstream watersheds of the Keelung River. It takes about 2½ hours up and back down, or you can continue along trails and sweet backcountry roads all the way to Shifen train station and the 40m-wide Shifen Waterfall. The trailhead is well marked in Sandiaoling village.

The village of Jingtong (菁桐) marks the end of the Pingxi Branch Rail Line, and it has one of the best-preserved traditional train stations in Taiwan. With nearby coal carts, abandoned buildings strangled by roots, Japanese-era wooden houses and the old pit entrance on the hill above the station, it’s a fun place to explore. There’s also some great hiking in the area. A favourite route is up to the pyramid-tipped Shulong Point (薯榔尖; 622m), Jintong’s highest peak. The trailhead is signposted just past tiny Er Keng village (二坑聚落).


FROM CAMPHOR TO COAL

Once a farming community that grew yams and tea and harvested camphor, Pingxi was blasted into modern times with the discovery of coal in 1907. By 1921 the Japanese had constructed the 13km Pingxi Branch Rail Line, and there was hardly a moment’s rest for the next 60 years. At the height of operations, 18 mines were open, employing over 4000 miners who worked in poor conditions. About 80% of the town’s residents made their living directly from the mines.

By the 1970s cheaper foreign coal was slowing down operations, and by the mid-’80s mining ceased altogether in Pingxi. In 1992 the branch rail line was declared a tourist line.



WHERE TO STAY IN SHIFEN & PINGXI

Louzicuo Guesthouse (樓仔厝咖啡民宿)

This rambling, century-old house is the best place to stay along the Pingxi Branch Rail Line. $$

Hewan Holiday Village (河灣渡假村)

Dated lodging near the Shifen Waterfall run by friendly seniors who know the area well. $

Ghetouding B&B (車頭頂民宿)

Simple doubles and tatami rooms opposite the Shifen train station. $$

Glowing Orbs in the Night Sky

LANTERN RELEASES, WISHES AND RESPONSIBILITIES

The Pingxi Sky Lantern Festival (平溪天燈節) takes place on two or three February weekends, one of which coincides with the Spring Lantern Festival (元宵節) on the 15th day of the first lunar month. The location alternates between Shifen and Pingxi town, so check ahead. During the festival there are shuttle buses all day to the site, and trains run later than usual. Just after sunset, lanterns are released en masse every 20 minutes or so until about 8.30pm. If you wish to take part in the official releases, you’ll need to queue up and register on the day of the event. As your lantern floats away to the heavens, repeat your wishes to yourself…and pray it doesn’t burn up prematurely and crash down into the crowds, as occasionally happens.

The local township has allowed the sale and release of sky lanterns at any time, meaning the surrounding forests are dotted with the shells of spent lanterns. At least during the Sky Lantern Festival there are clean-up crews, fire trucks are on hand to deal with any incidents, and it is also a very wet time of the year (making the risk of a forest fire negligible). During the rest of the year there are no such precautions, so act responsibly if you visit the area.
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Sky lantern, Pingxi | WENILIOU/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST OUTDOOR FUN IN WULAI

Hot springing

Hot-spring hotels start a few kilometres before the village, with more along the tourist street.

River tracing

Every summer river-tracing clubs flock to the rivers here to practise.

Hiking

A 5km trail runs from the old toll gate along the Nanshi River (南勢溪) to the Jia Jiu Liao Stream (加九寮溪).

Cycling

Mountain bikers can tackle the Tonghou Trail (桶後步道) while cyclists can ride to Fushan (福山).

Bird-watching

Spot kingfishers, collared scops owls and grey-chinned minivets.



WHERE TO EAT IN WULAI

Banzhi Music Restaurant (阪治的家音樂餐廳喜來屋)

Modern indigenous plates, live music and a spa, connected to a hotel at No. 151 Huanshan Rd (環山路). $$

Taiya Popo (泰雅婆婆)

This long-running restaurant on the tourist street serves tasty indigenous dishes. No. 14 Wulai St (烏來街). $

Taiya Kitchen (泰雅的厨房)

Small indigenous restaurant run by an elderly couple. No. 8 Pubu Rd (瀑布路). $

Hot Springs in an Atayal Community

HOT SPRINGING AND HIKING

The mountainous township of Wulai (烏來) 25km south of Taipei, is a world apart from its urban neighbour. In the jungle that covers most of the area you’ll find spectacular waterfalls, river pools for swimming, hiking trails and the relics of a once-thriving logging industry. Wulai, which means ‘hot spring water’, is a largely untamed slice of Taiwan. The main village is a popular place for hot springing. The hotel area is a bit shabby, but the tourist street is fun for snacking or sitting down to a hearty meal.

Wulai is part of the traditional territory of the Atayal. The charming Wulai Atayal Museum (烏來泰雅民族博物館) has replicas of traditional bamboo and wood houses, and engaging displays on hunting, farming, religious beliefs, facial tattooing and headhunting. Facing the Wulai Waterfall, the small Wulai Foresty Living Museum (烏來林業生活館) tells the story of Wulai’s old log cart railway. The 80m-high Wulai Waterfall (烏來瀑布) is a beauty you can fly over on a 382m-long cable car. There’s a log cart railway to the base, or you can walk the pedestrian route beside the train line (about 1.6km) along a pleasant, wooded lane.

About 4km past Wulai Waterfall is the Neidong Forest Recreation Area (内洞森林遊樂區) with its hiking trails through broad-leaved and cedar forests, river views and rushing waterfalls. You can walk to Neidong from Wulai Waterfall in about 40 minutes. Make your way along the main road beyond the falls for 1.5km, cross the narrow suspension bridge and follow the road on the other side upstream to Neidong.
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HIKING & CYCLING IN SANXIA & YINGGE

Wuliao Jian (五寮尖) Ridge Walk

This extreme trail on the outskirts of Sanxia runs along a ridge narrower than a hand’s breadth in places.

Taipei–Yingge Riverside Bike Path

Starting on the riverside path near Taipei Main Station, this easy ride takes about three hours.

Yingge–Daxi (鶯歌-大溪)

This picturesque ride heads south on the left bank of the Dahan River (大漢溪) to Daxi Bridge (大溪橋) and Daxi town.

Manyueyuan Forest Recreation Area (滿月圓森林遊樂區)

The forest is home to paved waterfall trails and sweet-smelling cedar hikes 20km southeast of Sanxia.



WHERE TO EAT IN TOUCHENG

Abo Spring Onion Pancake (阿伯蔥油餅)

Outside Toucheng train station, this truck selling pancakes is a local institution. $

Daxi Fishing Harbour (大溪漁港)

By buying at source in this food court, you can gorge on fresh seafood at bargain prices. $

Kakahong Dessert & Craft

Centrepiece of a community of surfers who operate businesses to support their wave-chasing lifestyle. kakahong.com $$

Two Old Towns

QING-ERA STREETS, POTTERY AND CERAMICS

The centre of religious life in the old town of Sanxia (三峡) is the wonderfully ornate Qingshui Zushi Temple (祖師廟), which honours a Song-dynasty general for his power to protect the tea industry. First erected in 1769, the present structure hails from a 1940s restoration. Standout features include the 126 hand-carved stone pillars and the mesmerising caisson ceiling. On every sculpted surface you’ll find traditional motifs and illustrated stories from mythology. Mingquan Old Street (民權老街) comprises a couple of blocks of finely restored merchant houses and residences dating from the late-Qing and the Japanese eras. On weekends there’s a lively market atmosphere as the shops sell speciality snacks and vintage toys, and run indigo tie-dye (藍染) workshops.

A NT$200 taxi ride takes you to the town of Yingge (鶯歌), 3km to the west. Yingge lives by and for the production of ceramic and pottery objects: from affordable cups and saucers to objets d’art costing thousands. The three-floor Yingge Ceramics Museum (鶯歌陶瓷博物館) covers everything from snake kilns and woods to the direction Taiwanese ceramics is taking. The cobbled Yingge Old Street (鶯歌老街) is lined with dozens of pottery shops selling tea sets, kitchenware, vases, ornaments and much more. Note that the majority of items do not come from Yingge, or even Taiwan, but rather from China, and other places in Asia.


I LIVE HERE: MECO REMEMBERS HER DAD’S FUTURO DREAM
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Meco Mar, communications and interior design manager at IKEA Taiwan @meco_mar

People are curious about the UFO houses. I happen to know a little about them. My late father was a Hong Kong developer and estimator who was involved in the Green Bay project. I still have the sales brochure from the ‘80s. I saw him with the blueprint of the Venturos and Futuros. He said he wanted to use new materials to build houses that merged with nature. Prefab fibreglass homes were quite the innovation back then. The houses sold quickly and buyers moved in. But a typhoon struck, damaging the remaining parts, so the project was aborted.



Unique Geological Formations

WHIMSICAL ERODED ROCKS

Stretching far out into the East China Sea, the limestone cape known as Yehliu Geopark (野柳地質公園) has long attracted visitors to its wondrous rock formations. It’s a geologist’s dreamland but also a fascinating place for the day-tripper. Aeons of wind and sea erosion can be observed first-hand in hundreds of pitted and moulded rocks with cute but accurate names such as Fairy’s Shoe (仙女鞋) and Queen’s Head (女王頭), which truly looks like a silhouette of the Nefertiti bust. Less dramatic but geologically significant are the tiny sea urchin fossils from 2000 million years ago that resemble flower petals. A hike to the tip of the peninsula for sublime views and back takes about 90 minutes.

Mysterious UFO-esque Houses

DILAPIDATED RETRO-FUTURISTIC DWELLINGS

In Green Bay (翡翠灣), a north coast beachfront resort that has seen better days, is a cluster of derelict retro-futuristic homes. Though enthusiastically Instagrammed by urban explorers, the structures are shrouded in mystery. What’s known is they were built in the style of Futuro and Venturo houses designed by Finnish architect Matti Suuronen, who sold the designs to companies worldwide in the 1960s and ‘70s. However, it is not clear whether these dwellings in Taiwan are imitations or the real deal. In any case, they are fascinating and numerous. There are six Futuros, which resemble flying saucers, scattered among over 10 boxy Venturos – all in various stages of cinematic decay.

WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN JIAOXI

Sinbow Spring Onion Pies (星寶蔥達人)

Sinbow specialises in delicious pie-type green onion pastries. No. 68 Deyang Rd (德陽路). $

Tangweigou Hotspring Park (湯圍溝公園)

You can come to this park for the local draft beer and food stalls (as well as a foot spa). $$

Ke’s Spring Onion Pastry (柯氏葱油餅)

Another spring onion pastry specialist at No. 128, Sec 4, Jiaoxi Rd (128, 礁溪路4段). $


GREAT COASTAL ATTRACTIONS IN YILAN

Beiguan Tidal Park (北關海潮公園)

A small park halfway between Wai’ao and Dali with cuesta formations, and lookouts down the coast.

Honeymoon Bay (蜜月灣)

A rocky beach for surfers of all levels in the town of Daxi.

Nanao Mystery Beach (南澳神秘海灘)

Hemmed in by impassable cliffs, this black-sand beach features a waterfall and a large sea cave (南澳神秘海蝕洞).

Zhaoyang Historic Trail (朝陽步道)

A 2.2km forest hike with bay views, along part of a trail dating back to the Qing dynasty.

Cycling in Nanao

The plains east of Hwy 9 offer hours of riding on empty roads through farming fields.



WHERE TO STAY IN FULONG

Fullon Hotel Fulong (福容大飯店)

This cream-coloured behemoth has 187 spacious rooms and an outdoor pool complex.

Longmen Riverside Camping Resort (龍門露營區)

This 37-hectare campsite has a swimming pool, barbecue facilities and even paintball.

YMCA Fulong Campsite (青年會福隆營地)

A YMCA-run campsite with 50 barracks-like dorm beds spread over several cabins.


Coastal Yilan

SURFING, WHALE WATCHING AND A SLOPE-LIKE MUSEUM

With its ragtag surf community, boulder-strewn beaches and cheap seafood markets, the coastal settlement of Toucheng (頭城) is great for tuning in to a slower pace of life in northern Taiwan. Local trains trundle up and down this stretch of coast, stopping at unmanned stations and adding to the slow travel vibe.

Surf bums are drawn to Wai’ao Beach (外澳沙灘), a sweep of black sand strewn with meteorite-sized boulders. It’s roughly bookended by a humongous yellow cafe and what looks like a mosque but is actually a Taiwanese residence. In between them you’ll find a strip of sea-facing houses, a handful of which have been converted into B&Bs and restaurants. Wai’ao train station is at the north end of the beach.

The captivating islet Turtle Island (Guishan Island; 龜山島), 10km offshore from Wai’ao, is a protected marine environment and access is limited, though some boat cruises from Wushi Harbour (烏石漁港) make a stop here. Besides fabulous views from the highest point, the islet also has underwater hot springs and volcanic fumaroles. If you want to see the island or whale- and dolphin-watch, make a reservation with the dozen-or-so tour operators at the harbour.

Lanyang Museum (蘭陽博物館) at Wushi Harbour has exhibits on the ecology and history of the Lanyang (Yilan) Plain, an alluvial fan formed by the Lanyang River. The museum is designed to imitate the area’s cuesta landform but it evokes a toppled and sinking building from some angles.

Tour a Whisky Distillery

BIRTHPLACE OF TAIWAN’S BEST WHISKY

Did you know that Taiwan produces excellent whisky? The homegrown elixir Kavalan (噶瑪蘭) scooped 10 golds and a Master Medal at the Asia round of the World Whisky Masters in 2022. What’s more, you can now tour its distillery.

Kavalan Distillery (金車噶瑪蘭威士忌酒廠) is located in Yuanshan township (員山鄉), a half-hour taxi ride west from downtown Yilan. You can wander the premises on your own, but there are also six-daily, hour-long Mandarin tours. English tours are available if you make contact a week in advance on their detailed bilingual website (kavalanwhisky.com). All tours end with a small sampling for NT$200. Weekend tours can be crowded. Alternatively, there are paid whisky-tasting and DIY blending sessions (also six daily) that you can attend.


Jiaoxi’s Joys

HIKING, SOAKING AND FEASTING

Jiaoxi (礁溪), in northern Yilan County, has benefitted from the landscape improvements it has made in recent years. While busy on the weekends when day-trippers from Taipei descend upon the town, it still looks refreshed. You can start off with a hike to the three-tier Wufengqi Waterfall (五峰旗瀑布) or attempt the 6.5km Paoma Historic Trail (跑馬古道), before retreating to a hotel for a relaxing soak in therapeutic waters. After that, you can enjoy draft beer from Yilan breweries at Jiaoxi Tangweigou Hot Springs Park (礁溪湯圍溝溫泉公園) or binge on Taiwan’s tastiest green onion pancakes (蔥油餅) – Yilan grows the country’s sweetest green onions (三星蔥). Before leaving, hit up Yih Shun Shiuan (奕順軒), a famous bakery that makes traditional cakes with a twist. Our favourite is the taro panna cotta roll.
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FULONG’S OUTDOOR PURSUITS

Fulong Beach (福隆海水浴場) is the most popular beach in northern Taiwan and the main reason visitors make their way to Fulong (福隆), an unprepossessing seaside town. It also has opportunities for surfing and other aquatic pursuits, while for landlubbers it’s the start of several excellent cycling routes and hiking trails.

Caoling Old Tunnel (舊草嶺隧道) is a bike jaunt that passes through an old 2km train tunnel, cutting through the cape and emerging on the southeast side by the ocean. A coastal bike lane then takes you back to Fulong, a 20km loop. The Caoling Historic Trail (草嶺古道), which includes an 1807 trail built to provide transport, rises through wooded hillsides to grassy headlands overlooking the Pacific Ocean.




GETTING AROUND

There are several useful Taipei Tourist Shuttle bus routes in New Taipei City, including between Fulong and Ruifang (near Jiufen), and from Muzha to Pingxi and Shifen (taiwantrip.com.tw).

The Western Line of TRA is the main route between the cities from north to south. (tip.railway.gov.tw/tra-tip-web/adr/about-TRA/en).

Bus 849 to Wulai runs from the taxi stand at Xindian MRT station in New Taipei City to Wulai bus station. A taxi costs around NT$700.





KEELUNG
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Keelung (基隆) is often mentioned, understandably, in the same breath as Miaokou Night Market. But while the wonderful market may be the city’s best-known attraction, it is not its only or most important one. Relics from prehistory to the Spanish and Dutch occupations have been unearthed here, a stone’s throw from a shimmering ocean-fed swimming pool and balmy coastal hikes. Keelung is also home to the largest port in northern Taiwan, the country’s most extravagant Ghost Festival, a storied cave temple, awesome monuments and ruins, and mellow fishing towns. And thanks to its historically strategic location, Keelung has a number of fine old forts and bunkers now sheltering moody restaurants and shrines. But the best news is that Keelung has been undergoing a reawakening of late, tapping into its vast assets and shaping them up for the world to see.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Ghost Festival Museum

SIGHTS

2Badouzi Fishing Harbour

3Dianji Temple

4Ershawan Fort

5Fairy Cave Temple

6Haixing Pool

7Heping Island

8Kanzaiding Fish Market

9Lao Da Gong Temple

10Miaokou Night Market

11Seawater Pool

12Sheliao East Fort

13Todos los Santos Site

14Waimushan Seaside Scenic Area

15Zhongzheng Park

see 1Zhupu Altar

EATING

16Shantou Beef

17Tumen Cafe

18Wu Family Potside Scrapings

19Xingdong Sashimi

20Yao Family Fish Broth

21Zhutian Fresh Fish

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

22Bad Mama Keelung

23Cafe de Maru Corner

24Chujian Cafe

25Keelung Senki Coffee

26Loka Cafe

27Sian Sian

ENTERTAINMENT

see 1Keelung Ghost Festival




TOP TIP

It rains a lot in Keelung throughout the year. In fact, the city has so much rainfall that it is dubbed ‘rainy port’ (雨港), which in Mandarin puns on one of its other identities, ‘fishing port’ (漁港).





An Unusual Cave Temple with Chinese & Japanese Gods

OLD TEMPLE IN INTERCONNECTED CAVES

Fairy Cave Temple (仙洞巖), situated in a series of sea-eroded caverns, must be one of Taiwan’s most unusual religious sights. It began in the 19th century as a makeshift shrine for fishermen seeking shelter from storms. The Japanese added the gods of Zen Buddhism, then purportedly it was transformed into a Shinto shrine, before reverting to its original form after the colonial era. The temple’s long and dappled history, coupled with the free form of its setting, means that every inch of space is covered in religious iconography or literary art.

In the main cave you’ll see a shrine to Maitreya Buddha, followed by a clutter of Buddhist deities, including the 18 arhats. The cave to the right has detailed wall carvings of the Buddha Triad created by a Keelung sculptor in the 1970s, and tableaux of statues installed on rocky outcrops. Claustrophobes beware: the 80m-long cave on the left is narrow and you’ll have to walk sideways and crouch in parts to get through it. At its end is a white-tiled shrine to Benzaiten (辯才天), the Japanese Goddess of Eloquence.


As you walk within the caverns, you’ll see writings from the Qing to the Japanese era etched on the walls, and there’s a small shrine on every ledge, niche or crevice.

From the main entrance, a footpath leads to the Buddha’s Hand Cave (佛手洞), named for a gigantic natural palm-like pattern on the rock that has been likened to the auspicious hand of the Buddha.
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WHY I LOVE KEELUNG
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Piera Chen, writer

If you ask me which under-the-radar city in Taiwan has the most potential to shine, I’d say Keelung – if it stays on its recent trajectory of development. Keelung has a wealth of unsung assets – important archaeological finds that include a Spanish monastery and fort, a meandering cave temple with relics from the Qing and the Japanese eras, majestic ruins, and fine-looking military relics. And Keelung’s coastline is gorgeous to boot! I haven’t even mentioned Miaokou Night Market and the Ghost Festival. What’s not to love? Well, the rain, I guess.



WHERE TO EAT IN KEELUNG

Ashin Kitchen Cafe (阿信ㄟ灶咖)

Ashin gives seafood dishes the indigenous treatment. $

Kitchen by the Sea (海路小廚)1

Oodles of noodles, squid and shrimp at this neighbourhood stall. $

Tseng Tofu (曾豆腐)

Stinky tofu comes steamed, fried, braised, in soup, and with noodles. @tsengtofu $

Pepper Meat Pie (聚爐益爆漿胡椒餅)

Reputable banquet-style place where you can gorge on seafood for about NT$700 $$

Chu Chun (初春冰室)

This stall manages to draw the crowds with just one thing: charcoal-baked pepper pork buns. $

Aloha Seafood View (阿樂哈海鮮景觀餐廳)

You can have a cheap meal of oden (fish cakes, tofu and mochi) and shaved ice at this stall. $

Island Pools, Trails & Ruins

NATURAL AND ARCHAEOLOGICAL ATTRACTIONS

Connected to the main island by a short pedestrian bridge is intriguing and scenic Heping Island (和平島; Peace Island) with its fringe of wave-sculpted limestone rocks. In spring, hikers come for the hillsides splashed with white Formosan lilies. In summer, families frolic in the Seawater Pool (和平島公園海水泳池), a series of ocean-fed pools for swimmers of all ages and abilities, including canines.

For history lovers, the island’s main attraction is Sheliao East Fort (社寮東砲台), built by the Spanish during their brief occupation (1626–42) of northern Taiwan, modified in the Qing dynasty and modernised by the Japanese. As far as military ruins go, it’s a small but attractive site, thanks in part to whimsical old trees sprouting out of the brick and stone buildings. You can still see remnants from the Spanish and Dutch periods, though the Japanese-built structures predominate.

Heping Island is also home to key archaeological sites that are currently not open to the public. One of Taiwan’s most important archaeological finds in recent years – the Spanish Todos los Santos site – is near the car park. It was closed at the time of research, but check again before you go as there are plans to build a museum here.


SPANISH SKELETONS IN THE CAR PARK

Excavations carried out by Taiwanese, as well as Taiwanese and Spanish teams, near the car park on Heping Island have revealed the foundations of a 17th-century Spanish monastery, Convento de Todos los Santos. Twenty sets of skeletal remains believed to be those of Spanish missionaries imprisoned by the Dutch, and a wealth of relics from the neolithic period through to the Iron Age and to the Spanish, Dutch, Qing (Chinese) and Japanese eras have been unearthed.

The site is currently closed for more work. Another set of ruins buried beneath a shipyard not far away is believed to belong to Fort San Salvador, a 17th century Spanish stronghold. Unfortunately, excavations have to wait as the shipyard is still in use.



When the Gates of Hell Swing Open...

TRADITIONAL RELIGIOUS FESTIVAL

For the entire seventh lunar month (usually August or September), Keelung is host to Taiwan’s most spectacular Ghost Festival (中元節), a mesmerising mix of Taoist and Buddhist beliefs and rituals. Keelung’s festival began in the mid-19th century as a way to bridge the rift between feuding groups of southern Fujian immigrants. But the belief that hungry ghosts roam the earth during the seventh month is widespread in Chinese culture.

The festival’s highlights include: the opening of the Gates of Hell on Day 1 at noon at Lao Da Gong Temple (老大公廟), bedecked with over a thousand lanterns. On Days 12 and 13, lights are lit at Zhupu Altar (主普壇), which sits atop a hill overlooking Keelung Harbour, while a parade downtown honours the 15 clans involved in the celebrations. The spectacular launch of the water lanterns happens on Day 14. It is preceded at sundown by an ethereal procession of glowing floats that meanders its way to Badouzi Fishing Harbour (八斗子漁港). At around midnight lanterns shaped like houses and stuffed with paper money are released into the harbour, a rite symbolising the temporary burial of the spirits. On Day 15, pudu or ‘universal ferrying’ rites are performed to deliver wandering ghosts from their suffering. You’ll see piles of food and paper money outside people’s homes, and elaborate rites begin at Chupu Temple at 5pm. Late that night, a Taoist priest performs a dance to quell the demons, reminding them to go home at the end of the month. On the first day of the eighth lunar month, the Gates of Hell are closed at 5pm.


I LIVE HERE: WEST BANK ESCAPADES
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Tsai Hsiu Ling, mother of two who lives on Keelung’s less developed west bank and works in the financial sector.

Shantou Beef (汕頭牛肉; 17-6, Fudan Rd (復旦路17號之6))

Their beef noodles stir-fried with spicy shacha sauce (沙茶醬), a variation of Southeast Asia’s satay sauce, is a Keelung speciality.

Yao Family Fish Broth (姚家清魚湯; 175 Zhongshan 4th Rd (中山四路175號))

They make the sweetest fish broth but they don’t open until 11pm.

Waimushan Seaside Scenic Area (外木山濱海大道)

From here you can take a long, relaxing walk all the way to Wanli (萬里) for seafood and hot springs. Haixing Pool (海興游泳池) is a seawater pool with natural boundaries formed by rocks.



WHERE TO EAT THE BEST SEAFOOD IN KEELUNG

Shiu Sushi (雨港有魚旭壽司)

Shiu prepares Keelung’s freshly plucked seafood the Japanese way at 111, Xiaoyi Rd (孝一路111號). $$

Rongsheng Sashimi (榮生魚片)

Seafood at a down-to-earth hawker-type eatery at No. 2, Alley 3, Ln 118, Chenggong 1st Rd (成功一路118巷3弄2號). $$

Abula Seafood (阿不拉海鮮)

In a quiet cul de sac under a green awning, Abula serves homely dishes at 18 Huayi St (華一街18號). $$

A Famous Night Market

LATE-NIGHT BINGING AND PEOPLE-WATCHING

Miaokou (基隆廟口夜市), Taiwan’s most famous night market, became known for delicious food during the Japanese era when merchants started selling snacks at the mouth of the Dianji Temple (奠濟宮). Nowadays, with stalls spilling onto lantern-decked streets way beyond the temple, Miaokou is considered Taiwan’s biggest and best when it comes to street food locations. Many stalls are open during the day, but if you go late at night you can combine your visit with a trip to the wholesale fish market next door.

‘Miaokou’ means ‘temple entrance’. Like other markets in Taiwan, this one developed in the vicinity of a temple to take advantage of the pedestrian traffic. Some of the best and oldest vendors are found in the courtyard of Dianji Temple, including 100-year-old Wu Family Potside Scrapings (吳家鼎邊趖), which sells delicious slivers of solidified rice paste in a broth with shrimp paste, mushrooms and garnish. Stalls on the main street are numbered and have menu explanations in English, Japanese and Chinese. A few favourites are thick crab soup (螃蟹羹), vegetarian braise (素滷味) and chicken roll (雞捲) – a tasty deep-fried snack made to imitate chicken (not contain it) with a combo of pork, taro, carrot and dried tofu.

A five-minute stroll west is the wholesale Kanzaiding Fish Market (崁仔頂漁市場), which starts to rouse at around midnight when the lights go off at Miaokou. But 2am to 4am is when it really comes to life. But don’t worry, there are bars and takeaway sashimi stalls to tide you over.
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Miaokou Night Market | GRACETHANG2/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST LATE-NIGHT EATS NEAR THE FISH MARKET

Bad Mama Keelung (黑媽)

Craft beer, margaritas, good-to-share western-style platters and over-the-top decor. Closed Sunday. $$

Xingdong Sashimi (行動生魚片)

A reputable late-night sashimi stall at No. 99 Xiaoyi Rd (孝一路) that opens at 1.30am. Closed Monday and Tuesday. $

Zhutian Fresh Fish (朱添鮮魚號)

Crazy-busy sashimi stall at 45 Rensi Rd (仁四路). Get a ticket and wait for your turn. Closed Monday. $

Chujian Cafe (初見咖啡)

A Wong Kar-wai-themed cafe-bar that serves cocktails in the wee hours; their coffee is probably what you need more. $$



WHERE TO FIND THE BEST STALLS AT RENAI MARKET (仁愛市場)

Wu Ming Noodles (A6263 吳姳麵館）

Stalls A62 and 63 on the 2nd floor of Block A whip up noodle or rice bowls with oysters and squid. $

Anygood Coffee (多好咖啡店)

Stall B31, Block B is where you can sit down for a cup of joe in a traditional market setting. $

W. Dessert (微㐂)

The cakes of the day could be molten chocolate, carrot or lemon meringue at stall B3. $

An Eclectic Collection of Connected Historic Sights

HILLTOP PARK, RELIGIOUS MUSEUM AND AN OLD FORT

Zhongzheng Park (中正公園), located on a hill in east Keelung, has an eclectic assortment of attractions headlined by a 25m-tall statue of Guanyin, the Goddess of Mercy, which has stairs inside that you can climb. In the goddess’s company are other oversized Buddhist-themed icons verging on religious kitsch. Locals who come for recreation are eclipsed by the towering immortals, so they keep it real by driving toy cars and devouring grilled sausages. Fans of Miyazaki anime may want to check out the Totoro mural. From the bus stop, go up the first flight of stairs on your right.

Connecting paths take you from the park to an adjacent attraction – the Ghost Festival Museum (中元祭祀文物館) in Zhupu Altar (主普壇), HQ of the Ghost Festival for the last one and a half centuries. The museum delves into the history and significance of the festival by means of relics, replicas and interactive tours.

A 15-minute walk from the park is Ershawan Fort (二沙灣砲臺), first used to defend Taiwan during the First Opium War (1839–42), fought between Britain and the Qing dynasty of China. The national relic consists of a rather imposing main gate, five cannons still tucked into their battery emplacements, and not much else.

You can walk uphill to the temple and the park, but at the time of research a 50m-tall tower designed like a bridge crane had finished construction, and hopefully it will soon allow visitors to take an elevator up to walk over to the park.
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FISHERIES, FORT & CEMETERY WALK
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As you step off the pedestrian bridge from Heping Island, you’ll see the behemothic  1 ruins of the Argonaut Shipyard (阿根納造船廠). Built in 1919, the graffitied remains call to mind the carcass of a beached whale. The area is officially ‘closed’ but ruinophiles still manage to sneak in for Instagram photos and reels.

The shipyard is part of 2 Zhengbin Fishing Harbour (正濱漁港). If you follow the water to the opposite bank, there’s a row of 3 multi-coloured houses casting vivid reflections in the water, especially at night when the lights come on. Restaurants – traditional and hipster – operate out of these low-rises. A 10-minute walk southwest along the coast brings you to the 4 Zhengbin Fisheries Association (正濱漁會), a handsome two-storey Japanese-era building that has recently reopened as a space for fisheries-related art. Inside are high-ceilinged corridors flanked by huge cypress-framed windows and other fine examples of subtropical modernist design.

If you continue west for 20 minutes, you’ll come to a couple of impeccably restored Japanese-era monuments that have been recast as spaces for (occasional) cultural events. The 1931 5 Keelung Fort Commander’s Official Residence (基隆要塞司令官邸), closed at the time of research, is an upper-class Japanese timbre residence, complete with a delicate landscaped garden. Close by is the small 6 French Military Cemetery (基隆法軍公墓; Cimetière Militaire Français de Keelung), where French soldiers who died in the Sino-French War in 1884–85 were buried. It’s said that during the Ghost Festival, these foreign spirits are appeased with wine, baguettes and ghost money. A six-minute walk inland, the imposing  7 Keelung Fortress Command (基隆要塞司令部), northern Taiwan’s highest military command centre in the Japanese era, has exhibits on history.




MORE HAUNTINGS

If you visit Keelung outside the Ghost Festival, you can still learn about the ceremony at the Ghost Festival Museum inside Zhupu Altar (主普壇).




BEST CAFES IN KEELUNG

Sian Sian (閑閑)

Tiramisu and coffee in a charming old harbourfront house in Zhengbin village.

Tumen Cafe (圖們咖啡)

Every weekend families flock to stylish Tumen in Zhengbin village for its Japanese curries and savoury pies.

Cafe de Maru Corner (丸角)

The folks at this street corner cafe are serious about their brews and cinnamon rolls.

Loka Cafe

Retro-cool upstairs cafe with harbour views and cakes galore.

Keelung Senki Coffee (三奇壹號咖啡館)

Stop for coffee and crepe cake after your day trip to Miaokou Night Market nearby.




GETTING AROUND

Regular trains depart from Taipei Main Station for Keelung several times an hour. Buses do the same outside Taipei Main Station. You can explore Keelung by a combination of walking, city bus and public bike.






Beyond Keelung
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Two of the most attractive mining towns lie along the northeast coast of Taiwan.


Clinging to rainswept hillsides overlooking the sea, the towns of Jiufen (九份) and its neighbour Jinguashi (金瓜石) serve up a captivating mix of nostalgic charm, industrial heritage, teahouses and enough snacks to feed half the country. Both were mining centres during the Japanese era. By the 1930s Jiufen was so prosperous it was known as ‘Little Shanghai’, while Jinguashi became notorious during WWII as the site of the prisoner of war (POW) camp, Kinkaseki. Any trip to the area should leave time to wander the hills. If you can imagine a grassy landscape dominated by jagged shale peaks and steep slopes dropping into the sea, dotted by photogenic industrial ruins, you’ve pictured something of this extraordinary bit of Taiwan.
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TOP TIP

You can avoid the crowds by visiting Jiufen in the morning and saving Jinguashi, 10 minutes away by bus, for the afternoon.




Jiufen Stroll

OLD STREET SAGGING WITH SHOPS

Countless snack stalls and souvenir shops line the narrow Jishan Street (基山街), a long covered lane threading through Jiufen. Hugely popular, the street can become very crowded by the afternoon, so plan accordingly. Jishan Street begins beside the 7-Eleven, just in front of the main bus stop. Grazing is de rigueur here, and as you squeeze and shuffle your way along, vendors will offer you generous samples to try.

Shuqi Street, with its famously steep steps decked out with lanterns, intersects a few hundred metres along Jishan St. There are a few relics here, including an old Japanese-era theatre with its original equipment on display, and timber teahouses with wide balconies overlooking the area.
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A CITY OF SADNESS

A City of Sadness (悲情城市; 1989), the first of three Taiwanese films to win the Golden Lion, the top prize at the Venice Film Festival, was shot on location in Jiufen.

The masterful historical drama by Taiwanese director Hou Hsiao-hsien (侯孝賢), and starring Hong Kong actor Tony Leung Chiu-wai, deals with the misfortunes of a family in a coastal town in northern Taiwan in the few years just after Japanese rule, and depicts the 228 Incident in which thousands of civilians were killed following government suppression of an uprising.

It’s one of the best films to watch for a deeper understanding of Taiwan. The good news is it has been digitally restored and re-released on 28 February 2023.



WHERE TO EAT IN JIUFEN & JINGUASHI

Chibuyan (食不厭)

Famed for their dry-aged fish, this is the area’s best restaurant. Prepare to wait at least 30 minutes for a table. $$

Wild Herbs Gallery (野事草店)

An airy cafe-gallery featuring homemade kombucha, light meals, and metallic mosaic art. $$

Siidcha (吾穀茶糧)

Hakka léi chá (ground tea) and healthy Taiwanese meals (including vegetarian) accompanied by hillside views. $$

Jiufen’s Temple

OLD TAOIST TEMPLE FOR TUDI

Blending Japanese, Chinese and European decorative motifs (note the angels over the altar), 200-year-old Fushan Temple (福山宮) was where the region’s miners would pray to Tudi, the Earth God, to point them to a rich vein of gold. Fushan is also known as ‘the temple within a temple’ after a larger structure was constructed on top of the original in the 1930s, rather than replacing it and risking doing damage to the feng shui. Alas, the damage appeared to have been done in any case (some claim that other gods were jealous to see Tudi raised so high), and many blame the building of the larger temple for the decline of Jiufen not a decade later. The Earth God has a low ranking in the Chinese pantheon, but, not surprisingly in these old mining towns, he is among the most exalted.
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BEST SNACKS TO TRY ON JISHAN STREET

Fish balls (魚丸)

Fish meat processed into balls, usually served in a broth with or without noodles. $

Taro balls (芋圓) & sweet potato balls (地瓜圓)

Chewy purple and yellow balls, often served in a ginger and brown sugar broth. $

Herbal sticky rice cakes (草仔糕)

A herb-laced (not what you’re thinking) Hakka speciality that comes with sweetened peanut or black sesame stuffing. $

‘Meat rounds’ (肉圓)

Pronounced ‘ba wan’, these are huge gelatinous pockets with a pork, mushroom and bamboo shoot filling. $

Almond tofu (杏仁豆腐)

Almond panna cotta with varying consistencies depending on the shop, from tofu-like to chewy. $



WHERE TO STAY IN JIUFEN

Fon Gi Gu (風之谷民宿)

Homely mountain-view rooms run by friendly people who share sightseeing tips. $$

Windsor Sunlight (日光函館民宿)

The views and central location make up for the random furniture and thin walls. $$

Jiufen Ore Inn (九份山經)

This cool minimalist guesthouse is well away from the tourist hubbub, despite being on Jishan St. $$

Jinguashi’s Gold Ecological Park

JAPANESE-ERA GOLD-MINING LEGACY

Jinguashi’s big draw is this mining-complex-turned-tourist-park (黃金博物園區) set in quiet hillsides above the village. Narrow walkways connect 1930s offices, workshops and dormitories, and you can learn about the history and fondle reputedly the world’s largest gold bar at the Gold Museum (黃金博物館). The Benshan Fifth Tunnel (本山五坑) offers a walk-through glimpse of working conditions in one of the original mines, with wax figures, blasting simulations, recorded dialogue and bilingual explanations of taboos. High above the park, the ruins of a Japanese Shinto shrine appear like something out of Greek mythology.

The Crown Prince Chalet (太子賓館), a Japanese-style garden mansion with sweeping sea views, is another draw, though you can only wander the gardens and peek through the windows. It was built in 1922 by the mining company to house the Japanese crown prince – the future Emperor Hirohito – on an inspection tour. He never came, and later the chalet became a hotel for Kuomintang officials.

As you walk around it may be interesting to note that not all the gold in this area has been collected. Even today there remains a 250-tonne reserve estimated at more than US$6 billion lying underground.

One bus stop from the park is the POW Memorial and Peace Park (國際終戰和平紀念園區) on the site of the Kinkaseki camp where 1000 British and allied soldiers were imprisoned and forced to work in the neighbouring copper mine during WWII. There are statues and a wall engraved with the prisoners names (at least 10% of them died here).


SUMMIT SUNSET VIEWS

On a fine day the sunset and night views from Keelung Mountain are among the best anywhere in Taiwan, as the people setting up their cameras on the steps clearly know. The steep ascent to the summit takes about 30 minutes, but it’s well worth the effort.

As the sun drops, you’ll see gently receding hills, Keelung Harbour dotted by the lamps of fishing boats (in imitation of the sky to come) and darkening settlements, their presence signalled by the occasional gleam of windows. Then, as you make your way down the mountain, you’ll realise why the photographers are there – under the moon, Jiufen is bejewelled and aglow like a mythological city.

The trailhead is 300m up the main road from Jiufen’s 7-Eleven.



Remains of a Refinery

STUNNING URBAN EXPLORATION (URBEX) SPOT

The Golden Waterfall (黃金瀑布), two bus stops from the Gold Ecological Park in Jinguashi, is popular with tourists who come to see the yellow-hued cascades and rocks that have been stained a honeycomb yellow due to pyrite (fool’s gold) deposits picked up by the water as it passes through the area. If you look towards the sea here, you’ll notice it is also yellowish from the river outflow. The locals call it the ‘yin-yang sea’ (陰陽海).

Just across from the Golden Waterfall, on a sea-facing bluff, are the remains of a massive copper-smelting refinery known as the 13 Levels (十三層遺址), named for its 13 levels that cascade towards the sea. Built in 1933, the refinery was an important facility for the extraction of precious metals during the Japanese occupation. The derelict buildings inspire such a heavy, dystopian industrial awe that they have not only attracted the urbex community, but were also used as a setting for music videos and art performances. The staggered complex is hauntingly beautiful when the lights come on daily from 6pm to 9pm.

If you want to get close, head up the side road just after the Golden Waterfall (on the right as you head down). The road winds up to the top level and then drops down to the village of Changren (長仁). There’s a short flight of stairs across a car park to a lookout, Changren Pavilion (長仁亭), with a perfect vantage point over the refinery’s remains and the bi-coloured sea. You can’t take a bad photograph here.


GETTING AROUND

Keelung Bus Company (kl-bus.com.tw) runs frequent buses from Zhongxiao Fuxing MRT (Exit 1) in Taipei to Jiufen and Jinguashi.

From Taipei Main Station, trains leave every 20 minutes for Ruifang. Buses depart from the Ruifang bus interchange for Jiufen and Jinguashi.

Buses and walking are the best ways to get around Jiufen and Jinguashi.





HSINCHU
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The oldest city in northern Taiwan, Hsinchu (新竹) is booming, with palatial apartment blocks sprouting among Japanese-era heritage buildings and shabby 1970s development. The town centre benefits from a handsome grid of canals bordered by shops and restaurants. Out on the coast, Hsinchu has a scenic oceanside bike path, and a harbour with a lively restaurant and cafe scene. Once a base for traditional industries, such as glass- and noodle-making, Hsinchu leapt into the modern era in 1980 with the establishment of Hsinchu Science Park, a centre for semiconductors and tech. Accounting for a hefty slice of Taiwan’s GDP, it’s also why foreign faces are relatively common in the city.

Ethnographically, Hsinchu, like its neighbour Miaoli, has sizeable Hakka communities. Atayal and Saisiyat peoples also live here in large numbers.
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TOP TIP

Trains depart for Hsinchu from Taipei Main Station every half-hour. Hsinchu County is on the main west-coast line of the TRA, which connects Taoyuan city and Miaoli County, so there are trains via Hsinchu city and other stations to major cities. Tourist Shuttle Buses run from the train and HSR stations to Shitoushan, and from Zhudong train station to Nanzhuang.




A Collector’s Whimsical Treasures

QUIRKY PRIVATE COLLECTION OF ANTIQUES

If you’re in Hsinchu on a weekend, don’t miss Guqifeng Gallery (古奇峰民俗文物館), a mouth-dropping collection of treasures and faux-treasures, which includes a four-poster bed of pure jade, dragon boats made of ivory, hundreds of gods in wood or stone, relief panels, and detailed carved-wood replicas – the size of two pool tables – of villages and temples. There is also a Terracotta Army room, a classroom-sized model of the Terracotta Army excavation site in Xi’an, China, as well as ancient Chinese chariots in glass cases and even a dinosaur carcass.

The gallery, comprising 300 sq metres of rooms, gardens and warehouses, was built in the late 1980s to house the objects collected and commissioned over two decades by the founder of Pu Tian Temple (普天宮), which still maintains the collection. The temple is nearby and worth a peek too for its towering statue of Guan Yu (關羽), a deified military general.

The owner is said to have opened the gallery to enhance public understanding of Chinese culture. But clearly his vision went above and beyond – there’s also a ‘western’ garden featuring replicas of Greek and Egyptian statues, the Statue of Liberty, and even ‘Stephen and Stitt’, Hong Kong’s famous HSBC lions.

Guqifeng Gallery and Pu Tian Temple sit on the slopes of Guqifeng (古奇峰), about 5km south of town. To get here take a taxi from downtown (NT$250) or bus 20 from Zhongzheng Rd near the train station.
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I LIVE HERE: HSINCHU & XINPU EXPERIENCES
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Jasmine Hsueh, mom of two Shiba Inu dogs, works at the Hsinchu Science Park.

Persimmon Farms (味衛佳柿餅教育農園)

Every autumn, persimmon farms in Xinpu (新埔) put persimmons out to dry in courtyard houses. Some host fun DIY workshops and tours. facebook.com/Pro.Persimmon

Hsinchu Zoo (新竹動物園)

Even if you don’t like zoos, keep in mind that Hsinchu Zoo is a rescue shelter and nursing home for old and sick animals from other institutions. Don’t be alarmed if the animals don’t look too perky.

Yimin Festival (義民節)

This old Hakka festival takes place at Baozhong Yimin Temple (褒忠亭義民廟) in Xinpu in the seventh lunar month. It’s a very lively and thoroughly enjoyable folk festival.
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CONTROVERSIAL EVENT AT THE YIMIN FESTIVAL

Yimin Festival has a ‘Holy Pig (神猪)’ contest that sees farmers competing to raise the heaviest pig. The event is a remnant from poorer, agricultural times that many believe should be ended. Increasingly, pigs are being replaced by sacks of rice.




GETTING AROUND

Hsinchu County has a reliable bus network with a handy but Chinese-only app (ibus_新竹縣). Construction of the first of a four-line, 51-stop light-rail system (LRT) is expected to begin sometime in 2023, with a target completion year of 2033.





WALKING TOUR
Best of Central Hsinchu

This breezy walking tour incorporates the main downtown sights with opportunities for a breather. The first and the last stops – the City God Temple and the Confucius Temple – are just 20 minutes apart on foot.


1 Hsinchu City God Temple (城隍廟)

First built in 1748, and masterfully restored in 1924, this landmark has the highest rank of all city god temples in Taiwan, and is a showcase of the fine work of local artisans. Look out for the vivid caisson ceiling, the wealth of carved wooden beams and brackets, and the cut-and-paste glass shard dragons on the roof. A wide selection of food stalls fills the courtyard.

The Walk: Head northwest along Zhongyang Rd (中央路) for six minutes.
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Hsinchu Confucius Temple | Robert CHG/Shutterstock ©

2 Art Gallery & Reclamation Hall  (美術館暨開拓館)

This 1920s building with a traditional Japanese roof atop a modern western-style structure features artworks ranging from classical ink-and-brush paintings to travel photography.

The Walk: From Zhongyang Rd (中央路), turn left into Zhongzheng Rd (中正路) and walk for another minute.

3 OR Lightbox (或者光盒子)

This classical Roman-style building with Arabic details was Taiwan’s first air-conditioned luxury cinema when it opened under Japanese rule in 1933. It’s been recast into the small Image Museum and a modern cinema. The 2nd-floor bistro is a good Spanish-fusion restaurant.

The Walk: Walk two minutes along Zhongzheng Rd (中正路) towards the roundabout.
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4 East Gate (東門)

Stranded in a traffic island is Hsinchu’s central landmark the East Gate, a traditional Chinese stone gate (c 1829) with a double-tiered roof.

The Walk: The next stop is four minutes away on East Gate St (東門街).

5 Former Residence of Principal Hsin Chih-ping (辛志平校長故居)

With tatami floors, sliding screen doors and antique furnishings, this beautifully preserved Japanese timber house was the residence of school principal Hsin Chih-ping. The school, once attached, has since relocated to another part of town. The restaurant here has a great selection of fusion tapas.

The Walk: The next stop is a 10-minute stroll southeast on Dongda Rd Section 1 (東大路一段).

6 Glass Museum (玻璃工藝博物館)

In a heritage building on the edge of a pleasant wooded park, this museum is dedicated to the local history of glassmaking, an industry dating back to 1880. Also here is the Spring Pool Glass Studio (春室), sharing a buoyant glass building with a gallery, as well as a cafe that makes good desserts.

The Walk: Walk seven minutes on Gongyuan Rd (公園路).

7 Hsinchu Confucius Temple (孔廟)

This elegant cluster of wooden structures, first built in 1810, has a plethora of tiny treasures such as stone relief panels, carved plinths, hanging woodcarvings, soft painted beams and colourful mosaic dragons.







Beyond Hsinchu
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Adjacent to Hsinchu is mountainous Miaoli County (苗栗) with a 50km coastline.


Stretching from the coast to the foothills of the Snow Mountain Range, sandwiched by Hsinchu and Taichung, Miaoli County is home to high-altitude Hakka villages, Atayal settlements surrounded by giant trees, mist-shrouded temples and spectacular scenery all around, all year-round. Shei-pa National Park is here, with its dozens of alpine peaks and farms in the foothills. The cultural traveller will be drawn to the area’s rich Hakka, indigenous and Japanese legacies, while outdoor enthusiasts can choose from tackling Taiwan’s tallest peaks to camping in the foothills.
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Shei-pa National Park | WENILIOU/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

To truly get off the beaten path, seek out the Snow Mountain Atayal villages of Smangus (司馬庫斯) and Qingquan (清泉).




Shitoushan’s Buddhist Retreat

MOUNTAIN TEMPLES AND PILGRIM TRAILS

Beautiful, dense forests and rugged rock faces define the topography of Shitoushan (獅頭山), a foothill on the border of Miaoli and Hsinchu. But it is the temples here, built into recesses in the sandstone slopes since the late 19th century, that have given the place its fame. Shitoushan is sacred ground for the island’s Buddhists and draws big weekend crowds, with people coming to worship or simply to savour the tranquillity of the mountain.

Futian Temple (輔天宮), reached via an arched gate up a set of stone stairs from the main car park, is dedicated to the Ksitigarbha bodhisattva, one of the most beloved divinities in Japan (where he is known as Jizō). One level higher up the mountain is Quanhua Temple (勸化堂), the only Taoist temple on the mountain. Built in 1897, it is dedicated to the Jade Emperor. The elaborate main hall is built into a recess in the sandstone cliff face, overlooking Futian Temple below. From Futian Temple, you can climb the steep, 40-minute Qing-era pilgrim’s trail up the cliff face to Wangyueh Pavilion (望月亭), Shitoushan’s highest point. A stone stele marks the Miaoli and Hsinchu county line at the top. Here you can rest up and enjoy country cooking and a cold beer.

Give yourself at least three hours to explore the area, or stay overnight for the full effect. Note that not all temples here are open to the public.


I LIVE HERE: A UNIQUE MIAOLI FESTIVAL
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Jacky Lim, researcher of temples and religious festivals

On the fifth day of the fifth lunar month, the River Worship and Town Cleansing Festival (祭江洗港) takes place in Zhonggang (中港). It all started in 1806 when a pig theft led to armed rivalry between the Hakkas and the Fujianese, culminating in a bloodbath at a Fujianese banquet. The ceremony starts at 10am.

Visitors can go to Ciyu Temple (慈裕宮) in Zhunan (竹南) at 9am, eat local snacks and walk around. Take care not to step on the paper spells placed at road junctions. Finally, when the procession makes its way back from the river after sending off the spirits, do not look back. You’ll give the ghosts the wrong idea.



WHERE TO EAT IN HSINCHU

Dongmen Market (東門市場)

A sleepy food market on Datong Rd (大同路) with hip noodle bars, beer-and-skewer joints, and Thai and Korean eateries come sundown. $

Jiang Shan Yi Gai Suo (江山藝改所)

A community-minded bookstore and bistro that serves delicious vegan fare. Keep an eye out for live gigs, too. $$

Tangming Teahouse (湯明茶樓)

This modern teahouse and restaurant is known for its expert tea pairing. $$

Mountain Villages

MOUNTAINOUS HAKKA AND INDIGENOUS VILLAGES

A former logging and coal-mining area, Nanzhuang (南莊) is set in the foothills of the Snow Mountains, one of the most enchanting regions in northern Taiwan. Little seems to have changed here since Japanese times, and many streets have retained their signature clapboard facades. The food is also varied, reflecting the diverse ethnic make-up of the residents: Hakka and Taiwanese, as well as indigenous Taiya and Saisiyat.

Nanzhuang village is a low-slung time warp of clapboard houses, shops and tourist stalls that makes for a great couple of hours’ strolling. Osmanthus Lane (桂花巷), just behind the main drag, is an impossibly narrow alley packed with stalls selling Hakka food and tea flavoured with osmanthus (an evergreen flowering shrub). Nanzhuang is known for its tung trees, which were planted all over the hills of Miaoli by the Japanese and whose blossoms – dubbed ‘May snow’ in these parts – are loved for their snow-like appearance.


High-altitude Luchang village (鹿場) is a stunning Atayal settlement reached via a canyon road 15km southeast of Nanzhuang village. The area attracts campers and, in spring, cherry-blossom viewers. About 16km to the north is Xiangtian Lake (向天湖). Often swathed in mist, this small, high-altitude lake (738m) is sacred to the Saisiyat people, who you can learn more about in the Saisiyat Folklore Museum (賽夏族民俗文物館) on its shore. The museum is dedicated to the Saisiyat (賽夏族) and their intriguing Festival of the Short People (賽夏族矮靈祭). Buses to the lake and museum leave from the visitor centre.


EXPLORING TAIWAN’S MODEL VILLAGE CO-OP

Deep in the forested mountains of Hsinchu lies the Atayal settlement of Smangus (司馬庫斯), the last village in Taiwan to be connected to the electric grid (in 1979) and today a model of how a village can sustain itself through operating as a co-operative.

For centuries, hunting and farming formed the backbone of the Smangus economy. In the 1990s a forest of ancient red cypress giants was discovered 6km away and visitors began flocking here. Villagers competed for customers until, in 2004, a co-operative (modelled on the Israeli kibbutz) was formed to manage lodging and resources. The local and sustainable route was the right way to go – the village is thriving!

There are guesthouses you can stay in and opportunities to learn about Atayal culture here.



Mountain Hikes, Florals & Vistas

HIKES FOR ALL IN BEAUTIFUL FOREST RECREATION AREAS

Home to 51 mountain peaks over 3000m high, Shei-pa National Park (雪霸國家公園) boasts some of the finest alpine scenery in Taiwan and a bevy of multiday mountain trails for experienced hikers – like the scenic ascent to Snow Mountain, Taiwan’s second-highest peak at 3866m, with cabins to bed down in en route to the summit. Established in 1992, much of the 768-sq-km national park remains inaccessible to ordinary travellers. The three sections you are permitted to enter are the forest recreation areas of Wuling, Guanwu and Xuejian. In the case of the first two, multiday trails from the recreation areas lead deep into the rugged interior of the park.

Relaxing Wuling (武陵) draws families with maples, crisp air and high-altitude vistas. During the spring cherry blossom season, the road to Wuling is packed with cars, and there are daily limits on entry.

If you’re looking for a more-rugged experience, Guanwu (觀霧; literally ‘Observe the Fog’) offers plenty of trails, most under three hours long and leading to mountain peaks or scenic waterfalls. There’s no public transport to the park.

Sitting 600m to 2600m above sea level, misty Xuejian (雪見; literally ‘See the Snow’) has trails that allow you to see the famous Holy Ridge and other Snow Mountain ridges in winter. And Xuejian’s leisurely 900m trail lets you bask in the beauty of mid-elevation deciduous forests.

Park permits (required for all high-mountain hikes) can be applied for seven to 30 days beforehand on the park’s website (npm .cpami .gov .tw/ en ).
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Xuejian | weniliou/Shutterstock ©


GETTING AROUND

Hsinchu has frequent buses to Miaoli and back. Download the bus app (yunbus.tw/lite). Miaoli is served by both TRA and HSR trains.






EASTERN TAIWAN
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CANYONS, MEADOWS AND THE PACIFIC

Towering sea cliffs and marble gorges, endless fields backed by lush green slopes: there are no bad views here.
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Harvest festival celebrations, Taitung | Dagobah Pictures/Shutterstock ©

It was sightings of the east that led the Portuguese to call Taiwan ‘Ilha Formosa’, meaning ‘Beautiful Isle’. Steep ridges of thickly forested mountains rise from the Pacific in wave after wave, often leaving only a narrow strip of oceanside land – or, around the Qingshui Cliffs, none at all. Between the region’s two main cities, Hualien and Taitung, the East Rift Valley provides an alternative north–south inland connection through a valley of rich agricultural land that’s at its most picturesque in the expansive paddies around Chishang, producer of Taiwan’s best rice. Mountains, still being formed by the pyrotechnics of plate tectonics, edge both sides of the valley, where geological activity has produced several hot springs.

Regional highlights include exploring mountain canyons, cycling the quiet country lanes and meeting the indigenous peoples who give the east a unique cultural appeal. Heavy seas make swimming unwise in most places, but there are fine surf spots between Chenggong and Dulan, and for divers, Lanyu and Green Island offer the country’s most beautiful underwater scenery. But even if you don’t do any of this, simply stopping at the viewpoints, beaches and headlands to gaze out over the Pacific will make you understand why many think this is the part of Taiwan to which ‘Ilha Formosa’ still applies best.
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Qingshui Cliffs | LIN,JING-CHEN/Shutterstock ©


THE MAIN AREAS

Taroko National Park

Soaring peaks and marble canyon.

HUALIEN

Urban luxuries, hiking and temples.

TAITUNG

Prehistory, cycling and rice fields.



Find Your Way

The region constitutes 20% of Taiwan’s land (but only 3% of its population). Much of the finest scenery is spied from remote areas, so many travellers rent wheels or charter a car.
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Plan Your Time

This is a remote region not served by the HSR. Travel times between places tend to be longer than on the west coast. You’ll need a week, if not 10 days, to take everything in.
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Traditional canoes, Lanyu | WENILIOU/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


IF YOU ONLY DO ONE THING

• Spend a full day sightseeing and hiking at Taroko National Park. Budget permitting, hiring a driver from Hualien has its benefits – parking spaces at the park’s key sights can be very limited and you don’t want to waste time looking for space and then end up parking 1km away. A driver can drop you off, return to pick you up when you’re ready, and show you the best viewpoints. It saves time, you don’t tire yourself out and, what’s more, many drivers in Hualien are certified tour guides who speak decent English.




IF YOU HAVE THREE DAYS

• Do your day tour of Taroko Gorge. Spend the night in a hotel in the park if you have already booked a room. Return to Hualien early next morning and spend the rest of the day exploring the urban area and the coastal parks and beaches. Have dinner somewhere special or hit up the night market.

• Take the early train to the rice capital of Chishang. Explore this lovely town by cycling among its famous paddy fields and visiting picturesque Sixty Stone Mountain for the day lilies and day-lily ice cream, if nothing else.




IF YOU HAVE MORE TIME

• Spend two full days in Taroko Gorge and one or two more in Hualien. Town-hop north to south along the East Rift Valley: Ruisui, Chishang, Luye... Explore Taitung, its relics and indigenous culture.

• Fly or ferry over to Lanyu Island. The ferry that goes to Lanyu also stops at Green Island. You can visit both if time permits, but if you can only choose one, make it Lanyu. Commit at least two days to the island.

• Once back in Taitung, go back up along the coast, making stops at the surf towns.



Seasonal Highlights

Summers here are drier than in the north, but June to October is steamy hot. Winters, while cold and damp in the mountains, can be fine and clear.

MARCH

Gusting winds mean that transport to the islands can be uncomfortable, infrequent and prone to cancellation.
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APRIL

While skies are often overcast, temperatures tend to be comfortable without the summer’s humid heat.
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MAY

Activities including whale-watching start in mid-May, with boat frequency to the islands rapidly improving into the summer.
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JUNE

The Taroko International Marathon usually takes place in June. Festivals are at their most active between June and early September.
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JULY

Hot-air balloons take to the sky at Luye plateau for the Taitung Hot Air Balloon Festival.
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AUGUST

Uplands carpeted with peak-blooming orange-coloured day lilies greet visitors all over the East Rift Valley.
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OCTOBER

October to January are the best months for cycling, though surfing can be challenging (beginners should come earlier).

[image: jpg]

SHIH-WEI/GETTY IMAGES ©



TAROKO NATIONAL PARK
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Taroko National Park (太魯閣國家公園) really puts the formosa (beautiful) into Taiwan’s historic name. The park covers 1200 sq km, rising from sea level to over 3700m, incorporating 27 peaks over 3000m. Almost all Taiwan’s bio-geographical zones are represented here, along with half the island’s plant and animal species.

Taroko began as coral deposits, compressed beneath an ancient sea and transformed by aeons of geology into limestone, then marble, schists and gneiss. Some five million years ago, Taiwan started lifting from the sea as the Philippine and Eurasian plates collided. Water erosion then carved out softer deposits to leave the towering canyon walls of harder rock.

Most visitors come to see just one area – the eponymous 18km-long gorge whose marble walls rise out of a blue-green river with a backdrop of vertiginous mountainsides and hiking trails clinging to cliff edges. It’s one of Asia’s scenic wonders.
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TOP TIP

For a list of trails, car rental providers and hotels, see taroko .gov .tw/ en/ . Taking a tour is a convenient way to see Taroko Gorge, but be aware that many tours are cursory and arrive en masse. English-speaking Hualien Outdoors (hualienoutdoors.org/) and Island Life (islandlifetaiwan .com/ ) get you to less-crowded spots.
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Best of Taroko Gorge

TAROKO’S MAIN SIGHTS

Not far from the park offices, overlooking the Liwu River (立霧溪) from a cliff-side perch, sits the Eternal Spring Shrine (長春祠). Most southbound buses stop in a car park just off the main Rte8. A 2.2km loop walk takes you from here via a half-tunnel lane to the shrine, climbs up a zigzag stairway to a cave, then cuts back through the forest past the Taroko Tower and Bell Tower (太魯閣樓與鐘樓) before crossing a suspension bridge to Changuang Temple (禪光寺).

Bulowan (布洛灣) is a twin-level shelf of almost-flat land high above the main valley where a Truku mountain village once stood. Two exhibition halls tell that village’s dramatic history; there is a brief nature walk, and on the upper level is the Truku-run Taroko Village Hotel. A suspension bridge crosses the gorge, dizzyingly high above the river. Many buses detour here en route to and from Tianxiang.

Swallow Grotto (燕子口步道) is a half-kilometre slice of gorge-side old road twists and turns between rock-cut pillars and mini-tunnels. By bus, use the Yanzikou (燕子口) stop.

One of the park’s most famous sights is the 700m-long pedestrian Tunnel of Nine Turns (九曲洞), which opens strategically to great masses of sublimely colourful stone walls. Get off the bus at Jiuqudong (九曲洞) stop.

Driving beyond the main tourist hub of Tianxiang (天祥), the zigzagging road climbs steadily up through the forested mountainsides, with many appealing vistas. One of the best is just after Xibao village (西寶社區) at the Km160.5 marker, one of the commonly used signs found on highways that help drivers easily orient themselves.


HIKING & CYCLING IN TAROKO

Baiyang Trail (白楊步道)

An easy 2.1km walk to the Baiyang Waterfall (白楊瀑布) with a detour to the Water Curtain Cave (水濂洞).

Shakadang Trail (砂卡礑步道)

Watch egrets fish along this easy trail that follows the deep-cut side valley of the Shakadang River.

Zhuliu Old Trail (錐麓古道)

Apply for a permit (taroko.gov.tw/en/) or find an agency to take you to the 3.5km out-and-back ‘Vertigo Trail’.

Lushui-Wenshan Trail (綠水文山步道)

A four- to five-hour tramp through subtropical forests with views down the peak-studded gorge.

Cycling through Taroko Gorge

Cycle up to Tianxiang (elevation 470m) and back in a day from Xincheng Taroko station where bikes can be rented.




GETTING AROUND

Getting around the park’s key sights by bus is perfectly feasible if you keep the timetables to hand. Details available at taroko.gov.tw/en/.

Having your own wheels adds flexibility and the opportunity to continue into beautiful but little visited areas well beyond Tianxiang, where most tourists turn around. See taroko.gov.tw/en/ for car rental providers.






Beyond Taroko
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Canyons and waterfalls are the stuff of adventure, while a former fishing hamlet makes for a sweet excursion.


The famous Suhua Highway (蘇花公路), which connects Su’ao (蘇澳) in Yilan to Hualien (花蓮) along the coast, is hands-down Taiwan’s most scenic drive and possibly one of the world’s most beautiful. For much of its 118km, the highway, which leads to Taroko Gorge, runs between towering cliffs and the roaring Pacific, and the sight as you emerge from one of the many tunnels along the way is truly riveting. However, sections of the highway can be closed for weeks at a time due to landslides after heavy rain or an earthquake.

The area south of Taroko Gorge is endowed with white-marble canyons, waterfalls and clear blue pools.
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TOP TIP

Three new highway sections have been opened to divert heavy trucks and passenger vehicles from the old highway, making it safer for cyclists.




Sweeping Views from Forested Mountains

TALL CLIFFS BY THE PACIFIC

Steep rock-and-forest mountainsides north of Taroko descend directly into the sea from several hundred metres’ altitude. That means that roads and railways here are funnelled mostly through tunnels, but where they emerge briefly to cross side valleys or to run along ledges, drivers can catch glimpses of the coastline formations stretching far ahead.

The main zone of the Qingshui Cliffs (清水斷崖) stretches 21km between Chongde (崇德) and Heren (和仁). Coming from Hualien on Suhua Hwy, the first cliff-viewing point is right at the Km176.4 lay-by, but there’s a much bigger parking area at KM174.6, from which it’s a six-minute walk down an old road to another series of views. An original alternative offered by Hualien agencies is to join a sea kayaking group or to quad-bike along the beach from Chongde.
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QIXINGTAN

Qixingtan (七星潭) is a former fishing hamlet whose few remaining old, tin-roofed shacks are outnumbered by a gaggle of small but fanciful hotels. The promenade is a popular place to stroll or cycle while admiring an extensive curl of grey-shingle beach, though the strong currents make swimming here unwise.

In the shadow of the concrete highway access ramp, Qixingtan Katsuo Museum (七星柴魚博物館) commemorates the hamlet’s fishing heritage in a former bonito-drying factory. It’s 5km east of Hualien train station. If you want to eat here, Mu Ming (慕名私房料理) is an upmarket indigenous restaurant that presents diners with a multicourse experience full of flavour-packed creativity. Due to limited seats, try to reserve at least 30 minutes ahead.



Tracing the Golden Canyon

WATERY TRAIL THROUGH MAGICAL CANYON

The Sanzhan River (三棧溪) flows through southern Taroko National Park. A short 2km trail has been built along the river, following a canal constructed by the US government in 1952. From spring to autumn, thrill seekers come here to river-trace to the Golden Canyon (黃金峽谷), a gorge with numerous waterfalls and chambers, and deep, aquamarine swimming pools. The scenery is magical, but be prepared to wade through waist-deep water and climb cascades using ropes. The starting point is the village of Sanzhan. You’ll need to engage a guide from the Pratan Visitor Centre (三棧遊客中心) where there is also basic gear for rent (see sanjhan.com/maingallery_en.shtml).

If this sounds too strenuous, the indigenous village of Sanzhan has several great spots for jumping into alluring natural pools.


GETTING AROUND

All Toroko Tourist Shuttle Buses stop at Qingshui Cliffs and most also stop at Qixingtan (see tour-hualien.hl.gov.tw/en/).

The Pratan Visitor Centre (三棧遊客中心) in the village of Sanzhan is a 10-minute cab ride from Xincheng (新城) train station.





HUALIEN
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Hualien (花蓮), together with its suburban twin Ji’an (吉安), forms the east coast’s largest population centre. It’s one of the more pleasant small towns in Taiwan, offering oceanfront parks, artsy cafes, a literary tradition, and attractive lodgings. Many travellers like to base themselves here, even when Taroko Gorge is their interest, as the range of modern-day comforts and transport options is far greater. Besides Taroko Gorge, visits to Hualien can also be conveniently combined with trips to small towns in the upper east coast.

Hualien means ‘eddies’ in Taiwanese and the story goes that Qing immigrants gave the region this name after noticing the swirling waters off the coast – which still make swimming at its alluring beaches dangerous. Though much of the city’s wealth comes from tourism, local deposits of limestone have also made Hualien the cement capital of Taiwan.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Jing Si Hall

SIGHTS

2Beibin Park

3Hualien Railway Culture Park

4Nanbin Park

5Pine Garden

6Hualien Stone Sculpture Museum Park




TOP TIP

Budget travellers will likely find bargain sleeps and cheap eats close to Hualien Railway Station. Head east to Meilunshan Park (美崙山公園) and the picturesque harbour area for boutique hotels, upmarket shopping, and fancy restaurants. Most hotels and hostels offer a book-thick series of day-trip ideas, tours and activities.




Sacred Space and Performance Venue

GIANT BUDDHIST TEMPLE

Built in 2000, Jing Si Hall (靜思堂) is a gigantic temple and performance venue with a simple yet striking, white and grey exterior. At its tallest point, the building is equivalent to 11 storeys. The main chapel hall is enormous too, but what makes a visit worthwhile is the extensive and engrossing exhibition floor showcasing the remarkable range of charitable works undertaken by the Tzu Chi Buddhist organisation (慈濟).

Founded by Buddhist nun Cheng Yen (證嚴法師), the organisation’s efforts are underpinned by a combination of corporate professionalism and the belief that anyone can become a living bodhisattva (enlightened being) through good works. To learn more, read Charisma and Compassion: Cheng Yen and the Buddhist Tzu Chi Movement.

The hall is 1.2km northwest of the train station between Tzu Chi’s equally huge hospital and its university.
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I LIVE HERE: DRIFTWOOD WORKSHOP & COOKING CLASS
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Evelyn Lua, avid traveller

Adic Driftwood Workshop (阿迪克工作室)

Local sculptor Adic uses driftwood from the east coast to make furniture and art pieces. He also offers DIY experiences from making wooden chopsticks to lampshades. Adic’s shed is beside Rte 11, 5km southwest of central Hualien.

Tafalong Cooking & Culture (太巴塱紅糯米生活館)

The red-glutinous-rice-growing Tafalong community runs a reservations-only restaurant, cooking classes, DIY picnics and cultural tours from their traditional cottage.

Xibao Elementary School (西寶國小)

This is an experimental primary school for 44 kids inside Taroko National Park. The lovely forest campus is open to public on weekends and public holidays.



WHERE TO EAT IN HUALIEN

Dongdamen Night Market (東大門夜市)

Wide choices with indigenous options; children’s entertainment and live music.

Flower Space (花草空間)

Excellent vegetarian meals and ceramic miniatures of Taiwan street scenes. 140 Bo’ai St (博愛街140號)

Zhōu jiā Dumplings (周家蒸餃小籠包)

Whipping up dumplings and noodles since 1975. 4-20 Gongzheng St (公正街4之20號)


Ex-Military Structure and Poetry Venue

A RELIC OF JAPANESE RULE

Set in a graceful garden with tall pines and views over the city, this 1940s concrete building (松園別館) was used by the Japanese military to wine and pleasure their kamikaze pilots the night before their suicide missions. There are limited exhibits on the site’s history in the gallery inside. An audioguide (NT$100) is available in English and Japanese to help add context. The cafe section has appealing garden seating.

Pine Garden is a venue for cultural happenings, including one of Taiwan’s most notable literary events, the Pacific Poetry Festival (facebook.com/pacificpoetryfest/), which sees the country’s top poets (and a few overseas guests) reading their works and discussing craft over two days, mostly in November. The sessions are conducted almost entirely in Mandarin.


MARTYR’S SHRINE

A 25-minute bike ride east from Qingxiu Temple is the Martyr’s Shrine (忠烈祠), designed in the style of a northern Chinese palace. The 1981 monument sits on the site of the demolished 1916 Karenko Shrine, aka Hualien Shinto Shrine (花蓮港神社). The modern complex honours Kuomintang (KMT) soldiers who died during the Chinese Civil War.

The only thing that belongs to the original shrine is the copper horse sculpture next to the retaining wall. The old chrysanthemum emblem on the saddle cloth had been replaced with the Taiwanese flag, but you can still see the pentagonal receptacle and, vaguely, 16 petals. The entrance stairway climbs up through an ornamental gateway where Linsen Rd reaches a T-junction at its northeastern end.



Historic Temple & Buddha Statues

RESTORED JAPANESE TIMBER TEMPLE

Ji’an in rural Hualien is home to one of Taiwan’s most immaculately restored Japanese Buddhist temples, Qingxiu Temple (吉安慶修院), in an area that was once a Japanese immigrant village. Aiming to reduce the population at home and consolidate power, the colonial government incentivised lower-skilled Japanese citizens to immigrate to Taiwan in the early 1900s. Yoshino Village, where the temple is located, was one of the first villages established to accommodate the new arrivals, which was done after removing Amis inhabitants from the land. The temple was built in 1912 as the Yoshino Centre for the Dissemination of Shingon Buddhism (真言宗吉野布教所), which alongside the now-gone Yoshino shrine, took care of the villagers’ spiritual, medical and funereal needs.

Highlights of the complex are the mountain gate (山門), the main hall, an elegant timber structure with a double-tiered roof and a raised floor, 88 stone-carved Buddha statues along two walls, and relics that include the Mantra Of Light Stele (光明真言百萬遍石碑) and a statue of Acala, the Immovable Wisdom King (不動明王), one of the 13 Buddhas in Japanese Buddhism.

The site of the former Yoshino Shrine and the village have been turned into the mildly interesting Ji’an Hakka Art Village, a 12-minute walk north. Nothing remains of the shrine except for a stele and exhibits detailing the history of the immigrant village.

WHERE TO HAVE COFFEE IN HUALIEN

Caffe Fiore (珈琲花)

A minuscule cafe in a picturesque wooden house with friendly felines. 78 Zhongxiao St (忠孝街78號)

Springfield Coffee House (春田咖啡屋)

This old building goes well with mellow jazz and excellent coffee. 209 Bo’ai St (博愛街209號)

Showa 58 (昭和58)

A Japanese period–style cafe known for its delectable cakes and matcha desserts. 306 Chenggong St (成功街306號)

Cycling Hualien’s Coastal Parks

CYCLING INTERCONNECTED COASTAL PARKS

Hualien has seaside parks all joined by a walking and bicycle path that continues to Qixingtan Beach (七星潭). The path starts at the southernmost Nanbin Seaside Park (南濱公園, which affords a bird’s eye view of the town. It goes on to the Beibin Seaside Park (北濱公園) and the Hualien Stone Sculpture Museum Park (花蓮文化中心石雕公園). The latter has a mediocre museum and large stone sculptures. From the end of Beibin Park, the path runs past an industrial area for a couple of kilometres, before emerging near Qixingtan, where you can continue through a coastal forest or connect with the quiet flat County Rd 193 for an easy ride to Sanzhan Village (三棧村) and Taroko Gorge.

Between the two seaside parks, you can detour inland to Hualien Railway Culture Park (花蓮鐵道文化園區), which covers the grounds of the restored eastern railway depot, built in 1932.

Giant Bicycles, to the left of the Hualien train station, has day and multiday rentals.
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Cultural and Creative Industries Park | TK Kurikawa/Shutterstock ©


BEST PLACES FOR BROWSING IN HUALIEN

Books Light (時光二手書店)

A secondhand bibliophile’s paradise in a charming old Japanese house. 8 Jianguo Rd (建國路8號)

Cultural and Creative Industries Park (花蓮文化創意產業園區)

A sprawling old liquor factory housing cafes and showrooms, such as A-Zone in units 6 and 7.

Hualien Daily (花蓮日日)

Stocks an appealing selection of ceramics and hand-sculpted wooden animal figures. There’s a B&B upstairs. 37 Jieyue St (節約街37號)

Youyicun Cultural and Creative Park (又一村文創園區)

A dozen new shops and eateries operate out of 16 quaintly restored civil servants’ dormitories. Renai Alley (仁愛巷).




Dining at Yuelu

MOUNTAIN RESTAURANT AND VEGETARIAN MEALS

Reservations-only Yuelu Restaurant (月廬食堂) is set in an elegant Japanese-style timbre house and landscaped garden, tucked into a hillside 800m above sea level in Fenglin (鳳林). The speciality here is Hakka and Taiwanese cuisines, which are both done to a very high standard, as testified by the Hualien families who make the steep drive up here for meals. The plum-roast chicken is delicious. If you want to eat here, try to book as early as you can. There is a small car park outside the garden. If not driving, take the train to Fenglin station and then get a taxi.


GETTING AROUND

Hualien is a little too big for walking but a little too small to have an extensive public transport system, so getting a bicycle or scooter makes a lot of sense while you’re here.

There’s a plethora of car-hire agencies on either side of the train station, though some agents will not rent to foreigners, even if they have an international driving permit.






Beyond Hualien
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Enjoy Taiwan’s most beautiful coastal scenery, roam amongst flower-patched uplands, and go rafting, hiking and hot spring-ing.


Between them, Hualien and Taitung counties – the two hubs of Taiwan’s gorgeous east coast – divide up the small, chill towns along the rugged Central East Coast and the idyllic settlements of the beautiful East Rift Valley. So, on one side is a coastline with little more than a ribbon of land fronting forested mountainsides, interspersed with orchards and rice terraces, and on the other are seemingly endless fields backed by surging slopes and a long alluvial plain separating the two main mountain ranges. This terrain offers plenty of opportunities for cycling, hiking, hot springing and even river-tracing and rafting, but much of the enjoyment is in simply stopping to appreciate the scenery, for it is among the finest on the island.
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East Rift Valley | CHEN MIN CHUN/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

The following areas are closer to Hualien than Taitung, but you can visit them as a side trip from either town.




ROAD TRIPPING FENGBIN’S HWY11 GEMS
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The town of Fengbin (豐濱) sits on one of the most unspoilt stretches of Hwy 11, where layer upon layer of steep, green mountain plunges towards the Pacific surf. Traffic is relatively light and there are places to admire the scenery, such as 1 Baqi Viewpoint (芭崎眺望台) at Km31.5, which has arguably the most beautiful panorama of the whole east coast. Leafy branches frame the view down across Jiqi Bay (磯崎灣), with the curving beach backed by further mountains and bays that melt into a misty infinity. At the southern end of Jiqi Bay is 2 Jiqi Beach (磯崎海濱遊憩區). The grey-sand, paid-entry beach is one of only two considered safe for swimming between Hualien and Taitung. The beach itself is only officially open in summer, but its camping area operates year-round. Directly west, accessed via a free car park at Km37.9, a footpath leads up to viewpoint pavilions on nearby Dashibishan (大石鼻山), a steep, hilly headland draped with forest.

Return to your car and continue south. At Km40.9 3 Fengbin Skywalk (豐濱天空步道) is a short cliff-ledge walk where a 40m section is along a glass-floored protruding shelf above the Pacific. The gentle exhilaration of the walk is well worth the entry fee and warrants a 20-minute stop if you’re driving by.

At Km42.8, you’ll see the 4 Patarongen Rice Terraces (新社梯田) in Xinshe (新社), aka Patarongen village, home to an artistically minded Kavalan community. The Kavalan migrated here from Yilan, settling on a flat headland which they converted into terraced rice fields overlooking the ocean. Adding to the beauty of the scene is a curious group of bamboo creations by local artists.




Lush, Unspoilt Volcanic Coastline

ROCK FORMATIONS AND FISHING VILLAGE

One of Taiwan’s most beautiful areas of unspoilt coastline runs south from Fengbin (豐濱), culminating at a headland beyond Shitigang fishing harbour, known as Shitiping (石梯坪) or ‘stone steps’. This is where the Kuroshio Current runs closest to Taiwan and misty conditions make the vegetation intensely green and dense. The volcanic coastline has also eroded to form the beautiful shapely rocks that the place is named after.

Shitiping is divided into a rough-hewn village, a fishing harbour below this, and a nicely landscaped park south of the harbour. Further south are a number of tiny Amis settlements where fishermen cast nets at the mouths of rivers, and wood craftsmen transform driftwood into furniture and sculptures.

The park’s spine is a 1.1km toll road starting from Km63.4 on Hwy 11.
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OTHER ATTRACTIONS IN THE AREA

Lintianshan Village (林田山)

A restored 1918 logging village with exhibits detailing its history; 2.5km east of Wanrong (萬榮) via Hwy 16.

Loshan Scenic Area (羅山遊憩區)

A stunning valley just south of Sixty Stone Mountain that is the centre of the organic rice industry in Hualien.

Liyu Lake (鯉魚潭)

Families with children will like this 2km-long lake surrounded by easy bike trails. The nearby Chinan Forest Recreation Area (池南森林遊樂區) offers hiking and (in April) fireflies.

Antong Hotspring Area (安通溫泉)

Free and hotel hot springs near Km21.6 on Hwy 30.



WHERE TO EAT IN RUISUI & YULI

Qiancao Yuan (千草園; facebook.com/QianCaoYuan)

Cafe in Ruisui with foliage and cats. Serves omelette, pasta, Japanese curry, dessert and coffee. $$

Jowu (雞九屋/G九屋)

This excellent roadside diner makes pork jowl salad, day-lily soup and other delectables, 7km south from Yuli, on Hwy 9. $$

Asen Noodles (阿森麵店)

This locally popular stall in Yuli serves filling bowls of soup and tossed noodles at 94 Sec 2, Zhongshan Rd (中山路二段94號). $

Rafting, Hiking & Hot Springing in Ruisui

RAFTING SPOT AND FOREST TRAILS

Ruisui (瑞穗) is known for whitewater rafting trips on a 24km-long route down the Xiuguluan River (秀姑巒溪) to Dagangkou (大港口). The Ruisui Rafting Service Centre (瑞穗泛舟服務中心), 4km east of Ruisui train station, is the put-in point for these 3½ hour trips. From May to September, you can usually just show up in the morning and join a trip, though if you’re coming from Hualien, you might prefer a package deal that includes transport (erv-nsa.gov.tw/en/attractions/detail/83).

At the Fuyuan Forest Recreational Area (富源國家森林遊樂區), 3.5km west of Fuyuan train station, several forest trails link up into a 3.5km loop amidst lush woodlands, mossy rocks and a lovely riverside. If you want to soak, there is a series of small but attractive open-air hot spring pools within the forest.


BOMBING MASTER HANDAN （炸寒單）

A special twist in Taitung’s lantern festival (15th day of the first lunar month) is that volunteers accompanying the Handan (寒單) god statue on his procession across town wear nothing but red shorts and a few protective items. So dressed, they willingly subject themselves to the same treatment Handan is getting: being ‘warmed’ by a barrage of firecrackers and bottle rockets from onlookers.

This strange tradition has been seen as linked to organised crime – volunteers might be gangsters looking to display their courage or atone for past sins. Depending on which legend you believe, Handan himself might be a cold-hating former Shang dynasty general, or a gang leader who asked his followers to blast him to death in repentance for his crimes.



Mesmerising Mountain Hikes

HIKING TRAIL AND FLOWER-PATCHED MOUNTAIN

With the Central Mountains looking over its shoulder and the Rift Valley under its nose, likeable Yuli (玉里) is a launching point for day trips to the mountains.

The Walami Trail (瓦拉米步道), 12km from Yuli, is a beautiful hike that climbs steadily up through jungle filled with butterflies. For many, the first 2km gives a sufficient taster, with waterfalls, suspension bridges and fine valley views. You can walk on to Jiaxin (佳心) without a permit – it’s around two hours from the trailhead. Note that the trail continues right across the Yushan National Park for around 10 days’ trek, but to go beyond Jiaxin, you’ll need permits (npm.cpami.gov.tw/en).

At 952m, Sixty Stone Mountain (六十石山) offers one of the east coast’s most mesmerising landscapes. Zigzag up 8km to the first of a dozen viewing pavilions which survey a surreal upland area of steeply undulating farmland hillocks. Many have been planted with day lilies. When blooming in early summer, these turn the already glorious landscape into a golden carpet. Taiwanese consumers eat the pre-blooming shoots in soups and stir-fries – they taste similar to zucchini blooms – and use the flowers to flavour tea. In summer, farms here open B&Bs and sell lily-based comestibles, including ice creams.

You’ll need a vehicle to get here from Yuli: turn east off Hwy 9 at Km308.6, around 12km south of Yuli. Less than 2km up the access road, consider a short diversion to Dongfu Buddhist Nunnery (東富禪寺). It’s set in a lovely manicured garden featuring three copper-cauldron pagodas and giant figurines in the temple.


GETTING AROUND

Buses covering the central east coast run between Hualien and Fengbin and Hualien and Cheonggong, passing Baqi Viewpoint and Jici Beach (see //yunbus.tw/lite/en/search.php?city=HualienCounty).

There are also bus routes connecting Hualien to Ruisui and Yuli (see //yunbus.tw/lite/en/search.php?city=HualienCounty), and the East Rift Valley Tourist Shuttle bus covers a few attractions (//erv-nsa.gov.tw/en/service/transport).

Trains also connect Hualien and Taitung via Guangfu, Ruisui, Yuli, Chishang and Luye, but having your own transport is very useful.





TAITUNG
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The relaxed coastal city of Taitung (台東 or 臺東) is a highly likeable transportation hub from which travellers access Green Island, Lanyu Island, and Taiwan’s southern east coast.

A former spur-line station once brought trains into the centre; it is now part of a vibrant urban renewal project, the ‘Railway Art Village’ (鐵道藝術村), and a fine area in which to base yourself while in town. Citywide, there are plentiful temples and shrines amid the otherwise modern street grid, which is softened at the edges with large seaside and forest parks, and a coastal cycling path, and backed in the near distance with lush green mountains. You don’t need to scratch too hard beneath the surface to discover the city’s cultural diversity, with its strong indigenous presence and a growing inflow of Taiwan’s more bohemian set, some of whom have settled here to open cafes and guesthouses.
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Taitung Seashore Park | JOY-HUNG/Shutterstock ©
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TOP TIP

Taitung is built for cycling, with several great trails. Most hotels rent basic bicycles, and you can find others at the Seashore Park; for something higher quality, go to the Giant store one block east of the main train station, or get a racer from TR9 at the train station.




Prehistoric Relics & Reconstructions

MUSEUM AND ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITE

The engaging National Museum of Prehistory (國立臺灣史前文化博物館), set in a manicured parkland 8km west of central Taitung, charts Taiwan’s geological birth, pans through prehistory and ends with an introduction to the island’s indigenous Austronesian peoples. Get the free English audio guide for in-depth understanding.

Many of the relics come from the Beinan Site (卑南遺址公園), Taiwan’s most complete prehistoric archaeological site, also managed by the museum. The Neolithic site sits in its own landscaped park 400m from Taitung train station and a 10-minute drive from the NMP. Besides in-situ displays and an exhibition hall, there are reconstructed straw and bamboo prehistoric houses, a children’s play area, and a spacious, excellently designed cafe offering set meals, coffee and souvenirs.

Buses leave Taitung bus station for NMP twice or thrice daily. Or you can take the train to Kangle station (康樂火車站) and walk for six minutes.


I LIVE HERE: SLASH’S FAVOURITE PUYUMA EATS
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Slash Wen, civil servant, triathlete, foodie; facebook/slashwen

My favourite Puyuma (Beinan) restaurants are Taitung Tribe (原始部落山地美食; facebook.com/taitungtribe) and Two One Nine (俩吆久景觀貨櫃; facebook.com/219TWOONENINE219). Great food, night views, sometimes live music too. The best dishes at these places are off the menu. Mind you, the grilled chicken, flying fish sausages, and fried chrysanthemum greens are superb. But there are also seasonal delicacies they may have hunted or fished that are available in limited quantities, such as fried hornet larvae, fish-fry sashimi (eaten with onion and wasabi), or mountain rodents (the Puyuma have a long history of eating them barbecued). Seasoning is restrained – Puyuma cuisine is all about letting the ingredients shine.



WHERE TO DRINK IN TAITUNG

Liang Ge Beer (喨哥Beer)

This little bar is a treasure trove for beer lovers, stocking dozens of mostly Belgian brews. 191, Zhongzheng Rd (中正路191號)

Taimali Cafe (太麻里文創咖啡館)

Cafe with local coffees and floral teas in a Japanese-style house. 307 Fujian Rd (福建路307號)

Mese Coffee (草月咖啡館)

This place sells edgy espressos and single-origin brews made with home-roasted beans. 54 Rende St (仁德街54號)

Platform for Arts, Eats & Live Music

LEAFY CULTURAL SPACE

The Taitung Railway Art Village (臺東鐵道藝術村), a cultural park with an enticing assortment of bars and eateries, was built around an old train station and a decommissioned spur line that has been recast into a cycling path. The old station building now hosts an information centre, exhibition room, bus station and graphic design gallery. Come summer, the area transforms into a craft market and hosts music concerts at the Tiehua Music Village (鐵花村音樂聚落), an old railway repair facility that was artistically repurposed into a performance space with the help of Taitung’s independent musicians and artists. There are gigs here several nights a week, and handicraft and snack booths on weekend afternoons. See the website for events and lineups.


TAITUNG’S PARKS & RELICS CYCLING TOUR
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This 25km trail starts From 1 Taitung Railway Art Village (臺東鐵道藝術村); follow the old spur-line cycling path for a minute to the 2 Taitung Story Museum (臺東故事館). The museum is in fact an Eslite (誠品) bookstore-cafe with a gallery. An eight-minute ride northwest along Bo’ai Rd (博愛路) brings you to the decommissioned 1922 3 Malan train station (馬蘭車站). The fantastical, child-like works of Taitung painter Mokee (曾正元) can be seen at a gallery here. Next, head north for 23 minutes to 4 Beinan Canal Hydro Park (卑南大圳水利公園). The 9km-long irrigation canal uses water from the Beinan River to irrigate the Taitung plain.

From the park, make the 1.7km journey to Liji Badlands on the north bank of the Beinan River via 5 Liji Bridge (利吉橋). As you approach the opposite bank, look down to find two dark rocky structures on the riverbed: they’re the 6 Beinan Ruins of Liji Cage (流籠遺跡). To enable river crossings, the Japanese built a conveyance system featuring steel chairs (‘cages’) and platforms of reinforced concrete and cobblestones in the 30s. The rocks are what remains of the north platform. If you go down to the river, which is shallow enough to walk across at low tide, you can see stairs on the structure.

7 Liji Badlands (利吉惡地) is a small area where gullies and cliff sides of loose, composite rocks have been weathered into bare, spiky serrations. Back on the south bank, cruise down the coast for 20 minutes to 8 Taitung Forest Park (臺東森林公園), a huge expanse of estuary, scrubland and woods that includes a duck-watching hide on a lake and a butterfly garden. Continuing south takes you to the pleasant 9 Taitung Seashore Park (海濱公園).




Palm-Fringed Oceanside Strolls

SEASIDE INDIGENOUS VILLAGE

If you’ve got your own wheels, the small Bunun village of Taimali (太麻里) offers a pleasantly low-key alternative to Taitung as a travel base.

The endless curl of Taimali Beach is a wide expanse of grey gravel edged with palms and fir trees and set against a backdrop of steeply sloped orchards and forests. It’s wonderful for a couple of hours of strolling, and watching the sunrise. Access is just east of Taimali train station.

Various lanes head up into the mountains here, which are at their prettiest when divided by wisps of cloud. The classic destination is Mt Jinzhen (金針山), where day lilies cover the uplands. Following the ‘Flower Route’ takes you around 13km each way.

The Bunun Ear Shooting Festival (布農打耳祭/布農族射耳祭) is a hunting-themed, coming-of-age ceremony held in Bunun villages throughout the East Rift Valley in April or May. Dates vary according to the lunar cycle.


EAST-COAST EATING

Hualien and Taitung have a wide mix of Hakka, Taiwanese, indigenous and regional Chinese culinary traditions with fruit, wild vegetables and fresh seafood to the fore. Traditional Amis cooking, which emphasises the natural flavours of fruits, flowers, meat and wild vegetables, is common along the east coast.

Fruit is abundant and grown year-round. Something is always for sale roadside – starfruit, papayas, wax apple, passion fruit, melons of all persuasion. The Luye region is known for its pineapples, Dulan for its pomelos, and Beinan county its custard apples.

Outside the two main cities, most eateries operate short hours. For lunch, that’s typically noon–1pm. For dinner, even if a restaurant claims to open till 8pm, it’s safer to arrive by 6.30pm just in case.



Geological & Pescatarian Marvels

PHOTOGENIC WAVE-LASHED CUESTA

The rocks within Xiao Yeliu (小野柳) coastal park are geological curiosities, many forming cuesta structures: angled geological sandwiches with alternating soft and hard layers where differential erosion creates a range of picturesque shapes. The park also has a nice camping site with raised wooden tent platforms facing the sea.

Xiaoyeliu is 6km northeast of central Taitung, directly beyond Fugang Harbour (富岡漁港). If you’re hungry, there’s a row of fishmonger-cafes along the wharf where you can get fresh sashimi at absurdly low prices.

Some Taitung buses plus the Tourist Shuttle stop at Fugang Harbour. Buses on coastal routes stop at Xiao Yeliu.


GETTING AROUND

Download the Taitung bus app. There are three or four buses per hour from the train station to the bus station.

From the train station (臺東站), 5km north of the city centre, trains run to major cities. See tour.taitung.gov.tw/en/traffic/taitung

Boats to Lanyu and Green Island depart from Fugang Harbour. See ferry.tw for an idea of potential voyages.






Beyond Taitung


[image: jpg]

Cycle among rice paddies, meet fellow travellers at a surf town and learn about Taiwan’s many faces on two offshore islands.


Taitung shares the jewels of the Central East Coast and the East Rift Valley with Hualien. Expect beaches and headlands from which to gaze over the Pacific, and a few fine surf spots between Chenggong and Dulan. The East Rift Valley is the collision point between the Philippine and Eurasian tectonic plates. But for cyclists and motorists, it’s a delightful way to meander through some of Taiwan’s best farming country and its prettiest rice paddies. For those inclined, the high mountains also set the scene for some great hikes. Green Island and the unique Tao island of Lanyu are home to Taiwan’s best diving, indigenous culture, and a sobering human rights museum.
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Lanyu Island | YU YUN-PING/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Sailing trips to the islands depend on both weather and the number of passengers, so cancellations are common, especially in winter.




Fantasy Stone Formations

PICTURESQUE COASTAL BRIDGE AND ISLAND

Squeezed between forest-fuzzed mountains and crashing Pacific swells, Chenggong (成功) is a centre for summer whale watching, a popular alternative to Dulan as a base for surfers, and most notably, home to the iconic Sanxiantai or Platform of the Three Immortals (三仙台), an eight-humped pedestrian bridge that leads from a windswept headland to a craggy little island. Ringed by wave-pummelled rocks and grey beaches, the scene is especially photogenic at sunrise or sunset. You’d need about two hours to fully explore the area and the island, a nature reserve featuring thick foliage and a trio of abrupt, Tolkienesque stone formations that inspired its name.

Sanxiantai is a seven-minute drive northeast of Chenggong’s Xingang Fishing Port (新港漁港), the largest fishing port on the East Coast. Whale- and dolphin-watching boats depart from the northeast section of the harbour, with tickets sold upstairs in the Marine Environment Education Centre (海洋環境教室). dolphin-wan.com.tw
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Sanxiantai | VOYATA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


I LIVE HERE: MING-TE’S FAIRYTALE LAKE
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Lin Ming-Te, trekking leader and cabin administrator at Jiaming Lake; facebook/johnlimiter

Jiaming Lake (嘉明湖) has many faces: meadows dyed red and gold at the break of dawn, carpets of high-altitude flora in summer, perpetual views of the Yushan range and the Malobasi Traverse, snow-framed like a fairy-tale mirror on the coldest days. The trail is accessible, too. You can book a car to take you there from Chishang or Guanshan and there are two cabins you can apply to stay in, with meals provided. Apply here: //recreation.forest.gov.tw/EN/Trail/RT?typ=3&tr_id=139

Lisong Hotspring (栗松溫泉) lies in a deep river valley – hard to access but stunning with colourful walls. The springwater is quite hot; mix with water from the river before getting in.



WHERE TO EAT AND DRINK IN DULAN

Moonlight Inn (月光小棧)

Great coffee and greater views can be had at this gallery-cafe 3km above town. Km3.0, Rte 42東

Highway 11 Craft Beer (台11手工啤酒)

Highlights at this gift shop and artisan brewer include honey cocktails and live music on Saturday nights.

Dulan Sugar 61 (都蘭糖廠61號)

Regional delicacies incorporating sailfish, burdock, and taro are served in a wood-and-glass building at the sugar factory. $$


Tunnels into Prehistory

OCEANSIDE ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITE

The Baxian Caves (八仙洞) or Caves of the Eight Immortals are a 35-minute drive up the coast from Chenggong on Hwy11. Right beside the highway, backing a landscaped garden, are a series of rocky cliffs, cut into which are at least 30 natural caves and crevices. Within, archaeologists have found signs of human habitation from around 30,000 years ago: the oldest yet known in Taiwan. Learn more in the small visitor centre, then climb the stairs to the main caves, which are on two different levels. Cave 2 doubles as a Buddhist shrine. Don’t feed the monkeys.


I LIVE HERE: SUNAY ON AMIS COOKING
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Sunay, co-founder of Piao Yang Dulan; facebook/piaoyangdulan

Amis sea tribes and mountain tribes where I come from cook differently. The sea tribes season with just salt and hardly any herbs. When they make fish soup, they add the broth to salt and use it as a dip for the meat and innards. We add ginger and rice wine to the soup. For dip, we use soya sauce and raw or preserved chili peppers. They blanch their crustaceans and serve them with salt; we eat ours preserved. They also eat preserved pork and pork intestines raw. We preserve, then steam. Sea-style Dulaner (海人上菜; facebook.com/dulaner) serves fish and fish intestine dishes. Daluan (打鹿岸原住民人文主題餐廳) specialises in mountain-style cooking.



WHERE TO STAY IN DULAN

The Travel Bug

Offering three dorms, Dulan’s best hostel sits above a vegetarian bistro-bar and below a yoga space. $

WaGaLiGong (哇軋力共)

An English-speaking surf shop with a popular bar and one of Dulan’s cheapest hostels, WaGaLiGong is favoured by the foreign crowd. $

Piao Yang Dulan (飄洋都蘭)

Indigenous elements are incorporated into the design of spacious contemporary rooms that are bright and well equipped. $$

Chilled Art & Surf Haven

ART, MUSIC AND SURFING

Driving Hwy 11 through little Dulan (都蘭), you might not think it much different from any other east coast village. But look again. In fact, the strip’s shop-houses include two surf shops and around a dozen restaurants serving an array of international cuisines. There’s also an assortment of art-and-craft workshops, especially around the disused sugar factory. A web of tiny country lanes lead up into foothills behind, hiding a wealth of guesthouses and cafes, plus a couple of small archaeological sites from the millennia-old Beinan culture. Dulan has a large Amis population whose presence in the arts scene is strong, and few villages in Taiwan are as accustomed to westerners: many visitors stay here far longer than planned.

Dulan Sugar Factory (都蘭糖廠) has an appealing concentration of craft shops, artists’ workshops and quirky cafes clustered around a former sugar refinery towards the southern end of Dulan’s main strip (Km44.3). On weekdays, the art scene is pretty quiet, but on holidays and weekends you can usually watch carvers at work. There’s typically a concert outside the factory’s Highway 11 Cafe on Saturday nights.

About 1km south of Central Dulan is Water Running Up (水往上流), an attractively landscaped park featuring an anti-gravity stream-flow. Optical illusion or hydrological oddity? Decide for yourself while strolling the park. It’s well worth a five-minute stop if you’re driving by, unless you want to shop for tribal trinkets at the gift shop, as the weekend tour groups do. If alighting from the Tourist Shuttle bus, walk 100m south from the stop and then 50m west.


Rice Fields, Bicycles & Hot-Air Balloons

RICE PADDIES AND AERIAL ADVENTURES

The merrily buzzing little town of Chishang (池上) is surrounded by beautiful rice paddies, overlooked by viewing platforms and interlinked by a web of cycleways that are ideal for charming, low-energy ambles. Domestic tourists favour a stretch known as Mr Brown Boulevard – a commercial was shot here – but there are many alternative pathways that are far more idyllic and less touristy.

If you speak Chinese, you’ll be able to appreciate Chishang’s several museums, which celebrate rice processing and Hakka culture. But you don’t need Chinese to enjoy an exceptional lunch or breakfast experience at Dachi (大池豆皮店), a 50-year-old tofu factory where you can witness freshly skimmed tofu skin hung up to dry like laundry, and binge on pan-fried tofu skin dressed with kimchi, cheese, or condiments of your choice.

The East Rift Valley closes its attractive southern end around Luye (鹿野), best known for the Taiwan International Balloon Festival (臺灣國際熱氣球嘉年華) held on the Luye Plateau (鹿野高台) – a large, flat-topped hill that rises steeply to the east. Every July and early August, it comes alive with dozens of hot-air balloons in a wide range of fanciful shapes. Getting a ride in one is a bit of a lottery given the unreliable weather and considerable crowds, but the sight and atmosphere are worth experiencing. Outside balloon season, two steep triangles of astroturf are the launch points for tandem paragliding here and a short, steep bank is used for ‘grass skiing’ for children.


BEST FOR AMIS CULTURE

Etolan Style (都蘭國) atolan-style.com/

A window to Amis culture. They have English support, but book early.

Amis Cultural Centre (阿美族民俗中心) in Duli

The centre in Duli Park, Km124.7, has an awesome band called Amis 旮亙樂團 that hasperformed for the Taiwanese president.

East Coast Land Arts Festival (東海岸大地藝術節) teclandart.tw

Concerts on full moon nights at Duli’s Amis Folk Centre and sculptures all over.

Amis Harvest Festival (阿美族豐年祭)

Indigenous festivities take place in Hualien and Taitung, with exact dates (July–Sep) chosen by tribal chiefs.



WHERE TO EAT & SHOP IN CHISHANG

Dachi (大池豆皮店)

A charming tofu and tofu-skin factory that makes delicious pan-fried tofu skin at 39-2 Dabu Rd (大埔路39之2號) $

DoReMi Story Museum (多力米故事館)

Excellent meals; has a huge rice-processing contraption. 193 Zhongshan Rd (中山路193號1樓) $

Since 1939 Ricebag Museum (池上飯包文化故事館)

Rice-based meals selling wildly popular lunch boxes. 259 Zhongxiao Rd (忠孝路259號) $

Lanyu Island

VOLCANIC INDIGENOUS ISLAND

Around 65km southeast of Taitung, Lanyu (蘭嶼) is an alluringly languorous volcanic island made up of two steep, jungle-covered mountains surrounded by a thin strip of coastal land, with six villages and a 36km ring road that can be driven around in 90 minutes. Lanyu means Orchid Island, named for the flowers that were picked to near-extinction after WWII.

Its main sights are a vaguely Lovecraftian collection of caves and twisted volcanic rocks jutting dramatically from the oceanside. For a prime selection, scoot north from the port and through a crag tunnel. High, high above, the beams from a lighthouse create magical effects at night. Riding along the coast, look for Crocodile Rock (鱷魚岩) at Km3.8, and a large U-shaped cave-chapel, Five Caves (五孔洞), at Km4.8-5. Visitors can walk through the pair with a white cross at one end. Other entrances are reserved for use by the island’s Presbyterian congregation for services on special occasions, such as Easter. At Km5.5 is Virgin Rock (玉女岩), which the Tao call To-jimavonot (bunch of reeds). Two Lions Rock (雙獅岩), a pair of large rocks, rises from the beach at Km11.3. At Km24, the road cuts through Dragon Head Rock (龍頭岩). Look back to make out the profile of a whiskered Chinese dragon roaring at the sky.

Lanyu’s north and east coasts offer the clearest and most breathtaking underwater scenery in Taiwan. You can book an excursion directly with a scuba-and-snorkel outfit (such as facebook.com/TecOnlyLanyu) or through your hotel. Swimming, however, can be dangerous due to heavy currents.

[image: jpg]

Taiwan International Balloon Festival | WENILIOU/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


FLYING FISH FESTIVAL

Between March and May, Lanyu celebrates the Flying Fish Festival (飛魚季), a coming-of-age ceremony for young men whose societal standing was traditionally based on how many fish they could catch. Each village celebrates it on a different day chosen by the elders.

During the festival, the men wear traditional loincloths, bark helmets and breastplates. They smear blood from a freshly killed chicken on the rocks by the sea while chanting ‘return flying fish’ in unison. Then they head out to sea in red-and-white dadala canoes. You’ll see the beautiful boats with upturned pointed prows sitting on village beaches; miniature versions are sold as souvenirs.

According to custom, women are not allowed to view the festival, but most villages will make exceptions for visitors.



WHERE TO DRINK ON LANYU

Rover (旅人)

Sit on benches or cushion seating at this happening cocktail lounge just above an attractive bay. Km29.6 Rte 80

M’Cafe & Bar

One of the newer places that have earned Lanyu a reputation as one of Taiwan’s most LGBTIQ+-friendly spots.

Do VanWa (在海邊)

A bistro-bar serving flying-fish tacos, beers and cocktails from a chill beachside location.

Experiencing Tao Culture

FOOD, HOUSES AND BOAT-BUILDING

The Austronesian Tao people make up 80% of Lanyu’s population of 5000. They call their home ‘Pongso No Tao’ (‘Island of the People’). Tao folklore suggests that the tribe’s progenitors came from Batanes (Philippines). This seems to fit linguistically, but archaeological evidence hints at the opposite – that Batanes was populated by Tao folk. Either way, the close connection shouldn’t be so surprising: after all, Lanyu is closer to Batanes (145km) than it is to Hualien.

The Tao used to live in underground houses, and in recent years a growing number of young people have remodelled their families’ old homes into cafes and hostels, such as Bais Cafe (角落Bais咖啡館) and Alaen Hostel (嵐羽民宿; lanyualan.com). Most hostels also run tours to underground houses.

The Tao diet consists of fish and wild vegetables, with pork and goat on special occasions. A family meal may feature yam, taro, bullet mackerel, boiled vegetables – eaten with hands – and a soup of fish innards. Epicurean Cafe (無餓不坐) offers Tao dishes with seasoning tweaked for wider appeal. Most eateries, however, like Blue Fish (樂魚海景產廳), transform local produce into ‘familiar’ dishes such as sea-moss scrambled eggs (鹿角菜炒蛋), stir-fried Madeira-vine leaves (川七), flying-fish fried rice (飛魚炒飯), and yellowfin tuna sashimi (黃鰭鮪魚片).

If you want to learn to build a full-sized Tao canoe (with 27 pieces of wood held together without nails), you can contact the community-run Canaanland (迦南園工藝坊) at 17-1 Langtao village (facebook.com/lanyucanaanland). They also sell handicrafts and gifts, as does Renren Souvenir Shop (人人特產店) at 47 Hongtou village (紅頭村).
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I LIVE HERE: FAYE’S LANYU HANGOUTS
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Faye, housekeeper at Alaen Hostel (嵐羽民宿); facebook/lanyualan

Bais Cafe (角落Bais咖啡館)

This cafe in a repurposed underground house in Iraraley Village (朗島部落) is hard to find; your best bet is to ask the villagers for directions. But trust me, it’s worth the trouble – the setting and cakes are unique.

M’Cafe & Bar

Wonderful place for singing, drinking and chatting. It’s near the airport, so the neighbours won’t complain.

Da Tianchi (大天池)

This is a pond formed inside a volcanic crater by rainwater, sitting on the highest mountain in south Lanyu. It’s a Tao sacred site where entry was once banned. Some parts of the trail are challenging; you may want to get a guide.



WHERE TO STAY ON LANYU

Meni Place (墨泥家)

Comfort, views and an artistic take on minimalism come together to make Meni Place so popular that it doesn’t even need a sign. $$

Alaen Hostel (嵐羽民宿)

A collection of poetically named rooms and dorms converted from an underground house. The hostel also offers SUP experiences. $

Rover Hostel (旅人)

Lanyu’s hippest hostel has sex-segregated dorms and a common room featuring a black motorbike. $


Hiking & Soaking on Green Island

MOUNTAINS AND A SEAWATER SPRING

Green Island (綠島) is a popular resort destination for Taiwanese seeking rest and recreation, particularly snorkelling and diving. Lying 30km east of Taitung, the island is ringed by a 19km road that you can get around on a scooter in 40 minutes. The northwest corner is urbanised, but the rest of the coast is underpopulated, with thick woodlands and some dramatically wild ocean landscapes along the east edge. Little Great Wall (小長城), reached via a 300m path on a precipitous high promontory, offers views across the crater bay, Haishenping (海參坪), to a natural rock arch called Sleeping Beauty (睡美人). The ‘wall’ was formed as the northern crater lip of the volcano that produced Green Island.

Two 1.8km trails cross Green Island, starting within a few hundred metres of each other on the mountain road to Mt Huoshao (火燒山). Both descend to the east coast, traversing tropical forest on wide, clear paths where you might spot sika deer. The more southerly of the two routes offers better views. Note that the summit of Huoshao (281m), the island’s highest point, is out of bounds due to the military presence.

Zhaori Hotsprings (朝日溫泉) is one of three seawater hotsprings on planet Earth. The complex encloses an area of rock-pool beach with a trio of simple dip pools close to the waves and a set of modern outdoor pools near the entrance. There are also a couple of shaft wells used for proving that the water is naturally hot enough to cook an egg.


I LIVE HERE: TUMAI COMPARES THE TWO ISLANDS

[image: jpg]

Tumai, yoga instructor, freediver;  facebook/TumaiYoga

The waters off Green Island and Lanyu are very clear. Lanyu has taller mountains and richer biodiversity; Green Island is smaller, flatter and more accessible. You’ll meet many students on working holidays on both islands. However the overall vibe is quite different. Green Island has a main drag full of bars and vibrant nightlife in the high season. Visitors can scoot around and buy beer in bikinis. Lanyu is very tranquil, with not as many bars, and the existing ones have more of an LGBT atmosphere. You also need to cover up in public, because not doing so is taboo in Tao culture.



ACTIVITY OUTFITS ON GREEN ISLAND

Blue Safari Diving Centre (藍莎潛水中心)

This reputable PADI dive shop in the centre of Gongguan (公館村) is run by a mostly English-speaking crew.

Glass Bottomed Boat Rides (綠島鄉公所玻璃遊艇)

The ticket office for these brief boat trips is at Nanliao Harbour but you can book through your hotel.

Taiwan Dive (taiwandive.com)

Advanced divers wanting to observe the hammerhead shark migration can contact this highly experienced agency.

Remembering a Chilling Past

MUSEUM IN AN EX–PENAL COLONY

Green Island’s windswept northeast corner was completely out of bounds for much of the 20th century when it was occupied by a large prison camp. Here, political opponents of the regime were incarcerated and ‘re-educated’ during Taiwan’s White Terror and Martial Law periods (1949–87). Most of the watchtowers and chillingly banal buildings still stand, now forming a sprawling memorial museum. nhrm.gov.tw/w/nhrmEN/GIParks

Directly east of Gongguan harbour (公館漁港), the first related site is a manicured lawn containing an excavated trench in which the National Human Rights Monument is located. Fronted by photogenic, wave-lashed rocky spires, views from the park are memorable. Around 200m beyond, the most obviously prison-like structure was sardonically referred to as Oasis Villa (綠洲山莊). Here you can peep into the forlorn jail cells. About 300m further east is the New Life re-education camp, where two of the timber-walled halls demonstrate living conditions of the time using waxwork mannequins.

If you continue 800m further along the coast, the road soon degenerates into a rough stoney track, passing razor-wired old walls and a ‘seawater torture’ pillbox before dead-ending at the lonely 13th Squadron graveyard (十三中隊公墓), where dead prisoners whose families were too far away or intimidated to claim the bodies were buried. Walk another 400m along the beach past scuttling crabs, then climb a short rise to reach a large cave full of swooping swallows. Swallows’ Cave (燕子洞) was once used as theatre in which inmates rehearsed and performed re-education plays. Some say it was also used as an execution ground and mortuary, and consider it haunted.
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GREEN ISLAND SCUBA DIVING

In season, the popular shore-dive sites just off Shilang (石朗) and Chaikou (柴口) are jammed solid with wetsuit-sporting groups. If you didn’t bring your own snorkel, mask and flippers, it’s tough to rent gear as almost every agency demands that you join a group to ensure you don’t get carried out to sea. Many of the diving trips offered are beginner tasters.

However, the island also has several PADI-qualified dive shops that offer open-water courses and more ambitious dives for those with scuba experience. Dabaisha Beach (大白沙) has fine white coral sand and better-preserved, fish-rich reefs. The best dives are boat-based. A hotspot for marine life is the island’s southeast corner, where the nearby Zhaori Hot Springs enrich nutrient deposits.




GETTING AROUND

Having your own transport is extremely useful but Taitung’s mountain area and coastal bus lines plus the tourist shuttle buses are helpful; discovertaitung.com/en/taitung-bus, as are trains which stop at Chishang and Luye (tip.railway.gov.tw/).

Taitung Airport has flights to Taipei, Lanyu Island and Green Island.

Ferries to Lanyu and Green Island depart from Fugang Harbour. Journey information is available at ferry.tw.
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WESTERN TAIWAN

RETREATS, GOURMET FEASTS AND A LOGGING LEGACY

A mixed bag of forests, seaside and alpine towns, the closest snow to a city in Taiwan, plus a star-studded dining scene and vibrant folk culture.
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If you’re looking for variety in your Taiwan travels, go west. The Mazu Pilgrimage (March/April) is one of Asia’s largest religious celebrations, a nine-day extravaganza of parading, feasting, prostrating and great acts of generosity. Experiencing the festival, even in a small way, may end up being one of your more unforgettable Taiwan moments.

Seeking postcard-perfect scenery? Look no further than Sun Moon Lake and Alishan. If you’re lucky, you may even get to see a killer sunrise – from front-row seats in the company of clouds. Fancy a taste of Taiwanese nostalgia? Explore the Japanese-era railway legacy between Alishan and Chiayi, and roam the Qing-dynasty mansions of Lukang, all of which provide inspiring examples of old Taiwan. If urban sophistication is your thing, head to Taichung for some of the country’s most engaging Michelin restaurants, top museums and the dopest dives.

Keen on the outdoors? Make a beeline for Yushan National Park to climb the highest peak in northeast Asia; if you continue down the back-route trails you’ll be in total wilderness for days at a time. Alternatively, you can feel the breeze in your hair and the mud between your toes at Gaomei Wetlands.
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THE MAIN AREAS

TAICHUNG

Fine-dining, museums and urban cool.

SUN MOON LAKE

Lakeside resort, cycling and tea farms.

CHANGHUA

Quirky temples and a famous historic town.

CHIAYI

Modernism, museums and a mountain retreat.




Find Your Way

Taiwan’s western region stretches from Chiayi (嘉義) in the coastal south to Taichung (臺中) in the north, with the large and mountainous inland county of Nantou (南投) in the middle. Taichung is the region’s transport hub.
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Plan Your Time

Western Taiwan covers a vast area, and travelling to the mountainous regions takes time. You’ll need to be selective about where you want to go.
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IF YOU ONLY HAVE ONE DAY

• Go to Taichung. Check out the Museum of Fine Arts or, if you have kids, the Museum of Natural Science. Lunch at one of Taichung’s dozens of Michelin-lauded restaurants fitting all budgets, for which you should reserve a table.

• Go to Miyahara for post-lunch ice cream and souvenir shopping. Or check out the graffiti in the abandoned Qianyue Building. Then kick back with a beer at Xinsheng Green Waterway.

• Have dinner at Fengjia Night Market before catching an indie gig or cocktails at a clandestine bar.




THREE DAYS TO TRAVEL AROUND

• On the second day, go to Alishan Forest Recreation Area and, weather permitting, get up early the next morning to make your way up the mountain to see the sunrise.

• Spend the rest of your day and the next hiking through ethereal forests of cypress, cedar and soaring pine, stopping for photos at a lake and lighting incense at a temple, using the old railway to hop from place to place.

• Beat the dinner crowds by dining early at one of the local restaurants, followed by an evening walk and some souvenir shopping.




IF YOU HAVE MORE TIME

• Spend a day sightseeing in Chiayi. Before heading up to Alishan, visit the tea farms and hike through bamboo groves in Fenqihu, or spend some time in Ruili for the fireflies and waterfalls.

• After two days at Alishan, take the bus to Sun Moon Lake. Visit the villages by boat and cycle around the lake. Explore the small neighbouring towns of Jiji and Checheng by railway. This should take two or three days, then make your way to Lukang.

• Devote the next couple of days to this pretty old town and urban Changhua.



Seasonal Highlights

Autumn is the best season for cycling and hiking in the west, and watching the Tsou people celebrate.

FEBRUARY

Cherry blossoms bloom from December to March in Alishan. Hotels are booked solid.
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APRIL

The nine-day Mazu Pilgrimage occurs in the third lunar month, which is March or April.

[image: jpg]

Ricky kuo/Shutterstock ©

MAY

The best time to watch fireflies in Alishan is April to June, although they can be seen year-round.
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SEPTEMBER

The Sun Moon Lake International Swimming Carnival takes place around the Mid-Autumn Festival, which usually falls in September.
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OCTOBER

Sun Moon Lake throws its annual extravaganza of cycling, concerts and fireworks from September to October.
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NOVEMBER

Neither too hot nor too cold, September to December is the best time to hike at Yushan National Park.
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DECEMBER

The Tsou Annual Festival featuring the different-themed celebrations of the nine Tsou tribes of Alishan takes place between September and December.
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TAICHUNG
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Taichung (臺中) is sometimes seen as ‘Mini-Taipei’, but while the city offers a more laid-back scale than the capital, with museums, cafes, Michelin restaurants and art villages, it is hardly ‘mini’ – Taiwan’s second-largest city is the transport hub of the western region, and the hometown of Giant bicycles and bubble tea. What’s more, it has a vibrant music scene and a wealth of attractions.

But it was not always like this. Under Japanese, and later Kuomintang (KMT), economic planning, Kaohsiung became the centre of heavy industry, Taipei the centre of colonial administration…and Taichung? The centre of light industry. If your image of ‘Made in Taiwan’ still conjures up visions of cheap toys and electrical goods, you’ve got old Taichung in mind.

Weather-wise, Taipei and Taichung may have similar average temperatures but Taichung is pleasantly drier, receiving around 1700mm of rain per year compared with Taipei’s 2170mm.
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TOP SIGHTS

1National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts

SIGHTS

2Audit Village

3Baojue Temple

4National Museum of Natural Science

5Qianyue Building

6Taichung Baseball Stadium

7Taichung Broadcasting Bureau

8Taichung Park

9Zhongxin Market

ACTIVITIES

10Xinsheng Green Waterway

EATING

11Fleur de Sel

12Forchetta

13Fourth Credit Union

14JL Studio

15Miyahara Eye Clinic

16Oretachi No Nikuya

17Sur

18Tsai Chi Ya

19Tu Pang

SHOPPING

20Fusion Space 1962

21Park2 Caowu Square




TOP TIP

Air pollution can be a problem in Taichung, especially when an easterly wind is blowing. Check the forecast at iqair.com/taiwan/taichung.
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Fine Arts, Pop Science & Atmospheric Shopping

MUSEUM VISITS INTERSPERSED WITH SHOPPING

The National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts (國立臺灣美術館) is Taiwan’s top fine-art museum and features the works of established and upcoming Taiwanese artists, alongside world-renowned figures like Japanese ‘Polka Dot Lady’, Yayoi Kusama.

A 30-minute walk north is the massive National Museum of Natural Science (國立自然科學博物館), a fantastic place for kids and botany fanatics with interactive galleries, theatres and a huge botanical garden. There are over 50 exhibit zones covering space, the environment, rainforests, gems and minerals, and dinosaurs, as well as Han and Austronesian cultures. Detailed explanatory text is in Mandarin only and some exhibits may appear outdated, but that shouldn’t deter you from spending an enjoyable afternoon here.

For a breather between or after your museum visits, head to Audit Village (審計新村市集), where former civil-servant dormitories have ben repurposed into an attractive handicraft market. Alternatively, seek out the new Fusion Space 1962 (富興工廠 1962) near the train station - a ‘60s cosmetics factory has been attractively recast as a cultural space housing a dozen (and counting) retail outlets. Afterwards, you can head to the new Park2 Caowu Square (草悟廣場), a young, hip shopping plaza embedded in a park (or is it the other way round?). If you come after sundown, the bars will be open.
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National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts | Shawn.ccf/Shutterstock ©


I LIVE HERE: ZHEN-YU’S RECS FOR RAVERS
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Zhang Zhen-Yu, electronic music artist, DJ, co-founder of event organiser the Cave and indie label Cave Records cave-records.com.

The Cave (洞穴) is a dive that has transitioned from throwing raves at an old soap factory near the Taichung train station pre-COVID, to guerrilla-style parties at abandoned theme parks, old-fashioned nightclubs and military forts. Regular events include Galactic Drift (銀河甩尾) on New Year’s Eve; Rave Nu World (銳舞新世紀) on the fifth day of the Lunar New Year; Stone Age Paradise (石頭樂園); somewhere outdoors between April and June; and Hard Tek No Order (不硬別約), which doesn’t have a fixed date.

If rave, hardcore, hardtek or drum and bass is your thing, check portaly.cc/thecave.tw.



WHERE TO SHOP IN TAICHUNG

ArtQpie (佔空間)

Vintage homeware, art-and-design books and an art exhibition in a beautifully crumbling old house.

Donghai Bookshop (東海書苑; facebook.com/thusbookday)

A hippy indie bookstore with a small selection of tomes in English.

Fantasy Story (范特喜微創文化)

Bookstores and fashion and lifestyle outlets in the former dormitories of an old water utility.

Urban Exploration Gems

ABANDONED MALL AND AMUSEMENT PARK

Hidden away in downtown Taichung is the semi-derelict Qianyue Building (千越大樓). The 11-storey 1978 complex with awesome graffiti, artwork and a rooftop with sweeping views was closed after a fatal fire in the 1990s. The now-grungy spaces once housed a tutorial school, a love hotel, a banquet restaurant, karaoke parlours and a basement skating rink, some of which you can still make out. The cylindrical structure nicknamed the Flying Saucer (飛碟) on the rooftop was a revolving bar. You’ll find awesome graffiti here, and artists’ studios that may or may not be open.

An art group, Escape Plan, manages the 5th to 11th floors and you have to pay NT$100 to visit those floors. The building management near the entrance may also try to charge you NT$100 ‘cleaning’ fees, but you’re not obligated to pay. Tell them nicely you’re here to visit friends and walk on.

In the northern suburb of Waipu (外埔), the abandoned amusement park Shitou Park (石頭公園), with its defunct Ferris wheel, rusty rides and creaky props, makes for haunting post-apocalyptic photos. Flea markets and rave concerts are sometimes held here.

Zhongxin Market, opposite the Museum of Fine Arts, was a shopping hub in the 1960s and ‘70s when the US army dormitories were nearby. It went into a decline after ties between Taiwan and the US were severed. There are a couple of cafes and the odd studio here. Take a peek if you happen to pass by.


BEST CAFES & BARS IN TAICHUNG

Taiwan Prefecture Exam Hall (臺灣府儒考棚 x 中島GLAb)

A Qing imperial exam hall recast as a lofty bean-and-book venue; 38-8, Fuhou St (府後街38-8號).

Breakthrough 1913 (篤行1913)

A row of handsome shophouses now houses an airy cultural space; facebook.com/breakthrough1913; 13 Duxing Rd (篤行路13號)

Goût Bar (好吧)

Impeccable cocktails at this speakeasy, accessed via stairs behind a bookshelf; 46 Cunzhong St (存中街46號)

Isman Whisky Tasting Room

A whisky den with a mysterious vibe – check Facebook for the entry password; facebook.com/isman.tw; 731, Sec 2, Taiwan Blvd (台灣大道二段731號).

Taihu Taichung (臺虎啜飲室)

Enjoy burgers and beer at the bar of Taiwan’s premier beer brand; 22, Zhongxing 1st Ln (中興一巷22號)



WHERE TO FIND MARKET EATS

Fengjia Night Market (逢甲夜市)

A sprawling market with tasty nibbles and arcade games for kids who can’t sit still. $

Second Market & Third Market (第二市場; 第三市場)

You’ll find a variety of food stalls at these day markets that open for breakfast. $

Sixth Market (第六市場)

A traditional market in a modern, air-conditioned setting. $

Tracing Taichung’s Japanese Legacy

A PARK, STADIUM AND TEMPLE

The beautiful 20-hectare Taichung Park (臺中公園) is a historical landmark designed by the Japanese in the early 1900s. The graceful pavilion on the lake was a later addition for the benefit of the visiting Japanese prince to witness the launch of the Taiwan Railway. All around the lake, stately banyans offer shade to people, dogs and squirrels.

A 15-minute stroll from the park’s northeastern corner is the Taichung Broadcasting Bureau (臺中放送局), an elegant complex with a 1930s Japanese-western-style building and a small lily pond. Adjacent to the bureau is  Taichung Baseball Stadium (臺中棒球場), a piece of nostalgic Japanese-designed sport architecture (1935). Despite renovations, parts of it still resemble an old movie set. Have a look if it’s open.

Another 15-minute walk to the north is Baojue Temple (寶覺寺), a Buddhist temple-columbarium complex with an array of unusual monuments, such as a giant golden Laughing Buddha with oddly placed windows, a delicate 1920s temple enshrined inside a new purpose-built temple, and, by the entrance, a small graveyard containing the bones of Japanese who died in Taiwan during WWII. It’s marked by a Shinto shrine. Japanese diplomats come to pay their respects every year. Behind the graveyard, a pagoda commemorates 36,000 Japanese soldiers of Taiwanese descent.


13 COFFEE

The versatile ‘13’ (Shísān; 十三) has turned his family’s car-repair shop into this wonderfully quirky cafe (facebook.com/13Gabee), which he spent four years building with old school desks, river stones and other discarded materials. The cafe consists of a dramatic loft-like space with Gaudí-esque furniture and an arena, an enchanting two-storey cabin and an outdoor area. Guests are offered small cups of the brew of the day upon arrival.

Bus route 54 departing from near Chaoma bus station (朝馬車站) every 10 to 30 minutes stops near the junction of Liming Rd (黎明路) and Huanzhong Rd (環中路). Walk along Huanzhong Rd until you come to the overhead highway, and turn into a small village path.



WHERE TO STAY IN TAICHUNG

SOF Hotel (植光花園酒店)

An aesthetically interesting hotel that marries sleek minimalism with exposed bricks and shrubbery. $$

The Place (老爺行旅)

Fun modern hotel near the Museum of Fine Arts. Some top-floor rooms have skylights. $$

Olah Poshtel (悦樂旅店)

Freshly renovated boutiquey hostel with cosy rooms, communal area and bar in an attractive palette. $

Take a Wander in Wufeng

REPURPOSED RESIDENCES AND EARTHQUAKE MUSEUM

Located in the southern district of Wufeng (霧峰), about 50 minutes by bus from downtown Taichung, are three cool sights. Attractive Guangfu New Village (光復新村) consists of tidy post-WWII civil servant dormitories on tree-lined streets that are now an ‘art village’. There’s some public art, but mostly you’ll find artisan boutiques selling T-shirts, wool rugs and handmade homeware, and a couple of cute cafes. The outlets have different opening hours; come on the weekend when most are likely to be open. The training centre for Taichung’s search-and-rescue dogs is here and if you’re lucky, you’ll see the canine students.

A 10-minute walk east is the sobering 921 Earthquake Museum, located on the site of a high school that was damaged by a 7.3 quake on 21 September 1999. The crumbling shell of the multistorey building forms the walls of a handful of galleries, including one devoted to the Chelongpu fault running across the campus, which caused the quake.

Half an hour’s walk north is the Wufeng Lin Family Garden, which alongside the Lin Family Mansion and Garden in New Taipei is among the Four Great Gardens of Taiwan (臺灣四大名園). The Qing-dynasty residence features elegant courtyard structures, pavilions, towers, an opera stage, and gardens embellished with ponds, bridges and flowering trees.
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921 Earthquake Museum | Jack Hong/Shutterstock ©


I LIVE HERE: USED CLOTHES & ‘ANYTHING GOES’

[image: jpg]

Suan 6 is the founder of Hot Sisters Marketplace; @suan6.

Hot Sisters Marketplace is held in a different city every season: Taipei, Taichung, Kaohsiung and eventually maybe Tainan. We sell used clothes and jewellery. There’s music and after-parties too. The attitude is ‘Show ‘em what you got’ – people can come wearing their living room and no one will raise an eyebrow. Our vendors come from different backgrounds – women’s and human rights groups, LGBTIQ+ and friends. There isn’t a fixed venue. We’d like to think that there’s no longer need to hide in a ‘safe’ place – and ‘safe’ is anywhere you choose to go. The next marketplace will be announced on my IG.



WHERE TO STAY IN TAICHUNG

Backpack 41 Youth Hostel  (背包41 青年旅館)

This pocket-friendly hostel with five floors of single-sex dorms is popular among round-island cyclists. $

Red Dot Hotel & Culture  (紅點文旅)

Trendy boutique hotel with clean rooms and a metallic tube slide in the lobby. $

Green Hotel (草悟道住宿綠宿行旅)

Eco-themed hotel with simple rooms, bikes for guests, and many water dispensers. $$

Ice Cream in an Ex-Eye Hospital

SUNDAE IN A MONUMENT

The banks of the Xinsheng Green Waterway (新盛綠川水岸廊道) in downtown Taichung are perfect for a stroll or sitting down with an ice cream or beer. The charming waterway close to Taichung train station is part of an old irrigation canal that was cleaned up and landscaped in a graceful Japanese style with staggered grass-fringed pathways and brief melodious cascades. Straddling the stream are two bridges over a century old: Ying Bridge (櫻橋) and Zhongshan Green Bridge (中山綠橋). Even the street lamps and manhole covers are thoughtfully on theme.

Next to the river, in a handsome 1927 building, is the  Miyahara Eye Clinic (宮原眼科), known for its pineapple cakes and ice cream. The high ceilings and faux-vintage card catalogue cabinets of the interior, however, evoke Harry Potter rather than a clinic. On the other side of the river, the same owner has turned an old bank (1966) into a trendy three-storey cafe and restaurant known as Fourth Credit Union (第四信用合作社). There’s always a long line for their gigantic sundaes and ice-cream waffles, which are perfect for sharing. If you’re not hungry, you can still hop in for a look at the old vault doors and standing-height counter, all fabulously restored.
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Smoked goose | Ket Sang/Shutterstock ©


AFFORDABLE MICHELIN-LAUDED EATS IN TAICHUNG

House of Dawn (曙光居)

A low-key kitchen that puts its heart into vegan pot stickers and tossed noodles. $

Chin Chih Yuan 1978 (范記金之園)

Get takeaway if the line is too long at this bento specialist. $

Shanghai Food (滬舍餘味餐館)

The soup dumplings and pan-fried vegetarian buns are outstanding if you don’t mind shared tables. $$

Fu Kuei Ting (富貴亭)

A modest eatery serving smoked goose, and goose-meat noodles. $

Luojia Food (羅家古早味)

Pork and offal stir-fried or simmered with nourishing sesame oil. $



WHERE TO STAY IN TAICHUNG

1969 Sky Blue Hotel (藍天飯店)

Sixty simple, spacious rooms in a ‘60s building not far from Taichung train station. $$$

Inhouse Hotel (薆悅酒店)

Narrow but comfortable rooms equipped with trendy gadgets and excellent beds. $

Micasa Hotel (米卡沙旅店)

Behind the train station, this business hotel stands out for its minimalist design and good prices. $$$

Fine Dining in Taichung

MICHELIN STARS AND MORE

Taichung is steadily becoming a culinary heavyweight, just after Taipei. In 2022 five of the city’s restaurants were awarded Michelin stars: JL Studio with two, and Sur, Fleur de Sel, Forchetta and Oretachi No Nikuya with one each. Another 63 addresses received some form of mention. They cover a range of budgets and cuisines from Paiwan to French, vegan to teppanyaki.

That said, a restaurant does not have to be starred to be stellar – of course not – as demonstrated by vegan Tsai Chi Ya (菜市場), whose artist-chef works magic in a no-frills kitchen, creating dishes that taste and look stunning; and Tu Pang (地坊餐廳), which sources quality Taiwan-grown ingredients for its French-style tasting menu.

Booking is a must at all these restaurants.

Cycle a Historical Route

PEDAL TO PI-LU MONASTERY

The picturesque 4.5km Houfeng Bikeway (后豐鐵馬道) runs along a historical mountain railroad that begins under National Hwy No 4 and ends at Houli Horse Ranch (后里馬場). The one-to-two-hour trail passes through a 1.2km railroad tunnel, a Japanese-era truss bridge over the glittering Dajia River (大甲溪) – both relics from the 1900s – and stretches of luxuriant countryside.

From the ranch, you can go on to Pi-Lu Buddhist Monastery (毘盧禪寺) by heading southeast on Sishan Rd (寺山路) for 12 minutes. Tucked away in the foothills, the mansion-like monastery was built by a devout family in the 1920s, and features a red-brick facade, Doric columns and portal entrances, framed by tall pine trees. It is at once graceful, reverent, and quirky. Inside, you’ll find a shrine to Avalokitesvara bodhisattva and Gautama Buddha.


RAINBOW VILLAGE

Vandalised in 2022 but restored and slated to reopen in mid-2023, Rainbow village is the name given to 10 buildings covered in vibrant colours and child-like drawings in a former military veterans village.

The artist is 99-year-old Huang Yung-fu (黃永阜), a KMT veteran originally from Hong Kong. Purportedly Mr Huang first painted his home and eventually the buildings nearby to save them from demolition or being sold off. Rainbow Village is located to the west of the city centre. To get there, take buses from the Taichung HSR station; take bus 70, 26, 800 or 617; or from a stop opposite Xinwuri TRA station, bus 74, 56 or 655. The buses stop directly across from Rainbow Village.



Get Muddy with the Mudskippers

TIDAL FLATS WITH RARE BIRDS

Gaomei Wetlands (高美濕地), covering 6 sq km near the mouth of the Dajia River (大甲溪), makes for an enjoyable day out with the family. The flats are full of critters like fiddler crabs and mudskippers, which keep migratory birds such as egrets, ibises and black-faced spoonbills happy. The scenery is rendered surreal by the glistening reflection of the sky and the sight of wind turbines on the horizon. There’s an 800m boardwalk jutting out onto the wetland that visitors can stroll along before getting into the mud. Sunsets here are phenomenal.
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Gaomei Wetlands | HIGRACE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


GETTING AROUND

Taichung’s newly opened 18-station metro line (‘green line’) connects the southern suburb of Wuri (烏日區), where the HSR Taichung station is located, to Beitun (北屯). Download the Taichung city bus app.






Beyond Taichung
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The wilderness beyond Taichung’s doorstep opens up a world of adventure.


From Taichung, you can travel the Central Cross-Island Hwy 8 to the mountainous eastern district of Heping (和平) in Greater Taichung. The largely Atayal district lies along the valley of the Dajia River (大甲溪), surrounded by steep mountains, including Baxianshan (八仙山) and the 3800m Xueshan or Snow Mountain (雪山). Thanks to this terrain and vigorous underground thermal activity, Heping is blessed with an abundance of hot springs, thick forests and crystal creeks. You can spend days, even weeks, here, soaking in the mild waters of Guguan (谷關), swimming in the creeks and hiking the picturesque trails of Baxianshan or the more challenging ones of the Daxueshan (大雪山; Big Snow Mountain).
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View from Central Cross-Island Hwy 8 | TWABIAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

From Taichung, buses 153 and 207 go to Guguan respectively from Taichung HSR and TRA stations.




Hike & Soak in Mountain Towns

HIKING TRAILS AND HOT SPRINGS

Guguan (谷關) is a mountain town 700m to 1000m above sea level. It consists of an upper and a lower plateaux, separated by the Dajia River (大甲溪) and connected by suspension bridges. The hot springs are in Lower Guguan. You can soak your feet for free at Guguan Hot Spring Park (谷關溫泉公園) or bask in luxury at the Japanese-style Hoshinoya Guguan (虹夕諾雅) with stylish pools backed by views of the mist-shrouded mountain.

About 7km west is Baxianshan Forest Recreation Area (八仙山國家森林遊樂區), a forest reserve offering a range of trails for easy hikes lasting two to six hours. The reserve is also a prime site for spotting endemic bird and butterfly species. Depending on the season (and your luck), you’ll also see cherry blossoms, plum blossoms or maples in the area.

For a more accessible hike-and-spa combo, the Dakeng Scenic Area (大坑風景區), on the eastern outskirts of Taichung about 35km from the town centre, is known as ‘Taichung’s Yangmingshan’, referring to Taipei’s national park, which is known for its hiking trails and hot springs. There are 10 trails (大坑登山步道) in Dakeng. Trails 1 to 5, running along mountain ridges, offer steeper, more strenuous hikes, while trails 6 to 10 are easier. After hiking, you can soothe your sore muscles in Dakeng Hot Spring.
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Waterfall near Guguan | WENILIOU/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


SNOW MOUNTAINS

At the western edge of the Snow Mountain Range, Daxueshan Forest Recreation Area (大雪山國家森林遊樂區) rises from 1000m to just under 3000m. The Sacred Tree Trail (雪山神木步道) offers an easy 2km hike from the car park to Tianchi, a pond at 2600m, and onwards to the 1400-year-old Formosan red cypress. The walk takes around two hours return.

Another popular trail, the 15.5km Yuanzui–Shaolai–Xiaoshue National Trail (鳶嘴稍來小雪山國家步道), takes two days to complete. Most hikers just do shorter portions.




GETTING AROUND

Many buses go to trailheads 9 and 10 at Dakeng. Stop at Taipower Dongshan Service on Dongshan Rd. You’ll need your own vehicle to reach the other trailheads.





SUN MOON LAKE
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Sun Moon Lake (日月潭) is the jewel of Nantou (南投), Taiwan’s only non-coastal county and home to tea farms, alpine resorts and the country’s most accessible snow. SML is so named because it comprises a round eastern section and a crescent western section, separated by a tiny island. It is hugely popular with Asian and domestic visitors, but do not be deterred by the crowds – at an altitude of 762m, the largest body of freshwater in Taiwan is a lovely natural vista. Boating is popular and hiking, biking and stand-up paddleboarding (SUP) allow you to see different faces of SML.

SML is part of the 90-sq-km Sun Moon Lake National Scenic Area (日月潭風景區). Accommodation is plentiful, with the majority centred in Shuishe village (水社村) and Ita Thao (伊達邵). The latter, with its strong indigenous Thao presence, offers an interesting contrast to the Taiwanese atmosphere at Shueishe.
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Sun Moon Lake | Shawn.ccf/Shutterstock ©
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TOP SIGHTS

1Sun Moon Lake

SIGHTS

2Antique Assam Tea Farm

3Ci’en Pagoda

4Ita Thao Village

5Nine Frogs Stack

6Shuishe Village

7SML Ropeway

8Wenwu Temple

9Xuanzang Temple

ACTIVITIES

10Aquatic Centre

11Maolanshan Trail

ENTERTAINMENT

12Kalapaw

SHOPPING

13Hohocha

TRANSPORT

14Sun Moon Lake Bikeway




TOP TIP

The Sun Moon Lake Bus runs frequently to Sun Moon Lake in about 90 minutes. Departure points are Taichung HSR station, Taichung train station, Gancheng station (干城站) and Taichung Airport. Or arrange a private car.




Bus Hopping Around the Lake

VILLAGES, TEMPLES AND A PAGODA

Shuishe village (水社村), on the northwest shore, is the transport hub of Sun Moon Lake. Moving in a clockwise fashion, you’ll arrive at the imposing Wenwu Temple (文武廟) in a northern Chinese architectural style. The Taoist temple with superb lookouts worships the Gods of Literature and of War. Go early in the morning to avoid the tour groups. Next, on the eastern shore, is Nine Frogs Stack (九蛙疊像), a statue used to measure the water level. It is reachable via a walkway through bamboo groves. Further down is the SML Ropeway (日月潭纜車) station. The seven-minute ride offers unparalleled views on a fine day, though there’s not much to see at the top, except for a dated theme park. At the Aquatic Centre (水上活動中心) nearby, you can SUP or kayak, and have drone photos taken while doing it.

Ita Thao Village (伊達邵部落) has a huge food market from noon to evening, selling Taiwanese and Thao specialities. You can also watch Thao music-and-dance performances at the Kalapaw (鹿臺教室), close to the visitor centre. Nearby Ci’en Pagoda (慈恩塔) stands 960m above sea level. It was commissioned by Chiang Kai-shek in honour of his mother in 1969. Close to the coast here is the charming Xuanzang Temple (玄奘寺), which purportedly keeps a piece of the skull of Monk Xuanzang or Tripitaka (600–664 BCE), who is fictionalised in the classic Journey to the West as the India-bound, backpacking companion of the Monkey King. The relic can be found on the 2nd floor, guarded by CCTV.
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Thao tribe members | Vladimir Zhoga/Shutterstock ©


TRAILS & TEA FARMS

Maolanshan Trail (猫囒山步道)

The 2km walk features cedars, views of tea farms and the best sunrise in all of SML.

Sun Moon Lake Bikeway (日月潭環潭自行車道 )

A picturesque 6.4km cycling path that includes a 3.4km family-friendly Shuishe-to-Xiangshan (向山) section.

Antique Assam Tea Farm (日月老茶廠)

Explore the factory and garden, and buy tea in the area’s most photogenic tea farm.

Hohocha (喝喝茶)

A stylish admission-charging retail outlet and factory offering gelato, souvenirs and tasting.




GETTING AROUND

Boat tours start at Shuishe Village and cross the lake to Thao Village and Xuanguang Temple. Combine that with the round-the-island bus, walking and cycling, and you’re all set. You can get off at any pier, wander around and catch the next boat out. Bikes are allowed on boats.






Beyond Sun Moon Lake
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Sun Moon Lake is just one of multiple attractions in the vacationer’s heaven that is Nantou (南投縣), Taiwan’s second-largest county.


Nantou (南投縣) is home to rolling hills, high-altitude lakes and dozens of peaks over 3000m. These natural gifts have spawned retreats such as Cingjing, and quaint railway towns like Jiji and Checheng. Nantou also offers forests of varying climes in which to hike or simply enjoy cherry blossoms and maples, such as Shanlinxi and Hehuanshan. Indigenous tribes were the earliest settlers in the mountains here. You can get a taste of their culture at the Aowanda Forest Recreation Area. If you like tea, high-altitude oolong, which flourishes in Nantou, will infuse memories of your travels here for a long time to come.
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Checheng | Richie Chan/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Charming Jiji (集集), on the Jiji Small Rail Line, is a cheaper base for Sun Moon Lake visitors.




Quirky Temples & an Earthquake Museum

EXPLORING JIJI AND ITS ENVIRONS

Cycling is a great way to explore Jiji (集集), a small rural town with banana fields, grapevines and cosmos flowers lining the roads. You can rent bikes all around the cypress Jiji Station (集集火車站), a reproduction of the original Japanese-era structure, which was levelled in an earthquake.

Wuchang Temple (武昌宮), a five-minute ride from the station, lies crumpled like a dishevelled king, ever since the 1999 earthquake collapsed its lower floors. A young doppelganger next door has taken over its functions. In typical Taiwanese fashion, stalls have sprouted organically between the two, selling bananas.

If you continue west for half an hour on Chanye Yunshu Blvd (產業運輸大道), you’ll arrive at the bizarre Zinan Temple (紫南宮) and its market bristling with fortune tellers and vendors. You’ll also see two chicken statues – one with a hole you pass through (front to end) for good fortune; the other you pet – beak for wealth, breast for peace and prosperity, wings for a good spouse. Devotees come to Zinan Temple not only to pray for prosperity but to borrow money – the temple is a famed moneylender that celebrates entrepreneurship. Taiwanese can take out a loan of up to NT$600 that is supposed to bring luck if invested in business.

A 10-minute ride southwest on Jishan Rd (集山路) is the inspiringly academic Chelungpu Fault Preservation Park (車籠埔斷層保存園區) and museum that ensures you leave knowing much more about earthquakes than you did two hours ago.
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Wuchang Temple | LEUNGCHOPAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


CHOO-CHOOING BETWEEN JIJI & CHECHENG

Branching off the west-coast trunk line in flat, rural Changhua, the train on this 29km narrow-gauge railway (集集小火車線) chugs past some lovely stretches of rural Taiwan. While the ride takes just 45 minutes, the list of things to see and do at the seven stops is long: you can cycle, hike and monkey-watch, as well as visit temples, museums, kilns, dams and historical buildings. The train stops at Checheng (車城), a vehicle yard and former logging village in the foothills of Nantou County. It has a small wood museum, handicraft shops, teahouses, and a couple of bento places in the village (Checheng is famous for bento).



WHERE TO STAY IN JIJI

Jiji Adu B&B (集集阿都民宿)

Bright, clean rooms in one-storey bungalows quite close to the Jiji railway station. $$

Footprint Inn (兩腳詩集)

Opened by a schoolteacher, Footprint has immaculate and spacious rooms with balconies. $$

Mountain Fish Water Boutique Hotel (山魚水渡假飯店)

Off a quiet, leafy road with views, cosy good-value rooms and use of a swimming pool. $

Child-Friendly Pastures & Sheep

TAKE A MOUNTAIN RETREAT IN CINGJING

About 90 minutes by car from Sun Moon Lake is the pretty mountain resort of Cingjing (清境). With its 700 hectares of rolling meadows, Cingjing is hugely popular among Southeast Asian and domestic families.

Most visitors come here for Evergreen Grasslands, a quasi-agricultural attraction with picture-perfect alpine pastures dotted with sheep. Children will enjoy feeding the animals and watching the outdoor show. Cingjing’s accommodation is dominated by hotels resembling mini-Swiss bungalows and German castles.

For something under the radar, Bowang New Village (博望新村) is a military veterans’ village used to settle Shan ethnic soldiers from Burma (Myanmar) and Yunnan (in China) who fought for the Kuomintang in the Chinese Civil War.

Every restaurant in the area serves urn-baked chicken (甕仔雞). Bai cuisine from Yunnan, with its sour and spicy flavours, is also a speciality.


HIKING IN NANTOU

Xitou (溪頭)

A popular mist-shrouded forest reserve 26km south of Jiji with a Japanese-themed ‘monster village’ (think Kabuki demons) at its doorstep.

Shanlinxi Forest Recreation Area (杉林溪森林生態渡假園區)

Long waterfall hikes away from the crowds an hour’s drive from Xitou.

Huisun Forest Reserve (惠蓀林場)

The home of Taiwan’s largest old-growth forest is a one-stop shop for families.

Hehuanshan (合歡山)

At 3000m, Hehuanshan’s bright, grassy hills roll on and on. In winter, it lays claim to Taiwan’s most accessible snow.



An Architecturally Ambitious Modern Temple

MODERN BUDDHIST TEMPLE

The gem of Puli (埔里) township is the awe-inspiring modern Buddhist temple, Chung Tai Chan Temple (中台禪寺; ctworld.org.tw), which, at the time of research, was still closed. Designed by Taipei 101 architect CY Lee, the 43-storey behemoth, with its colossal icons and massive halls, is more than just an unusual building (think: tiled mosque meets Macau’s Grand Lisboa) – it’s a global centre of Buddhist academic research and culture, offering guided tours, meditation classes and retreats, in English. The adjacent Chung Tai World Museum is a fabulous showcase of Buddhist artefacts dated as early as 386 CE.

You can get to the temple in a taxi from Puli (NT$370).


GETTING AROUND

Nantou Bus Company (ntbus.com.tw) operates buses and shuttle buses linking Puli, Cingjing, Hehuanshan, Xitou and other destinations in the Nantou area. Checheng is best reached via the Jiji Small Rail Line.





CHANGHUA
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The city of Changhua (彰化市) is usually thought of as a gateway to the old town of Lukang (鹿港), but there are some treats in the city itself, such as unusual temples, a giant hilltop Buddha, an old sugar factory and a vintage roundhouse and sugar refinery.

Bird-watchers should note that Changhua is on the migratory route of the grey-faced buzzard and that the hilltop with the Great Buddha Statue affords a 360-degree panoramic view. The rolling hills between Mt Baguashan (八卦山) and Ershui township (二水鄉) offer fine road cycling on a number of clearly marked routes.

Changhua is not a compact city, but you needn’t wander too far from the train station during your stay. Even the Great Buddha Statue is only a couple of kilometres to the east.
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Great Buddha Statue | ELWYNN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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TOP SIGHTS

1Nanyao Temple

SIGHTS

2Baguashan

3Changhua Arts Museum

4Great Buddha Statue

5Nantian Temple & 18 Levels of Hell




TOP TIP

The best way to reach Lukang is to take the HSR from Taichung station, and from there, hop on a bus. Or you can take the TRA train to Changhua station then ride a public bike to Lukang.




Nanyao Temple’s Japanese-Style Hall

EXTRAORDINARY ARCHITECTURE IN A MIX OF STYLES

With an architectural vocabulary that defies definition by a single convention, Nanyao Temple (南瑤宮) is one of Taiwan’s most extraordinary temples and a site of the Mazu Pilgrimage. Nanyao’s most unique feature is the Guanyin (Goddess of Mercy) Hall, the second of three halls, a squarish structure that looks more like a mansion than a sanctum. The hall was built by Taiwanese master craftsmen in a mix of Japanese, western and Fujian styles in 1917, a time when the Japanese Empire, Taiwan’s then ruler, was shedding feudalism and embracing western aesthetics.

The temple has a hip-and-gable roof with double eaves and a balcony with balustrades bordering the lower eave. The corridor outside the main hall features Doric columns and the chrysanthemum motif, a symbol of Japan, on the ceiling. Inside the hall, there’s a copper ceiling and, in place of the intricate caisson ceilings of other temples, a square three-tiered vault with geometric petal embellishments. On the walls are western-style ceramic mirrors with Japanese motifs, and two large classical-style decorative plaques featuring the 18 arhats in relief. The arhats are essentially saints: the original followers of Gautama Buddha, who have achieved enlightenment and are free of worldly cravings. The shrines are stylistically Japanese.

According to some sources, the Guanyin Hall was originally meant to be the main hall of the temple, but as it did not comply with conservative tastes, a more traditional one was built in front of it. The Guanyin Hall is still the larger of the two.


I LIVE HERE: CHANGHUA DIVES & A SEASHELL TEMPLE
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Yoyo is a life model and bar owner; @lin__ry.

Seashell Temple  (三清三元宮)

Aka Sanqing Sanyuan Temple, this is just south of Lukang, built almost entirely with seashells and coral by one man and as quirky as it gets.

Guashan Village (卦山村)

An art village close to Baguashan, featuring boutiques, studios and my cosy little bar Boosing (不行; @boosing_). Tell us what you like even if it’s not on the menu and we’ll improvise.

Everything Soup (蛋花湯)

A space for art and subculture events in an old house. You can stay there too. See Facebook for events. See facebook.com/everythingsoup2022

FDLC Livehouse (福大祿昌展演空間)

The place for live indie gigs in Changhua.



WHERE TO DRINK IN CHANGHUA

Ronin (浪人)

A moody cocktail bar behind a shop at the HQ of FDLC Livehouse, Changhua’s best indie music venue.

No. 9 Workshop (酒號工作室)

Fruit cocktails at this small quiet bar come with seasonal fresh fruits.

Stable Fly (穩定飛行模式)

This living-room-like cafe has communal tables and quirky vintage paraphernalia.

Gallery of Horrors in the 18 Levels of Hell

QUIRKY PARK, TEMPLE AND MUSEUM

The Baguashan (八卦山) area affords views over the whole city and far out past Lukang to the sea. It’s a pleasant place, especially in the spring, when the snow-white flowers of the youtong trees are in bloom. Highlights are a 22m-high Great Buddha Statue (八卦山大佛像), a semicircular raised sunset viewing deck, and a koi pond watched over by an eight-storey pagoda.

Inside the Buddha are five floors of fantastical 1960s sculptures of phoenixes and elephants, and life-sized tableaux depicting the life and teachings of the Buddha, nativity-scene-style.

In the southern foothills of Baguashan is the bizarre Nantian Temple (南天宮) and the ‘18 Levels of Hell’ (十八層地獄) gallery of horrors. One of the last such places remaining in Taiwan, the latter features mechanised animatronic dioramas in period clothing enacting gory scenes from a Taoist purgatory. Green and red lighting, torturous sound effects, and jumpscares contribute to the creepy atmosphere. Look for a green sign that says ‘Nantian Temple’ directly opposite Baguashan’s main entrance and follow the narrow signposted path downhill for five minutes.

A 10-minute walk from Nanyao Temple is Changhua Arts Museum (彰化藝術館), which shows the works of artists with a connection to Changhua. It’s inside a lovely 1930s building with art-deco and modernist features. On its grounds is the 300-year-old Hongmao Well (紅毛井), the last of the original Dutch-built wells in central Taiwan (hence the name Hongmao, meaning ‘red hair’).


CHANGHUA FOR CHILDREN

Changhua Roundhouse (扇形車庫)

One kilometre from Changhua train station, this single line of track connects with a section of rotating track from which 12 radial tracks branch out. It’s the last of its kind in Taiwan and a garage accommodates the country’s oldest steam-powered train engine (1907).

Xihu Sugar Refinery (溪湖糖廠)

In the town of Xihu, this is one of Taiwan’s most interesting decommissioned sugar refineries (and there are many). The large and photogenic compound was the country’s most prolific sugar producer when it was in operation (1921–2002). There are roller mills, centrifuges and boiling vats, an exhibition explaining the history, an attractive, picnic-perfect park and, across the road, cafes and food stalls.




GETTING AROUND

Changhua has a decent bus system. The city’s public bike-sharing service is called Moovo (ridemoovo.com).






Beyond Changhua
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Lukang translates as ‘deer harbour’: deer once gathered here in the lush meadows adjacent to one of the best natural harbours in the west.


Ninety percent of Lukang (鹿港) is as quiet and unassuming as many small towns in Taiwan…but then there is that other 10%. Containing some of the most resplendent temples in the country, curved streets, heritage buildings and dusty old shops. It is this small part of Lukang – which you can visit on foot within one long day – that justifiably brings in the crowds.

People call Lukang a ‘living museum’ and this is true as much for the food as it is for the buildings. Traditional dishes are cheap and readily available near all the major sights.
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Traditional snack store, Lukang | ELWYNN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

Lukang is just 30 minutes from Changhua by bus, and is easily reached from anywhere on the west coast. Buses to Lukang depart from the Changhua Bus Company station, near the train station.




Sublime Temple

EXQUISITE 18TH-CENTURY BUDDHIST ARCHITECTURE

What sets Lukang Longshan Temple (龍山寺), a national relic, apart from some other 18th-century temples in Taiwan is its sense of graceful antiquity. Like many relics in the country, Longshan suffered repeated damage by natural disasters over the centuries. But each time, the best craftsmen were employed to restore it using painstaking traditional techniques – with a little help, more recently, from digital technology. This has enabled Longshan to retain its original appearance – nothing is unduly sheened or heavily coloured, and the marks of time have been allowed to remain: on the smooth timber pillars, the interlocking wooden brackets, the dragon carvings before the Hall of Five Gates, the smoke-tinged plaques above the shrines, and the sweeping eaves. All of which contribute to Longshan’s understated ethereality.

This showcase of temple design is expansive, covering some 10,000 sq metres within its gated walls, so give yourself a few hours to take in its grandeur and admire the minutiae. Inside the front hall, there’s a theatre pavilion where opera is sometimes performed for the gods, and above and around it, you’ll find one of the most mesmerising spiderweb caisson ceilings in Taiwan, as well as brackets and beams carved into a veritable assortment of traditional symbols: clouds, dragons, bats, lions, melons, elephants, phoenixes, fish and more.

The resident deity at Longshan Temple is the bodhisattva Guanyin. You’ll find her shrine in the back worship hall.
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Lukang Longshan Temple | Robert CHG/Shutterstock ©


DEER HARBOUR’S UPS & DOWNS

In the 17th century the Dutch came to Lukang to hunt and trade venison and pelts (which they sold to the Japanese to make samurai armour). In the 18th century, trade diversified and Lukang blossomed as a port and city. Over the years settlers from China made their home here, leaving a legacy of temples and residences in varying regional styles.

In the 19th century, silt deposits began to block the harbour, and the city began to decline. To make matters worse, in the early 20th century conservative elements in Lukang refused to allow trains and modern highways to be built near their city. Lukang became a backwater, only to be reborn decades later when Taiwanese began to search for a living connection with the past.



WHERE TO SHOP IN LUKANG

Wu Tun-Hou Lantern Shop (吳敦厚燈舖)

Colourful lanterns are hung outside this shop on Zhongshan Rd (中山路).

Wan Neng Tinware (萬能錫舖)

Dragon boats, masks and smaller items crafted by a tinsmith on Zhanglu Rd (彰鹿路).

Yu Chen Chai (玉珍齋)

Pastries based on Qing-dynasty recipes like phoenix-eye cake (鳳眼糕) and almond cookies (杏仁棗) on Zhongshan Rd (中山路).

Festive Street Life

OLD TEMPLE AND FOLK MUSEUM

Lukang’s Taoist Mazu Temple (天后宮) is the town’s other famous temple, alongside Buddhist Longshan Temple. First raised in the 18th century, this holy structure was renovated in 1936, a high period in Taiwan’s temple arts. The paintings and murals here are exquisite, but the woodcarvings in the front hall and the high caisson ceiling showing a celestial map are particularly stunning. The Mazu statue in this temple is called the Black-Faced Mazu, as centuries of incense smoke have discoloured her original complexion.

The area around the Mazu Temple is pedestrian-only and great crowds gather here on weekends, though the atmosphere feels more festive than touristy. Vendors outside the restaurants in the temple square sell a variety of traditional snacks, including Lukang’s famous oyster fritters (蚵爹). The temple is a hive of activity around the lunar new year and Mazu’s birthday in the third lunar month, when worshippers from all over the island come to pay their respects.

Lukang Folk Arts Museum (民俗文物館) sits inside a handsome 1919 mansion designed by a Japanese architect for an affluent local family. The same architect designed the Presidential Office Building in Taipei. The old but sumptuous rooms showcase a huge collection of household items dating from the Qing dynasty to the turn of the 20th century. They range from snuff bottles and puppets, to rickshaws and moulds for ceremonial sugar towers. You’ll also see the household’s former dwelling spaces as well as kitchen and servants’ quarters with their original furniture.
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Fuxing Temple | WENILIOU/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


GLASS MAZU TEMPLE

Standing in a coastal industrial park 8km west of Lukang, the remarkable Glass Mazu Temple (玻璃媽祖廟) was built with 70,000 pieces of glass (even the pebbles outside the temple are coloured glass beads) for the owner of a nearby glass factory. The best time to visit – by far – is at dusk when the LED lights come on, and you can watch the temple change colours as it transitions into night.

The temple is a singular structure, without the secondary halls you see in other temples, but there is a shrine to Mazu, where you can burn incense and pray. The main part of the hall is occupied by a square pond with light fixtures.



Join the Massive Mazu Pilgrimage

ONE OF ASIA’S TOP RELIGIOUS FESTIVALS

The Mazu pilgrimage is the largest and most-celebrated religious and folk activity in the country. Hundreds of thousands of pilgrims and spectators from all over the island and abroad escort a palanquin, graced by a statue of Mazu, from Dajia to Xingang in southern Taiwan, then back again, covering a distance of over 350km. The goddess is carried through 50 towns; over a million people see her pass their homes.

Many devotees will follow Mazu for the full nine days. The dates for the pilgrimage are announced every year in March (dajiamazu.org.tw). If you decide to join the pilgrimage, note that temples and volunteers along the way provide water, basic meals and accommodation. The schedule is usually as follows.

On day one, pilgrims leave Chenlan Temple (鎮瀾宮) in Dajia at around midnight and end their walk at Nanyao Temple (南瑤宮), Changhua city. On day two, they reach Fuxing Temple (福興宮) in Siluo township, Yunlin County. Day three is Fengtian Temple (奉天宮) in Hsingang township, Chiayi County. On day four there’s the main blessing ceremony and a second night at Fengtian Temple. Day five takes them to Fuxing Temple (福興宮) in Siluo township, Yunlin County. On day six they reach Cheng’an Temple (奠安宮) in Beidou township, Changhua County. On day seven it’s Tianhou Temple (天后宮) in Changhua city. Day eight brings them to Chaohsing Temple (朝興宮) in Qingshuei township, Taichung county. And on day nine the pilgrims return to Chenlan Temple in Daija.

To reach Dajia take a train from Taipei. Chenlan Temple is a few blocks straight ahead as you exit from the front of the train station.


FOODS TO TRY IN LUKANG

Oyster fritters (蚵嗲)

The pedestrian-only zone around Mazu Temple is a market of food stalls, but the yummiest fritters are near the temple entrance.

Dragon whisker candy (龍鬚糖)

Nuggets of wispy sugar strands wound around a peanut-and-sugar filling.

Deep-fried mud shrimp (炸蝦猴)

The burrowing shrimp is a Lukang delicacy. Alternatives are deep-fried (bite-sized) crab or sea shrimp.

Ox-tongue pastry (牛舌餅)

Malt-sweetened, oval-shaped flaky pastry.

Rice wine snails (燒酒螺)

Cooked sea snails drowning in chilli-laced rice wine.



WHERE TO STAY IN LUKANG

Joy Inn (澄悅商旅)

Warm service and clean, bright rooms are the pulls of this family-friendly business hotel. $$

Back Inn (鹿港鉑鈳民宿)

A narrow building containing six en-suite doubles. Walls are thin on the top floor so let them know if you need a quiet room. $

Lukang B&B (二鹿行館)

Spacious rooms in the original ‘70s style in a four-storey residence belonging to an affluent family. $$


DOWNTOWN LUKANG WALKING TOUR
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Clustered around Zhongshan Rd (中山路), between the Mazu Temple in the north and Longshan Temple in the south, are sights you can cover on foot. From 1 Lukang Longshan Temple, walk northwest to  2 Breast Touching Lane (摸乳巷), off Caiyuan Rd (菜園路). Two people cannot pass without brushing against each other in Lukang’s narrowest alley. From here, a six-minute walk northeast takes you to 3 Nine Turns Lane (九曲巷), which winds past some of the oldest and most charming residences in Lukang. The beautifully restored 4 Ting’s Family Historical Residence (丁家進士古厝) here is the last remaining Qing-dynasty imperial scholar’s home in Lukang. The Tings were descendants of Arab traders from Fujian, who played an important role in the town’s commercial development. Close by is the 5 Lukang Folk Arts Museum.

A seven-minute stroll along Zhongshan Rd (中山路) and Minquan Rd (民權路) brings you to the now-filled 6 Half-Sided Well (半邊井), sitting half-outside a residence. It is a remnant of humbler days when a family that could afford their own well would share their water with their neighbours. It’s in the century-old lanes of 7 Lukang Old Street (鹿港老街), where you’ll also see a plethora of handicraft shops and food stalls. The area is very busy during holidays, so set aside more time if you want to go.

Right across Zhongshan Rd is the 8 Wu Tun-Hou Lantern Shop (吳敦厚燈舖), with colourful paper lanterns hanging outside. A two-minute walk north is the 9 City God Temple (城隍廟). Paying your respects here is believed to be effective for solving problems, in particular, theft. The temple is traditionally favoured by merchants and shop owners. The 10 Mazu Temple is another three minutes away.




GETTING AROUND

The best way to get around Lukang is by walking. Taiwan Tour Bus runs buses from Changhua to Glass Mazu Temple via Lukang six/11 times a day on weekdays/weekends.





CHIAYI
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If you visit the Alishan Forest Recreation Area, you’re likely to pass through Chiayi (嘉義) – the narrow-gauge train to Alishan leaves from Chiayi train station, as do buses and taxis. While its reputation as the gateway to Alishan has put Chiayi on the radar, the city has its own merits. Chiayi was one of the earliest in Taiwan to subscribe to modernism and lays claim to the country’s highest density of Japanese-era timber buildings, from markets to monuments. Chiayi is also home to old and spritely temples on the route of the Mazu Pilgrimage, a few still atmospherically set in their original marketplaces, and the southern branch of Taipei’s National Palace Museum is here. Recently, the city’s restaurants and night markets were featured on Netflix as some of Taiwan’s best.
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Alishan Forest Railway | Richie Chan/Shutterstock ©
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TOP SIGHTS

1Chiayi East Market

SIGHTS

2Beigang Township

3Chaotian Temple

4Chiayi Botanical Garden

5Chiayi Park

6City God Temple

7Fengtian Temple

8National Palace Museum Southern Branch

9Showa J18

10Sun Shooting Tower

EATING

11Smart Fish

12Smart Fish (Guanghua Branch)

SHOPPING

13Beigang Old Street




TOP TIP

The busy downtown area around Wenhua Rd is where you’ll find many good midrange hotels, restaurants and a night market. But the historical East Market is where locals go to eat.




A Historic Food Market

300-YEAR-OLD CHIAYI EAST MARKET

With a history of over 300 years, Chiayi East Market (東市場) is one of Taiwan’s most fascinating traditional markets. The earliest vendors were indigenous people from the mountains of Alishan and Chinese from the plains who peddled their wares here, drawn by the pedestrian traffic around the City God Temple, Chiayi’s spiritual centre.

The original core of the market stretches from Wufeng N Rd in the west to Zhongxiao Rd in the east, and from Guangcai St in the south to Zhongzheng Rd, with stalls spilling into the areas beyond. Besides food, fresh and cooked, you’ll see religious supplies (close to the temple, naturally), sundries and clothing being sold. There are a few indoor markets here and a couple of the older ones are worth a look. The first is an atmospheric Japanese-era cypress building with skylight streaming in through the beams and rafters of its hip roof. The second is its neighbour, a 1950s structure that in the pre–Alishan railway era contained a dormitory and a cinema for the benefit of peddlers and traders from remote areas. If you ascend to the upper floors, you can see ruins and remnants from those times.

East Market is also home to heirloom stalls that have been around for decades. Specialities include sticky rice sausages (糯米腸), beef soup (牛肉湯), spring rolls (春卷) and rice dumplings (粽子). The market is a frenzy of people and scooters; watch your step.
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City God Temple | BEIBAOKE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


CULTURE TRAIL

Chiayi East Market and the nearby City God Temple are stops on the Best of Central Chiayi walking tour.




I LIVE HERE: MODERNISM & WOOD IN CHIAYI
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Shih-An Chen is an architect and community cultural worker; chiayiwiki.inarch.org.

Two things to note about Chiayi’s architecture: 1930s modernism influenced the style of many public buildings here; Chiayi has the most timber buildings in Taiwan because it was a centre of wood production.

Chiayi Art Museum

Repurposed from the old Alcohol and Tobacco Bureau, this building won the top prize at the Taiwan Architecture Awards 2021. The original bureau was a work that made Chiayi a trailblazer of modernism in Taiwan.

Chiayi Train Station

Known as Taiwan’s first modern train station, this had the same designer and construction company as Tainan train station, built later.



WHERE TO EAT IN CHIAYI

Guo’s (郭家)

No-frills shop at 148 Wenhua Rd (文化路) serving an assortment of Chiayi classics. $

Fengzha Egg Pancake (峰炸蛋餅)

Busy breakfast-only hawker stall on the side street right by the Maison de Chine hotel. $

Chongwen Jinliu Noodles (崇文錦魯麵)

A low-key local favourite, the noodles here come with fish meat in a thick soup (錦魯焿麵) or tossed (乾麵). $

A Shuishi Rice Pudding (阿水師碗粿)

Popular savoury rice cake (米糕) and rice pudding (碗粿) specialist at 71 Ziyou Rd (自由路). $

Do Right (渡對; facebook.com/doright21)

Modernised home-cooking in an old rice mill at 21 Dongrong Rd (東榮路21號) in Minxiong (民雄), two train stations away. $$

Huihuang Beef Soup (輝煌牛肉湯)

A modest beef soup stall behind Chaotian Temple in Beigang, where Bo’ai Rd (博愛路) meets Datong Rd (大同路). $

Urban Park with Natural History

DISCOVER THE LANDSCAPED HILLS OF CHIAYI PARK

The 268,000 sq m Chiayi Park (嘉義公園), in the eastern suburb of Chiayi, is a repository of the natural and urban history of the city. It was first built in 1910 as a farm under the Japanese forestry authorities, with more land, flora and infrastructure added over the decades. You’ll see beautiful old trees and landscaped hills in the park, and an assortment of monuments – both originals and, where these were destroyed by fire or earthquake, convincing replicas. There are Qing-dynasty stelae and a cannon, a war memorial, a moat, a Confucian temple and retired steam locomotives. The highlight here is a pair of elegant 1943 Japanese timber buildings that are the only survivors of a Shinto shrine, Kagi Shrine, that was lost to a fire. The buildings were used respectively for administration and ablutions. They now contain a small museum, cafe and kimono-rental retail outlet known collectively as Showa J18 (昭和十八J18-嘉義市史蹟資料館).

The only modern building in the park is the Sun Shooting Tower (射日塔), constructed on the site of an old martyr’s shrine destroyed by fire. The fee-charging upper floors give you a panoramic view of Chiayi. In the northeastern corner of the park is Chiayi Botanical Garden (林業試驗所嘉義樹木園), which has a research facility and rare tropical trees with bilingual labels.

In the early morning and evening, locals come to Chiayi Park to exercise – the park is encircled by a 1500-step running path.


TURKEY RICE

Chiayi is most famous for turkey rice (火雞肉飯), its equivalent of Taipei’s ubiquitous braised pork rice (魯肉飯) and Tainan’s milkfish congee (虱目魚粥). It’s a small bowl of plain white rice topped with tender shredded (or sliced) turkey, and lightly dressed with turkey jus and fried shallots.

Turkey was first imported by US servicemen stationed here after WWII and Pen Shui Turkey Rice (噴水火雞肉飯) was purportedly the shop that started it all 70 years ago. The northern town of Minxiong (民雄), two stops away from Chiayi train station, is famous for another bird – goose. You’ll find stalls selling the braised fowl on the street just opposite the train station.



Treasures from Across Asia

HISTORICAL ARTEFACTS IN CONTEMPORARY ARCHITECTURE

Fans of historical art and antiques will have a field day at the National Palace Museum Southern Branch (NPMSB; 國立故宮博物院南部院區): there is exquisite Buddhist art from Asia’s oldest civilisations, eye-opening displays on Chinese and Japanese tea culture, Asian jade and textiles, among other Chinese, Taiwanese and Asian artefacts. The architecture is contemporary, a stark contrast to the Chinese palace–style mother-museum in Taipei. Buses depart regularly from Chiayi HSR station for NPMSB.

An Umami Explosion

SAMPLE SILVER CARP HEADS

At the hugely popular Smart Fish (林聰明沙鍋魚頭) restaurant (which was featured on the Netflix Street Food Asia series), silver carp heads are deep-fried and simmered in a milky pork-bone broth with satay sauce, napa cabbage, onion, wood ear fungus, beancurd sheets and tofu. The end product is a marvellous explosion of rich umami flavours. The ‘regular’, which most customers order, comes with a fish head lying in a delicious tumble of brothy tofu and vegetables. You can also order just the broth and veggies to go with noodles of your choice. Soup and non-meat refills are free. It’s a big meal in itself, so there’s not much else on the menu except side dishes and Chiayi’s famous turkey rice. The wait for a table at the main shop on Zhongzheng Rd can be up to two hours on weekends. Luckily Smart Fish has a smaller branch nearby with much shorter or no lines – less atmospheric, yes, but still very delicious.
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Chaotian Temple | Richie Chan/Shutterstock ©


I LIVE HERE: KAI HONG’S CHIAYI SECRETS
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Su Kai Hong is co-founder of Chiayi’s best-known secret, Fake Qoo (廢窟; facebook.com/FAKEQOO).

Chiayi Botanical Garden

If you have time, you can spend an afternoon chilling among old and rare tropical trees at this garden adjacent to Chiayi Park. If you follow the river upstream, you’ll come to a hidden pool where you can swim.

Lantan Lake (蘭潭水庫)

You can hike around this lake and descend to its shallow banks for a dip in surreal light-blue waters.

Fake Qoo

The old dive has a new location – an old four-storey house with a basement at 681 Zhongzheng Rd (中正路). It’ll have a new name too, so stay tuned. It’ll be a bar playing live experimental electronic music and hosting weird events, and a vintage clothes store.



WHERE TO STAY IN CHIAYI

Maison de Chine (兆品酒店)

A solid option near the Wenhua St Night Market. $$

An Lan Jie Hostel (安蘭居)

A clean and welcoming youth hostel with dorms, doubles and suites. $

Hodua B&B (好住民宿)

A well-appointed hostel in a former bank building in Beigang. $$

Chaotian & Fengtian Temples: Troves of Religious Art

HISTORIC MAZU TEMPLES ON BEIGANG OLD STREET

Beigang township (北港鄉), a half-hour by car from downtown Chiayi, is home to the magnificent national heritage, Chaotian Temple (朝天宮). One of Taiwan’s most important Mazu temples, Chaotian was founded in 1694 when a monk brought a Mazu statue from Fujian to the area. It is the ancestral temple of many Mazu temples, which means that a statue or other religious item from Chaotian was brought to the younger temple at the latter’s founding in a symbolic act of divine spirit-sharing (分靈). Chaotian is a trove of religious art – the stone carvings, in particular, are exceptional. It was at one time or another razed by fire, flood or earthquake. What you see today has been here since 1908.

In front of the temple is Beigang Old Street (北港老街), which has been around since the Qing dynasty, its prosperity inseparable from how brightly the incense burns at the temple. Flanking the wide street are vendors selling Beigang specialities like cold-pressed sesame oil and peanut candy, farm implements and religious statues, as well as duck-meat (鴨肉) restaurants.

Fengtian Temple (奉天宮), in Xingang township (新港鄉), 15 minutes to the east, is another important Mazu temple (1622). Though not as grand as Chaotian Temple, it has a plethora of impressive art that includes a gilded plaque from the Japanese Imperial House. It too was razed over the course of history; most of what you see, including the present structure, was built in 1922.
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Bakery, Beigang Old Street | TOPIMAGES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST BARS & CAFES IN CHIAYI

Azulejo Coffee (花磚咖啡)

Cafe with Mediterranean floor tiles that serves coffee and only coffee.

Cocktails of Pioneers (COP)

Tea-infused cocktails under industrial lights.’

Casa (@casa_chiayi)

Highly professional mixology in a cosy, futuristic bar.

Hot Hi-End of Tiki

This cute tiki bar is hard to miss for its bright wall art; cocktails are on point too.

Daisy’s Grocery Store (Daisy的雜貨店)

An artsy cafe in an old Japanese house with books to browse as you wait for your crème caramel and Yrgacheffe.




GETTING AROUND

Chiayi has its own HSR and regular train stations. Taxis are not as common as in Taipei and Kaohsiung, but hotels and restaurants will call a cab for you upon request. 7-Eleven stores have machines you can use to call taxis – if you find these hard to use, ask the staff to help. Chiayi County Bus Service has buses going to different places within Chiayi.





WALKING TOUR
Best of Central Chiayi

Walking or cycling is the best way to explore central Chiayi, which has no metro and limited bus routes. Central Chiayi is small enough to walk across in 30 minutes, though this tour will take you longer. It starts with two small museums that both close for lunch, so get started early. Streets are connected by swathes of greenery offering opportunities for a breather.
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1 Prison Museum (獄政博物館)

This museum inside the old 1920s Chiayi Prison is the only surviving wooden prison from the Japanese era. Guided tours are cancelled due to COVID-19. Don’t miss the fan-shaped cell complex and the Japanese shrine atop the control room.

The Walk: Walk northwest for eight minutes, along Weixin Rd (維新路), then turn left into Linsen East Rd (林森東路).

2 Hinoki Village (檜意森活村)

The tiny but well-landscaped Hinoki village with Japanese-style cypress houses was converted from the dormitories of the Alishan Forest Railway. On the other side of Zhongxiao Rd (忠孝路) is the Alishan Forest Railway Chiayi Garage, a park with a display of retired steam locomotives.

The Walk: Walk nine minutes west along Linsen East Rd (林森東路).
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Hinoki Village | Tang Yan Song/Shutterstock ©

3 Museum of Old Taiwan Tiles (台灣花磚博物館)

A creaky two-storey timber house is the setting for this lovely museum that explains the history of Taiwan’s classical tiles, and runs DIY sessions for children. The gifts and souvenirs it sells are beautiful.


The Walk: Head southeast for 12 minutes on Zhongshan Rd (中山路), then turn into Guangming St (光明街).

4 Chiayi Art Museum (嘉義市立美術館)

This well-curated museum giving an excellent overview of art from central Taiwan sits inside one of the city’s best-looking modernist buildings – the Japanese-designed Alcohol and Tobacco Bureau and its worthy contemporary extension.

The Walk: Head east for 20 minutes along Guangcai St (光彩街).

5 City God Temple (城隍廟)

This national monument and Chiayi’s spiritual centre was raised in 1715 though many features hail from a 1941 reconstruction, including, in the main hall, a caisson ceiling with icons of Japanese gentry and Taiwan’s only pair of Japanese poetic couplets made of cochin ceramic. Close by is the historic Chiayi East Market (嘉義東市場) with its culinary and architectural gems.

The Walk: Head southeast for 11 minutes on Guanghua Rd (光華路), Lane 161 Heping Rd (和平路161巷) and Chaoyang St (Zhaoyang St).

6 Ming Yuan Pharmacy (明原藥局)

Mr Tsai has crammed every corner of his tiny shop with Taiwan’s indigenous seeds: stuffed into boxes stacked ceiling-high, poking out from behind a mirror, or hanging as ornaments. Though Mr Tsai speaks little English, he can rattle off ‘Ormosia monosperma’ faster than you can say, ‘What?’ The shop is closed when he’s out exploring in the hills.






Beyond Chiayi


[image: jpg]

A former Tsou hunting ground and Japanese logging site is one of Taiwan’s most popular mountain retreats.


When people talk about holidaying in Alishan, they’re usually referring to the 14 sq km Alishan Forest Recreation Area (阿里山森林遊樂區). But in fact, that is only one part of the Alishan National Scenic Area (阿里山國家風景區), measuring 415 sq km, which also covers railroad towns, tea farms and vast swathes of protected raw natural environment.

In 1906 the first train rumbled its way into the mountain, and by 1913 the tracks had reached Alishan. Logging was the mainstay of activity in Alishan, but hikers ventured into the area as early as the 1920s. When Hwy 18 opened in the ‘80s, the fast connection between Alishan and Chiayi triggered an explosion in tourism and the rest is history.
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TOP TIP

As the last stretches of the Alishan Forest Railway are still closed, consider travelling to Fenqihu then taking the bus.




Alishan’s Mist-Shrouded Forests

HIKING AND TREE APPRECIATION IN ALISHAN

The high-mountain resort of Alishan Forest Recreation Area is one of Taiwans’s top tourists draws and has been since the 1920s. There was even a song, ‘Maidens of Alishan’, that was hugely popular in Chinese-speaking Asia. For a long time, Taiwan was synonymous with Alishan. But do not let the crowds spoil your enjoyment – some tour groups only stay for a couple of hours. The mountain resort is justifiably popular: tall forests perpetually shrouded in mist, shapely fallen trunks lush with moss, eye-level cloud drama, cherry-blossoms in spring, and a narrow-gauge forest train choo-chooing through the woods. What’s more, varying climes and soils have spawned a diversity of produce from wasabi and plums to tamarillo and high-mountain oolong.

There are various ways to get around in Alishan – hiking, of course, and taking the Alishan shuttle bus or preferably one of the three small-train lines: Zhaoping (沼平), Shenmu (神木) and Zhushan (竹山). Hiking trails here range from strolls around flower gardens to climbs to mountaintops requiring several hours. On the Giant Tree Trail (巨木群棧道) you’ll find majestic 2000-year-old cypresses. For a few hours’ workout on a natural path, the Duigaoyue Trail (對高岳步道) is just the ticket. The Zhushan Sunrise Viewing Trail is busy at dawn – sunrise viewing is de rigueur in Alishan – but empty of people by late morning.

Any time between March and early June is a good time to see fireflies.
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THE NOSTALGIC ALISHAN FOREST RAILWAY

Half the fun of going to Alishan is riding the scenic Alishan Forest Railway (阿里山森林鐵路), an 86km network running on narrow-gauge tracks (762mm) that was originally built by the Japanese in 1912 for logging purposes. The train runs from Chiayi to and throughout the Alishan Forest Recreation Area, ascending to 2216m from a starting altitude of 30m, and spanning three climatic zones.

The Fenqihu–Alishan section of this scenic railway was damaged by typhoons in 2014. At present, you can only ride as far as Shizilu (十字路). However, to take the bus for your final stretch, you need to disembark two stops earlier at Fenqihu (奮起湖), a quaint railroad town with hiking options.



WHERE TO STAY IN ALISHAN

Alishan Hotel (阿里山賓館)

Alishan’s top hotel. Make sure to get the hotel to pick you up. $$$

Ying Shan Hotel (櫻山大飯店)

Ying Shan has 40 large, comfortable rooms with tree views and dated decor. $$

Shemuh (神木賓館)

The 30 rooms here are tiny with dim illumination and frilly beddings. $$

Hiking an Old Trade Route

BAMBOO GROVES SURROUND A SLEEPY TOWN

A former repair-and-maintenance station for the Alishan railway, sleepy Fenqihu (奮起湖) sits about halfway up the line at an altitude of 1405m. This old Hakka village has a garage with old engines on display, a winding street offering souvenirs and snacks, Japanese timber houses and easy trails through bamboo groves that evoke a martial-arts movie set. Like Checheng on the Jiji railway, Fenqihu’s railway bento is famous, but also well known here are local specialities like fresh Alishan wasabi and tamarillo.

If you have time, challenge yourself to the 7km Fenqihu–Ruili Historic Trail (奮瑞古道), which goes all the way to Ruili (瑞里) in about three to four hours. The mapped and signposted Qing-dynasty trade route winds through bamboo and giant oak, past scenic ruins, a temple and tea farms. In Ruili, the trail ends on the main road into town, close to hotels, restaurants and the visitor centre.

Ruili’s misty mountains, bamboo forests and historical trails are not only a pleasure to experience, they offer great opportunities for watching fireflies. From March to June, the mountainsides sparkle throughout the night. Many guesthouses offer nocturnal firefly-watching trips as part of the package. If you hike, expect to see tea, coffee and betel-nut plantations all around. Ruili also has several beautiful waterfalls, including Cloud Pool Waterfall (雲潭瀑布), just past the Km 22 mark on County Rd 122.
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TSOU VILLAGES OF COUNTY RD 169

The 13km southern stretch of County Rd 169 that starts from Shizhuo (石桌) leads you to the strongholds of the Tsou people (鄒族), which includes the villages of Dabang (達邦) and Tefuye (特富野). Dabang is the biggest Tsou village and hosts a Kuba, a men’s meeting hall where tribal affairs are discussed and hunting skills are passed down. It’s a large, thatch-roofed wooden platform on stilts.

Note that female visitors are not allowed to enter. Dabang is also the start of the 1km Bird Divination Pavilion Trail (鳥占亭步道). The trailhead is near the Km 34.2 mark. At the Km 33.5 mark, the road to the left takes you to Tefuye village, which has an easy walking trail, a suspension bridge and tea plantations.




GETTING AROUND

Chiayi County Bus Service has hourly buses to Fenqihu and three to four daily to Alishan. From Alishan, buses to Chiayi train station leave from in front of the 7-Eleven. There are also buses to Chiayi HSR station.




[image: jpg]

Fenqihu | Natalie Nelman/Shutterstock ©




SOUTHERN TAIWAN
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ANCIENT RITUALS AND TROPICAL LANDSCAPES

Ancient and modern cultures are preserved and reimagined for the 21st century between wetland and farm, ocean and jungle in this riveting region.
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When betel-nut palms wave outside the train window, you know you’re entering ‘south country’ (南國; nánguó) as this region is often called in Taiwanese film and literature. Whether you’re in the port city of Kaohsiung, Tainan the historical capital, or Pingtung with its beaches and forests, betel-nut trees (and betel-leaf chewing) are never far away.

Southern Taiwan is a region with a vivid character – tropical climate, stark-green landscapes, and a calendar chock-full of some of the country’s most impressive festivals. Even the sky seems bluer and bigger. Southerners are often described as passionate and forthright. That said, the South is by no means a culturally homogenous land mass. Tainan, Taiwan’s oldest city, surprises with brooding temples, ancient relics, and old-fashioned treats at every turn. Formerly industrial Kaohsiung has an eclectic modern culture intimately tied to the harbour and its military past. Pingtung is known for strong agricultural and indigenous roots. The beach town of Kenting is something unto itself.

Though the South sets great store by tradition, there’s been an explosion of creative energy of late – Kaohsiung is home to world-class cultural venues, designed in a maritime theme by winners of global architectural competitions, while Tainan’s temples have bilingual websites, bilingual audio guides, even bilingual fortune sticks. And like elsewhere in Taiwan, young people, many of them second- or third-generation operators, are reinventing their heritage for the 21st century, with engaging results.
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THE MAIN AREAS

KAOHSIUNG

Art, military history and the harbour.

TAINAN

History, temples and food.

HENGCHUN

Historic city walls near mountain trails.

DONGGANG

Fisheries, cacao and a coral island.




Find Your Way

The southern and southwestern counties of Kaohsiung, Tainan and Pingtung occupy 22% of the country, with most key cities located close to the coast. Kenting, Taiwan’s premier sun-and-beach area, is in Hengchun township in Pingtung.
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Plan Your Time

Life south of the Tropic of Cancer is about heeding Tainanians’ advice that life is for savouring. Between bouts of sightseeing, linger at a beach, over a bowl of shaved ice, or watch the ships go by.
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IF YOU’RE PRESSED FOR TIME

• Make a beeline for Tainan, the former capital. Start with a Tainan Temple Tour of the downtown area where many key sights, old and new, are located. Then head northwest to Yongle Market and nibble your way through the stalls.

• In the afternoon, head over to Shennong St to check out its boutiques and cafes. To see most of the shops, be sure you don’t get there before 1pm. Take the bus or T-bike to Anping Fort and continue your sightseeing at the Dutch-built monument. Enjoy cocktails at TCRC Bar at night.




THREE DAYS TO TRAVEL AROUND

• Add shopping to your Tainan itinerary and find a nice cafe to while away a couple of hours. Depart for the large port city of Kaohsiung. See the military-related attractions in Zuoying, and walk around Lotus Pond. Have dinner at a night market and hit up Marsalis Bar for some jazz.

• The next day, check out Alien Art Centre and explore Yancheng. Have lunch there, then spend the next few hours chilling at Pier-2 Art Centre. If there’s time, take the ferry to Cijin Island for a sunset swim and seafood.




IF YOU HAVE MORE TIME

• Spend at least two days in Tainan. Stay at an old house like Xiangqi or Wabi Sabi. Chat with the owners, eat milkfish for breakfast, and shop. Lengthen your time in Kaohsiung too by checking out Neiwei Flea Market if it’s the weekend, heading out to the fantastical Tianliao Stone Temple, or spending a couple of days exploring Hakka villages in Meinong.

• From Kaohsiung, go straight to Kenting and spend a few days swimming, snorkelling, hiking and food-truck hopping. Then make your way to Donggang to feast on seafood, before taking the ferry to Little Liuchiu Island.



Seasonal Highlights

Summer in the south is hot. Luckily, beaches offer respite, as does excellent shopping. Spring and autumn are when interesting festivals take place.

JANUARY

The cool weather is perfect for hiking. Stomach-warming angelica root (當歸) dishes are in season, as is cured mullet roe.
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FEBRUARY

Markets and temples are abuzz with activity around the Lunar New Year, which can fall in January or February.
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MARCH

Megaport Music Festival and its host of boat tours and bar crawls turn up the heat near Kaohsiung Harbour.
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APRIL

The raucous martial arts festival, Neimen Song Jiang Battle Array, happens in March or April.
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MAY

Waterfowl and photographers are drawn to the golden rice fields in Meinong as harvest time nears.
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JULY

Swimmers, divers, surfers and vacationers hit the beaches in Kenting and Little Liuchiu Island.
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OCTOBER

It’s harvest time in Pingtung’s cacao plantations. Every three years, the Burning of the Wang Yeh Boats lights up the coast.
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KAOHSIUNG


[image: jpg]

The Chinese first settled on Cijin Island in the 16th and 17th centuries, drawn by the abundant mullet in the sea around the island. But it was the Japanese who were responsible for Kaohsiung’s modern character. Under the colonial policy, Kaohsiung became a key port for the export of raw materials to Japan – land was reclaimed, the harbour was expanded, and the grid pattern of the streets was laid out. In the 1930s, Kaohsiung was developed into an industrial and naval base to support Japan’s southern military expansion. The last two decades have seen Kaohsiung reorienting itself from industry to tourism and, more recently, art and culture.

Kaohsiung is Taiwan’s third most populous city, with 2.7 million people. The harbour, which defines Kaohsiung, was a lagoon the indigenous people called Takau (also Takao and Takow), meaning ‘bamboo forest’. The Japanese named the harbour area Hamasen, which means, ‘shoreline railway’. You’ll see both names a lot in Kaohsiung.
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SIGHTS

1Alien Art Centre

2British Consulate Residence at Takou

3Cihou Fort

4Cijin Beach

5Cijin Island

6Cijin Windmill Park

7City God Temple

8Confucius Temple

9Dragon & Tiger Pagodas

10Farewell 886 Military Dependents’ Village Museum

11Guomao Community

12Hamasen Museum of Taiwan Railway

13Jiangye Village

14Kaohsiung Lighthouse

15Lotus Pond

16Mingde Village

17Pier-2 Art Center

18Shoyoen Japanese Villa

19Spring & Autumn Pavilions

20Statue of Xuantian Shang-di

21Story House of Naval Base Zuoying

22Takao Railway Museum

23Temple of Enlightenment

24Tianhou Temple

25Zuoying

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

26Kaohsiung Music Centre

27Kings of Exploring Takao

28Live Warehouse

29Kaohsiung Museum of Fine Arts

30Neiwei Art Centre

31Orogeny Art

32Sin Pin Pier Absolutely Art Space

SHOPPING

33Neiwei Afternoon Market

34Neiwei Flea Market




TOP TIP

Locals rely heavily on scooters to get around in sprawling Kaohsiung, which means public transport is not as expansive as some would like (or is it the other way round?). Download the bus app, iBus, if you intend to take the bus.
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Beach, Seafood & History

STROLL OR CYCLE AROUND NARROW CIJIN ISLAND

Narrow Cijin Island (旗津, Qíjīn) acting as a buffer to the harbour and extending down the city coastline, makes for a lovely day or half-day trip from the mainland.

Close to the pier is a frenetic seafood street and the 300-year-old Tianhou Temple (旗津天后宮), one of Kaohsiung’s few temples on the national relics list. See the beautifully aged, graceful decorative paintings by master of folk art Chen Yu-feng (1900–64). From there, make your way to the Kaohsiung Lighthouse (旗津燈塔) and Cihou Fort (旗後礮臺) in the north. The fort, with its panoramic views of the city and the beach, was used by the Qing, the Japanese and the Nationalist army, and not only for defence – the sight of the autumn moon over the fort so moved the Japanese, they named it one of Kaohsiung’s most scenic spots, something today’s tripod-wielding sunset photographers certainly endorse.



Black-sand Cijin Beach is a five-minute walk from the ferry terminal, with surf shops and a bar with good draught beer close by. If you go in the water, beware of serious rip tides along the most open parts of the beach.

Cycling the 15km around the island takes about four hours. You’ll pass picturesque coastal Cijin Windmill Park with its wind turbines and, far away from the tourist centre, old fishermen’s houses with rooftop pigeon cages, karaoke parlours, and betel-nut shops. There are bicycle rental shops near the terminal. You can also take your own bike over on the ferry.
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SOBERING WHITE TERROR SITE

The sprawling complex of the Former Japanese Navy Fongshan Wireless Communication Centre, located in Fengshan district, is a former interrogation and torture facility for political prisoners that tells another side of the story.




HIKE WITH MONKEYS

The 1200-hectare Chaishan Nature Reserve (柴山自然公園), first developed by the Japanese, is famous for its huge Formosan macaque population. The monkeys are bold, sometimes going right up to visitors to check them out for food. Don’t hold a snack in your hand if you don’t want it snatched away, and watch out little fingers don’t grab your phone or camera. The hike up to the top (350m) and back takes about two hours.

To reach the start of the trails into the reserve, take Red Bus 32 from Aozidi KMRT station (outside Exit 1) to Longquan Temple, where the trails begin (access via Lane 25, Gushan 3rd Rd). The reserve is northwest of the city centre.



WHERE TO EAT STREET FOOD IN KAOHSIUNG

Ruifeng Night Market (瑞豐夜市)

Kaohsiung’s largest and arguably best. Closed Monday and Wednesday. $

Three Generations Spring Roll (三代春捲)

Delicious flour rolls of cabbage, egg, pork and powdered peanut.

Sanmin Street Market (三民街市場)

A street sagging with food stalls, snack vendors and pedestrians. $

Temple Hopping Around Lotus Pond

HISTORIC POND SURROUNDED BY KITSCHY TEMPLES

Scenic Lotus Pond (蓮池潭) in the north of the city has been a popular destination since the Qing dynasty and is now well known for the 20 or so temples dotting the shoreline and nearby alleys. A few of these are playfully kitsch, reflecting the aesthetics of the ‘70s, the era they were born. At night they are illuminated, shimmering psychedelically on the water.

On the southern edge of Lotus Pond are the flamboyant Dragon & Tiger Pagodas (龍虎塔), which dominate tourism-related images of Kaohsiung, but which are now closed indefinitely for repairs. Beside them the octagonal Spring & Autumn Pavilions (春秋閣) are dedicated to Guandi, the God of War, and feature the goddess Guanyin riding a dragon you can walk through. Across the road, the Temple of Enlightenment (天府宮), the largest temple in the area, is guarded by two lions each hugging a huge ball. Next up is the understated City God Temple (城隍廟) with its caisson ceiling.

If you follow the walkway jutting out into the pond, you’ll reach a 24m statue of Xuantian Shang-di (玄天上帝), the Supreme Emperor of the Mysterious Heaven, a Taoist deity that is presented barefoot with one foot on a serpent and the other on a tortoise – two monsters wreaking havoc on earth that he is believed to have subdued.

The final temple of note is the Confucius Temple (孔廟) on the pond’s northwestern corner. Built in the 1970s, it is Taiwan’s largest Confucius temple complex (167 sq m).
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THE SOUTH’S ORGANIC FARMERS MARKET

Breeze Organic Farmers Market (微風市集; facebook.com/breezemarket) is southern Taiwan’s largest organic farmers market and it takes place on Saturday and Sunday mornings. If you go, you’ll see smallholders from around Kaohsiung who bring their organically certified fruits, vegetables, eggs, rice, honey and preserves to the venue. The organisers also join up with farm-to-table groups to run farm visits and cooking classes. See Facebook for the latest events.

The market takes place from 7.30am to 11.30am every Saturday at the Kaohsiung Hakka Cultural Museum (高雄市客家文物館) in Sanmin district, and the Fengshan Women, Children & Youth Centre (鳳山婦幼館) at 120, Section 2, Guangfu Rd, in Fengshan (光復路二段120號), and every Sunday at the Kaohsiung Products Store (物產館) at Lotus Pond (蓮池潭).



WHERE TO EAT STREET FOOD IN KAOHSIUNG

Mi Suann Koo (江糊食堂; )

Noodles and oden made by a dashing biker from late afternoon Tuesday to Saturday. Siwei 3rd Rd (99之一號) $

Lao Chiang Black Tea (老江红茶)

Around-the-clock Taiwanese milk tea and egg pancakes. $

Lèkǎmī Noodle Specialist (樂卡咪長腳麵專賣店)

A tried-and-tested noodle specialist at 75 Sinle St (新樂街75號). Try the tossed noodles. $

Southern Taiwan’s Top Cultural Venue

OPERA, THEATRE AND CONCERT HALLS IN A REMARKABLE BUILDING

This 9.9-hectare, Dutch-designed Weiwuying Centre for the Arts resembles a giant stingray and is the premier centre for art and culture in southern Taiwan. It has a state-of-the-art opera house, a play house, concert halls, and an outdoor theatre. The building and the Weiwuying Metropolitan Park, served by their namesake metro station, are designed not only as bastions of ‘high culture’, but spaces for everyone to enjoy, hosting regular screenings and workshops for the community alongside world-class shows. In the park’s southwest corner is a small art village where you see the works of resident visual and performance artists up close.


BEST FOR SEAFOOD

House of Crab (蟳之屋)

Plush upscale restaurant serving some of Taiwan’s best seafood at 93 Minsheng 1st Rd (民生一路93號). $$$

Caobaoli Snack Shop (菜包李小吃部)

No-frills ‘hidden gem’ at 137 Henan 2nd Rd (河南二路137號). Reserve ahead. $$

Hai Qing (海慶海鮮餐廳)

Restaurant for big family gatherings sourcing seafood from Penghu Islands. 286 Guanghua 2nd Rd (光華二路286號). $$

Hong Mao Gang Seafood Restaurant (紅毛港海鮮餐廳)

Nuanced dishes great for sharing. 214 Sanduo 3rd Rd (三多三路214號). $$$

Ducky Seafood Restaurant (鴨角活海產店)

Tell them your budget and Ducky on Cijin Island will arrange dishes for you. 22 Miaoqian Rd (廟前路22號). $$



British Buildings & Deified Dutch

STROLL AN ANCIENT HIKING TRAIL TO HISTORIC LOCALES

Siziwan Beach (西子灣海灘) is smaller than Cijin Beach, but the water is calmer, with equally stunning sunset views. The beach is a five-minute walk and short 70m hike uphill to the 19th-century British Consulate Residence at Takou (打狗英國領事館). While in the area, check out a tiny temple to the left of the larger temple beside the residence. It’s the only shrine in Taiwan that deifies 17th-century Dutch naval commanders, much in the way old Chinese generals have been deified over the centuries.

The 127 steps leading up to the residence is an ancient hiking trail built with coral stone, bricks and allegedly granite originally used as ballast for cargo ships.

WHERE TO EAT STREET FOOD IN KAOHSIUNG

Nanhua Market (南華市場)

The old stalls here draw crowds with tried and tested recipes from morning to night. $

Dain Dain Hamburger (丹丹漢堡)

Kaohsiung’s US-style fast food chain has 40 branches in Southern Taiwan. $

Dagouding Milkfish Noodles  (大溝頂虱目魚米粉湯)

Milkfish with noodles or in soup at Dagouding Old Street. Open for breakfast and lunch at 198-38 Sinle St (新樂街198之3). $


Warehouse-Turned-Arts Hub by the Harbour

MUSEUMS, MUSIC AND STREET ART

Sprawling Pier-2 Art Centre (駁二藝術特區) comprises an attractive collection of former shipping warehouses separated by tree-lined boulevards by the port. The structures now host souvenir shops, gelaterias and live-music venues. There’s public art too, in the form of witty murals, pop art–style sculptures and installations made with upcycled industrial waste.

The Hamasen Museum of Taiwan Railway (哈瑪星台灣鐵道館), near the edge of a park by the same name, is top-notch, and has a small train-ride for children. A short stroll across the park, past locomotives on display, is the small Takao Railway Museum (舊打狗驛故事館) in a quaint Japanese-era train station.

Pier-2 is a wonderful place to spend an afternoon (many shops don’t open until noon). If it’s hot out, escape into one of the air-conditioned warehouses to eat, shop and browse. At sunset, stretch out on a lawn and watch people walk their dogs or fly kites; or sit by the water and take in Taiwan’s most gorgeous harbour sights.

A five-minute walk past the eastern end of Pier-2 is the state-of-the-art Kaohsiung Music Centre (高雄流行音樂中心) looking like an organic formation of corals and fossilised crustaceans.

There’s a craft market at Pier-2 every weekend, and gigs at Live Warehouse.


BEST OF RAINBOW KAOHSIUNG

Kaohsiung has a lively LGBTIQ+ scene, though more discreet than Taipei’s.

Pride

The city’s themed parade (khpride.org; November) attracts tens of thousands.

Bars & Clubs

The LGBTIQ+ crowd gathers at Mixer Bar, X-One Club, Rainbow Dream, Eden’s Secret and Katsikafe. Brickyard has a pretty popular Rainbow Thursday.

Events

Kaohsiung-based Sunshine Queer Centre (陽光酷兒中心; facebook.com/sqc.tw) organises parties, movie nights, drag styling and makeup workshops. The Hot Sisters Marketplace is in a different city every season, including Kaohsiung.




YANCHENG DURING THE MUSIC FESTIVAL

During the Megaport Music Festival, the old-fashioned pubs of Yancheng District are packed at night. Some watering holes and izakaya in Dagouding Old Street stay open later to cater to famished and inebriated customers.



WHERE TO HAVE A CRAFT BEER IN KAOHSIUNG

Beer Talk Cafe & Bar

The craft beer selection at this upscale pub at the Pier-2 Art Centre is dizzying.

Beer Bee (啤酒瘋啤酒專賣)

A well-stocked shop with tables, where you can pick from hundreds of beers at 200 Bo’ai 1st Rd (博愛一路200號).

Sparrow Brewing Beer Bar (拾捌楼的小酒場高雄店; beer-bee.com)

Brewery and shed-like pub with over a dozen home brews on tap.

Zuoying’s Military Dependents’ Villages

TRACKING NAVAL HERITAGE AND CULTURE

Kaohsiung’s Zuoying (左營) district has a long naval history. The name ‘Zuoying’, meaning ‘Left Camp’, came about in the 17th century, and the area still hosts Taiwan’s largest naval base. Learn about this history in the Story House of Naval Base Zuoying (左營軍區故事館), located in a compound called Sihai Yijia (四海一家), literally ‘Four Seas One Family’, built in 1950 as an entertainment complex for the military villages nearby. When the Nationalists fled to Taiwan in 1949, many navy servicemen came to Zuoying with their families, and the government settled them in villages. See the admiral’s residence at the Farewell 886 Military Dependents’ Village Museum (再見捌捌陸) in Mingde Village (明德新村). The houses here were built by the Japanese for their senior naval officers and later used by the Nationalist government for the same purpose. Nearby, guesthouses and cultural spaces are taking over Jiangye Village (建業新村) under the government’s ‘Dwell and Care’ scheme to preserve such dwellings citywide.

Ten minutes away by taxi, in Guomao Community (果貿社區), you can see the 1980s version of a military dependents’ village. The 13 dramatic high-rises here resemble old public housing estates in Hong Kong. In some ways, Guomao is still a diasporic community frozen in time. Walk around and you may bump into very old military veterans speaking with regional Chinese accents. Guomao is famous for its restaurants specialising in regional Chinese cooking – they’re the main reason many young locals still come to this place.
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I LIVE HERE: FARM-TO-TABLE EATS IN KAOHSIUNG
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Trista Liao is co-founder of Hok House; facebook.com/hokhouse.tw.

Kaohsiung has many independent farms in the suburbs. Due to their proximity to the city, many are willing to develop refined organic agriculture and deal directly with like-minded restauranteurs. Try well-prepared organic produce and listen to the stories behind them at these spots.

As Time Goes By Bistro (而今餐酒館)

A by-reservation-only French restaurant run by a Taiwanese chef who trained in two-star Sant Pau in Tokyo; facebook.com/astimegoesbybistro

Gien Jia (挑食)

Hugely popular Taiwanese-French fusion bistro.

Goöod Time Cafe (龜時間)

For something lighter, this stylish cafe makes from-the-heart light meals, desserts, and edible souvenirs, with a focus on fruits and vegetables.



WHERE TO HAVE COFFEE IN KAOHSIUNG

Ruh Cafe (路人咖啡)

Musician-run place with three branches making some of the city’s best coffee.

Hsiao Ti Cafe (小堤咖啡)

Expect coffee siphons, ‘80s decor and friendly regulars at 10 Lane 40, Yancheng St (鹽埕街40巷10號).

Do Good Coffee & Dessert

Homemade cakes and a laidback vibe close to Pier-2 Art Centre.

Taiwan’s Largest Music Festival

CELEBRATE BY THE HARBOUR

Megaport Music Festival (大港開唱), held over one weekend in March or April at Pier-2 Art Centre, is Taiwan’s largest music festival, featuring indie, alt, rock, hip-hop, R&B, electronic, pop, you name it. Despite COVID-19 looming, the 2022 edition saw over a hundred acts playing over two days to some 100,000 visitors from all over the country, but unlike in previous years, there were no overseas musicians due to travel restrictions. Festival days are preceded by boat tours, and bookended by food- and bar-crawls.


MICRO-MALLS, MARKETS & MUSEUM IN YANCHENG
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The shopping arcades of Yancheng (鹽埕) are great for getting a feel for old Kaohsiung, while snacking, shopping and experiencing the area’s fresh creative initiatives. The 1950s to the 1970s were Yancheng’s heyday when it hosted a huge black-market for foreign goods. Martial law and trade restrictions in Taiwan had created a sharp domestic demand for imported products, so sailors, US marines and anyone with the privilege of foreign travel smuggled goods from abroad and offloaded them in Yancheng.

Most older eateries are only open for breakfast and lunch, while many shops don’t open till midday. Start your trip at 11am at 1 Grand Stage Theatre Market (大舞台市場) at the junction of Daren Rd and Jianguo 4th Rd. Take care not to trip over the massive winter melons outside 2 Hetai Winter Melon Sugar Shop (合泰) at the corner. Then head over to the covered  3 Dagoudǐng Old Street (大溝頂老街). Enter next to a yellow lottery stall near 226 Wufu 4th Rd. The arcade is cut off briefly by Xinyue St (新樂街) and Daren Rd (大仁路). Dagouding Old Street is home to a  4 noodle factory (豫豐婁麵), the 74-year-old  5 Yancheng First Public Market (鹽埕第一公有零售市場), its butcher’s tables and fish stalls now refashioned as noodle and tapas bars, including Hungry Bug (空腹虫大酒家), and 6 Dagouding Milkfish Noodles (大溝頂虱目魚米粉).

Further west, near the junction of Wufu 4th Rd and Qixian 3rd Rd (七賢三路) is  7 Ginza Shopping Arcade (銀座) where the rich once went to buy smuggled luxury items. Its latest tenant is the hostel and cafe 8 House of Takao Ginza (銀座聚場). A 10-minute walk east is the stately 9 Kaohsiung Museum of History (高雄市立歷史博物館), an important site of the 2-28 Incident.




Contemporary Art at a Military Site

EXCELLENT CURATIONS OF INTERNATIONAL CONTEMPORARY ART

This small Alien Art Centre (金馬賓館當代美術館; facebook.com/ALIENArtCentre) is one of Taiwan’s strongest art museums and has the bonus of a unique location. From the ‘50s to the ‘70s, this white building was Kinma Military Hostel, a hotel for young men departing for compulsory military service on the islands of Kinmen and Matsu. Now this site of farewells is home to an excellent curation of modern and contemporary art by Taiwanese and overseas artists.

Outside of museums, the best galleries for viewing the modern and contemporary art of Kaohsiung and southern Taiwan include Sin Pin Pier Absolutely Art Space (新浜碼頭藝術空間; sinpink.com) and Orogeny Art (噪山藝文空間; facebook.com/orogeny.art).
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FORMOSA BOULEVARD STATION

Formosa Boulevard (美麗島站), south of Kaohsiung Main Station, is the only interchange station between the red and orange lines of the Kaohsiung MRT. It’s known for the resplendent Dome of Light (光之穹頂) glasswork by Italian artist Narcissus Quagliata.

The colourful work covers 650 sq m and comprises 4500 glass panels depicting the artist’s dream-like renditions of the four elements. The name ‘Formosa Boulevard’ commemorates the Formosa Incident, a crackdown on pro-democracy demonstrations in Kaohsiung in 1979 that turned out to be a watershed in Taiwan’s democratisation movement.

Opened in the late 2000s, the station continues to attract visitors and doubles as a wedding and concert venue.



WHERE TO SHOP IN KAOHSIUNG

Nangua Vintage (南瓜百貨; facebook.com/nanguavintage)

This vintage shop sells pre-90s garments and accessories and beautiful glass art.

TaKao Books (三餘書店)

A delightful arts-and-humanities bookshop. Most books are in Chinese, with some art titles in English.

Sanfong Central Street (三鳳中街)

You can buy all manner of cheap traditional goods, from incense sticks to dried cuttlefish here.

Fine Art & a Flea Market in Neiwei

EXPLORE NEIWEI’S SPRAWLING FLEA MARKET

Neiwei (內惟) is an old town in the southeastern corner of Gushan District that has become very accessible with the opening of the Neiwei Art Centre (內惟藝術中心) and its eponymous light-rail station. The new centre, with its independent cinema, galleries and open-to-public art restoration studio, is only a 10-minute walk from the excellent Kaohsiung Museum of Fine Arts (高雄美術館) which specialises in the works of Taiwanese artists – particularly southern masters. The sculpture collection, shown in a four-floor atrium, is especially strong. KMFA is also a world-renowned authority on research on Austronesian art. Don’t miss the gallery devoted to the paintings, mixed-media and sculptural works of Taiwan’s indigenous artists.

The star of Neiwei, however, is sprawling Neiwei Flea Market (內惟跳蚤市場). Open only on Saturday and Sunday from 8am to 5pm, it offers a fabulously genuine experience of Taiwan. You’ll find everything used under the sun here: cut-and-paste shard figurines, Japanese swords, marionettes, dehumidifiers and, of course, clothing and furniture. But the best thing is the snapshots of ordinary Kaohsiung life it presents, like impromptu jam sessions by elderly musicians, tea-drinkers with their talking parrots, chess players with their puppies, a wood artist in his studio. After browsing, go next door to Neiwei Afternoon Market (內惟黃昏市場) for grilled chicken, stuffed buns, and some fresh fruit for tomorrow morning.


BEST FOR STYLISH DINING

Little Star Diner (小明星)

International vegan dishes and ‘70s chic in a tiny alley near the Pier-2 Art Centre. Book on Facebook or join the queue. 4, Ln 65, Luguang St (莒光街65巷4號)

One Bar (萬吧)

One Bar pairs excellent Taiwanese cooking with Japanese Showa-period decor. No.1, Ln 261, Qingnian 1st Rd (青年一路261巷1號)

Hallucination (幻廳)

Enjoy sandwiches, brunch or tea as glass bricks dazzle with light and rainbows. 17 Xinguang Rd (新光路17號)

Ban Jiushi (半九十)

This understated teahouse pairs modern Taiwanese food with tea. 71 Zhongzheng 4th Rd (中正四路71號)

Papillon

French restaurant helmed by Michelin chef Xavier Boyer, formerly of L’Atelier de Joel Robuchon.



WHERE TO STAY IN KAOHSIUNG

Hok House (鶴宮寓)

Fifteen impeccably designed art-deco rooms in a cool 1950s building. $$

TAI Urban Resort (承億酒店)

Sleek new rooms and classy restaurants next to the Kaohsiung Public Library. $$$

With Inn (同居)

A charming ‘60s residence hosting five nifty dormitories and two doubles. $

A Japanese Explorer’s Graceful Home

RESTORED VILLA AND GARDEN

One of Kaohsiung’s most beautiful heritage sites, Shoyoen Japanese Villa (逍遙園), has reopened after a three-year restoration. Shoyoen was built in 1939 as a winter villa for Kyoto-born abbot and explorer Otani Kozui. An elegant example of the Japanese-Western Eclectic Style, the brick, wood and steel building has walls of a distinctive light olive green. You learn more about the architecture and restoration process on the ground floor, which is connected to a bomb shelter – the Sino-Japanese War had already broken out when Shoyoen was built. The upper floor features Otani’s private quarters and an introduction to his life.

The two-storey villa was once the area’s tallest building, its large windows and balcony overlooking unending sugar-cane fields.

Otani Kozui was the 22nd patriarch of the Jodo Shinshu branch of Japanese Buddhism, but he was better known to the world as the leader of the Otani Expeditions. From 1902 to 1904, he led the first expedition to Silk Road sites in the Taklamakan Desert in Xinjiang, to study the early transmission of Buddhism through Central Asia into China, and conduct excavations. Otani was a man of many hats – a priest born into nobility, a world explorer, an intellectual, a fellow of the UK’s Royal Geographical Society, and according to British and Russian intelligence at the time, a spy for the Japanese Empire.


I LIVE HERE: LIVE MUSIC & VINYL IN KAOHSIUNG
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Chiu Chenghan is a photographer, curator and owner of House of Takao Ginza; facebook.com/TakaoGinza.

Paramount Bar (百樂門酒館)

Intimate and down-to-earth Paramount (facebook.com/paramount.bar) hosts live gigs featuring both fresh and established bands. Check Facebook for the line-up.

Marsalis Bar (馬沙里斯爵士酒館)

is a 2nd-floor jazz bar hosting musicians from Taiwan and Asia most weekends. They also specialise in whisky, which goes really well with jazz.

Abbey Road Record Store (艾比路唱片行)

Abbey Road is like a friend’s home where you can have a drink and something to eat, and just relax. The only difference is they have a great vinyl collection. Tell the owner what you like and let him recommend something.



WHERE TO STAY IN KAOHSIUNG

Dagang (大港小住)

Comfortable rooms in a restored four-storey post-WWII property. $

House of Takao Ginza (銀座聚場)

This gorgeously restored 1930s shop space offers rooms for group rental. $$

3080s Local Style (叁捌地方生活)

Hostel in a former bridal shop that won an architectural award for its restoration. $$


Intriguing ex-Interrogation Facility & Radio Station

NATIONAL RELIC AND MILITARY SITE

The Former Japanese Navy Fongshan Wireless Communication Centre (原日本海軍鳳山無線電信所) with a storied past in Fengshan was built to support the southern military expansion of the Japanese Empire. Under the Republic of China, it became an interrogation facility for political prisoners from the navy, and following that, a disciplinary camp in the White Terror period.

The grassy complex with mango trees has nine sites of interest, including a cross-shaped communication facility with steel vault doors and telegraph equipment, solitary-confinement blockhouses, and a cavernous bunker where disobedient servicemen were incarcerated. There are human rights–themed tours of the site; tent shows and exhibitions are sometimes held here too.

Just outside the gate is a vibrant market offering fresh and cooked produce, facials and facial-hair threading services.

Discuss Buddhism with English-Speaking Monks & Nuns

BUDDHA MUSEUM AND PILGRIM’S LODGE

Considered the centre of Buddhism in southern Taiwan, the Foguangshan Buddha Memorial Centre (佛光山), covering 30 hectares over five hills, is home to the impressive Buddha Museum, as well as older Buddhist temples, and educational and burial facilities. It’s good for learning more about Buddhism as the staff and many of the monks and nuns speak English.

The Buddha Museum has eight pagodas symmetrically arranged along a boulevard. At the end of it is a main hall and a giant Shakyamuni Buddha. Inside each of the pagodas are exhibits and interactive activities; there’s even a Buddhist wedding room you can book for your special day. The main hall is home to multiple shrines and galleries showcasing Buddhist relics, artefact and treasures.

If you want to spend the night here, the sizeable Pilgrim’s Lodge offers clean family rooms and dormitories. Food wise, take your pick among a buffet-style vegetarian canteen (it’s for volunteers, so make a donation), vegetarian tea shops, and Starbucks (vegetarian too!).

Make contact with the temple if you are interested in in-depth guided tours, retreats and Buddhism courses.


English Tours of the Harbour & Yancheng

BOAT TOURS AND WALKING TOURS

Kings of Exploring Takao (港都認識王; augone.culture@gmail.com) runs great English tours of the Yancheng district and Kaohsiung Harbour. The two-hour (NT$600 per person) walking tour includes visits to old shops, trying local snacks and learning about traditions. The 1.5-hour (NT$1000 per person) boat tour of Kaohsiung Harbour gives an overview of its development.

Book at least a month in advance, especially for the boat tour. A minimum total charge per tour applies, so the earlier you book, the more likely it is that they’ll have enough participants. They also run bar crawls and food crawls in Mandarin. Find them on Facebook (facebook.com/kingsofexploringtakao).
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BEST PLACES FOR DIZZYING VIEWS

Gangshan Eye (崗山之眼)

An 88m-long hilltop viewing bridge with vistas of Dawu Mountain and the Taiwan Strait.

i-Ride

VR theatre that takes you soaring, plunging and whizzing past Kaohsiung’s best-known sights.

National Science & Technology Museum (國立科學工藝博物館)

A thrilling (for kids) IMAX show and bilingual exhibits on Taiwan’s industrial history.

Taroko Mall (大魯閣草衙道)

This mall has a mini–amusement park for young children and an indoor games centre for teens.




GETTING AROUND

A combo of MRT, LRT (light rail), buses, taxis (or Uber), Youbike and walking will get you to most places.




TAIWAN’S PATH TO DEMOCRACY

See History in 15 Places for details of the Formosa Incident, the February 28 Incident (‘2-28 Incident’), and Taiwan’s democratisation movement. The walls of the Kaohsiung Museum of History retain bullet scars from the 2-28 Incident, and there’s a display about the event.






Beyond Kaohsiung
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Kaohsiung’s surrounds offer a diversity of cultures – ethnic, regional and religious – against chiselled mountains and mountain-backed plains.


The mountainous plains northwest of Kaohsiung are an area rich with rivers. They are home to the country’s largest Hakka community, who set foot here in the 18th century and converted the wilderness into farmlands. With them came their temples, cooking and courtyard houses. Then the Japanese arrived with the railway, sugar refineries and their aesthetics, giving rise to agricultural towns that thrived on the export trade. Moving inland, as plains and foothills give way to mountains, you’ll see indigenous people, their villages and culture. Here waterfalls are tall, and towns connected are by vertiginous bridges over gorges. Added to all this are strange-looking badlands, an overwintering site of the purple butterfly, and a southern folk festival.
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TOP TIP

If you’re spending at least a couple of days in Meinong, you can visit Cishan as a side trip.




Explore Hakka Culture

OLD HAKKA TOWN OF MEINONG

The Hakka make up about 94% of Meinong’s population, compared to 15% in Taiwan. The earliest immigrants settled in the plains here in the 18th century. They left structures such as Yong’an Road (永安路), the first street in Meinong, where some of the oldest family residences can still be found in the narrow back alleys, the Earth God Shrine (伯公神壇), the earliest of 400 such shrines in the area, the East Gate (東門), and the Minongzhuang Oblation Furnace (瀰濃庄敬字亭). The last is a three-storey, red-bricked hexagonal furnace for disposing of written paper – the written word enjoyed such a sacred position in the past that furnaces were built just for that.

The Hakka of Meinong can count a high number of imperial scholars (and PhDs) among their population. The vestiges of their glory are manifested in elegant courtyard houses such as Lin Home (林家民宿陶坊), the attractive Guangshan Temple (廣善堂), and on display in the Hakka Culture Museum (美濃客家文物館) and touristy Meinong Folk Village (美濃民俗村). Meixing Street (美興街) shows how Hakka cuisine has been preserved.

The Japanese era also contributed to the culture here. See the graceful Meinong Old Bridge (美濃舊橋), the Old Meinong Police Station (舊美濃警察分駐所), and the famous Kuang Chin Sheng Paper Umbrella shop (廣進勝紙傘), the Louis Vuitton of Taiwanese oil-paper umbrellas.

In summer, you can spot plenty of yellow butterflies in Yellow Butterfly Valley (黃蝶翠谷), 7km northeast of downtown Meinong.

From Kaohsiung, a bus-and-taxi combo would take you to Meinong (美濃) in under 90 minutes.
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I LIVE HERE: TOMATO & RADISH PICKING IN MEINONG
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Jimmy Lin is a taxi-driver and food vendor.

You can go cherry tomato–picking and radish-picking in Meinong, like you do strawberries elsewhere. Harvest is from late October to before the Lunar New Year. Meinong radishes are slim and small, and cherry tomatoes are orange. After that, farmers grow flowers to nurture the soil and you’ll walk among seas of flowers. Finally, they grow rice. Rice fields show a different face every season.

We eat Red Tortoise Cake (紅龜粿), a glutinous rice cake with a red bean or savoury filing, that’s dyed red. It originated as a ritual food. You can buy it from Red Turtle Snacks (紅龜坂店) at 280 Yong’an Rd.



WHERE TO STAY IN MEINONG

Bananas and LP House (香蕉與黑膠民宿)

A picturesque courtyard house with tasteful rooms and a 5000-strong vinyl collection. $$

Lin House (林家民宿陶坊)

This B&B has four modern rooms in an elegant Hakka courtyard complex. Bikes are free for guests. $$

Meinong Tobacco Village (美濃菸城民宿)

Leisurely B&B with themed rooms, a bar, lawns and a swimming pool. $$

Japanese-Era Agricultural Town

EXPLORE THE COURTYARD HOUSES OF CISHAN OLD STREET

Cishan Old Street (旗山老街) is 20 minutes either way by taxi from Foguangshan Buddha Memorial Centre in the south and Meinong in the east, and makes for a nice half-day trip.

Rather than a single street, this is a town built during the Japanese period for the export of sugar cane and bananas to Japan. Raw materials grown in the fields were brought to Cishan. At one point, it was a processing hub where trains from the old Cishan Train Station (旗山車站), which resembles a quaint Tuderesque doll’s house, connect the Cishan Sugar Refinery (旗山糖廠) to other agricultural settlements, and eventually, the harbour. Today the town has snack and dessert shops tucked into Japanese-Western-style facades and crumbling Fujian-style courtyard houses, many of them historical monuments. You can spot handsome old mansions belonging to rich banana merchants, especially on Fuxing St (復興街) and Zhongshan St (中山街).

As Cishan is still an agricultural district, many farm products are sold here, such as rice, eggs, sweet potatoes and, of course, bananas.

The Japanese-Western Eclectic complex Cishan Living Cultural Park (旗山生活文化園區) was a primary school for Japanese children built in 1912. The impeccably restored classrooms now host child-friendly exhibits and a cafe.


CYCLING MEINONG & CISHAN

It is a delight to cycle within and between the rural towns of Meinong and Cishan, as the paths are designed with the towns’ natural, cultural and historical sites in mind. The Cishan-Meinong Bike Path begins on Cishan Old Street.

If you don’t have your own wheels, you can hire them near Cishan Bus Station. From the old street, the path heads towards Dijing Bridge (地景橋), before branching out into a number of smaller paths in Meinong that let you sightsee on wheels. This includes an easy 5.5km route around Meinong Lake. In Meinong, you can hire wheels at the lakeside visitor centre or the popular A Lin Bicycle Shop (阿麟的店).



WHERE TO TRY OLD-SCHOOL FOOD IN CISHAN

Ice Pop City (枝仔冰城)

Nostalgic Ice Pop City serves sundaes, banana splits, fruit juices and light meals. $

Wu Ji Meatball (吳記肉丸)

These translucent bowl-sized dumplings with a savoury filling are first steamed, then pan-fried. $

Xiuming Pig Heart Vermicelli (秀明豬心冬粉)

Pig’s heart and tongue are boiled, sliced and served with vermicelli and shredded ginger. $

Indigenous Village & Waterfalls

DISCOVER THE MAOLIN NATIONAL SCENIC AREA

Duona (多納), lying in a river gorge, is home to the Rukai tribe. Though not many traditional houses remain, the village is worth visiting to see how the Rukai live in the 21st century. Villagers put red quinoa out to dry and sell millet wine. There’s a chapel, a school with tribal mosaic, a Warrior’s Trail, and a court where teens shoot hoops to Taiwanese pop. A market offers fresh produce and barbecued meats, while restaurants serve indigenous-Taiwanese cuisine. A half-hour drive southwest is Maolin Gorge Waterfall (茂林谷瀑布) connected by a trail to Lovers Gorge Waterfall (情人谷瀑布). The latter also hosts a suspension bridge and hot springs.

Purple Butterfly Valley (紫蝶幽谷) comprises a series of sites around the Maolin Scenic Area. The best time to watch the butterflies is mid-morning, November to March. Some sites will be signed as you drive along the main road, but enquire at the visitor information centre for good butterfly-watching locations. The centre is located at the entrance of Maolin Scenic Area. Some guesthouses can arrange butterfly-watching tours.

It’s best to have your own vehicle for this area, though buses run between some attractions.
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GEOTHERMAL CURIOSITIES

Yanchao (燕巢), 27km north of Kaohsiung, is home to two small geological wonders. The Wushanding Mud Volcanoes (烏山頂泥火山), Taiwan’s smallest nature reserve at under 5 hectares, has two mud volcanoes and, although their height and shape change constantly with the weather, they are normally no taller than 1.5m so you can get really close to the craters to see the boiling pot of grey goo.

Unique geothermal reactions can also be seen in a pair of gurgling pools in Xin Yangnyu Mud Pond (新養女湖) or the Lake of the New Adopted Daughter nearby. Buy a tea egg from the store and the storekeeper will light the methane gas that bubbles up from the depths.



WHERE TO EAT IN DUONA

Maji (瑪姿餐飲店)

Good grilled boar and plaintain soup and even some vegetarian options at 6-1 Duona Alley (多納里6-1號). $

Manxiang Le (滿香樂)

A Taiwanese menu with a few indigenous options at 48 Duona Lane (多納巷48號). $

Isamu (一山沐)

The coffee at 6-6 Duona Lane (多納巷6之6號) likely comes from the cacao trees in the Rukai owner’s backyard. $

Martial Arts Fest Inspired by a Heroic Bandit

THE HISTORIC NEIMEN SONGJIANG BATTLE ARRAY

Neimen Songjiang Battle Array (內門宋江陣) is a southern folk festival combining martial arts and religion that takes place over March and/or April in mountainous Neimen. It is believed to have roots in rural self-defence militia in the Qing dynasty, who practised martial arts and formed ‘block watch’ groups. As temples were the centre of spiritual and social life in agricultural communities, such activities soon extended to the protection of deity-carrying palanquins at religious processions.

Details differ yearly, but the mainstays are martial-arts rituals and contests, roadside banqueting (辦桌) and lots of face-painting, singing and dancing. Song Jiang is the name of a Chinese historical figure who was fictionalised as a patriotic bandit in the classic Water Margin, which tells of the adventures of Song and his 108 companions. Legends spawned by the work made their way into traditional Taiwanese opera (歌仔戲), sometimes performed at the festival. While an ancient array may comprise over a hundred fighters, today they usually consist of 36. But the weapons used still hark back to the novel and faces are painted to represent the original heroes.

The festival is also celebrated in Tainan, but Kaohsiung’s Neimen edition is the largest. Three temples take turns playing host alongside the government – Nanhai Zizhu Temple (南海紫竹寺), Neimen Shunxian Temple (內門順賢宮) and Neimen Zizhu Temple (內門紫竹寺).

During the festival, a free shuttle service runs between Cishan bus station and Neimen. The Kaohsiung government website has details.


TIANLIAO MOON WORLD

In the boondocks around Kaohsiung and Tainan, you’ll come across a landscape reminiscent of the moon’s surface. The whitish-grey hills have a high alkaline level due to the presence of chalk. Plants, except thorny bamboo, cannot grow here, and lack of vegetation leads to erosion, lending the hills a bare, chiseled appearance.

The stars of this terrain are Kaohsiung’s Tianliao Moon World (田寮月世界) and Yanchao Moon World (燕巢月世界) and Tainan’s Caoshan Moon World (草山月世界). You can now hike on paved trails all over Tianliao Moon World and through it, all the way to Caoshan Moon World 17km away.

Tianliao Moon World is accessible by public transport. Red bus 70 leaves from Gangshan South MRT Station in Kaohsiung for Tianliao several times a day.



Glorious Gaudí-esque Temple

UNUSUAL TAOIST TEMPLE

Tianliao Stone Temple (田寮慈玄聖天宮石頭廟) is a fantastical, Gaudí-esque interpretation of a Taoist temple by Southeast Asian migrant workers. Purportedly, in the 1990s, the temple took in 500 stranded construction workers, and in return for food and lodging, asked them to build a temple, which they did with seashells, corals, and heaps of imagination. You’ll see the main goddess Cundi Bodhisattva (準提菩薩) and a host of gold-faced deities lined up along colonnaded corridors. The temple puts out a delicious vegetarian buffet daily for devotees. Make a donation and join in.

To reach Tianliao Stone Temple, take bus 8013 from Gangshan South MRT (南崗山站) to Tianliao (田寮) stops at Shitou Temple (石頭廟) on holidays. On other days, get off at Niuchoupu (牛稠埔) and walk. A cab takes 40 minutes (NT$800). Negotiate with the driver to wait while you explore.


GETTING AROUND

There is parking in Maolin Scenic Area, Duona Village and the geothermal areas and geopark. There are regular buses between Kaohsiung and Meinong, and Kaohsiung and Cishan.





TAINAN
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Tainanians are proud of Tainan
 (臺南), and it’s not hard to see why. It is Taiwan’s oldest city and its capital from 1624 to 1887. The name ‘Taiwan’ was once used to refer to Dayuan (大員), the former name of Anping where the 17th-century Dutch fort is located. Tainan has temples tied to the country’s founding narratives. Importantly, tradition not only thrives here, it has transitioned spectacularly into the 21st century, whether preserved or reimagined, thanks to a people long versed in matters of culture and taste. Tainanians are, if you will, Taiwan’s sandaled aristocrats – dignified, meticulous, but also down-to-earth and happy to share their kǒudài míngdān (private go-to list, 口袋名單) with you, whether it be the tastiest milkfish, the most historically significant temple, the prettiest sunset or the dopest bar.
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Yenping Street | Jack Hong/Shutterstock ©
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TOP SIGHTS

1Anping

SIGHTS

2Anping Fort

3Anping Mazu Temple

4Anping Tree House

5Chihkan Tower

6Eternal Golden Castle

7Hayashi Department Store

8Kailung Temple

9King of Medicine Temple

10Land Bank

11Mangrove Green Tunnel

12Museum of Oyster Shell Cement

13National Museum of Taiwan Literature

14Shennong Street

15Siaozhong Street

16Sicao Dazhong Temple

17Taijing National Park

18Tainan Art Museum Bldg 1

19Tainan Art Museum Bldg 2

20Tait & Co Merchant House

21Water Fairy Temple

22Wind God Temple

23Yenping Street

EATING

24Zhengxing Street

SHOPPING

see 26Anzheng Western-Wear Tailor

25Fucheng Century-Old Wooden Clogs

26West Market

27Yongle Market

TRANSPORT

28Anping Canal Cruise




TOP TIP

Urban Tainan has such a tight weave of attractions that walking or cycling is the best way to take them in. What’s more, cafes and restaurants are liberally tucked into the fabric, offering abundant options for a refuel. And should you need some tiding over, there are buses.





Dutch Fort Among Taiwan’s Oldest Streets

TRACING 17TH-CENTURY HISTORY AT ANPING

When the Dutch established their colony in Taiwan, Anping Fort (安平古堡) was their stronghold until its capture by Koxinga in 1661. A small museum on the grounds explains the history. Leading up to the fort are some of Taiwan’s oldest streets and the elaborate Anping Mazu Temple (安平天后宮) where little packets of ‘safe rice’ are sometimes available free-of-charge near the altar to help keep you and your family anping, meaning safe and well. Siaozhong Street (效忠街) leads to a number of back alleys with restored brick buildings; Yenping Street (延平街) is the site of the first market in Taiwan.

There are also a few old merchant houses about town. The Tait & Co Merchant House (安平樹屋暨原德記洋行) showcases the supposed lifestyles of Dutch, Chinese and indigenous families in the 19th century through decorated rooms, but it is Anping Tree House (安平樹屋) with its massive banyan that most people come for. The small Museum of Oyster Shell Cement (蚵灰窯文化館) details the ancient practice of making oyster-shell cement.

A half-hour walk south is Eternal Golden Castle (億載金城), built to shore up Taiwan’s defences against the Japanese. Over in urban Tainan, outdoor concerts are sometimes held at Chihkan Tower (赤崁樓), which has gone through many masters since its foundations were first laid by the Dutch.

The western district of Anping (安平) has lots of flat, open areas and footpaths, so walking and cycling are good ways to get around. You can also sightsee on an Anping Canal Cruise (安平運河遊船; twtainan.net/en/attractions/detail/5745) from Anping Recreational Wharf (安平遊憩碼頭).
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Anping Fort | Richie Chan/Shutterstock ©


MEET KOXINGA

Koxinga aka Zheng Cheng-gong (鄭成功) or King of Yanping is so inextricably tied to Tainan history that it is impossible to talk about Tainan without mentioning him. Koxinga was a Ming-dynasty loyalist born to a Chinese father and Japanese mother who made it his mission to overthrow the Qing dynasty and restore Ming rule. When he failed to resist the Qing in China, he and his sons fled to Tainan with 25,000 troops and 400 warships in 1661. He attacked Dutch settlements, ending 38 years of Dutch rule. For the next 22 years, Koxinga and his descendants maintained a maritime state called the Kingdom of Tungning in Tainan. They never managed to restore the Ming. His grandson surrendered to the Qing in 1683.



WHERE TO SHOP IN TAINAN

Wu Wan Cun Incense Shop  (吳萬春香舖; wuwuchun1895.com.tw)

All-natural incense, incense burners and attractive gadgets; closed Tuesday and Wednesday.

Maru Yang Betel Nut Stall  (馬路楊檳榔會社; facebook.com/YangMaru)

Roadside stall selling betel-nut and accessories run by a chatty armchair historian, Maru Yang.

Tainan Kuang Tsai Embroidery Shop (府城光彩繡莊)

Purchase the works of embroidery masters who dress temple gods.

Shopping in an Art-Deco Department Store

SHOPPING LACED WITH HISTORY

Hayashi Department Store is worth checking out, even if only to ride the grandma lift with the dial floor indicator – that’s what many Tainanians did when Hayashi (林百貨) opened in 1932 as Tainan’s first department store and Taiwan’s second.

That said, Hayashi has plenty to offer. It’s a fabulous one-stop shop for top-quality made-in-Tainan and Taiwanese products, from umbrellas and pastries to fashion and lifestyle, with an emphasis on artisanal and indie brands with a vivid Taiwanese identity. Hayashi is also a museum of sorts. If you go to the top-floor viewing deck, you’ll see a Shinto shrine and air-raid damage from WWII when, being the city’s tallest building, Hayashi was used to conduct anti-aircraft warfare. And should you need a break from shopping, there are cafes here too.

Across the road from Hayashi, the photogenic Land Bank (土地銀行) was built with features of a Grecian Temple in 1928, when neoclassical revival was in vogue in the west. Interestingly, the design also took local habits into account. The bank lies at a busy intersection; instead of having the pedestrian pathway run in front of it, it runs through it, behind the Doric columns, as footpaths do through Taiwanese shophouses. In the ‘30s and ‘40s, Land Bank and Hayashi Department Store were the cornerstones of Tainan’s most affluent area. Hayashi staff would deliver the store’s earnings across the road to the bank. Hayashi was doing so well that locals joked that to bring the money anywhere else would be too risky.


GREAT SIT-DOWN MEALS IN TAINAN

Gan Dan Delicious Vegetarian (苷箪蔬食)

Two branches of this vegetarian restaurant offer well-made Asian vegetarian and vegan fare, such as soya miso ramen, coconut rice, and curry. $

Zhuxin Residence (筑馨居)

Menu-less Zhuxin serves seven-course Tainanese meals from its location in two rustic houses, one of which has a small gallery of Qing-dynasty implements. Bookings recommended. $$

A Xia Restaurant (阿霞飯店)

Try fancy Taiwanese dishes such as steamed sticky rice with mud crab (紅蟳米糕) at this modern banquet restaurant. $$



PLACES FOR COFFEE, TEA OR DESSERT

Narrow Door (窄門咖啡)

Nobel laureates in literature have made it through the 38cm-wide alley to this charmer. $$

Daybreak 18 Teahouse  (十八卯茶屋)

There’s tea for tasting and teapots for sale at this 1930s Japanese house in a historic garden. $

Ubuntu (烏邦圖書店)

This bright and airy canal-side bookstore and cafe has a solid art and humanities collection (mainly Chinese). $



WALKING TOUR
Urban Tainan Temple Tour

Tainan, the former capital, is famous for its temples, which are among the oldest and most historically important in the country. This tour weaves together most of the important and interesting temples along the roads radiating from the centrally located Tang Te-chang Memorial Park roundabout (湯德章紀念公園圓環). Stops are within a 15-minute radius from the roundabout and ordered in a clockwise direction.
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1 City God Temple (城隍廟)

The City God is the official protector of towns. Look up for the two giant abacuses used to tally your good and bad deeds. Don’t miss the most famous words ever written on a temple plaque in Taiwan: ‘爾來了’ (‘You’re here at last’). Whether it evokes fear, relief or joy depends, of course, on how you lived.

The Walk: Go south along Lane 132, Qingnian Rd.

2 Dongyue Temple (東嶽殿)

A temple dedicated to the underworld where worshippers communicate with the dead through spirit mediums. There are grim murals of eye gouging and disembowelment in the second chamber.

The Walk: Head Southwest via Ln 90, Section 1, Fuqian Rd, then Section 1 Fuqian Rd.

3 Koxinga’s Shrine (延平郡王祠)

This tranquil Qing-dynasty shrine commemorates Ming-loyalist Koxinga. Highlights include the 1874 imperial edict approving the shrine’s construction. Nearby at Lady Lin Shui Temple (臨水夫人媽廟), women requesting protection for their children leave offerings of flowers and cosmetics.

The Walk: Turn into Nanmen Rd (南門路) and go north.
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Koxinga’s Shrine | Marc Venema/Shutterstock ©


4 Confucius Temple (孔廟)

Built in 1666, Taiwan’s first and finest Confucius Temple (孔廟) has an exquisite collection of buildings, including Dacheng Hall (大成殿) with its tall double-eaved roof and mini-pagoda. The old stone arch (泮宮石坊) was the original gateway.

The Walk: From You’ai St, turn into Section 2, Zhongyi Rd (忠義路二段).

5 Altar of Heaven (天壇)

Generations have been coming here to pray to the Jade Emperor, the supreme Taoist entity who doesn’t have a statue because he is formless as the sky. The single-stroke ‘Yī’ (一; One) inscription signifies that all the world’s truths are here and nothing goes unseen by heaven.

The Walk: Head northwest via Section 2, Zhongyi Rd, Section 2 Minquan Rd, and Section 2 Yongfu Rd (永福路二段).

6 God of War Temple (祀典武廟)

This temple with rose-coloured walls is the oldest in Taiwan dedicated to Guandi, a deified general known as the God of War and the patron saint of those who live by a code of honour. His essence is captured by the plaque inscription, ‘大丈夫’ or ‘upright man’.

The Walk: Turn into Lane 227, Section 2 Yongfu Rd (永福路二段227巷).

7 Tainan Grand Mazu Temple (大天后宮)

The magnificent temple was constructed as an imperial mansion for Prince Ningjing (寧靖王), the last of the pretenders to the Ming throne. There’s a shrine to Mazu’s parents in the prince’s former bedroom. Look up and you’ll see the beam from which his concubines hanged themselves before the Qing arrived.




Hipster Hood of Old Shophouses

THE OLD PORT NEIGHBOURHOOD OF FIVE CHANNELS

Shennong Street (神農街) with its former canalside shophouses was the hub of the old port area known as Five Channels (五條港). The name refers to five canals leading to Anping Harbour that the Qing developed to facilitate trade.

The waterways are gone and hipsters have taken over the long, loft-like spaces to open restaurants, fashion boutiques and B&Bs. After lunch is the best time to browse and chill – virtually nothing is open before noon. Three centuries ago, boats would go right up to the back doors, where workers would haul goods up to the upper floor for storage. You can see gates on the second-floor facade of some houses.

In a fengshui arrangement, the 90m-long street is book-ended by the King of Medicine Temple (藥王廟) and, inside a market, the Water Fairy Temple (水仙宮). The latter was also the HQ of the powerful trade unions running the show around these parts. Gambling and prostitution were rife in the dockyards, as was child labour. Kailung Temple (開隆宮) was a coming-of-age temple for the Oliver Twists of the canals, to celebrate those turning 16 – the eligible age for adult wages.

Nearby Wind God Temple (風神廟) is one of Taiwan’s rare nature worship temples. Boats carrying Qing officials would dock at its doorsteps and the officials would walk through the old stone arch to pray for smooth sailing in their travels and career.
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I LIVE HERE: JESSICA’S MOODY TAINAN
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Jessica Tseng is a floral artist. @narrowdoor38

Chikan Pharmacy Bar (赤崁中藥行)

This is a gin parlour that’s fashioned into a sexy Chinese apothecary, complete with wooden cabinets and cocktails served in ceramic bowls. It’s in an old house too. Book ahead to be safe.@chikan_pharmacy_bar

Tin Drum (錫鼓)

This is a pet-friendly cafe and teahouse hidden in an alley. The drinks and food are good, but it’s all about the ambience and understated aesthetics of the restored Japanese-style residence.




PLANNING TIP

Famous Anping Fort and the nearby streets full of traditional snack shops are 15 minutes away by T-bike or 45 minutes by bus from Shennong Street.



PLACES FOR COFFEE, TEA OR DESSERT

Black Worker (黑工號嫩仙草)

Portions are big at this famous shop for sweet tofu and herbal jelly desserts at 185 Yule St (育樂街185號). $

Eirakucho Drum Tea House  (永樂町鼓茶樓)

Teahouse with historical exhibits and comedic dialogue shows with meals daily at 15 Gonghou St (宮後街15號). $$

L’Esprit Cafe (初衷咖啡)

Everything from the cakes and sandwiches to the blue-and-brown palette is on point at 401, Section 2, Minsheng Rd (民生路二段401號). $$

Indulge at Yongle Market

STREET FOOD GALORE

Tainan’s gourmands like to say they wish the Michelin inspectors would never come to their favourite restaurants so they can continue to eat in peace. Such is the confidence Tainanians have in their culinary tradition, and it shouldn’t come as a surprise – Tainan, being the historical capital, was the birthplace of many Taiwanese foods. While you can find them in other cities, they’re usually not as common or delicious – or sweet. There’s a running joke in Taiwan that Tainanese put sugar in everything, even steamed rice. Sugar was a coveted commodity worldwide. Both the Dutch and the Japanese grew sugarcane in southern Taiwan for export. The locals fell in love with this alluring symbol of status and affluence. That love persists, as you’ll see.

Guohua Street (國華街), Zhengxing Street (正興街) and Yongle Market (永樂市場), with hundreds of stalls, is a foodie heaven. Beyond the reputed ‘golden triangle’ of pudding-in-a-bowl (碗粿), spring rolls (春卷) and pork belly buns (割包) are a plethora of delights, including noodles with wokfried eel (鱔魚意麵), vegetarian rice dumplings (菜粽), and milkfish (虱目魚), the last an unctuous delicacy best enjoyed in Tainan where it is freshest.

The majority of stalls are only open for lunch and breakfast – Tainan is famous for its bountiful breakfast options that often feature foods most Taiwanese associate with lunch (topic of another running joke). By late afternoon, almost everything here is closed.


BEST LOCAL GOODS TO TRY

Milkfish (虱目魚)

They come braised (魯), pan-fried (煎), in congee (魚肉粥), in soup (魚湯) or processed into balls (虱目魚丸) at Wang’s Fish Soup (王氏魚皮店), 612 Anping Rd (安平路612 號).

Squid with rice noodles (小卷米粉)

Slithery noodles in broth with scalded fresh squid from Ye’s Squid with Noodles (葉家小卷米粉), 142 Section 2, Guohua St (國華街2段142號).

Beef soup (牛肉湯)

Fresh sliced beef scalded in broth, served from 4am at A Cun Beef Soup (阿村第二代牛肉湯), 41 Bao’an Rd (保安路41號).

Danzai noodles (擔仔麵)

Broth noodles with minced pork, sprouts and shrimp from Du Xiaoyue (度小月), 101 Zhongzheng Rd (中正路101號).

Vegetarian rice dumplings (菜粽)

Sticky rice with peanuts wrapped in shellflower leaf; eaten steamed with peanut powder or sauce at Yongle Market (永樂市場).



WHERE TO STAY IN TAINAN

The Brick (玩聚安平)

Spacious rooms and vintage toys in a former toy factory in Anping. $

Laile (來了)

Of all the modern rooms in this historical building, our favourite is the corner one with the vintage window grill. $$

Cao Ji Book Inn (艸祭)

A bookshop recast as an immaculate hostel with unusual spaces harking to its origins. $


Tainan’s Best Museums

LITERATURE, ART AND HORTICULTURE

Being the cultured ancient capital, Tainan is home to a few excellent museums. One of Taiwan’s very best, the National Museum of Taiwan Literature (國家臺灣文學館) is inside the colonial Tainan District Hall, an exceptional building with old trees. The museum details the development of Taiwanese literature from the time of the pre-Han indigenous peoples to present-day Tainan. Some texts are bilingual, but it’s worth getting the free English audio guide.

Tainan Art Museum (臺南市美術館) comprises Building 1, a Japanese-period police station, and the sleek Building 2, designed by Japanese architect Ban Shigeru. Both host over a dozen galleries devoted to Taiwanese and overseas artists, with an emphasis on southern masters.

Thousand Fields Seed Museum (Qianqi Seed Museum; 千畦種籽舘; facebook.com/QianQiZhongZiGuan) is a small residential garden fantastically overrun with plants and 500 kinds of seeds, most endemic to southern Taiwan. You’ll see them stuffed in jars, strewn over shelves, and hanging from beams. The rustic gift shop on the premises carries souvenirs made with seeds or flowers. Visit is strictly by appointment only. Call a couple of days in advance. Admission includes a tour in Mandarin. If you want an English tour, make contact on Facebook at least 10 days before. It’s NT$6000 for a group of not more than five. Closed Tuesday and Thursday.
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I LIVE HERE: UPSCALE CAFE & CATTLE MARKET
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Kyle Hsieh is a hostel owner and events curator; @oldhouseinn2008.

Cattle market in Shanhua (善化牛墟)

The market has roots in 19th-century livestock trading. Cattle are not traded now but you’ll see farmers selling fruits and vegetables and peddlers with their farming implements on the roadside. There’s a cooked-food market there with fresh beef soup. It’s open nine days a month, on the 2nd, 5th, 8th and days ending with these numerals.

Dawn Room (咖啡明堂)

The literature-loving owner names his membership cards ‘Kafkard’ and ‘Szymborskard’. Classy place. Decor, food, coffee – everything is on-point.

Needed Bookstore (敝墟書店; facebook.com/neededbookstore)

Set in a gorgeous former Japanese general’s residence. I designed the interiors for it.



WHERE TO STAY IN TAINAN

Your Fun Apartment  (有方公寓)

This B&B’s mix of old-world charm and minimalism has stolen the hearts of many. $

Hsieh’s Old House Inn (謝宅)

Tastefully restored century-old residences with chic contemporary touches. Make contact via Instagram. $$$

Xiangqi and Wabi Sabi  (想起 和寂民宿)

Museum-like lodgings in two old courtyard houses – perfect for history lovers. $$

Wooden Clogs & Bespoke Suits

THIRD-GENERATION CRAFTSMANSHIP

In a roadside stall known as Fucheng Century-Old Wooden Clogs (府城百年木屐老店; 318 Section 2, Ximen Rd) in downtown Tainan, third-generation craftsman Mr Guo makes stylish wooden clogs for men and women. It was over 110 years ago, during Japanese rule, that Mr Guo’s grandfather apprenticed at a wooden sandal factory in Tainan. These sandals are geta – Japanese clogs with a rectangular sole propped up by a ‘teeth’ platform, and at Mr Guo’s shop, they come with traditional and modern heels, and a plethora of fabrics. Choose the design you want, and let Mr Guo take your measurements. Same-day pick-up is possible. Well-made geta like these ones are way more comfortable than they look. Don’t forget: In feudal Japan, rōnin (lordless samurai) rode horses, got drunk and dueled in them. Closed Monday.

Anzheng Western-Wear Tailor (安正西服) has been making bespoke suits for decades for clients that include international visitors and Asian celebrities. Under its current owner and tailor, Mr Hsieh, the shop also takes part in an annual ‘Suit Walk’ that sees chic young Tainanese modelling Mr Hsieh’s bespoke suits while skateboarding or cruising on their Vespas. If you order a suit, the shop will deliver to your hotel or ship to your home address. The location is in the large indoor market, West Market (西市場), an interesting 1900s relic that is also home to fabric stores and food stalls. The closest entrance to Anzheng Western-Wear Tailor is near the juncture of Ximen Rd (西門路) and Zhengxing St (正興街).


BEST BARS IN TAINAN

TCRC Bar (前科累累俱樂部)

Speakeasy vibe, killer cocktails, and a line of waiting customers at the door. TCRC also has a small live-music dive nearby.

182 Art Space

A contemporary art gallery with a small bar near Chikan Tower.

Lola (蘿拉冷飲店)

Moody bar set in a village house that has retained much of its original look, down to the creaky wooden doors and mezzanine.

Bar Lonely (籠裏)

Japanese-retro cocktail bar with dim lighting and a wooden staircase.



WHERE TO STAY IN TAINAN

Catch Phoenix (捉鳳凰)

Bright and spacious rooms and dorms in an old house with octagonal windows. $

City Hut 1828 (Dorm 1828)

The clean and cosy rooms at this hostel give midrange digs a run for their money. $

UIJ Hotel & Hostel (友愛街旅館)

Industrial-chic hotel offering 87 rooms and a well-appointed, 110-bed hostel. $$

Patchwork of Coastal Lands

NATURE RESERVE AND BOAT RIDE

Taijing National Park (臺江國家公園) is 50 sq km of land and 340 sq km of sea including tidal flats, lagoons, mangrove swamps and wetlands north of Anping Harbour that are critical habitats for endangered fish and bird species. Learn about one at the Black-Faced Spoonbill Reserve (黑面琵鷺生態保護區). Cycling is possible in Taijiang as the land is flat. From Anping, a riverside path runs towards the coast and continues northward past tidal flats and a mosaic of ecosystems. You can also boat through the Mangrove Green Tunnel (四草綠色隧道) and further out to larger channels and the estuary of the Yenshui River from a pier next to Sicao Dazhong Temple (四草大眾廟).

Steampunk Dystopia vs Faux Versailles in Tainan

DECOMMISSIONED SUGAR REFINERY AND PRIVATE MUSEUM

Ten Drum Rende Creative Village (十鼓仁德文創區), run by a percussion troupe, is Taiwan’s most engaging decommissioned sugar refinery. The 7.5-hectare complex has a steampunk dystopian vibe that is highly photogenic. The colossal tanks and distillation towers now host bars, exhibition space, and bookstores, as well as adrenaline sport outfits and children’s activity corners. It is sometimes possible to launch sky lanterns in the incinerator chimney. A series of suspended walkways connect the soaring factory structures.

Nearby Chimei Museum (奇美博物館) offers a large faux-French garden and a collection of western historical paintings and weaponry. The owner, one of Taiwan’s richest people, says he opened the museum to give underprivileged children access to world culture. Even if you don’t enter the museum, the eccentric Versailles pretensions of the garden make for very cool photos.
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Chimei Museum | Romix Image/Shutterstock ©


BEST REMAINING RELICS

Duiyue Gate (兌悅門)

Qing-era gate that’s still a part of daily life.

Chuan Mei Theatre  (全美戲院)

A 1950s theatre known for movie posters hand-drawn by Yan Jhen-fa, who was hired by Gucci to create a mural in Taipei.

Great South Gate (大南門城)

Highlights include the old wall and commemorative stelae.

Shuijiaoshe Cultural Park (水交社文化園區)

The former dormitories of the Japanese naval air squadron now contain a small museum.

Japanese Martial Arts Academy (武德殿)

A butokuden where the Japanese promoted kendo.




GETTING AROUND

Tainan Bus covers most of the city. The hub across from the train station is Tainan Bus Station. Most city buses stop here, as do Tourist Shuttle Buses 88 and 99. Tainan’s public bike-sharing programme T-Bike has rental sites at Chihkan Tower, Koxinga’s Shrine, Eternal Golden Castle, Anping Fort and Anping Tree House, among other places.






Beyond Tainan


[image: jpg]

Between coastal flats and hilly hot springs, the regions beyond Tainan show how religion, geography and culture can come together in eye-opening ways.


The sights beyond Tainan are numerous and spread out over a 60-degree arc spanning from the northwest of the city to the northeast of the city – from the Jingzailiao Salt Fields near the southwestern coast to the Guanziling hot springs in the mountainous inland. Between the two, you’ll find fascinating temples that are the country’s centres of Mazu or Wang Ye worship, Mazu and Wang Ye being the two megastars of southern folk faith. Also here are suburbs with geothermal wonders to see, forests and limestone parks to explore, plantations to cycle around, a hilltop waterworks museum complex built by the Japanese, an eccentric fireworks blowout, and a handful of truly one-of-a-kind religious sites.
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Jingzaijiao Pottery Shard Salt Fields | Romix Image/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

There is direct or almost direct public transport to the places beyond Tainan, but driving would save a lot of time.




Mud Hot Springs & Flaming Water

SOAK AT GUANZILING AND VIEW A SEA OF MAPLES

It’s possible to visit Guanziling Mud Hot Springs (關子嶺) in hilly northern Tainan as a day trip from Tainan or Chiayi if you have your own vehicle. Hot-springing is de rigueur in Guanziling. The water is not muddy, but a light grey colour, owing to the heavy mineral content. The Japanese who built the first hot-spring resort here considered the waters particularly therapeutic. Only three places in the world can lay claim to having mud hot springs: Guanziling, Japan and Sicily.

The area is essentially one long dip off County Rd 172. The village, on the eastern end of the tip, is divided into lower (containing the older part of town) and upper sections joined by a series of stone steps for walking. On the ride up to Guanziling, you’ll pass two popular Buddhist temples dedicated to Guanyin, the Goddess of Mercy: expansive Daxian Temple (大仙寺) and Ming-era Biyun Temple (碧雲寺). The main hall of Daxian Temple resembles a Japanese Buddhist temple; Biyun Temple has views of the plains.

A 10-minute walk away is Red Leaf Park (紅葉公園), known for its sea of maples. The most colourful time starts after mid-December. A half-hour’s drive from the hot springs is Water and Fire Cave (水火同源), a small grotto where natural gas from underground bubbles up through water and ignites spontaneously on the surface. The result is a surreal dance of flames atop pure water.
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Water and Fire Cave | Nathan mamico/Shutterstock ©


RIDING DONGSHAN COFFEE ROAD

Guanziling’s mountain roads see little traffic during the week and offer some fine road cycling. A particularly scenic route is County Rd 175, sometimes referred to on signs as Dongshan Coffee Road (東山咖啡大道). One of Taiwan’s famous cradles of coffee, it’s home to dozens of cafes where you can sample aromatic homegrown coffee.

From the roadside you won’t see manysigns of coffee growing, but you will get expansive views over the alluvial plains and the choppy foothills of the Central Mountains. It’s 25km of rolling pitch from the start of the 175 to Nansi (楠西). If you want to continue riding through more undeveloped natural landscape, head up the east side of Tsengwen Reservoir (曾文水庫).



WHERE TO STAY IN GUANZILING

King’s Garden Villa  (景大渡假莊園)

A well-appointed hotel offering indoor and outdoor soaking pools. $$

Hongyo Springs Resort (關子嶺新紅葉溫泉山莊)

Helpful staff and spacious rooms and elevated views of Guanziling and beyond. $$

Guanziling Police Lodge (關子嶺警光山莊)

Excellent price performance opposite the police station; expect many guests. $


Watch the Sunset in a Salt Field

THE SALT FIELDS OF JINGZAIJIAO

You may have seen photos of diamond-patterned fields with small white pyramids, the water reflecting the sky and the late-afternoon sun in the background – that’s the Jingzaijiao Pottery Shard Salt Fields (井仔腳瓦盤鹽田), 15km north of Tainan. At twilight on a clear day, they can be breathtaking, despite their small scale. When you enter the pools barefoot to try your hand at salt-drying, you will see pottery debris laid out to prevent the crystals from attaching to the soil, thereby ensuring their purity. The process is explained in the salt-themed souvenir shop, which also sells salted ice cream on the edge of the fields.

A train-bus combo will take you to the salt fields, but driving is much quicker.
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SCENES FROM HELL

In the ‘70s and ‘80s, dioramas with animatronic characters showing underworld torture were common in Chinese societies in Asia. Created to reinforce moral teachings through the use of shocking imagery and an intense palette, they could be found all over Taiwan and parts of China, often attached to temples.

Life-sized statues and dioramas also appeared in private residences, such as Haw Par Villa in Singapore and Tiger Balm Gardens in Hong Kong. In Taiwan, these places were often obligatory stops on primary school outings. The aim was essentially to scare children into obedience. The other remaining gallery in Taiwan is at Nantian Temple in Changhua.



WHERE TO EAT & STAY IN JINGZAIJIAO

Salt Country House  (鹽鄉民宿餐廳)

The only place in Jingzailiao where you can order a full meal and stay the night. $

Aunty Zhi Milkfish Rice Pudding (枝姨古早味虱目魚碗粿)

Their speciality is rice pudding-in-a-bowl (碗粿) with milkfish, not the usual pork. $

Jingzaijiao Old Houses  (井仔脚ㄟ厝)

Many old village houses in the area have been turned into guesthouses. $

Gallery of Horror in the 18 Levels of Hell

GROTESQUE ANIMATRONIC FIGURES METE OUT PUNISHMENTS

The northern town of Madou (麻豆) is not only famous for producing the country’s tastiest pomelos (文旦柚子), it’s home to one of Taiwan’s two remaining 18 Levels of Hell (麻豆十八層地獄). A product of the ‘70s, these eerily lit galleries are painted dioramas of underworld torture. This one is set in a 76m-long dragon right behind Madou Daitian Temple (麻豆代天府). Grotesque animatronic figures demonstrate the punishment meted out to sinners such as decapitation and disembowelment, accompanied by much recorded wailing and screeching. Adjacent to ‘hell’ is the ‘Heaven’ gallery which has even more animatronic figures, showing, for example, what happens to a chaste woman in the afterlife. (Spoiler alert: she will be allowed into the company of fairies.)


BEST CAFES ON DONGSHAN COFFEE ROAD

Japanese-style Rice Mill (日式碾米廠)

Dongshan’s highlight is this 1934 rice mill and the small museum next door where you can pick up some context and a coffee. 11 Zhongxing Rd (中興路11號)

Tantiyou Coffee (丹品咖啡)

A large property with indoor and outdoor seating and fruit for sale.

Hua Xiang Cafe (樺鄉咖啡)

A low-key cafe where you can also watch the sunset and play with cats (it’s a cat shelter).

Dachu Coffee (大鋤花間)

An immensely popular cafe offering heaps of foliage, good food and organic Taiwan coffees. coffeedachu.com



Visit an Old Waterworks Plant & Garden

MUSEUM BUILT IN A JAPANESE-ERA WATER PURIFICATION FACILITY

The Tainan Shan-Shang Garden and Old Waterworks Museum (臺南山上花園水道博物館), reachable by bus from Tainan, is a Japanese-era water purification facility built upon a hill in Shanshang (山上). The pristinely preserved site has a handful of handsome 1920s Japanese-western-style buildings, some housing heavy-duty, made-in-England filtering machines, antique pumps, and offices with dark-wood furniture. The gardens are sculpted with ponds and old trees, and shelter a diversity of flora and fauna. All of this contributes to a very picturesque 20-hectare site ideal for a leisurely family outing.

WHERE TO TRY LOCAL FOOD IN YANSHUI

A Miao Noodles (阿妙意麵)

Sells yimian (意麵), wheat noodles with bean sprouts and braised pork, at 67 Kangle Rd (康樂路67號). $

Huxu Pig’s Head Rice  (鬍鬚豬頭飯)

After braising, the collagen-filled skin is served sliced at 89 Nanmen Rd (南門路89號). $

Yin Feng Fruit & Ice  (銀鋒冰果室)

Couples used to go on blind dates at this nostalgic dessert place at 1 Zhongshan Rd (中山路1號). $

Examine the Pottery of Taiwanese Master Ye Wang

MUSEUM FOR BRIGHTLY COLOURED GLAZED TEMPLE CERAMICS

The Ye Wang Koji Pottery Cultural Hall (葉王交趾陶文化館) showcases 200 pieces of exceptional Koji pottery created to embellish roof ridges and walls by Taiwanese master sculptor Ye Wang (1826–87). Koji or cochin is a low-fired, brightly coloured glaze style of ceramic used for temple decorations. The exhibition hall is part of Xuejia Ciji Temple (學甲慈濟宮), a resplendent 1701 monument in downtown Xuejia.

Fifteen minutes south, Zhenxing Temple (振興宮), just past the Km119 mark in Jiali, features fantastic tableaux of cut-and-paste shard figurines. Uniquely, the figurines here are not on the roof, but the sides of the entrance portico. At the front of the temple, you’ll see the brightly coloured cochin figures of an old man and woman crouching as if to support crossbeams. Created by Master Ye, they’re known as ‘The Fool Crouching to Raise the House’.

Crazy Fireworks Blowout

YANSHUI EXPLODES FOR THE GOD OF WAR

There may be nothing stranger in this land than Yanshui’s Beehive Fireworks Festival (鹽水蜂炮) – or battle, or blowout – in which thousands place themselves willingly in a melée of exploding fireworks. The festival takes place every year on the 14th or 15th day of the first lunar month.

Officially, the festival re-enacts the Yanshui people’s supplication to Guandi, the God of War, to save them from an epidemic. But for the young, it’s an opportunity to live life on the edge. Crowds of 100,000 or more can gather. When a nearby ‘beehive’ is set off, thousands of bottle rockets fly at you and over you (though hopefully not through you). The noise deafens, the smoke blinds and the rockets sting. People travel from overseas every year to be part of the excitement.

Bring goggles, a motorcycle helmet and protective clothing if you don’t want to pay for overpriced gear on-site or end up in hospital.

Yanshui has a few relics of note. Don’t miss the outlandish Holy Trinity Catholic Church and Poor Clares Monastery (天主神聖堂). Not only does it resemble a temple, the Last Supper fresco shows an Asian-looking Jesus and his Asian-looking disciples partaking of steamed buns with chopsticks. The 19th-century Octagon Building (八角樓), with its pagoda-like top and limestone body, belonged to a salt-and-sugar tycoon. Yongcheng Theatre (永成戲院) is a decommissioned rice mill that was recast as a cinema for the rich and famous in 1945.

You can reach the northern town of Yanshui by train and then taxi.
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NOTABLE OFF-THE-BEATEN-PATH TEMPLES

Luermen Creek (鹿耳門溪) in Tainan’s Annan (安南) district was where Koxinga was said to have landed when he came to Taiwan. The Luermen Mazu Temple (鹿耳門天后宮) has a Mazu statue in the main hall that was reportedly brought here on Koxinga’s battleship in 1661.

A 10-minute drive away is the Orthodox Luermen Mazu Temple (鹿耳門聖母廟), guarded by towering statues of General Hear-all and General See-all. The highlight is an ancient boat said to have drifted here from Fujian via the Penghu Islands, in 1913.

A 35-minute drive north along the coast is the 1662 Nankunshen Temple (南鯤鯓代天府), the centre of Wang Yeh worship. Wang Yeh (the Royal Lords) and Mazu are the superstars of southern folk faith.




GETTING AROUND

You can catch a TRA train from Tainan to Xinying (新營站). From Xinying, buses depart opposite the train station for Guanziling. From the same bus station, you can also take the West Coast Expressway (61西濱快線), to Jingzaijiao, or a regular bus to Yanshui. To reach Madou, take the train to Longtian (隆田站) or Shanhua (善化站) station, then cab it to ‘18 Levels of Hell’. From Shanhua bus station, the Taiwan Tourist Shuttle Mountain Line stops at the Waterworks Museum.

The two Lu’ermen temples can be reached by cycling, or taking a bus or taxi from Anping. You’ll need your own ride to go temple-hopping along the southwest coast.





HENGCHUN
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For vacationers visiting Kenting National Park, the old town of Hengchun (恆春), with its marvellously preserved city walls, a large museum, and a network of old streets, offers a welcome change from sun and sand, and a more well-rounded and less tourism-oriented range of restaurants and bars. Once thought of as the sleepy but fair-weathered gateway to bacchanalian Kenting, Hengchun (‘Eternal Spring’) has transformed in recent years, with new enchanting bistros and boutiques taking over crumbling courtyard residences, clinics and factories. The family-friendly National Museum of Marine Biology is also here, and you can even apply to spend the night in the museum, close to the manta rays, or have an in-depth guided tour.

[image: jpg]

Old city wall | TOPIMAGES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

[image: jpg]


TOP SIGHTS

1Kenting National Park

SIGHTS

2Hengchun East Gate

3Hengchun North Gate

4Hengchun Old Street

5Hengchun South Gate

6Hengchun West Gate

7National Museum of Marine Biology

8Old City Wall

ACTIVITIES

9Sichongxi Hot Springs

10Weirdo Freediving




TOP TIP

The four-route Kenting Shuttle Bus (墾丁街車) connects Kenting with Hengchun (恆春), Checheng (車城) and Sichongxi (四重溪). Cycling along the coastal loop allows you to take in more scenery.




Old City Wall & Old-Fashioned Stores

TAIWAN’S MOST IMPRESSIVE CITY WALL

Hengchun (恆春) means ‘Eternal Spring’, referring to its fine weather. It was developed by the Qing in 1873. Its most attractive feature is the old city wall, a 2700m-long national relic that has been tastefully restored with all four gates intact. It is the country’s most impressive and well preserved city wall, and glimpses of its battlements and forts as you wander around lend mystique to the modest small-town landscape.

If you approach Hengchun from Kenting, you’ll see the South Gate, also named Mingdu Gate (明都門), sitting inside a roundabout. If you go up close to some sections of the wall, you can see the original rammed earth, ancient inscriptions, and texts explaining the history of ‘Hengchun castle town’. You can walk up to some of the watchtowers for panoramic views.


Hengchun Old Street (恆春古城魅力商圈) is also worth checking out for its old-fashioned stores selling fishing implements and sweet-pea soup, as well as newer establishments started by the young. Many of those who chose to start businesses in this laid-back town in recent years may have done so in order to have a base to hang out with friends when they’re not surfing, writing or pursuing other interests, and often, the owners’ character is reflected in the vibe and decor. This makes lingering in Kenting’s new bars and cafes a fun thing to do.
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I LIVE HERE: JERRY’S DEEP-DIVE SUGGESTIONS
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Jerry Chang is a doctoral candidate in chemistry at Sun Yat-sen University; facebook.com/perfect.daily

Museum of Marine Biology

Gives fascinating academic tours on how they take care of injured sea turtles, grow coral or study marine animals. The tours are by request only for several people. Some guides speak English.

Barbecue

Some Kenting hostels have barbecue stoves or pits you can use. Enquire when booking or at check-in. The staff can provide utensils and buy food for you, or go to the market. It’s great fun when you go with a group of friends.

30M Bar

This Hengchun bar is really fun if you like diving – all their cocktails are diving-themed.



WHERE TO EAT IN HENGCHUN

Village South Sea Cuisine (庄仔內灶腳南洋菜私房美食坊)

Booking is a must at this Thai-Taiwanese restaurant popular with locals at 21, Lane 68, Yixin Rd (一心路68巷21號). $$

Zhaoshi Snack Bar  (找食小賣所)

A wooden roadside stall that whips up tasty ramen and Japanese-style curry at 70 Hengchun S Rd (恆南路70號). $

Wu’s Goose (吳家鵝肉庄)

Fresh local goose comes brined (鹽水), smoked (燻) or stir-fried at 56-5, Hengchun S Rd (恆南路56號之5). $$

Taiwan’s Largest Aquarium

VISIT THE SHARKS, CHINESE STURGEONS, BELUGAS AND PENGUINS

Bus 101 takes you from Kenting to the northwestern town of Checheng (車城) where the National Museum of Marine Biology (NMMB), Taiwan’s largest aquarium, is located. Inside the imaginatively designed NMMB (國立海洋生物博物館), you’ll see sharks, Chinese sturgeons, belugas, penguins, and a plethora of other sea life. There is a long underwater tunnel filled with richly coloured coral, a 3D theatre about the sea in prehistory, and a virtual sunken ship. You can book an English tour ahead of time. However, it is possible to enjoy the museum without understanding everything. NMMB also offers docent-guided night tours, breakfast feeding shows, and sleepovers.

A 20-minute drive away are the Sichongxi Hot Springs (四重溪溫泉). There are free public springs where you can have a soak before getting on your way, and hotels, should you want to spend the night.
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BEST WATERING HOLES IN HENGCHUN

New Cut Warehouse (鈕扣倉庫)

An awesome curation of bars, street art and old trees in a former button factory. 12 Hengchun W Rd (恆西路12號)

Fatchun Cafe (肥春號)

Enjoy IPA and coffee as you listen to rock behind bougainvillea-covered, white-graffitied walls. 15 Kanglin S Rd (糠林南路15號)

Sannan Cafe (山男咖啡)

The hilltop location is perfect for a sunset matcha latte. 2-9 Hongchai Rd (紅柴路2-9號)

Spoon in Pocket (湯匙放口袋)

A chic cafe offering good coffee and easy eats in a traditional low-rise residence. 192 Zhongshan Rd (中山路192號)

Ce Moment (默默很甜)

The bakery of a Cordon Bleu–trained pastry chef. 86 Zhongshan Rd (中山路86號)




GETTING AROUND

Local buses depart from various places in Kenting every half hour to an hour, and make stops at key spots in Hengchun, such as the city centre and the National Museum of Marine Biology. Downtown Hengchun is small enough to cover on foot. You can also use a taxi. Some convenience stores will call a taxi for you, especially if language is a problem.






Beyond Hengchun
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Taiwan’s oldest national park, Kenting National Park occupies the entire southern tip of the country.


Taiwan’s oldest national park, Kenting National Park, or Kenting, occupies the entire southern tip of the country. Comprising 333 sq km of land and sea on and around the Hengchun Peninsula, Kenting (墾丁國家公園) is synonymous with sun and beach, drawing hordes of domestic and overseas visitors who come to swim, surf, snorkel, dive, hike, and enjoy a little nightlife – all year round.

The average January temperature is a swimmable 21°C. In July it can get to a scorching 38°C. Low mountains and hilly terraces prevail over much of the land in Kenting, along with rugged high cliffs and sandy deserts. The swimming beaches with yellow sands and turquoise waters are wonderfully suited to recreation and water sports, especially surfing and diving, and sightseeing on a scooter or bicycle is highly enjoyable.
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TOP TIP

Scooters are a convenient way to get around in Kenting. But to rent one, you’ll need to show an International Driving Permit with a motorcycle endorsement. (Yes, gone are the days when anyone who could say their name could rent a scooter in Kenting.) That said, there are buses running between popular spots and the cycling is wonderful.




Hiking with Deer on a Former Coral Reef

THE MOUNTAINS AND BEACHES OF KENTING FOREST RECREATION AREA

Once an undersea coral reef, the 1.5 sq km Kenting Forest Recreation Area (墾丁森林遊樂區) is a quirky landscape of limestone caves and narrow canyons inhabited by wild macaques. There are stellar views to be had from some of the paths, as well as a viewing tower in the park. Inside this recreation area is Eluanbi Park, where Eluanbi Cape, the southernmost tip of the Central Mountain Range, and Eluanbi Lighthouse (鵝鑾鼻燈塔), a functioning lighthouse built in the 1880s, are located. The park has hiking trails running through vines and past huge coral rocks, as well as a coastal walkway. Just so you can say you’ve been to Taiwan’s southernmost point, there’s a stone marker about 1.2km southeast of Eluanbi Park showing exactly that.

Sheding Nature Park (社頂自然公園) is a well-protected expanse of scrubby hills and open grasslands popular among picnickers, hiking families and ecotourists. A pathway runs through creaking bamboo groves and between huge coral rocks. The reintroduced sika deer is often spotted in the brush, as are endemic birds, macaques and wild boar.

The park maintains strict access controls over ecologically sensitive regions, such as the area around Lake Nanren (南仁湖) and the beautiful coastal area at Longkeng (龍坑). You’ll need to reserve a slot on the park’s website to enter these areas.


BEST BEACHES FOR SWIMMING

Baisha Bay (白砂灣)

A remote little crescent beach where Ang Lee shot parts of Life of Pi.

Little Bay (小灣)

An attractive, family-friendly beach with a bar and showers, across from the Caesar Hotel.

Dawan (大灣館)

Big Bay aka Kenting Beach is the longest swimming beach in the area.

Sail Rock Beach (船帆石沙灘)

Jumping off Sail Rock and swimming round the landmark is popular.

Nanwan (南灣)

Nanwan or South Bay is favoured by the water-scootering, jet-skiing and banana-boating crowd.



WHERE TO STAY IN KENTING

Casa Ostia (聽著海聲迷路旅居)

Four beautiful rooms by the ocean with floor-to-ceiling windows and hammocks. $$$

Sunshine Liv (日和灣居)

Light and airy rooms in a cluster of modern white-walled villas facing the sea. $$$

The First Hostel  (南灣青年旅館)

Clean rooms in quiet Nam Wan where it’s dark enough that staff may take you stargazing. $

Surf the Best Waves in Taiwan

SURFING BEACHES AND GEOPARK

Jialeshui (佳樂水) and Nanwan (南灣) are the two main surf beaches in Kenting. While Nanwan has water-scooters and water-skis zooming in and out, Jialeshui is much more peaceful.

Locals believe Jialeshui has some of the best waves in Taiwan and the international surfing community seems to agree. For decades now, it has attracted a steady stream of surfers, including professionals, from all over the world. You can hire a surfboard pretty much anywhere in Jialeshui, and almost just as easily, find a seasoned coach to teach you the moves (likely the guy running the corner cafe). You can also spend the night at a B&B, so you can hit the waves at the crack of dawn no matter how late you stayed up stargazing.

Jialeshui is also a geopark with extraordinary rock formations along the coast. There are half-hour tour-bus rides along a 2.5km-long stretch of beautiful coral coastline, with simple explanations in Mandarin by the driver about the fancifully eroded rocks. You’ll also get to walk around and take pictures.

A half-hour walk west of Jialeshui is Gangkou Suspension Bridge (港口吊橋) where you can rent a kayak and paddle along the tranquil river.
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TOURS TO PROTECTED ZONES

Some of Kenting’s most ecologically and anthropologically interesting sites are in protected areas. Four are currently open to public through pre-booked tours: Lake Nanren (南仁湖), Longkeng (龍坑), Xizaikou (溪仔口), and Bitou Grassland (鼻頭草原).

You’ll need to join a tour or form your own, and apply seven to 42 days in advance on the official Chinese website (reservapions.ktnp.gov.tw). Depending on the itinerary, the tours are two to four hours each. A daily quota of 200 to 400 visitors applies. The guides are very knowledgeable, so it’s worth making contact early and requesting an English-speaking guide if you’re serious about joining. The tours will take you past grasslands of rich biodiversity, wind-sculpted coastlines, ancient trails and/or historical sites.



Night Market & Food Trucks

GRAZING IN KENTING

Every evening as the sun goes down, the vendors of Kenting Night Market (墾丁大街夜市) begin to set up along about a 1.5km strip of the Kenting Main St (墾丁大街). Stalls run the gamut from grilled scallops and squid to fried noodles, stinky tofu, oysters-on-the-shell and fruit juice. Quality wise, it’s pretty standard, like the busy Thai and stir-fry joints along this strip; it’s the beach-town atmosphere that makes this market stand out. At weekends, the street is packed with strolling families, sun-burnt revelers and tour groups. But it’s all part of the fun and you can dart into a swimwear shop for a peek or a convenience store for ice cream, should you need respite from the heat and the crowds.

Past the eastern end of the market, between Caesar Park Hotel and Little Bay, food trucks materialise at sundown, selling pizza, goose meat and fruit. The tastiest by far is Pizza Swell (波波窯烤手工披薩), which bakes its thin-crust, Italian-style pies in a wood-fired oven built into the truck. Unless you go early, prepare to wait at least 15 minutes for your order, because they are extremely popular. Close by are a few bar trucks with their stacked liquor bottles awash in psychedelic lighting like a shrine, offering cocktails and beer by the roadside, and blasting reggae into the night.

Freediving in Kenting

TAKE THE PLUNGE JUST 100M OFFSHORE

Kenting is one of the most popular training spots for the freediving community in Taiwan, followed by Little Liuchiu Island and, because they’re less accessible, Green Island and Lanyu Island. However, you’ll need a boat to reach the deeper sites in Kenting. You can go down to about 100m just a few minutes’ ride from shore. For experienced divers requiring just a boat and steersman, the many diving centres in Kenting can oblige you. If you’re around for a number of days and want to learn freediving, you can take a course from an experienced English-speaking instructor, such as Weirdo Freediving (奇怪教練; weirdofreediving.com), based in Hengchun.

Boating and Feasting at the Fish Market

BOATING AND FRESH SEAFOOD

Houbihu Marina (後壁湖) is Hengchun Peninsula’s largest fishing harbour and fisheries hub. Many boating expeditions depart from here, such as those run by Eyai Sailing Club (伊亞帆船俱樂部), as do ferries for Lanyu Island.

However, for locals, the main attraction is the fish market on Daguang Rd (大光路) with its bustling hawker-style stalls selling fresh sashimi at ridiculously low prices (US$0.20 a slice of local mahi-mahi, tuna or swordfish). If you want a sit-down meal and don’t mind plastic film tablecloths and slapdash service, the surrounding restaurants make excellent sauteed clams, fried calamari and steamed seabass. Ask a Chinese-speaker for help with ordering, or gesture. The market and the restaurants close early – best to go during the day.


I LIVE HERE: STELLA’S KENTING DIVING-SITE TIPS
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Stella Wu is a diving instructor based in Kenting; facebook.com/JustMyDiving.

Houbihu Marina (後壁湖遊艇港)

A marine protected area and coral reserve. If you dive in the sea near Houbihu, you’ll see lots of tropical fishes and colourful corals.

Maobitou (貓鼻頭)

Shallow waters and corals to the shore suited to snorkeling. Good if you want to be underwater for a little bit, but don’t have much experience.

Haikou (海口)

Advanced divers can dive to a sunken ship on the ocean floor here near Checheng township. The ROCS Chung Cheng (LSD-191; 中正艦), a decommissioned battleship, was sunk to create artificial reef; fish dart in and out of the cabins and the overgrown stairs. The best time to see the ship is March to June.



WHERE TO STAY IN KENTING

Casa Aperta (迷路為了看花)

Seven gorgeous rooms evoking the Aegean, a pool overlooking the ocean and great cooking. $$

Deer Head Inn (鹿角民宿)

A tasteful B&B just off the main drag, Deer Head is also home to Kenting’s classiest cocktail bar. $$

Light Inn (光現旅行)

Design-oriented boutique hotel offering some of Kenting’s most stylish rooms. $$

Bai Shuei Mu Inn  (白水木水漾會館)

Eight bright rooms right across from Sail Rock. $$

Château Beach Resort  (夏都沙灘酒店)

Well-appointed Château sits right on the beach, in pastels. $$

My Home (青年旅館背包客棧)

The pods at this lively hostel must be the cheapest sleeps in Kenting; they have rooms too. $


Cycling Hengchun Peninsula

PEDAL POWER FROM CHECHENG TO KENTING

Hengchun Peninsula is one of Taiwan’s best cycling destinations, but it’s important to choose the right route to avoid the pollution in the industrial area. The 100km-long Kenting coastal loop is a popular and scenic cycling route. From the northwestern town of Checheng, take County Rd 153 along the coast down to Nanwan; from there, switch to Hwy 26 and head east to Jialeshui. The roads are not busy and run past beaches and coastal bluffs. From Jialeshui, the 200 takes you back to Hengchun via beautiful Manzhou. At Checheng, another good alternative is to head east on the County Rd 199, one of the sweetest rural roads in the south.

Hwy 26 from Checheng to Kenting is congested and best avoided.
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BEST BARS & EATERIES IN KENTING

Deer Inn (鹿角民宿)

An atmospheric cocktail bar hidden away inside the tasteful Deer Inn B&B at 29 Tonghai Ln (通海巷29號).

Piccolo Polpo Bistro (迷路小章魚餐酒館)

The charming open kitchen creates European dishes with Asian leanings at 60 Nanwan Rd (南灣路60號). Booking is a must. $$$

Chateau Barbados (夏都)

The bar serves cocktails from a chill location on Dawan aka Big Beach.

Xingnan Stirfry 99 (興南熱炒99)

An affordable eatery serving Indonesian-Taiwanese dishes at 2 Xingnan Lane, Kending Rd (墾丁路, 興南巷2號). $

Cowboy’s Beach Bar & Grill (牛仔沙灘酒吧)

Sipping daiquiris on Cowboy’s sandy stools is a Kenting memory for many travellers. $$




GETTING AROUND

The easiest way to reach Kenting is via Kaohsiung, although Kenting is officially in Pingtung. The Kenting Express Bus makes the 2.5-hour trip between Kaohsiung’s Zuoying HSR station and Kenting several times a day. You can also share a taxi with other passengers for roughly the price (NT$400–450).





DONGGANG
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During the Qing dynasty, Donggang (東港), lying along the southwestern coast of Pingtung (屏東), Taiwan’s southernmost county, was one of the country’s three main commercial ports, the landing site for the ancestors of millions of modern Taiwanese (in particular the Hakka), and a rather prosperous little town.

In the final years of Japanese rule, what has been developed into Dapeng Bay was an airport for seaplanes operated by kamikaze pilots. When the Chinese Nationalists took over, they built an air-force base in Donggang. In the ‘70s, the city’s economy was reoriented towards fishing and seafood export. Today the laid-back town of about 50,000 remains an important centre for fishing, but tourism is slowly gaining traction. For many, Donggang is perhaps best known for its spectacular Burning of the Wang Yeh Boats festival (東港迎王平安祭典), which takes place in October once every three years.
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Burning of the Wang Yeh Boats festival | 123NELSON/SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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TOP TIP

Donggang is famous for bluefin tuna (黑鮪魚). There are many places to try it, and there’s even a Bluefin Tuna Cultural Festival (黑鮪魚文化觀光季; May–June). However, note that environmental groups such as Greenpeace have stressed that bluefin tuna is in danger from overfishing.




Century-Old Centre of Wang Yeh Worship

TAOIST TEMPLE WITH GOLDEN ARCHES

A resplendent monument impossible to miss, Donglong Temple (東隆宮) is the centre of Wang Yeh worship in Southern Taiwan. The original temple was built over a hundred years ago in the Qing dynasty. The imposing four-storey archway you see today is covered with gold foil; at night, it looms into view like an apparition at the end of Donggang’s darkened streets. The Burning of the Wang Yeh Boats festival, although celebrated in fishing settlements in southwest Taiwan, is synonymous with Donggang. It is in the courtyard in Donglong Temple here that the celestial vessel is kept and elaborate rituals take place.

The stars of southern folk faith are Mazu, the Goddess of the Sea, and Wang Yeh, the Royal Lords or general protectors who are believed to have the power to expel disease and evil.


WHERE TO DRINK IN DONGGANG

Ta Kaffe (沓珈琲)

A small, bright place that makes serious coffee with beans from all over the world.

Baiwago Plus (百瓦哥咖啡)

One-table Baiwago is all about Pingtung beans.

Kao Wei Xian (烤味鮮)

One of several nocturnal skewer-and-beer joints at 78 Yanping Rd (延平路78號).

Donggang Night Market (東港夜市)

Open on Wednesday and Saturday.

Way Hostel & Bar (留下旅舍和酒吧)

Cosy bar in a lively hostel where you’ll meet other travellers.



WHERE TO STAY IN DONGGANG

Wandao (灣稻旅居)

Design-oriented B&B offering well-appointed rooms with floor-to-ceiling windows. $

Dongfan Homestay  (東帆巷弄休閒民宿)

Clean balconied rooms and communal kitchens in a cluster of low-rises. $

The Way Hostel & Bar (留下旅舍和酒吧)

Tidy dormitories, a friendly backpacker vibe and a small cosy bar. $

Isvara Inn (自在旅店)

Industrial chic doubles and tatami rooms in a concrete block punctuated with brightly coloured balconies. $$

Meet Secret B&B (遇見‧秘境民宿)

Some rooms are almost pod-sized, but they’re well-priced and close to the night market. $$

艾khùn行旅

Bright rooms, some with balconies, a communal kitchen and a children’s play area. $$


Coastal Trail by Mangroves & Fishing Boats

CYCLING AND WATER SPORTS

This 12km cycling path known as the Dapeng Bay Bikeway (大鵬灣環灣自行車道) whips around an artificial lagoon in the Dapeng Bay National Scenic Area. Starting at the visitor centre, it takes you past the former base of the Japanese maritime self-defence force, reminders of when Dapeng Bay was a training base for kamikaze pilots. You’ll also pass a long coastal trail with mangroves, tidal flats, and views of fishing boats and Little Liuchiu Island in the distance. Dapeng Bay Lagoon is also a water sports centre with a 200m-long artificial sandy beach and outfits stationed at the sleek-looking Bayfun Pier offering water sport opportunities.
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Cacoa beans, Pingtung | liu yu shan/Shutterstock ©


FINALE OF THE BOAT BURNING FESTIVAL

On the day before the burning, the five Wang Yeh who returned to earth for this year’s festival are carried around town on an inspection and are then feasted. The boat is also paraded through town to collect evil, then back in Donglong Temple, it is loaded with goods fit for a voyage. Taoist priests burn paper spells in the courtyard to relieve gods from their duties of the past week, and dance with wok, broom, rice sifter and sword to direct demons onto the boat.

At midnight the Wang Yeh are offered one last feast of 108 dishes. The boat is dragged on wheels down to the beach for more rituals. Finally, between 5am and 6am, firecrackers are used to start a fire that slowly engulfs the entire boat.



Millennium-Old Boat-Burning Ceremony

SPECTACULAR FOLK FESTIVAL

One of Taiwan’s top folk festivals, the origin of the Burning of the Wang Yeh Boats festival (東港迎王平安祭典) goes back over 1000 years to the Song dynasty and is connected with the Wang Yeh or Royal Lords, deities worshipped for their ability to prevent disease. The festival was brought to Taiwan by Fujian immigrants in the 18th century, and has continued into modern times. Boat burnings are now held as prayers for peace, but the dark and solemn plague-expulsion rituals remain central to the festival. Taking place over eight days, they involve inviting the gods to earth, feasting them, parading a boat all over town, then burning it on a beach. Most visitors (and you can expect tens of thousands of them) attend the first and last days.

The festival is celebrated in fishermen’s settlements along the southwestern coast of Taiwan. Even Cijin Island and Penghu Island have their own versions, with frequency dependent on tradition and availability of funds. The most elaborate celebrations by far take place in Pingtung: at Donglong Temple (東隆宮) in Donggang, Sanlong Temple (三隆宮) on Little Liuchiu Island, and Daitian Temple (代天府) in Nanzhou. In Donggang, what makes the festival so highly enjoyable is that everyone, the faithful and the spectators, are so taken in by it. Sublime, dignified, bizarre, entertaining and stirring: the boat burning is all that, and for most people, usually all at once.

The festival starts after National Day (10 October), on a Saturday, and ends on a Friday night (into Saturday morning). The next ones will happen in the Years of the Dragon (2024) and Goat (2027).


TAIWANESE CHOCOLATE

Within the last decade, Taiwan’s chocolatiers and chocolate makers have dazzled adjudicators at international contests. In 2018 the international Chocolate Awards invited Taiwan to host its inaugural Asia-Pacific competition.

Not only are local brands crafting top-notch truffles with imported beans, the country has devoted 300 hectares of farmland (all in Pingtung) to cacao cultivation. Three varieties of beans are grown: aromatic Criollo, strong-tasting Forastero, and Trinitario, a cross between the two.

The main growing seasons are March to June, and September to November. Taiwanese chocolate is distinctive and well-balanced, with notes of caramel and berry. But what makes it wonderfully and unmistakably Taiwanese are ingredients like oolong, lychee or even Sakura shrimp used to infuse the candy.



Chocolate Farms in Pingtung

TOURING CACAO FARMS

Taiwan’s homegrown chocolate is a high-end product you can buy in Taipei and other big cities. But if you have children, it may be fun to tour a cacao farm or join a chocolate-making workshop, while sampling yummy treats on-site. Message the farms on Facebook two weeks in advance to book. Choose Chius (see below) only understands Chinese.

Cacao orchard, boutique and hotel in one, the award-winning Fu Wan (福灣) in Donggang makes fabulous, (mostly) tree-to-bar chocolate in flavours that include Thai curry shrimp. It also offers resort-type suites and villas where you can stay the night. If you’re coming from Kaohsiung, Fu Wan is a 1.3km walk from Dapeng HSR Station.

Choose Chius (邱氏咖啡巧克力) in Neipu (內埔鄉) is where Taiwan’s first cacao grower, Mr Chiu, and his son run their farm, restaurant and chocolate-making facility. They’re the only maker using 100% Taiwan-grown beans and the pesticide-free ganache squares and cacao fruit juice are delicious. The Chius are also coffee farmers. You can buy their beans at the shop as well. The closest train stations are Xishi (西勢) station and Zhutian (竹田), but note that taxis are scarce. If you’ve booked a tour, the Chius will pick you up from the station. Alternatively you can travel to the much-busier Chaozhou station and from there it’s a 20-minute cab ride to the farm.

Cocosun (巧克力工廠) is a no-frills farm in Wan Luan (萬巒鄉) that offers tours in English. It’s a five-minute taxi ride from Chaozhou train station.

WHERE TO STAY IN DONGGANG

Zhu Ji Hostel (築跡民宿)

Quiet and affordable rooms close to the pier for Little Liu Chiu Island. $

Top Bay B&B (大鵬湾瞭望台民宿)

The rooms are spacious and decorated with boldly coloured wallpaper. $$

Dream House (輕旅宿)

Another owner has turned their property into an ocean-themed guesthouse with Neptunian rooms. $


Sprawling Seafood & Fish Markets

FEAST ON FRESH FISH

Huaqiao Fish Market (華僑魚市場) right by the harbour is every seafood lover’s dream – the fruits of the sea are abundant and affordable at this sprawling indoor place. After holidaying in Kenting or Little Liuchiu Island, many Taiwanese make a stop here to feast on fresh fish, or stuff an ice-chest full of freshly plucked squid, prawns and lobster before hitting the road.

The market has no-frills sushi bars serving some of the country’s cheapest and freshest sashimi platters, and a cooked food area where operators prepare whatever you buy from neighbouring stalls for a small charge. Although the fancier stalls are perpetually crowded, there doesn’t seem to be a huge difference in quality and selection among them. The market also sells pre-packed, ready-to-eat crab meat, sliced raw fish and grilled fish roe for those on the go.

You’ll find plenty of Pacific bluefin tuna (黑鮪魚) here, though note overfishing warnings, dried sakura shrimp (櫻花蝦), an umami delicacy that enhances rice and vegetable dishes, and oilfish roe, served roasted and sliced. Together they’re known as the Three Gems of Donggang (東港三寶).

To see behind-the-scenes action like the catch arriving and noisy tuna auctions, head to Donggang Morning Fish Market (東港早晨魚港市場) at the docks nearby at 4am.

Huaqiao Market is on the right just past the Little Liuchiu ferry pier. Donggang Morning Market lies three minutes to the west of Huaqiao Market.
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Sushi, Donggang Morning Fish Market | Caroline Sun/Shutterstock ©


I LIVE HERE: CHEF SIMON’S DONGGANG FAVES
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Chef Simon Jaw shares which Donggang snacks to try.

Rice cake with meat (肉粿)

Thick slivers of steamed rice cake topped with dried Sakura shrimp, sausage and sliced pork belly. The star is the sauce made from a reduced broth of milkfish bones. Sec 3, Guangfu Rd (光復路3段) is known as Rice Cake Street (肉粿一條街).

Bicolour steamed cake (雙糕潤)

Found in Huaqiao Fish Market, it’s traditionally made with glutinous rice, brown sugar and taro, and now comes in red bean, peanut and macha flavours.

Rice soup (飯湯)

Originated in simple meals fishing families whipped up with by-catch and rice. A Qingjie Rice Soup (阿卿姐飯湯) on Xingyu St (興漁街) makes a delicious version.




GETTING AROUND

To reach the Dapeng Bay area, go to Donggang Bus Station and from there transfer to the Dapeng Bay Liuqiu bus. Download the Pingtung bus app (ebus.pthg.gov.tw/en).

To get to Fu Wan Cacao Farm from Kaohsiung’s Zuoying HSR, take the Kenting Express to Dapeng Station (50 minutes). From there, you can cover the remaining 1.3km to Fu Wan on foot or by taxi. Alternatively you can book a ride online with Fu Wan from Zuoying or Dapeng Station.






Beyond Donggang
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Continue to explore how one of Taiwan’s least affluent counties is in many ways its richest.


Pingtung lays claim to some of Taiwan’s best beaches, most fertile farmland and richest fish stocks. You may have experienced some of its natural endowments in Kenting and Donggang, but there’s more. Donggang is connected via a short ferry ride to Little Liuchiu Island. You can scooter around the 6.8 sq km island in 30 minutes. But give yourself at least a day – the pretty coral island was made for exploring. Besides Little Liuchiu, Pingtung also has plenty of opportunities for cycling and adventure. County Road 185, for example, takes you to the indigenous community of Sandimen (三地門), a stronghold of the Rukai and Paiwan tribes.
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TOP TIP

Little Liuchiu Island is less windy than other diving hotspots in Taiwan, so diving is a year-round sport there.




Beaches, Caves & Strange Rocks on a Coral Island

BIZARRE ERODED ROCKS ON A CORAL ISLAND

This pretty coral island is home to one of Taiwan’s most iconic landmarks, Vase Rock, a 9m-tall block of coral-limestone with a large vegetation-covered head and a tapering body. Bizarre eroded rocks are a signature of Little Liuchiu Island (小琉球), but it also has seven beaches – sandy, rocky, some swimmable, some not; root-strangled passageways at Shanzhu Ditch (山豬溝), convoluted caves, and sea-facing temples.

The water around the island is suitable for snorkeling, scuba-diving, freediving, and other water sports. Such activities may bring the endangered green sea-turtles into view. There are some 400 living around the island and their nesting season is May to October, peaking in August and September. The turtles are cute but you can be fined heavily for touching them – they are protected by law. Also during this time, people may not be allowed access to parts of the coast after dusk so as not to disturb the turtles.


You can experience the island’s amazing biodiversity by joining an eco-excursion run by an outfit or your guesthouse, such as tours to Shanfu Ecological Corridor (杉福生態廊道), an intertidal zone. If you don’t want to do that, simply wading in the shallows teeming with tiny marine life is great fun too.

Lingshan Temple (靈山寺), just up from the pier, offers fine views across the Taiwan Strait. The enormous Sanlong Temple (三隆宮) is the site of the island’s triennial Wang Yeh Boat Burning Festival, which happens a couple of weeks after Donggang’s Donglong Temple holds its own.
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I LIVE HERE: WHERE TO CHILL ON ‘SHALLOW CHILL’
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Raymond Ko is founder of Little Liuchiu Island-based Free Dive Nomad (freedivenomadtaiwan.com); he coined the phrase of ‘Shallow Chill’ (‘Xiao Liuqiu’).

Taste of freediving

Consider our four-hour ‘discovery’ course – two hours on land, two in the ocean.

Stretchology Asia (stretchologyasia.com)

After your session, relax your muscles here.

Myroll (@myroll_liuqiu)

Chill on the grass, kebab in hand and a blanket over you.

Iran Bazaar (@iran.bazaar.xiaoliuqiu)

Sit down for a rose cordial mocktail and saffron ice cream.

Island Bistro (@xiaoliuqiu.island_bistro)

For a proper well-priced meal, this place is run by a chef who worked in a Michelin restaurant in the Bay Area. I love the grilled fish and ceviche.



WHERE TO STAY ON LITTLE LIUCHIU ISLAND

Secret Path B&B (小琉球朵小路北歐民宿)

Offering large balconied rooms in cool-tones, Secret Path is well loved by young families. $$

Stay Liuchiu Diving Hostel  (居琉潛水背包客棧)

Clean rooms and dorms operated by an English-speaking diving outfit. $

Musée de la Roche Corail (瑚岩藝術館)

A nine-room hotel so cool it has been featured in architectural magazines. $$

Cycling Provincial Highway 24

EXPLORE INDIGENOUS TOWNSHIPS

Provincial Hwy 24 connects downtown Pingtung to two indigenous townships: Sandimen (三地門), a stronghold of the Rukai and Paiwan tribes 30km east, and Wutai (霧台), a mountainous Rukai settlement. The ride takes you past ravishing scenery but it’s not for the faint-hearted.

From Pingtung, you’ll arrive first at the lowlands of Shuimen (水門), on the southern bank of Ailiao River. If you need, you can buy supplies for your trip there. Two bridges connect Shuimen to Sandimen on the northern bank.

The last section of Hwy 24 leads you deep into the mountains, sometimes running along very steep cliffs. Do check road conditions before setting off. You have to register at the police station (at the Km26.8 mark) before entering Wutai. The section between Sandimen and Wutai is 18km long and the altitude soars from 100m to over 1000m. Expect head-spinning views of the river, valleys, waterfalls, cliffs and villages. After the Km39 mark, you’ll see traditional slate-walled houses and the unusual Church of the Sacred Heart of Jesus (耶穌聖心教堂). This Rukai Catholic church is filled with religious art made by Rukai artisans; in place of pews, there are wooden chairs carved into Rukai warriors sporting head-dresses, vests and netbags.

On the way back, you can make a detour to Dewen (德文), a pretty coffee-growing village sitting 800m to 1200m above sea level. To get there, switch to County Rd 31 (northbound) before you reach the police station (if going downhill). From this turnoff, it’s 6km to the village.


HIKING THE JINSHUI YING OLD TRAIL

The foggy 18km Qing-dynasty road known as the Jinshui Ying Old Trail (浸水營古道) once started at Fangliao township (枋寮鄉). Today it still covers half the island and takes six hours of downhill walking to reach the end of the trail, near Dawu on the east coast. Along the way you pass the remains of a Qing-dynasty army camp and a nature reserve. The trail begins in the mountains east of Fangliao and runs along a jungle that receives the second-highest rainfall in Taiwan. You have a good chance of spotting local wildlife en route, including the Formosan rock macaque, the Reeves’ muntjac, wild boar, wild pangolin and over 80 species of birds.

To hike the trail you need a police permit and your own transport.



WHERE TO STAY ON LITTLE LIUCHIU ISLAND

Antique Teahouse  (琉球茶室復古館)

Welcoming and pet-friendly homestay with a vintage look. $$

Summer Flow Hostel (夏琉民宿)

Two groups of bright and homey rooms run by an ecoguide. $$

Liuchiu Backpackers  (流浪背包客桟)

Comfortable rooms served by helpful staff; this backpackers’ hostel is popular with divers. $


Rukai Experimental Haute Cuisine

INDIGENOUS FINE DINING IN PINGTUNG

AKAME (facebook.com/akame.in) specialises in contemporary indigenous (fine) dining. Its Rukai chef Alex Peng trained under Michelin chef André Chiang of Taipei’s RAW. AKAME’s culinary approach and plating are French haute cuisine, but Alex mines his Rukai roots for inspiration and painstakingly sources the best Taiwanese ingredients for his fabulous creations. For example, Rukai spices are used to season sauces and glaze homegrown fowl; while dried Sakura shrimp flavours the mayo that dresses fresh bamboo shoots. The meat is simply cooked – fire grilled mostly – to preserve the original flavours; AKAME is Rukai for ‘fire grill’. The restaurant’s decor and eating utensils are also inspired by indigenous aesthetics.

AKAME only takes online reservations, which are accepted from midnight on the 1st of each month for the month after the next. But beware: it’s known as ‘Southern Taiwan’s most exlusive reservation’; tables are snapped up sometimes within minutes of midnight. Alternatively, you can try your luck by messaging them to see if there are cancellations.

There is no public transport to AKAME. Many diners drive to the restaurant. Alternatively, you can take the HSR to Zuoying station in Kaohsiung, and from there, book a cab for five hours, so you don’t have to worry about the journey back.
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BEST INDIGENOUS RESTAURANTS

Takivalit (答給發力美食坊)

Solid Paiwan dishes, such as stone-grilled pork, millet dumplings and salads of wild vegetables; facebook.com/dakivali $$

Shenshan Rukai Culinary School (神山部落廚藝學校)

You and your group can learn to cook Rukai dishes and go on a guided tour in Wutai. $$

Luluwan (魯魯灣)

By-reservation-only modern Rukai restaurant offering guided tours and innovative meals. $$

Nangang Buluo (南方部落)

Rustic Amis and Paiwan cuisine in Shimen. $$

Autumn Moon Restaurant (風刮地.秋月的店)

Cliffside tables known for their Paiwan-Taiwanese fusion menu and indigenous live band; facebook.com/windyplace.coffee $$




GETTING AROUND

Boats to Baisha Harbour in Little Liuchiu Island leave Donggang every hour or 90 minutes. Bus route 8227 runs between Pingtung and Sandimen. Download the Pingtung bus app (ebus.pthg.gov.tw/en).






TAIWAN STRAIT ISLANDS
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ISLAND LIFE AND MILITARY HISTORY
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Ancient villages, beaches for swimming and strolling, traditions of the diaspora and a plethora of ex-military sights in a windswept landscape.


Of Taiwan’s three main archipelagos, Penghu has been a popular tourist destination for years. It has perfect beaches, pristine waters and divable coral reefs, while strong winds make the ocean around it one of Asia’s top spots for windsurfing. Both Kinmen and Matsu lie far closer to China than they do to mainland Taiwan, and for decades – until relations thawed between Taipei and Beijing – both island groups were effectively strings of defensive strongholds. Ironically, despite suffering years of bombardment, much traditional architecture survived as the non-military economy was stagnant and many houses were abandoned while their owners sought safety elsewhere.

Reforested Kinmen is a national park, with a significant central mountain ridge crossed by historic trails, though park status is also designed to conserve the islands’ vernacular architecture and 20th-century battle sites. Military installations and old village houses are similarly protected in Matsu, designated a National Scenic Area in the ‘90s. Most of the Penghu Archipelago consists of volcanic islands covered with low-lying cacti, with trees that often grow at a pronounced angle thanks to persistent winds. However, it is the sub-sea ecosystems that are especially precious here and the main target of conservation in South Penghu Marine National Park.
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THE MAIN AREAS

PENGHU

Island-hopping, surfing and temples.

MATSU

Military and diasporic culture, glowing plankton.

KINMEN

Military history and old villages.




Find Your Way

Penghu, Kinmen and Matsu lie to the west and northwest of the main island. Kinmen and Matsu are geographically far closer to China than to Taiwan.
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Plan Your Time

Delicious sessions in the water interspersed with visits to historical and natural sights – or the other way round. Note that it is impractical to island-hop among the three archipelagos as they are not conveniently connected to each other.
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IF YOU ONLY HAVE ONE DAY

• In Penghu explore Magong and Xiyu, two of the main islands. At sunset, take a stroll along Magong’s seafront park and enjoy a seafood dinner.

• In Kinmen stay in an old village. Explore the main island, leaving out the museums. Have an early dinner, followed by drinks.

• In Matsu stay in beautiful Qinbi village on Beigan. Hire a car to take you to the main sights on Nangan. Finish your day with dinner in Tanqi village.




THREE DAYS TO TRAVEL AROUND

• In Penghu hire a car and cover sights on the main islands on the first day. Go on a boat tour to the outer islands on the second. Linger on a beach on the third.

• In Kinmen, on the second day, finish the rest of the main island and hop over to Little Kinmen for the afternoon. On the third day, do the museums and hang out at a village cafe.

• In Matsu, on the second day, cover the sights of Beigan on foot and by bus. Relax at a secluded cafe. On the third day, ferry over to Juguang township.




IF YOU HAVE MORE TIME

• In Penghu spend a few days snorkelling and gorging on seafood at Chimei Island or Wang’an Island. Explore windswept villages and half-abandoned temples at the South Penghu Marine National Park and dive in its waters.

• In Kinmen hike Mt Taiwu. Shop for wind lion souvenirs and buy Kinmen sorghum liquor after tasting it in the cocktail bars or the convenience store.

• In Matsu visit the outer islands of Dongyin, Dongju and Xiju. See migratory Chinese crested terns and hike with sika deer.



Seasonal Highlights

The islands are usually several degrees cooler than Taipei, especially Matsu. This makes winters pretty cold but comes as a relief in midsummer.

FEBRUARY

The islands present their unique versions of the Lantern Festival (15th day of the first lunar month).
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MARCH

After late March, boat transport options multiply as thick fog dissipates and welcoming warm weather begins.
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APRIL

From late April to June, Penghu treats visitors to nightly fireworks. Kinmen welcomes the City God with month-long celebrations from April.
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MAY

In Matsu, Blue Tears season begins and bioluminescent plankton light up coastal waters until September.
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JULY

In July and August, Matsu offers weekly boat tours to islets to see endangered Chinese crested terns.
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OCTOBER

The windy season in Penghu begins, which draws advanced wind- and kite-surfers to the island for the world-class conditions.
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NOVEMBER

The Penghu Cross-Sea Marathon and the Matsu Marathon take place. Kinmen’s happens early in the year.
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PENGHU
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Penghu (澎湖), once known as the Pescadores, is an archipelago known for its beaches, temples, and dynastic-era homes surrounded by low windbreak walls made of coral stone.

A flat, dry place covered with low bush and grasslands, Penghu was birthed through volcanic eruptions 17 million years ago. To this dramatic setting was added a wealth of historical relics by traders on the Maritime Silk Road and various colonisers over the centuries.

In winter and spring, the powerful northeasterlies make it one of the windiest places in the northern hemisphere and a windsurfing mecca.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Jibei Sand Tail

2Tianhou Temple

SIGHTS

3Daguoye Prismatic Basalt

4Dayi Temple

5Duxing 10th Village

6East Fortress

7Erkan Historic Residences

8Fenggui Cave

9Four-Eyed Well

10Guanyin Pavilion

11Guanyin Pavilion Waterfront Park

12Magong Old City Gate

13Magong Old Street

14Mazu Statue

15Rainbow Bridge

16Shikong Ancestral Shrine

17Suogang Pagodas

18Tongliang Banyan Tree

19Wai’an Decoy Cannon

20Wai’an Fishing Village

21West Fortress

22Whale Cave

23Xiaomen Geology Gallery

24Youfu Pavilion

25Yuwangdao Lighthouse

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

26Penghu Aquarium

EATING

27Gelateria

28Ice-Cream Bar

29Squid & Noodle Stalls

SHOPPING

see 9Chinese Medicine Shop




TOP TIP

You need wheels to explore the outer islands. if you don’t intend to drive, make that clear to the operator or hotel (if booking through them) when booking your boat trip. They will arrange for you to sightsee in a van with other non-driving visitors, and not expect you to rent a scooter.





Explore Magong’s Historic District

OLD STREET AND RELICS

Magong’s minuscule historic district is a couple of cute alleys lined north of the harbour. At the top of Magong Old Street (馬公老街) is a ‘four-eyed’ well that allowed multiple users to draw water at the same time from what was once the main water source for the local market. It is overlooked by a handsome Chinese medicine shop (1918). On sunny days, you’ll see herbs laid out on the 1st-floor balcony to dry. The shop is one of several here built around the 1920s in a mix of western and Fujian styles. To the west of the old street is the famous Tianhou Temple. In an alley a few steps beyond its busy courtyard are Shikong Ancestral Shrine (施公祠), which commemorates Shi Lang, the Qing chief of naval operations who defeated Koxinga’s military general in 1683, and the Well of a Thousand Soldiers (萬軍井), allegedly bequeathed by the goddess Mazu to Ming soldiers massing for an invasion of Taiwan. A hop and a skip west along Zhongshan Rd takes you to Magong Old City Gate (馬公古城門), the only restored portal in the largely overgrown old city wall. Nearby is Duxing 10th Village (篤行十村), one of Taiwan’s oldest military dependents’ villages. The Japanese-style houses contain two museums dedicated to singer-songwriters from Penghu: Chang Yu-sheng and Pan An-Bang.
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I LIVE HERE: FISHERIES WORKSHOPS IN PENGHU
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Hsin Chieh Ho is co-founder of Penghu Royalty Co and a lover of maritime history; facebook.com/penghu.royal.family

Penghu Fish (年年有鰆)

Runs workshops you can book on Facebook. You can learn to cook fish the Penghu way from scratch, process smelts the old way and take them home as a beer snack, or set and retrieve a heavy trawl. You can also go on a guided tour of the fish market. The instructions are easy to follow, but book five days ahead if you need English; facebook.com/penghufishsays

Magong No.3 Fishing Harbour (馬公第三漁港)

Buy seafood from the market and bring it to Four Points by Sheraton (澎湖福朋喜來登酒店) nearby, and the restaurant will cook it for you for a few hundred dollars.



WHERE TO STAY IN MAGONG

Discovery Hotel (澎澄飯店)

New family-friendly hotel with spacious rooms, and a gym with killer views. $$$

Calamari Hotel (凱樂瑪麗)

Right at the harbour, Calamari has sparkling rooms, the three best presenting triple-aspect views of the port area. $

Spring Villa (春上村墅)

Clean, brightly coloured rooms, suites and dormitories in a modern low-rise close to the sea. $

Liquid Sport B&B  (愛玩水運動民宿)

A superb but remotely located B&B for windsurfing and water-sports enthusiasts. $$

Yaling Hotel (雅霖大飯店)

A tried-and-tested midrange hotel offering solid rooms and a lap pool, close to the South Sea Wharf. $$

PH Hostel (平湖窩行旅)

PH has curtained bunks, big lockers, a spacious common room and a kitchenette with NT$ 40 beers. $

A Graceful Temple & a Scenic Seafront

HISTORIC TEMPLE AND SEAFRONT PARK

One of Taiwan’s most celebrated religious sites, Penghu’s sublime Tianhou Temple (馬祖天后宮) has unusually high swallowtail eaves and a wealth of graceful wood carvings in the Chaozhou style from southern China. This national relic was first raised possibly in the 16th century but owes its current appearance to a 1922 restoration helmed by a master from Chaozhou, who infused it with the modest elegance of Chaozhou temples. It claims to be Taiwan’s oldest Mazu temple, and a stele found here inscribed with a 1604 order from General Shen Yourong demanding that the Dutch get out of Taiwan gives some credence to that claim.

A short walk towards the sea is the relaxing Guanyin Pavilion Waterfront Park (觀音亭海濱公園), which makes for one of Magong’s most quintessential experiences: watching people jog, cycle, swim and surf (or doing so yourself) as sunset hues spread across the sea, framed by the 60m-long Rainbow Bridge (no, not for dead pets). The bridge, which really does turn rainbow hues at night, loops across the mouth of a small bay to link up two coastal walkways. Watching the goings-on from the bridge offers a different kind of experience of Magong. You can also see the newly unveiled 48m-tall bronze Mazu Statue (重光馬祖銅像) from here.

Sitting quietly at one end of the park is the delicate-looking Guanyin Pavilion, over three centuries old and Penghu’s most important Buddhist temple. From April to June, firework shows take place nightly at the seafront park.


BEST FOR LEARNING ABOUT PENGHU

Penghu Underwater Cultural Assets Exhibition Hall (澎湖水下文化資產展)

This small but fascinating museum in an old post office shows treasures salvaged from sunken ships near the archipelago.

Penghu Living Museum (澎湖生活博物館)

This large museum offers an excellent introduction to Penghu’s history and culture.

Geopark Centre (澎湖海洋地質公園中心)

To learn about Penghu basalt in all its forms, don’t miss this centre just south of the Living Museum.

Dingjie Printing House (頂街工房)

Vintage letterpress machines and stationery on the site of an old printing house. facebook.com/leadwordpenghu



Qing-Era Village with Coral Stone Walls

POLKA-DOT VILLAGE AND BASALT COLUMNS

Low-slung Erkan Historic Residences (二崁古厝) is a traditional village appealingly set on a grassy plateau raised above the sea. Virtually all of the 50 or so homes were built in a melange of southern Fujian, western and Japanese styles in the early 20th century, and feature round-ridged, red-tile roofs and coral stone walls that look polka-dotted. Almost all homes double as shops or cafes, each with their own speciality: prickly pear juice, mini pumpkin cakes, dried seafood, Penghu-themed gifts. Behind a notable brain-coral wall, a shop serves bowls of tofu pudding with peanut and bean. Many residents keep their front gates open and invite visitors in to see their homes.

About 1km south is Daguoye Prismatic Basalt (大菓葉柱狀玄武岩), a vertically contoured wall of basalt forming a small but photogenic outcrop in the grass-and-scrub landscape. It was formed from the cooling lava that created Penghu. Morning is the best time for pictures. There’s a glass-box gelateria along with views across the bay to receding headlands beyond.

A five-minute drive north is the massive Dayi Temple (大義宮), with formidable 4m bronze statues guarding the entry stairs and large ornate ceilings. The resident deity here is Guandi, the God of War.

Coastal Rock Formations & Geology Museum

COASTAL ROCKS AND GEOLOGY GALLERY

The western coast of Xiyu township is visually dramatic, full of steep cliffs, basalt formations, shallow coves and headlands. Whale Cave (鯨魚洞) is an eroded rocky arch that some say resembles a whale. On the slope leading to the windy cliff, you’ll pass the Xiaomen Geology Gallery (小門地質探索館 ), which gives a good introduction to the volcanic and sedimentary rocks that make up the archipelago. Near the entrance to the area are stalls selling serving fresh squid with noodles (小捲米線) and sea urchin on the half-shell (海膽).


BEST BEACHES IN PENGHU

Jibei (吉貝)

The whole island is ringed with glorious beaches, including Jibei Sand Tail.

Shihli (蒔裡沙灘)

Low-key Shihli has a cream-white beach and a water-sport outfit.

Longmen Back Bay (龍門後灣海灘)

White sands and the top site for windsurfing and kitesurfing.

Pengpeng (澎澎灘)

This photogenic boomerang of mid-sea sandbar is visited by summer boat tours.

Shanshui (山水沙灘）)

This resort village is home to an arc of soft, golden sand that’s popular for surfing.

Nei’an (內垵沙灘)

Remote Nei’an Beach offers sunset vistas and relatively shallow waters.



WHERE TO EAT IN PENGHU

Ching Shin Seafood (清心飲食店; 77-2 Cidong Village, 西嶼鄉池東村77號之2)

Old-fashioned restaurant in Xiyu, famous for seafood. $$$

Beichen Market (北辰市場; 20 Beichen St, 北辰街20號)

The flanking lanes of Penghu’s main market bustle with excellent no-fuss eateries. $

Cauliflower Old Memory (花菜干人文懷舊餐館; 4-2 Xindian Rd, 新店路4之2號)

Penghu specialities served in a quirky red-tile house. $$

Sha Si Chuang (傻愛莊; 14 Xinsheng Rd, 新生路14號)

Locals come to this colonial building when they crave non-seafood selections. $$

La Table de Moz (莫子嗜物所; 6 Zhiping Rd, 治平路6號)

Book ahead if you want to try the sophisticated European fusion. $$$

Guo’s Blessed Oysters (福牡蠣屋; 73 Zhongxing Rd; 中興路73號)

This spot serves juicy oysters on the shell, in hand-rolls and in soup. $

Step Inside a 300-Year-Old Tree

ELDERLY BANYAN AND AQUARIUM

The astonishing 300-year-old Tongliang Banyan Tree (通梁古榕) wraps, creeps and twists around a cement frame that stabilises the tree like the lattice arch of a bower. The spread of branches and aerial roots covers 600 sq metres and forms a natural hallway that gives shade to endless tour groups. Most visitors hit the snack stall next door for grilled squid balls (花枝丸) or the ice-cream bar and souvenir shops further up the road for prickly-pear sorbet (仙人掌冰淇淋) and seashell accessories.

On the eastern side of Baisha Island is the large, family-friendly Penghu Aquarium (澎湖水族館), home to an engrossing collection of living sea life, from a rescued three-legged turtle and magical family of jellyfish to three types of ray that glide above as you walk through a glass tunnel.


Turtle-Themed Lantern Festival

BRINGING PEACE AND PROSPERITY.

Penghu’s Lantern Festival (15th day of the first lunar month) is dominated by the carnivalesque folk ritual, Qigui (乞龜), which sees massive turtle effigies made of rice or covered in gold being paraded through the streets in Magong and other towns for peace and prosperity. In the days before the festival, bakeries devote oven space to the production of turtle cakes, which are given away and eaten during the festivities. For three evenings in Wai’an Fishing Village, boats in the harbour turn on their lights in prayer as fireworks go off in the sky.

From mid-April to late June, the Pengu Ocean Fireworks Festival delivers 15-minute firework displays nightly over the sea in Magong, accompanied by music and food stalls.
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BEST WATERSPORTS OUTFITS IN PENGHU

Poseidon Water Sports Club (波賽頓海洋運動俱樂部)

Professional Poseidon teaches surfing, Stand-up paddleboarding, wakeboarding and other high-skill water sports to beginners.

Liquid Sport (愛玩水)

A full-service one-stop outfit for windsurfers and kiteboarders, with boat and equipment rental.

Guoye Sunrise (菓葉觀日樓)

Run by champion kitesurfers, this outfit offers wind- and kitesurfing and kayaking opportunities.

Padi Danny (PADI 澎湖興仁潛水訓練中心)

Professional scuba-diving centre in Magong.

Mahalo Surfing (山水衝浪)

Shanshui’s surf specialist rents out boards, offers lessons and runs a pizza cafe and a great B&B.



Natural Bellows in a Cave

GEOLOGICAL CURIOSITY AND PAVILION

At the southernmost tip of Fenggui is Fenggui Cave (風櫃洞), where strong waves create rectangular spaces under the coastal basalt. When the tide rises, seawater rushes into the hollow, blasting water out noisily from the crevices: hence the name ‘Fenggui’ (風櫃) meaning ‘bellows’. An attraction in itself is the viewing platform, the white Youfu Pavilion (幽浮涼亭), which resembles two retro-futuristic champagne glasses.


A 15-minute drive to the east is the town of Suogang, dominated by a three-storey statue of the Jade Emperor. But what’s historic here is a modest pair of conical basalt pyramids known as the Suogang Pagodas (鎖港子午寶塔). They are reputed to hold supernatural powers that ward off evil and protect against natural disasters. The ‘male’ tower (塔公) is beside County Rd 25; the ‘female’ version (塔婆) is 200m south then 100m east in a residential area.
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THE TURTLES OF PENGHU

The turtle, along with the dragon, chimera and phoenix, is one of the four sacred beasts of ancient Chinese mythology. Representing longevity and fortune, it was said that the future could be divined by examining the marks on turtle shells.

Though now endangered, sea turtles still migrate through Penghu’s coastal waters and lay eggs on local beaches, notably in southern Wang’an where there’s a Green Turtle Tourism & Conservation Centre (望安綠蠵龜觀光保育中). So it’s not surprising that turtle imagery remains especially strong here. Most notably, during the Lantern Festival, Penghu residents offer sacrificial turtle-themed rice cake offerings in temples and parade through the streets with giant turtle effigies accompanying local deities on large palanquins.



Xiyu’s Fortresses

FORTS AND LIGHTHOUSE

West Fortress (西嶼西臺) is the largest of five fortresses in Penghu, all constructed around 1887. Its tunnels were built with bricks from Fujian held together with Qing-dynasty ‘cement’ of ground stone, glutinous rice and cane sugar. The highlight here is a visually stunning storage facility with copper-plated walls in the newly opened Japanese-era magazine cluster. A five-minute drive away, the greyish white East Fortress (西嶼東臺) sits in an isolated location overlooking the sea.

In western Xiyu, past a camouflaged military zone, is tiny Yuwangdao Lighthouse (漁翁島燈塔), built in 1878 by the British. Close by, the concrete Wai’an Decoy Cannon (外垵餌砲) was constructed as a ruse by the Japanese to fool reconnaissance that the island was heavily fortified.


GETTING AROUND

Most of Magong’s scooter-rental places won’t accept foreign renters without Taiwanese licences. You can try renting through your hotel. You will need an International Driving Permit with a motorcycle endorsement. Rental is easier on the outer islands. Penghu boats leave from a line of jetties at Number 3 Fishing Port for the outer islands. Facing these is the South Service Centre where you can book multi-island tour packages.






Beyond Penghu
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Exploring beaches and ancient settlements beyond the main island.


A major attraction of visiting Penghu is taking boat rides to the various outlying islands and islets. To the south, Hujing, Tongpan, Wang’an and more visually dramatic Chimei are popular in part because they are directly accessible from Magong, with multi-island-hopping tours available in summer. For beautiful beaches, Jibei is hard to beat with many domestic visitors getting there by bus-and-boat package tours. Several of the smaller islands are reserves for migratory waterfowl and marine life. Those who enjoy the beauty of windswept isolation or rich marine life should visit the islands of the South Penghu Marine National Park.
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TOP TIP

Scooter hire is often included in one-day island tours of Chimei, Wang’an and Jibei.




Jibei Island’s Lovely Beaches

SWIMMING AND WATER SPORTS

Jibei Sand Tail (吉貝沙尾), a dazzling spit of sand and shells lapped by turquoise waters, is everything you’d hope for in an island paradise photo (minus coconut palms). And that’s just the most famous strand on Jibei (Chipei), a 3 sq km island ringed by sand-shell beaches, only 20 minutes by ferry from Magong. From November to March, you’re likely to have the sand almost entirely to yourself. In summer, day-trippers arrive en masse to swim, banana-boat, windsurf and even parasail here and at a beach to its northwest.

If you rent an ageing scooter beside the ferry dock, you’ll catch a glimpse of the stone weirs in the windswept north coast.
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STONE WEIRS

Penghu’s soils aren’t especially rich and the merciless winds make fishing by boat perilous in winter. A clever solution in ancient times was the construction of ‘stone weirs’, long loops of wall designed so that fish can easily swim in, but are trapped in a shallow maze when the tide falls. They were built by village cooperatives, with each family rewarded for its labour by the right to claim whatever was caught in the ‘weir’ on a certain number of days.

By far the most famous is on Chimei, mainly because its double-heart shape makes for iconic photos. However, there are many others, notably on the north coast of Jibei.



WHERE TO STAY BEYOND PENGHU

Yu B&B (望安民宿•友全宅)

Comfortable rooms with busy decor within walking distance of two beaches in Wang’an. $$

Flower Houses 51 (花羨花宅51)

These stylish, sea-facing rooms in Wang’an are a modern contrast to the surrounding old-world houses. $$

Star Island Sea (星星嶼海; facebook.com/starlandsea)

Cosy homestay, seafood restaurant and water-sports operator in Wang’an. $

Penghu Hujing B&B  (虎井海島休閒民宿)

If you want to stay on Hujing Island, this B&B has small, clean rooms and its own seafood restaurant. $

Gibay Sunshine  (澎湖吉貝香榭民宿)

These rooms a five-minute scooter ride from the beach make for a romantic getaway. $$

Jibei Miracle Inn  (吉貝奇蹟旅店)

Miracle Inn offers low-key style, big terraces and a pleasant location in Jibei Village. $$


Double-Heart Weir

STONE WEIRS AND CLIFFS

The coastline of Chimei (七美; Qīměi) is among the finest on Penghu and especially memorable for the grand high cliffs on the east. At the northeastern corner, an ultra-popular selfie point allows lovebirds to photograph themselves on the clifftop with, in the sea far below, the Twin Hearts Stone Weir (雙心石滬), a double-heart-shaped hoop of stone walls whose real purpose was to trap fish. Other highlights include Yueli Bay (鮪鯉灣) with its starburst-shaped basalt outcrop and Japanese-built Nanhu Lighthouse (南滬燈塔).

There are excellent snorkelling spots in the shallow coves around Chimei, and snorkelling and kayaking tours can be arranged by your hotel or an outfit.


GABLES & THEIR MEANINGS

Penghu’s Erkan Historic Residences and Huazhai Traditional Dwellings have retained many traditional Chinese feng shui features. The shapes of the gables, for example, were designed according to the five elements.

A ‘gold’ gable has the rounded silhouette of a knoll. ‘Wood’ is the octagonal eight-trigrams symbol chopped in half. ‘Water’ is wavy, ‘fire’ has sharp angles, and ‘earth’ is like ‘gold’ but with straight lines.

Gable arrangement also reflects the system of checks and balances underlying the elements: wood holds earth together, earth conducts water, water puts out fire, and fire melts gold. Villages with a balanced sequence enjoy affluence (gold), expansion (wood), security (protection of fire), abundance (earth) and good social relations (water).



Ming-Dynasty Basalt Houses

OLD VILLAGE AND WATER SPORTS

Of the many beaches on Wang’an (望安), the prettiest are in the southwest corner. From May to October, these are breeding and hatching grounds for rare sea turtles. To protect them, the beaches are off-limits after dark but normally by day, you can swim. Double check the latest at the Green Turtle Tourism & Conservation Centre (綠蠵龜觀光保育中心), a museum of ecology close to the ferry jetty.

The west coast fishing village of Zhongshe (中社) is home to Huazhai Traditional Dwellings (花宅聚落), a group of 130 small houses, most tightly packed in two photogenic huddles. Old lineage records suggest the first settlers of Huazhai had come in the Ming dynasty. Made of local basalt and coral stone, and embellished in the style of vernacular Chinese architecture, a portion of the houses have been restored and small businesses operate out of them.

A little further, grassy Tiantaishan (天台山) is Wang’an’s highest clifftop, sitting on Penghu’s oldest bit of basalt. It’s a fine viewpoint with footpaths leading down towards the waterfront and to a rock imprinted with what’s claimed to be the footprint of Lu Tungbin, one of China’s ‘Eight Immortals’.

Jiangjun Island, just a skip across the bay from Wang’an, is known for snorkelling and diving. Island 77, a professional operator for scuba and snorkelling trips around South Penghu, is based on the island.


Imposing Basalt Columns

BASALT CLIFF AND WINDSWEPT RUINS

A 7m-tall cliff of eroded basalt columns on its southwest corner lends the small U-shaped island of Tongpan (桶盤) an imposing appearance and is its main feature. Close to the port, there are once-handsome houses with Chinese and western architectural features built by affluent traders; on a plateau above the port, an ancient village raised by migrants from Shandong province lies in maudlin ruins. Most residents commute in from Magong along with fishermen who use rod-and-line.

Boats to Chimei will slow down to let you observe the basalt, and some will stop for an hour. There are also direct boats to Tongpan from Magong daily, making the island ideal as a nice DIY excursion.


THE BLACK DITCH

The ‘Black Ditch’ (黑水溝) is a treacherous ocean current in the Taiwan Strait between Penghu and Xiamen (China). It was first mentioned in Chinese literature in the 17th century and gave rise to the saying ‘Ten leave, six die, three stay, one turn back’ (十去，六死，三留，一回頭), describing the earliest journeys made by Chinese to Taiwan. It was also the reason for the many sunken ships around Penghu.

You can see treasures excavated from them at the Penghu Underwater Cultural Assets Exhibition Hall in Magong. While boat journeys are now very safe, the rough seas can cause sea sickness. If you’re prone to motion sickness, come prepared or buy dried sour plum to suck on from the pier in Magong. Also take extra care when swimming and diving.



Alley Cats & Arhats

GUANYIN STATUE AND MILITARY STRUCTURE

Meaning ‘Tiger Well’, Hujing Island (虎井嶼) has some imposing basalt walls like neighbouring Tongpan, but the main settlement sits in a lowland saddle so lacks the same sense of desolation, and alleys full of cats add further life. There’s a modern hilltop square with a white Guanyin statue and the 18 arhats lined up in front of her. You can also visit a former Japanese military structure for ocean views and watch mountain goats gambol on the cliff ledge.

WHERE TO STAY BEYOND PENGHU

Dermi Sea View Homestay  (德美海景民宿)

Well-appointed rooms with balcony close to Chimei Nanhu Port. $$

Thera Inn (希拉小宿)

Thera Inn in Chimei is a distinctive eight-room B&B that can organise snorkelling trips. $

海GO藍 Homestay (海GO藍民宿)

A faux-Greek house with clean rooms and a small swimming pool on Chimei. $$

A Wild & Windswept Marine National Park

ROCKS, RELICS AND DIVING

Taiwan’s ninth national park, South Penghu Marine National Park (澎湖南方四島國家公園), comprises a series of small, picturesque islands, islets and sea stacks between Wang’an and Chimei, plus over 350 sq km of surrounding waters.

Boats run between Magong and the four biggest islands: Dongji Yu (東吉嶼), Xiji Yu (西吉嶼), Dongyuping Yu (東嶼坪嶼) and Xiyuping Yu (西嶼坪嶼). Boat tours also cover some or all of them.


Dongji Yu is the largest and ‘busiest’ of the four. Once a site of strategic and commercial importance, it offers a lighthouse and military barracks built by the Japanese, a fishing village with old Fujian-style houses, and photogenic ruins. Its highlight, however, is a small outcrop of coastal basalt pillars eroded into grotesque human-like forms.

A few kilometres away, Xiji Yu is the only uninhabited island of the four. It’s famous for the Blue Cave (藍洞), a ‘cathedral of rock’ where a land bridge of basalt has a hole at the top creating magical lighting effects. You can only visit Blue Cave by boat tour.

Between April and September, diving expeditions to the park drop anchor at Dongyuping Yu, for the stunning marine life and beautiful (protected) corals, such as purple staghorn. If you set foot on the island, you’ll see cascades of overgrown ‘terraces’, where farmers had built windbreak walls to protect plots carved out of a grassy slope.

Having more cacti than people, Xiyuping Yu is a snorkelling hot spot, offering coastal waters that are shallow and clear.
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WATER-SPORT OUTFITS BEYOND PENGHU

Hong Xing Snorkeling (七美宏星浮潛)

Chimei-based outfit offering snorkelling and kayaking opportunities.

Coral Sea Entertainment (七美珊瑚海浮潛)

Chimei-based full-day or overnight packages involving snorkelling, paddling, diving and fishing.

Star Island Sea (星星嶼海)

Water-sports operator that runs a B&B and restaurant in Jiangjun, a small island in Wang’an township; facebook.com/starlandsea

Love of Feather (羽之戀遊艇)

Wang’an-based outfit offering boating, snorkelling and fishing trips.

Island 77 (島澳七七潛水)

Wang’an-based operator running scuba and snorkelling trips around south Penghu; facebook.com/phisland77
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GETTING AROUND

Most ferries to the southern islands depart from Magong’s South Seas Passenger Pier, with some stopping at more than one island. Private operators also offer tours. There are ferries running from Magong’s South Seas Passenger Pier to the islands of the Marine National Park via Wang’an. Tourist boats run daily between Magong and Dongji.





KINMEN
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Far from Taiwan, yet only 2km off the coast of China, Kinmen (金門) is an odd remnant from the civil war between the Communists and Nationalists. Until 1993 it was off-limits as a military zone. While it remains a military outpost, Kinmen is now a national park celebrating the past and its natural charms.

Kinmen is home to open fields, sandy beaches, and well-preserved Ming- and Qing-dynasty villages, many (including the 12 under the ‘national park’ umbrella) still retaining the original feng shui layout and clan structure. In the 19th century, Kinmen natives were among the trading diaspora who prospered in Southeast Asia. With their newfound wealth, they built western-style mansions back home.

Spend a night in an old house or village-hop by bike, and you’ll see how Kinmen is, as the locals say, a ‘garden built upon a fortress’.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Zhaishan Tunnels

SIGHTS

2August 23 Artillery War Museum

3Beishan

4Beishan Broadcasting Wall

see 3Beishan Old Western-Style House

5Chen Ching Lan Mansion

6Chenggong Village

7Deyue Mansion

8Gugang Lake

9Gugang Tower

10Guningtou War Museum

11Kinmen Museum of History and Folklore

12Military Brothel Exhibition Hall

13Mt Lion Howitzer Station

14Mt Taiwu

15Nanshan

16Qionglin Village

17Shanhou Folk Culture Village

see 3Shuangli Lake

18Shuangli Wetlands Area Centre

19Shuitou Village

20Soldiers’ Cemetery

21Taihu Lake

22Wentai Pagoda

23Zhushan Village

ACTIVITIES

24Caicuo Ancient Path




TOP TIP

Flights and sailings (to and from China, if and when they reopen) are quite frequently cancelled when there’s an approaching typhoon. Always check the weather and flight information before you go.







WALKING TOUR
Best of Central Kincheng

Kincheng is Kinmen’s busiest town, but it remains charmingly laid-back with plenty of winding alleys, ornate temples, brick-paved shopping streets and a scattering of old civic architecture. This walk covers some of Kincheng’s key historic sights and includes Qing-dynasty structures and institutions, the ancestral hall of an influential family, tunnels, a temple and a modern commemorative monument.


[image: jpg]

1 Juguang Tower (莒光樓)

Start here for context. The three-storey landmark built in a classical Chinese form in 1952 is a memorial to fallen soldiers and has featured on Taiwanese stamps. Inside displays introduce Kinmen’s food, architecture, wind lions, and the Welcoming the City God Festival.

The Walk: Head north along Yancheng Rd (賢城路).
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Juguang Tower | Sean Hsu/Shutterstock ©

2 Memorial Arch to Qiu Liang-Kung’s Mother (邱良功母節孝坊)

The small 19th-century Kui Pavilion (奎閣) worshipping the God of Literature is backed by crumbling Western-style 1930s buildings in a maze of alleys. A two-minute walk east, on the other side of Juguang Rd, is Kinmen’s only national-level heritage site, the Memorial Arch to Qiu Liang-Kung’s Mother, an 1812 carved arch built from Fujian granite and bluestone by a Kinmen native who had risen to become governor of China’s Zhejiang province.

The Walk: Make your way to Mofan St (模範街).

3 Qing Dynasty Military HQ (清金門鎮總兵署)

Quaint Mofan Street is lined with shops behind brick-arched facades dating back to 1924. Nearby the three-courtyard Qing Dynasty Military HQ is the oldest surviving Qing government building in Taiwan.

The Walk: From Mofan, walk northeast via Zhupu East Rd (珠浦東路).

4 Kincheng Civil Defence Tunnels (金城民防坑道)

Walk 1.2km of wartime tunnels not much wider than yourself and brace for sections that are pitch black as bomb and gun noises blare.

The Walk: Head northwest via Zhongxing Rd (中興路) and Zhupu North Rd (珠浦北路).

5 Wu River Academy (浯江書院)

This handsome walled complex was built as a centre of learning in 1780. One shrine honours Chu Hsi, a Neo-Confucian scholar of the Sung dynasty (960–1279 CE).

The Walk: Head south via Juguang Rd (莒光路).

6 Houpo 16 Art Zone (後浦16藝文特區)

The rows of handicraft shops and cafes in the century-old courtyard buildings transform into an atmospheric corner at night. The shops flank a two-courtyard ancestral hall built by Kinmen’s largest clan to honour their ancestors.

The Walk: Head southwest via Zhongxing Rd (中興路).

7 Tianhou Temple (南門境天后宮)

Pass the ornate Taoist City God Temple (浯島城隍廟), main site of the Welcoming the City God Festival, and take a 10-minute stroll along coastal Xihai Rd (西海路) to the Tianhou Temple where enshrined alongside the ubiquitous Mazu, Patroness of the Sea, is an interesting deity: Cangguan Ye (廠官爺). Literally, Lord of Factories, Cangguan Ye, whose speciality is ship-building, especially Wang Ye ships, stands guard at every Wang Ye ship construction facility in Taiwan.




Exquisitely Preserved Village

VILLAGE ARCHITECTURE

Inhabited for over 700 years, Shuitou village (水頭村) features one of the best collections of old houses in Taiwan. Many are archetypally Fujian, but overlooking the village green is a group of hybrids, known as yanglou (洋樓; western building), which were inspired by the western architecture that had impressed Kinmen emigrants in Southeast Asia. During the late 19th and especially the early 20th century, many of these folk returned from work in Indonesia and Malaysia, or sent large remittances, which helped Shuitou become wealthy.

Deyue Mansion (得月樓), built in 1931 by the Huang clan, is Kinmen’s most famous ‘western’ building. There is an 11m-tall gun tower in its yard, erected to ward off (or at least spot) pirates. The tower itself is closed, but the beautifully maintained house is furnished and, along with the mansion next door, contains bilingual panels shedding light on the Chinese diaspora to Southeast Asia and how their tastes (and money) came to affect architecture on Kinmen. The Huang clan also built the rows of traditional houses near Deyue Mansion.

Around 30 of Shuitou’s old-Fujian houses now operate as homestays. Best to prebook online as not all are staffed.
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I LIVE HERE: LING EXPLAINS THE BOUGAINVILLEAS
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Wang Ling is cofounder of Viva Villages Goods (村復號)

Settlements like Qionglin Village and Shuitou Village still have an aesthetic and historical consistency that envelopes you when you’re there. I only realised how rare this is when I saw urbanised villages elsewhere in Taiwan – they felt so chaotic.

The soldiers used to grow defensive plants like sisal hemp and bougainvillea on beaches like Longkou (嚨口海灘), to deter Chinese frogmen from attacking. The barracks may have fallen into disuse, but the pink bougainvilleas are there to remind you that soldiers were once here, and the flowers still feed the bees that make Kinmen honey.



WHERE TO EAT IN KINMEN

Jindaodi Snack Shop (金道地小吃)

This eatery makes omelettes and noodles with hand-harvested rock oysters (金門石蚵) at 15 Shuitou Village (水頭15號). $

Chenggong Dumplings (成功鍋貼館)

This spot at 99-5 Chenggong village (正義里成功99-5號) has been making potstickers and oyster omelettes for 60 years. $

Xinda Miaokou (新大廟口)

Right by Waiwu Temple (外武廟), this is a no-frills kitchen by day and an open-air seafood restaurant in the evening. $$


Vernacular & Military Architecture in Southern Kincheng

VILLAGE, TUNNELS AND LAKE

Some of Kincheng’s best attractions are close to its southern coast.

Zhushan village (珠山村), with its exquisite Fujian-style houses, was built in the late 19th century with the money of villagers who made huge profits from trading and shipping in the Philippines. In the centre of the village is a large pond; at the back is a hillock – a feng shui arrangement that ensures the village’s protection, wealth and vitality. Virtually every house here doubles as a homestay or cafe.

A 15-minute walk south is an idyllic park featuring Gugang Lake (古崗湖), Kinmen’s only natural lake. Ascend to the upper floor of the 1960s Gugang Tower (古崗塔) for the best views. Continuing south takes you to the Zhaishan Tunnels (翟山坑道). Blasted out of solid granite by soldiers in the 1960s, this V-shaped arc of sea tunnels was designed to protect boats from bombs. Both tunnel ends are now blocked to the sea, and the still water inside offers mirror-like reflections. Every autumn, the tunnels’ fine acoustics are put to good use by the Kinmen Tunnel Music Festival (金門坑道音樂節).

Just skimming the southwest coast, one of Taiwan’s oldest surviving constructions stands, lovably off-beam. The modest-looking Wentai Pagoda (文臺寶塔), with five wobbly tiers, was built in 1387 for the Ming emperor Hungwu as a place to honour the stars and celestial deities.


BEST NEW SHOPS & EATERIES IN KINMEN

Ni Coffee Studio (膩咖啡)

Chicly cluttered with vintage items and plants, charming Ni is an ex-army welfare association, complete with tunnel and air-raid shelter;  @ni_coffee_studio

Viva Villages Goods (村復號)

This souvenir shop sells a huge array of local products, from honey and seaweed to books and fashion; facebook.com/vivavillages.goods

Koki Quemoy (古崗學校)

A dessert and sandwich shop operating out of a lovely western-style mansion with a veranda; @koki.quemoy

Cat Packer (背貓客)

By-reservation-only Italian restaurant and hostel in a photogenic village house; facebook.com/catpacker.hostel

Vent Bar (夢酒館)

If you want to try sorghum liquor in a cocktail, head to Vent in Houpu 16.



WHERE TO SHOP IN KINMEN

Kinmen Folk Curios  (金門民俗文物之家)

Relics and replicas are arrayed around the courtyard of a traditional house on Lane 124, Zhongxing Rd.

Maestro Wu

The shop of a famous knife-maker has rusty bomb casings on display and sells knives made from them.

Houpo 16 Art Zone (後浦16藝文特區)

Take your time browsing in the handicraft and gift shops here.

History & Biodiversity in Jinning

UNDERSTANDING KINMEN’S ECOLOGY AND MILITARY PAST

Kinmen’s most photographed relic has to be Beishan Broadcasting Wall (北山播音牆), a vertical slab of concrete punched with 48 circular speakers, each with a reported range of 25km, that used to crank out propaganda loud enough to wage psychological warfare on the enemy across the strait. These days, the speakers prefer the gentle but equally surreal messages of the late Teresa Teng, Taiwan’s best-loved songbird, to ‘mainland compatriots’.

Further inland, Beishan (北山) is a settlement that, along with equally antique Nanshan (南山) a few hundred metres across Shuangli Lake (雙鯉湖), retains a high proportion of old houses. Beishan Old Western-Style House (北山古洋樓) has been preserved with all its bullet holes to commemorate the 1949 Battle of Guningtou between the Communists and the Nationalists on the very site of the Guningtou War Museum (古寧頭戰史館). You can climb the subterranean fort behind the museum to a viewpoint over the beach where the sands are still prickled with sea-facing spikes to prevent enemy boats from landing.

Shuangli Wetlands Area Centre (北山古洋樓雙鯉濕地自然中心) by the lake has bilingual introductions to the region’s flora and fauna, notably the cormorants, egrets and other birds that you can see by walking the trail directly south between a series of shallow dyke-divided ponds. Don’t miss the half-submerged basement coffee shop where fish swim right up to the windows.

Mountain Hikes

MILITARY HISTORY AND TEMPLES

Mt Taiwu (太武山), peaking at 253m and littered with military remnants and temples, makes for an interesting two-hour hike. From the west, a road leads to a large shrine and a 1952 soldiers’ cemetery (公墓) before continuing to the summit. Alternatively, from Caicuo Tourist Centre to the north is a longer, steeper hike. This Caicuo Ancient Path (蔡厝古道) is also known as the Tofu Trail, as it was once used by walking food salesmen.

Near the top is a boulder inscribed with Chiang Kai-shek’s one-liner, ‘Don’t forget the days in Jǔ’ (毋忘在莒). Referencing a legend from the Warring States period (476–221 BCE) in China, this is a reminder not to forget the humiliation of losing the mainland, and an implied vow to rectify it.


SORGHUM LIQUOR ON THE ISLANDS

Both Kinmen’s and Matsu’s signature liquor is the potent sorghum-based Kaoliang (also gaoliang). At 58 proof, Kinmen’s colourless Kaoliang (金門高粱酒) is sold all over Taiwan – you can find the standard variety at almost any convenience store. Kaoliang-flavoured gelato is also a thing at Taiwanese gelaterias.

Flavour-wise, the liquor is like a light baijiu (a Chinese liquor) with subtle floral notes, easier on the palate when infused with lemon, coffee or tea, or mixed in cocktails, as you’ll find at Kincheng’s Wind Lion Pub. You can also use it, as you would vodka, to make lychee- or lemon-infused Kaoliang.



WHERE TO STAY IN KINMEN

Dwell in Quemoy (時苑)

Possibly Kinmen’s most gorgeous rooms in an elegant courtyard house with a tasteful curation of old objects. $$

Lexis Inn (來喜樓)

This historic western-style mansion in Zhushan (珠山) has neat rooms and views across the pretty village. $$

Piano Piano (慢漫民宿)

A lovely old-house B&B in Zhushan (珠山) with a shared veranda overlooking the village pond. $$

Naya’s House (珠山娜一家)

A clean, quiet and hospitable B&B in Zhushan Village (珠山村). $$

Visit Kinmen Guesthouse (忘了飛民宿)

An old house with rooms themed by season above the Shanhou Folk Culture Village. $$

Backpack 497 (背包客棧497)

This mini hostel has sturdy bunks in key-carded, sex-segregated dorms. $

Museums & Mansions in Jinhu

WAR-THEMED MUSEUMS AND OLD VILLAGES

The engrossing bilingual August 23 Artillery War Museum (八二三戰史館) documents the horrific 44-day bombardment in 1958 during which communist China put Kinmen under siege and pummelled the islands with nearly 500,000 shells. In a garden of banyans outside, you’ll find fighter planes, tanks, cannons and one of the crucial landing crafts that helped Kinmen survive the siege. The museum is near the northeast corner of attractive Taihu Lake (太湖), a body of water hand-dug in the 1960s.

The smaller Military Brothel Exhibition Hall (特約茶室展示館) examines the rarely mentioned subject of officially sanctioned prostitution to entertain military personnel. Euphemistically known as a ‘Special Teahouse’, the brothel was in operation between 1951 and 1990.


To the west of Xinhu Harbour with its Instagrammable dolosse blocks, stands Chenggong Village (成功村). The star of the village is not the short defence tunnel leading to the sea but Chen Ching Lan Mansion (陳景蘭洋樓). The two-storey villa featuring a beaux-arts facade and southern European elements was built in 1921 by the eponymous businessman with the fortunes he made in Southeast Asia.

Up near the northern coast, 800-year-old Qionglin Village (瓊林村) purportedly has more shrines than any other village on Kinmen. Check out the gables and arches, the ancestral halls, and if you’re not tired of them yet, the defence tunnels.
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Shanhou Folk Culture Village | Richie Chan/Shutterstock ©


I LIVE HERE: KINMEN’S HYBRIDITY
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Ting-Di Hong is a film photographer and person-in-charge at Dwell in Quemoy;  @dwell.in.quemoy

Kinmen was on the frontline of the US–USSR Cold War, the site of several proxy wars, and one of few Asian islands that was in a state of general mobilisation for half a century. The military structures that appeared after the Pacific War feel real now that tensions are once again rising in East Asia.

The Minnan or southern Fujian region where Kinmen is located was historically the Brittany or Netherlands of the East, influenced both by a land-based bureaucratic empire and sea-borne trade. Kinmen culture has the in-betweenness/hybridity of Minnan culture yet it was never under communist rule, so traditions here – architecture, rituals, customs – are rich and they run deep.



Retro Movie Sets & Qing-Dynasty Homes

FOLK CULTURE AND HISTORY

The excellent Shanhou Folk Culture Village (山后民俗文化村) is home to dozens of Qing-dynasty tile-roofed homes, including a cluster of 18 built over 25 years by a family with money from Japan. A few furnished rooms are open museum-style and several other buildings operate as shops or homestays.

About 600m east is the Mt Lion Howitzer Station (獅山砲陣地), where you can walk through a 200m rock-hewn tunnel to reach the emplacement of a howitzer cannon surveying a wide view towards China.


Over to the west is the refreshing Kinmen Museum of History and Folklore (金門歷史民俗博物館), which specialises in non-military Kinmen, such as religion, daily life and art. There isn’t much English, but interactive displays, life-sized replicas and the opportunity to wear dynastic gowns make it easy to spend over an hour here, especially with kids. The highlight is a national relic – the inscribed tombstone of the Prince of Lu (1618–62), ruler of the South Ming dynasty.

Smack in the middle of Jinsha township is Yangzhai Old Street (陽翟老街), built as a retro movie set for the 2014 title Paradise in Service (軍中樂園) and now abandoned save for a few operators. The authentic-looking shop fronts–pool hall, public bath, sundries store, photography studio and the old cinema (a real relic)–are the stuff of Instagram.
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WIND LIONS

Dotted all over Kinmen are Wind Lions (風獅爺), traditional totems said to have the power to control the winds and keep the land fertile. According to locals, these totems began appearing after Kinmen was deforested to build Koxinga’s navy in the early 17th century.

The locals, forced to turn to supernatural aid as the denuded soil of their island ceased bearing crops, began placing the lions around the island. The Wind Lions can still be found in almost every village here, some wizened stone figures, others cartoonesque. Many stand upright and are draped in flowing capes. For a complete set of photos with 103 mapped locations, visit Shuitou’s Wind Lion Cultural Museum (風獅爺文物坊).




GETTING AROUND

Kinmen Airport is 8km east of Kincheng city. Buses call at the terminal between Kincheng and Shanwai. Getting to Kincheng by taxi costs a flat NT$250.

Local buses operate on both Kinmen and Little Kinmen. Download the Kinmen bus app  (金門公車 on the app store, or google "Kinmen bus app").

Four tourist bus routes cover the main island’s major sights and include a tour guide (Chinese only) and time to explore the attractions. Buy tickets at the bus stations or online (kinmendiway.com).






Beyond Kinmen
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Kinmen’s outlying island Lieyu is located to the west of Kinmen and the east of Xiamen in China.


Green, windswept and remarkably quiet, Little Kinmen (小金門) is the nickname of Kinmen’s baby sister, Lieyu (烈嶼). As the former front line of the 1958 war, the island’s main attractions are primarily military-related. Naval tunnels and a free shoot-out simulation experience are the top draws, but there are also small 20th-century forts to be visited every couple of kilometres around the bicycle-friendly lane that loops 18km around the island. You can rent bikes for free from bike hire sheds near Siwei Tunnel, the island’s top sight and just a short stroll from the arrival pier. Cycling is a great way to see Little Kinmen.
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TOP TIP

Most visitors are day-trippers but there is a scattering of guesthouses set back from the beach at Shankou.




Tunnels & War Relics

THE SMALL ISLAND OF LITTLE KINMEN

Siwei Tunnel (四維坑道) aka Jiugong Tunnel (九宮坑道), a short walk from the ferry dock, is a four-entrance network of wide sea tunnels blasted out of the gneiss in the 1960s to provide bomb shelters for as many as 50 small boats. Mannequins show the labour-intensive drilling processes, while a former hospital section contains a visitor centre with exhibits on the island’s geology. Yonshi Fort (勇士堡) or Warriors’ Fort is one of a pair of 1970s military bunkers in Huangcuo (黃厝). Descend through a 200m-long tunnel that contains a museum about landmines, then exit via the immodestly named Iron Men’s Fort (鐵漢堡).

Hujingtou War Museum (湖井頭戰史館) is a small coastal fort with display boards and a looping video about how young men were toughened into soldiers. You can also take a peek at Xiamen’s towering skyline through big binoculars.

Little Kinmen’s most famous lake is Lingshui Lake (陵水湖), an array of channels and reed-fringed artificial lakes divided by dykes that are popular for birdwatching, especially in winter. A short walk southwest from the lake is the island’s best-known old courtyard residence: Scholar Wu’s Residence (吳秀才厝), a small 19th-century complex with elegant murals and fine decorative details befitting a family founded by a shipping and salt magnate whose grandson aced the Qing imperial exams.
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LASER SHOOTING SIMULATION

The laser shooting simulation at Houlin Military Base (后麟步槍模擬射擊館) allows you to dress up in army camouflage fatigues then spend half an hour firing at simulator targets using a convincingly heavy assault rifle with air-powered recoil for only NT$50. At the end of it, you get to keep the souvenir certificate with your score and photo.

Prebooking is a must at all times as limited slots are available each day and it ensures service even if you’re the only visitor. The experience takes place in a decommissioned military hospital block, 2.5km north of the ferry dock.




GETTING AROUND

Ferries link Shuitou Pier on the main island to Jiugong Pier in Little Kinmen, departing half-hourly. Little Kinmen’s public minibus routes are divided into north (北線) and south (南線) loops plus longer variants that combine the two. You can bring a scooter on the ferry from Kinmen. Taiwanese licence holders can rent scooters on arrival at Jiugong Port, but foreigners might struggle even with an international licence.





MATSU
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The Matsu (馬祖) group of islands is a 55-minute flight from Taipei, yet easily visible from the coast of Fujian in China even on a misty day. Like similarly located Kinmen, Matsu spent most of the last 70 years as a military outpost. Many of the sights here are defensive tunnels and forts where the only explosions you’ll hear are those of waves. Some of these ‘strongholds’ are still in use but a few have been converted into hostels and cafes. In the villages, fishing and mussel harvesting thrive alongside tourism-inspired operations like seafood restaurants, souvenir shops and taxi-tour-guide services. Tiny temples dot coastal settlements, housing not only the key sea gods but also rare and obscure deities. In the most picturesque villages, a growing number of young people are returning in the high season to run cafes and B&Bs out of fine-looking stone houses.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Beihai Tunnel

2Qinbi Village

SIGHTS

3Banli Mansion

4Banli Village

5Blue Tears Museum

6Dahan Stronghold

7Daqiu Island

8Grand Mazu Statue

9Hou’ao Village

10Iron Fort

11Jinsha Village

12Lord Huaguang Temple

13Matsu Folklore Culture Museum

14Matsu Broadcasting Wall

15Mazu Temple

16Mt Yuntai Military Intelligence Museum

17Peace Memorial Park

18Qiaozi Village

19Tanqi Village

20Tianhou Temple

see 2Tianhou Temple

21Tianhou Temple

22Tunnel 88

23Turtle Island

ACTIVITIES

24Mt Luobang Nature Trail

EATING

see 2Jingwo Snacks

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

25Matsu Distillery

SHOPPING

26Jieshou Shizi Market




TOP TIP

Temperatures in Matsu are typically at least five degrees lower than in Taipei. That’s a blessing in the summer but in mid-winter you might need to bring warm clothing as the mercury can dip into single digits. Some businesses close for the season.
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Breakfast & Booze in Nangan

MORNING MARKET AND DISTILLERY

If you arrive at Nangan Airport or Fu’ao Harbour in the early morning, make a beeline for Jieshou Shizi Market (介壽獅子市場), near the Bank of Taiwan, for breakfast. On the 1st floor, above the ground-floor fresh food market, vendors offer an assortment of Matsu specialities, such as pot-side scrapings in thick soup (鼎邊糊), which is always the first to sell out here, pork-wrapper dumplings (燕餃), stuffed Jiguang buns (繼光餅) aka Matsu burgers and oyster fritters (蚵爹). You can buy from different stalls and take a seat at any one of them. By 10am, all stalls are closed.

If you have time before breakfast, take a peek at Lord Huaguang Temple (華光大帝廟), a five-minute walk from Fu’ao Harbour. It worships the three-eyed God of Fire, patron saint of opera troupes and scaffolders. A secondary deity here is Lady Mother Earth (地母娘娘), a victim of drowning who was washed ashore in the 1960s and allegedly performed miracles.

After breakfast, head over to Tunnel 88 (八八坑道), a decommissioned military tunnel used for ageing sorghum liquor. This is done in huge earthenware urns as well as stainless steel tanks in a connecting cave-like room. This is strong stuff, as you can tell by the smell of fermentation. Watch your step as water drips from the ceiling. The booze belongs to Matsu Distillery, 150m down the slope, which has a showroom with informative displays and multiple variants of sorghum-based Kaoliang liquor (高粱酒) and medicinal rice wine (老酒) for sale. Sampling has been suspended since COVID-19.
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I LIVE HERE: WHERE PEILING GOES TO DAYDREAM
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Peiling Chen is the second-generation owner of Chinbe Villa; facebook.com/chinbe49

Salty Island Studio (鹹味島合作社)

A cafe and gallery on Dongyin Island run by young people trying to revive Dongyin’s fish sauce-making industry.

Xiwei Peninsula Grocery Store (西尾半島物產店)

The curries are yummy at this secluded cafe but you must reserve in advance. Or just walk in for a coffee or red-yeast cocktail and relax in the minimalist cafe; facebook.com/XIWEIPENINSULA

Mt Luobangshan Nature Trail (螺蚌山自然步道)

This trail is a must-do, weather permitting. At low tide, you can reach the very end where you’ll see Confucius Rock and planes taking off in the distance. At high tide, you can’t go past the second islet.



WHERE TO STAY IN BEIGAN

Chinbe B&B (芹壁休閒渡假村)

Nine well-appointed rooms with excellent beds, accommodating two to six. Ask for the double with the balcony. $$

So Lohas (舒漫活海景旅宿)

Perched above Qiaozi village, this hotel has four floors of large modern rooms with sea views. $$

Chinbe No.25 Guesthouse  (芹壁村25號)

Rooms with enlarged windows, stripped-pine rafters and en-suite bathrooms. $$$

Three Museums in Nangan

CULTURE, MILITARY INTELLIGENCE AND ALGAE

The professional Matsu Folklore Culture Museum (馬祖民俗文物館) in central Nangan uses old photos, relics and video to introduce the culture and lifestyle of the Matsu Islands. The upper floors were closed for renovation at the time of research, due to reopen in 2023. The ground-floor section has displays on the island’s ecology and lifestyle, and a timeline of its military history.

To the west, atop Nangan’s highest mountain, is the Mt Yuntai Military Intelligence Museum (雲台山軍情館). This camouflaged museum occupying the site of Matsu’s former intelligence HQ shows the types of military uniforms, weapons and warships used in China. Photos are not allowed inside.

If you visit Matsu outside the summer season, the three-room interactive Blue Tears Museum in a cove in Nangan’s northwestern corner is the only place you’ll see the blue tears phenomenon. The phytoplankton responsible are cultivated in situ and the highlight of your visit is stirring a dish of water containing the critters. To do that, however, you must reserve a place in advance. Otherwise your experience will be limited to gazing at a dead baby dolphin in the small first room.


A five-minute walk east is Siwei Village (四維村) where, on sunny days, sorghum is laid out to dry in the courtyard of the small Tianhou Temple (四維天母宮).
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BLUE TEARS

From April to September, some of the night-time waters along the Matsu coastline will scintillate when disturbed in an effect nicknamed ‘blue tears’ (藍眼淚).

On warm, calm evenings between June and August, lapping wavelets seem to glitter with light. But you’ll need to get well away from artificial light, or join one of the six-times-nightly blue tears boat tours into Beihai Tunnel.

Demand can be high so it’s worth prebooking or prepaying at the tunnel counter. In April and September, you might still get to experience blue tears by splashing late at night in low-tide sand pools, with your footprints creating a faint sparkle. Ask your guesthouse where to find such places. Some better hotels will take their guests as part of the service.



WHERE TO STAY IN BEIGAN

Yunji Villa (雲記山莊)

For total serenity, it’s hard to beat this well-equipped B&B that sits within the Peace Memorial Park. $$

Just Coffee and Hostel (家適咖啡民宿)

Clean rooms in Qinbe Village. The restaurant serves hotpot and pizza – a bonus in winter when other restaurants close. $$

Chinbe Backpacker Hostel  (芹壁背包客棧)

Homestay rooms plus a dormitory in a pair of historic houses at the northern corner of Qinbi village. $$

Tight-Knit Village & Nearby Fort

OLD VILLAGE AND FORT

Jinsha village (金沙村) has at its core a series of tile-roofed stone buildings – many now B&Bs – forming a tight-knit unit cut by narrow passages. Several other old cottages, albeit mostly derelict, climb the steep valley sides. There are also a couple of restaurants and a golden sandy beach just in front of the village, behind tall tsunami defence walls. Near the right wall, just before the beach, is an old underground fort (you can’t enter) with a shrine-like entrance sporting anti-communist slogans. Right beside it is a small building in camouflage colours that not many people realise is a public toilet.

To the southeast of Jinsha Village is Iron Fort (鐵堡). This dinky little fortified islet, linked by a footbridge to the main island, is a pretty strip of coral topped by a cactus-lined walkway. However, cut into the rock beneath is a narrow tunnel linking to the spartan quarters of the soldiers who once lived here and looked out over the ocean through the handful of sniper slots. Gruesome stories are told by residents of how frogmen from China would sneak inside the fort at night, slit the throats of the Taiwanese guards on duty, and carry back an ear to show their comrades.


BEST FOODS TO TRY IN MATSU

Mussels (淡菜)

Matsu’s famous mussels are sweet, creamy and ubiquitous.

Old wine noodles (老酒麵線)

Rice noodles in broth, a fried egg and a splash of medicinal rice wine for good blood circulation.

Sweet potato dumplings (黃金地瓜餃)

Crushed peanut dumplings with a sweet potato wrapper, eaten steamed, fried or in a sweet soup.

Jiguang buns (繼光餅)

Soldiers used to wear these sesame buns hung on a string around their necks. ‘Matsu burgers’ come stuffed nowadays.

Red yeast (紅糟)

The nutritious by-product of alcoholic fermentation is used widely in stews and stir-fries.



WHERE TO EAT IN BEIGAN

Shengjia Restaurant (勝家小吃）)

The grandma here at 82 Fuxing Rd (復興路82號), Tanqi Village, will cook for you in low season when everyone else is closed. $$

A Po Fish Noodle Shop (阿婆魚麵店)

The speciality fish noodles come in soup or fried and sprinkled with plum powder at 168 Zhongshan Rd (中山路168號), Tanqi village. $

Zhongyu Seafood Grill (忠漁原味海鮮碳烤)

Fresh seafood barbecued, washed down with beer served in ceramic bowls, at 281-1 Tanqi village (塘岐281號之1). $$

Matsu’s Most Exuberant Festival

ALL-NIGHT FIRECRACKERS, DRUMS AND GONGS

In Matsu, the Baiming Festival (擺暝祭) marks the start of the lunar year, rather than the Lunar New Year Festival. In the local dialect, baiming means ‘to make nocturnal offerings to the gods’ and the festival is exactly that – feasting, worshipping and parading the gods in a cacophony of firecrackers, drums and gongs throughout the night. Leading up to all that are daytime rituals at every temple and processions through different neighbourhoods.

The Baiming Festival takes place from the 13th to the 15th days of the first lunar month (usually February or March), coinciding with Taiwan’s Lantern Festival. Celebrations occur throughout Matsu, but most notably in Beigan and the outer island of Dongju. A couple of days prior, ornate archways are erected in squares to yingshen (迎神; welcome the gods), and processions featuring a colourful cast of religious and mythical characters begin.


In the Beigan version, one feature is the palanquin-bearing shamans (扛乩) who divine the future by writing with the palanquin. They also take part in the procession, moving in unison. Another highlight is the burning of horse fodder, in public squares but also in front of homes, for the steed of the God of the White Horse (白馬尊王), a deity not commonly seen outside the Matsu Islands. The God of the White Horse is a deified army general who once defended Fujian. Though not a high-ranking god, he is believed to have the power to protect ships in a storm.

Temple of a Drowned Goddess

TEMPLE AND GIANT STATUE

Mazu Temple (馬祖天后宮) is considered a sacred spot in Taiwan, as it houses the purported grave of Lin Mo-niang (林默娘; b 960) who later became deified as the Holy Mother of Heaven (天上聖母). Legend claims she was washed ashore here having drowned trying to save her father (or brothers in some versions) after a shipwreck. Mazu’s birthday (the 23rd day of the third lunar month) sees a lavish festival in her honour here. The beach in front has a collection of military landing craft. Just inland is a pair of streets offering a selection of restaurants, military clothing stores and gift shops.

The temple is linked by a long stairway to the towering 28.8m Grand Mazu Statue (媽祖巨神像) and a huge wooden viewing deck shaped like a ship’s prow.


I LIVE HERE: A SHAMAN EXPLAINS PALANQUIN DIVINATION
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Kunghan Chen is a shaman, celestial interpreter and hostel owner.

Palanquin-bearing shamans (扛乩) are unique to Beigan. The four bearers sway, walk, run and lurch in unison, as dictated by the deity they’re carrying, to answer questions posed by the faithful. In general, female gods have gentler movements than male gods. First a celestial interpreter (桌頭) at the temple invites the god to come down. Then through us, the god tilts the palanquin and uses the tip of the pole to write replies on incense ash on a table: it can be a word, a gesture or a symbol. The interpreter then translates.

Shamans are god-chosen but require training. When I was young, training could take up to six months. It’s much shorter now.



Tunnel to Hide 120 Boats

WALK, FLOAT OR KAYAK THROUGH THE CHANNELS

This 700m of sea tunnel took three laborious years to carve out with many soldiers losing their lives in the process. Completed in 1971, Beihai Tunnel (北海坑道) was used as a hiding place for up to 120 small boats, protecting them from potential aerial attack. Visits are free on foot (low tide only). From April to September, you can pay to float or kayak through the four wide, criss-crossed channels; ‘blue tears’ boat tours run nightly.

Across a small, pebble beach are the smaller, hand-cut tunnels of the Dahan Stronghold (大漢據點).

WHERE TO EAT IN BEIGAN

Banli Old House Sweet Potato Dumplings (坂里古厝黃金地瓜餃)

Sweet potato dumplings next to the 7-Eleven in Banli Village. $

Jingwo Snack Shop (鏡沃小吃)

Tasty wine noodles and sweet potato dumplings from a stall hidden up a stairway behind Chinbe Kitchen (Qinbe village). $

Qinwo Coffee Bakery  (芹沃咖啡烘焙館)

This bakery in Qinbe village bakes fruit breads and thin-crust pizzas best consumed on the picturesque terrace. $

Matsu’s Most Beautiful Village

COBBLED STREETS ON A HILLSIDE

Qinbi aka Chinbe (芹壁村) is Matsu’s most beautiful village – stone homes staggered on a steep hillside separated by narrow cobbled paths, and facing a curved bay, a small sandy beach, and a picturesque pile of rocks known as Turtle Island (烏龜島). Built from slabs of granite, typical homes – many now B&Bs and cafes – feature deep, high windows to protect the inhabitants from howling winds. From some angles, Qinbi brings to mind the Adriatic.

Dining choices here are limited to a couple of cafes and bakeries, and Jingwo Snacks (鏡沃小吃), which serves tasty rice noodles with medicinal rice wine (老酒麵線) and sweet potato dumplings (黃金地瓜餃). The Tianhou Temple here worships Mazu and an unusual secondary deity, the Iron-Armoured Marshal (鐵甲元帥). The latter, as you’ll notice from his visage and the temple’s decorative motif, is a frog. The frog god purportedly enjoys sorghum liquor and Peking opera, and the village is known to bring in a troupe to perform for his majesty’s benefit from time to time.

Just before the western entrance to the village is the Matsu Broadcasting Wall (馬祖播音站), Matsu’s version of Kinmen’s much more famous Beishan Broadcasting Wall and used similarly to crank out propaganda across the Strait to China. But this one was built 12 years later and has 47 speakers punched into a wall painted in camouflage colours.
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PREHISTORY OF MATSU

Recent archaeology has shown that people with genetic similarities to Austronesian Pacific Islanders were living in Matsu at least 8000 years ago, with a culture based around diving and shellfish collecting. However, more recent human development began in the 1400s with the arrival of Fujianese mainlanders escaping political turmoil in their homeland. Migrant waves increased in the 1600s, the Fujianese fishermen bringing with them the language, food, architecture and religious beliefs of their ancestors, much of which is still around today.



WHERE TO STAY IN NANGAN

Matsu 1st Hostel (馬祖1青年民宿)

This backpacker hostel occupies a fine old Fujian-style stone house with capsule-style spaces and dorms. $

Yunjin Villa (雲津客棧)

Close to the Grand Mazu Statue are nine rooms designed using found wood and rock. $$

Day Spring (日光春和)

Cool modern rooms in a concrete low-rise high above Beihai Tunnel. $$$


Park with Great Views & Military Emplacements

COMBINING MILITARY HISTORY AND SCENERY

Beigan’s steep eastern peninsula was once an important part of the military defence of Matsu and housed a slew of defensive military emplacements. Many have been preserved as part of the intriguing and extensive Peace Memorial Park, combining superb viewpoints with insights into the island’s military history. Plenty of artillery pieces still point their barrels out to sea. During your visit, you may see coast guards (Top Gun, not Bay Watch), a reminder that this is still Taiwan’s ‘frontier’.

Start at the Exhibition Centre, a museum explaining Matsu’s geopolitical significance in the 1950s and the battles fought here. There’s a great viewpoint upstairs and an even better one at Stronghold 8, 600m east, with its tanks and anti-aircraft cannons. Much less visited is Stronghold 6, 1km northeast, on a narrow lane that continues down on steps through foxhole tunnels. Stronghold 12 is near steps outside the lower floor of the Exhibition Centre, leading to the start of the riveting Mt Luobang Nature Trail.

En route to the park, you’ll pass Hou’ao Village, a small settlement with a large temple. The causeway that links it to the rest of Beigan crosses a golden sandy beach parked with retired fishing boats in various states of photogenic disrepair.

Across the road from the airport is Tanqi Village (塘岐) and the highest concentration of restaurants in Beigan. In the low season, it’s Beigan’s only place where you can get a proper meal.
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WHY I LOVE MATSU
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Piera Chen, writer

I love to wander from village to village, exploring the tiny temples with their minor gods. In Banli, next to a playground and the sea, is a shrine to a dead infant who is believed to abduct children for companionship. In Qiaozi and Qinbi, there’s animal worship – General Lobster and a frog god who loves opera. Drowning victims are also deified. Lady Mother Earth in Lord Huaguang Temple was purportedly a corpse washed ashore here only decades ago. She remains modest in the celestial hierarchy as she hasn’t performed enough miracles yet. She’s like us, a work in progress. Steps away from these shrines is the sea, wild and beautiful as it always has been, and, at its mercy as they always have been, fishermen in their boats.



WHERE TO EAT IN NANGAN

Magang Xianglin Restaurant (馬港香林小館)

One of several reliable family-run restaurants inland from the Mazu Temple (not statue). $$

Chaoqun Matsu Burger (超群繼光餅)

At No 93, this place makes the best stuffed Jiguang buns. They come with egg, pork chop or sausage. $

Furen Cafe (夫人咖啡館)

This quirky century-old stone house is a cafe, hostel, distillery, fermentation larder and mini-museum. $

Jinsha Restaurant (津沙小館)

A no-frills restaurant serving tasty local dishes in Jinsha Village. $$

Yima’s Kitchen (依嬤的店)

This popular kitchen in Fuxing Village offers a multi-dish sampling set. $

Thornbirds Cafe Book Store  (刺鳥咖啡書店)

Homey bookstore and cafe in a camouflaged ‘stronghold’ overlooking a cove. $


Hike the Windy Ridge of Three Islets

WINDY WALK ALONG A BREATHTAKING TRAIL

Near Stronghold 12 of the Peace Memorial Park, steps lead to the start of the breathtaking Mt Luobang Nature Trail. Straddling the ridge of three islets, the trail is not too demanding, except for a short section where you have to pull yourself along by rope. Howeve,r the path is narrow and even on days when the winds are deemed not strong enough to close the trail, they’re a force to be reckoned with.

If you make the trip in summer, you’ll see plenty of Chinese crested terns, an endangered fowl for whom the islets are a reserve. The rich marine life in the waters also attract fishing enthusiasts from all over who come with their expensive gear and Gore-Tex windbreakers.


EARLY HISTORY OF MATSU

Human skeletal remains discovered in Matsu in the 2010s show that people with genetic similarities to Austronesian Pacific Islanders were living on the Matsu Islands at least 8000 years ago, with a culture based around skin-diving and shellfish collecting. However, more recent human development began in the 1400s, during the Ming dynasty in China, with the arrival of Fujianese mainlanders escaping political turmoil in their homeland. Migration from China intensified in the 1600s, increasing Matsu’s population as boatloads of Fujianese fishermen arrived, bringing with them the language, food, architecture and religious beliefs of their ancestors, much of which is still around today.



Sleepy Qiaozi Village & Its Many Gods

FISHING VILLAGE WITH MANY TEMPLES

Qiaozi village, known for having ‘more gods than people’, is a small sleepy fishing settlement famed for its eight tiny temples sporting bright red M-shaped gables. They shelter an assortment of deities, some unique to Matsu, such as the ship-protecting God of the White Horse (白馬大王) who is assisted in his duties by his neighbour, General Lobster (龍蝦將軍), a deified crustacean. The village’s southwest entrance has a fountain with big yellow croaker statues. The waters around here used to teem with the coveted fish, and ‘miracles’ performed by a god often meant unusually large catches of the fish.

Meet Formosan Sika Deer

WINDSWEPT UNINHABITED ISLAND

Barely five minutes by boat from Qiaozi harbour, a two-hour visit to windswept and uninhabited Daqiu Island (大坵島) is one of Matsu’s great joys – but only when the sea is calm. The small, deserted hamlet near its jetty has been restored and a concrete footpath makes it easy to stroll the island in around 90 minutes, watched by dozens of remarkably tame Formosan sika deer. There are over a hundred of them here and a handful will come right up to visitors to ask for food. You’re advised not to pet them.

In calm weather public boats shuttle across from Qiaozi twice a day, and most homestays will also fix you up with a boatman for NT$300 return per person.


Banli Beach & Tiny Temple

SMALL SEASIDE VILLAGE

Banli village (坂里) has a short row of Qing-dynasty stone-and-timber houses that includes a small unstaffed museum known as Banli Mansion (坂里大宅), a couple of homestays and a 7-Eleven. Unlike other vernacular homes, the granite stones of these former mansions are arranged in a herring-bone pattern. Across the road is a beautiful sandy beach, a playground, and a toy-like Tianhou Temple in vivid Lego colours. At the temple’s main shrine, you’ll see Mazu with offerings of lipstick and nail polish before her. In a tiny shed next door, you’ll see a shrine to – not a god – but the lonely ghost of a dead infant who’s known to abduct children for companionship. Its image is, creepily, a man in Qing-dynasty garb and it’s appeased not with incense but cigarettes, as spirits often are.
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MATSU’S RECENT HISTORY

Matsu was largely politically insignificant until the Nationalists fled to Taiwan in 1949 and established Matsu, along with Kinmen, as a front-line defence against the communists. The quiet islands were transformed into battlefields and the mainland bombed Matsu intermittently for a decade. The deployment of the US 7th Fleet in 1958 prevented any further military escalation, but the islands remained on high alert until the late 1970s.

Martial law was lifted from Matsu in 1992, several years after the rest of Taiwan, but in 2001 Matsu (along with Kinmen) became an early stepping stone in cross-Strait travel, with the islands reframing their identities from military to tourist-centric. While several army bases remain active, others have been converted into visitor sights.




GETTING AROUND

Only Uni Air (uniair.com.tw) flies from Taipei (Songshan) to both of Matsu’s airports. Uni Air also connects Taichung Airport to Nangan.

Nangan’s Fu’ao Harbour is Matsu’s main ferry hub with services to Keelung (Taiwan) six times weekly. A new fast ferry, Star of North-South (南北之星), now operates between Taipei Harbour and Nangan. The journey takes only three hours, which is more than twice faster.

From Fu’ao (Nangan) boats leave for Beigan hourly, Dongju and Xiju three times a day, and Dongyin at 9am on even-numbered dates, returning from Dongyin at 7am on odd-numbered dates. No service either way on Wednesdays.






Beyond Matsu
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Matsu’s remote outer islands; Dongyin (東引), Dongju (東莒) and Xiju (西莒)


Dongyin, the largest and most isolated of the three, has a population of around 1500. Dongju and Xiju belong to the Juguang (莒光) cluster of islands and islets. Both have a few hundred inhabitants. Military relics and natural beauty are the main attractions of these islands. In recent years, however, there have been efforts by the younger generation to return to the islands to preserve vernacular culture and revitalise fading traditions and industries. Although such efforts are directed towards the community, rather than tourism, many of these artist-activists also operate cafes and B&Bs.
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TOP TIP

In the winter months, sailings are often cancelled during strong winds. Check the weather before you go.




Matsu’s Outer Islands

MILITARY RELICS AND NATURE

The largest and most remote of the three major outer islands, Dongyin (東引) is ringed with steep cliffs and considered a particularly good bird-watching spot. The main sights are the 1970s Andong Tunnel (安東坑道), a remarkably long defensive structure with steep access stairs, and Dongyong Lighthouse (東湧燈塔), built by the British in 1904, which remains an important part of Taiwan’s coastal defence system.

Juguang township (莒光鄉) comprises the sparely populated southern islands of Dongju (東莒) and Xiju (西莒). With sweeping views of the coastline and grassy hills, Dongju’s 1.5km Dongyangshan Trail (東洋山步道) runs atop sea cliffs on the east side of the island, which, along with the Luobang Nature Trail that begins near the Peace Memorial Park in Beigan, is considered the most beautiful trail in Matsu.

Dongju’s commercial centre is Daping Village (大坪村). Sights include the Dongquan Lighthouse (東犬燈塔) at the eastern tip of the island. Built by the British in 1872, the white granite building aided the navigation of Fujian-bound merchant ships after the Opium Wars between China and western powers in the mid-19th century. Dapu Inscription (大埔石刻), on the south side of Dongju, is a memorial dedicated to a Ming general who drove pirates off the island without losing a single one of his soldiers.

During the Korean War, American companies set themselves up in Xiju’s Chingfan Village (青帆村), which briefly became so vibrant that it was nicknamed ‘Little Hong Kong’. Those days have long gone. But you’ll find a couple of good guesthouses in the area.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY ON MATSU’S OUTER ISLANDS

Island (小島上)

This cute homestay on Dongyin Island offers modern rooms and a tasty breakfast. $$

Dachi (大坵島生態樂園民宿)

Spend the night and eat well at this guesthouse on the southwestern corner of Daqiu Island. $

Mountain Sea Villa (山海一家會館)

This stone-and-concrete low-rise offers attractive rooms and tasty hotpot on Xiju Island; msvilla.8898go.com $$

Dongju Happy Inn (幸福居)

Handsome stone houses with 10 rooms in the gorgeous setting of Dapu VIllage (大浦) on Dongju Island. $$

Haishang Renjia (海上人家)

Simple rooms also in Dongju Island’s northeastern corner. $




GETTING AROUND

To reach Dongyin, the only option is the Keelung–Nangan ferry that runs only six times weekly, so you’ll need to stay at least one night on the island. Three daily ferries run a triangular route from Nangan to Juguang. If you leave Fu’ao Port at 7am you could get three hours on Dongju then 2¼ hours on Xiju and still get back to Nangan before 5pm
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TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Taiwan. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Taiwan and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving

The main gateway into Taiwan is through Taiwan Taoyuan International Airport, which is about 40km (45 minutes’ drive) west of central Taipei. The airport currently has two terminals; a third is slated to open in 2025. There are also smaller international airports in Songshan (downtown Taipei), Taichung and Kaohsiung.
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Visas

Nationals from most European countries, UK, Canada, USA, Japan, Australia and New Zealand are granted visa-free entry for stays of up to 90 days. There must be at least six months left on your passport.




SIM Cards

Taiwan’s three main mobile operators – Chunghwa, Taiwan Mobile and Far EasTone – sell prepaid, unlimited-data tourist SIMs in Arrivals (4G and 5G). Prices range from NT$300 for three days to NT$1000 for a month.




Money

There is 24-hour money exchange through Bank of Taiwan counters in both terminals. There are also plenty of ATMs; note there may be daily limits on the amount you can withdraw (NT$20,000–30,000).




Wi-Fi

Free wi-fi is available throughout the airport. You can connect as soon as you are inside the terminal building, there’s no need for a local number.



Public Transport from Airport to Taipei City Centre
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Custom Controls

Because of the importance of the local pork industry, Taiwan has very strict rules on bringing meat (including dried and vacuum-packed meat) into the country. Since 2018 it has imposed steep fines on anyone bringing in pork products because of fears of African swine fever spreading here. The first offence invokes a NT$200,000 penalty.

Other restrictions include a cap of US$10,000 in foreign currency (and NT$100,000) in cash.

Passengers who are 20 years and older are allowed a maximum of 1L of alcohol and 200 cigarettes.






Getting Around

Taiwan’s trains are well priced and efficient, and connect all major cities and towns. For more remote areas, taxis and car or scooter rental may be the only option.



TRAVEL COSTS

Rental
From NT$1800/day

Petrol
Approx NT$32/L

Scooter rental
From NT$400/day

HSR/TRA train from Taipei to Kaohsiung
NT$1490/NT$800–900



Metro

Taiwan’s metro system, called Mass Rapid Transit (MRT), is available in Taipei (extending to New Taipei and Taoyuan), Kaohsiung and Taichung. The MRT is clean, safe, convenient, reliable and also super affordable. Announcements, signs and maps are in English.

Car & Scooter Rental

Renting your own vehicle makes sense at destinations outside big cities. All airports and most HSR stations have car-rental agencies (or free delivery). Scooter shops are clustered around train stations. You’ll need an International Driving Permit for both.

Train Safety

While Taiwan’s privately run HSR has an unblemished record, state-run TRA has suffered two fatal crashes in recent years: one in 2018 when 18 passengers died in Yilan, and another in 2021 in Hualien when 49 perished – the country’s worst rail accident for seven decades. These were highly unusual, as train travel in Taiwan is generally considered safe. However, while each crash had its immediate cause, investigators have also blamed the TRA for being complacent, poorly enforcing safety procedures and ignoring safety warnings.
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TIP

On MRTs, priority seating (in a different colour) is strictly reserved for seniors, young children, pregnant or disabled passengers.




Train

High Speed Rail (HSR) links all major cities on the west coast and is excellent. Taiwan Railways Administration (TRA) has a regular-speed service running along both sides of the island. Train delays are common on short local routes but rare on long-distance services. Download the apps for TRA (臺鐵e訂通) and HSR (臺灣高鐵).




Taxi

Taiwan’s yellow cabs can be hailed on the street or from a hotline (55688) or booked via an app called 55688 (Chinese only) or Uber (west coast cities only). Uber is not always cheaper. Outside of booking through an app, the driver should use the meter. Use the LINE app for messaging drivers and hotels.




Bicycle

Long-distance and recreational cycling is big in Taiwan and there are lots of scenic cycle routes, especially along the beautiful east coast. Within bigger cities, you will find cheap bike-sharing systems for which you need a local SIM and an EasyCard to register or an international credit card.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS

[image: jpg]

Drive on the right
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Speed limit is 50km/h in urban areas, 100–110km/h on motorways.
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Mobile phone usage is prohibited (even texting at red lights).








Money

CURRENCY: NEW TAIWAN DOLLAR (NT$)


HOW MUCH FOR A…

short taxi ride
NT$250

MRT ticket
NT$25

cinema ticket
NT$300

temple entry
free



Credit Cards


Foreign credit cards are widely accepted in midrange and top-end hotels, restaurants and shops. Budget hotels, homestays and night market stalls are unlikely to accept them.

Mobile Payments


Mobile payments really took off in Taiwan during COVID-19. The most popular service is LINE pay, but Google Pay and Apple Pay are also popular in cities.

ATMs

ATMs can be found in all banks, hospitals, MRT and train stations, most convenience stores and many supermarkets, malls and temples. They often have an English option. Outside of urban areas, it may be hard to find an ATM.

Tipping

Tipping is not customary in restaurants or taxis (but is still appreciated). It is common to tip your tour guide about 10% if you are happy with the service. The 10% service charge added to your bill in many restaurants is not passed on to the staff.

HOW TO… Save Money

• Hotels are about 20% cheaper on weekdays and non-public holidays.

• Eat at night markets and small local restaurants.

• Buy your morning coffee from a convenience store.

• Avoid bars; get your beer from a supermarket.

• Many attractions are free in Taiwan or ticketed for a token amount; for example, temples, government-run heritage sites and museums, parks, beaches and hiking trails.


Receipt Lottery

Whenever you buy something in Taiwan, keep the receipt. Under the name of the business are two capital letters followed by an eight-digit number. Every odd-numbered month, Taiwan’s Ministry of Finance holds a lottery with a NT$10 million jackpot based on this number with additional cash prizes from NT$200 to NT$2 million. The lottery is to incentivise customers to ask for a receipt so that businesses pay tax. You can donate your receipts into charity boxes in stores or keep them and ask a friend to help you claim the prize if you win.
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LOCAL TIP

Prices are generally marked and bargaining is not common. But in tourist and wholesale markets you may be able to shave off 10% or 20%, particularly if you buy several items and smile!








Accommodation

Heritage Stays

Sleeping in a historic home adds an atmospheric twist to any trip. Private- and government-driven efforts across Taiwan to renovate heritage buildings for commercial uses, including hotels, B&Bs and hostels, have created tons of wonderful options. More than 100 Qing-dynasty courtyard homes have been converted into tourist accommodation on Kinmen, for example. Search online for ‘heritage’, ‘historic’ and ‘restored’.

Homestays

Many Taiwanese choose homestays (民宿) when they go on trips because they tend to be better value for money. Family-run, they operate like a basic hotel and sometimes offer a simple breakfast with the room. Since they also cater to groups of friends that travel together, they usually also offer triple and quadruple room options.

Spiritual Stays

It is possible to stay at temples around Taiwan. You’ll get the most from this if you are doing it as part of a meditation retreat; for example, the programmes run by Vipassana Taiwan. Foguangshan near Kaohsiung has rooms for people wanting to spend more time at the temple complex.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

a three-star hotel
NT$2500

a homestay
NT$1500

a dorm bed
NT$650
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Luxury Stays

The big cities and coastal holiday destinations abound with international-standard, top-end hotels. In recent years too, there have been increasing numbers of luxury wellness resorts strategically located nearby tea plantations, picturesque lakes and healing hot springs. Prices start from NT$5000 upwards a night.



Budget Stays

There is a good network of hostels around Taiwan, which has been improving in recent years. Even so, quality varies from clean four-bed rooms with curtained-off bunks to basic 10-bed digs. Private rooms are generally not as good value as those at homestays although hostels tend to have better facilities such as a laundry, simple kitchen and a lounge.
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Casualties of COVID-19

COVID-19 took a toll on the hotel industry. Many places had to close down and it will be a while before things are back to normal. Some survived by becoming quarantine hotels (Taiwan strictly enforced weeks-long quarantine for arrivals throughout most of the pandemic) and by catering to increased domestic demand. Another issue is that post-pandemic, the hospitality industry is struggling to find workers. Young people, who used to take these jobs, are now less keen to work in sectors that are vulnerable to being shut down overnight.






Family Travel

Taiwan is a fantastic place for kids–it’s safe, full of parks, there are tons of family-friendly activities and, best of all, many special and delectable desserts. One thing to note is that while Taiwanese love kids, culturally they are conscious of disturbing others and local children are taught to be quiet and well-behaved in public.


Child Discounts

Young children usually get in free or half-price to most attractions. On the MRT, children under 115cm and under six years of age can ride the MRT for free. If they sit on your lap, they can also travel for free on the HSR and intercity trains. Children under 12 who are also under 150cm are eligible for travel discounts.


Pushchairs

Around most of Taiwan, except for the fancier parts of large cities, pavements are uneven and overrun by parked scooters ,making it difficult to use pushchairs. However, public transport is pushchair friendly: almost all MRT and HSR stations have lifts.



Facilities

• There are free-to-use breastfeeding and changing rooms in all of Taiwan’s MRT, train and bus stations, as well as shopping malls, banks, museums, government buildings and some parks. Breastfeeding in public is not common in Taiwan.

• Most large museums have a children’s section with books and fun hands-on displays.

• Priority seating on public transport is also for kids.


Eating Out

Mid-range restaurants and above will have high- or booster chairs and a few have kids’ menus. Try to visit night markets with young children from 5pm to 6pm, before crowds make keeping track of kids or manoeuvring pushchairs difficult.




TOP PICKS FOR KIDS

HOUTONG CAT VILLAGE

A magical village where cats roam free, accept fishy snacks and sleep in the sun.

CHOOSE CHIU’S

Make your own chocolate while eating buckets of it at this cacao farm.

TAIWAN INTERNATIONAL BALLOON FESTIVAL

Kids will marvel at giant hot-air balloons shaped like animals and cartoon characters and may even take a ride in one.

RAINBOW VILLAGE

Children will love the crazily painted walls in this little hamlet where every inch is covered in vibrant colours.
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CARING FOR YOUR CHILD

Over-the-counter medication for simple things like headaches and stuffy noses can be bought at pharmacies. A few are open 24 hours, but most close around 10pm. Hospitals have paediatricians and you can make an appointment to see them without a referral from a general practitioner. If mask wearing is still mandatory for COVID-19, toddlers must also wear masks. Special masks that fit children under the age of four, with cute designs like dinosaurs and cartoon characters, can be bought at pharmacies and supermarkets. Products like baby formula, baby food and nappies are widely available in supermarkets.






Health & Safe Travel

NATURAL DISASTERS

Taiwan is affected by frequent natural disasters, including earthquakes, summer typhoons, floods and landslides. Stay indoors during typhoons and avoid mountainous areas after earthquakes, typhoons or heavy rains. The last major earthquake to hit Taiwan was a magnitude 6 temblor in 2018, which killed 17 people and partially destroyed a hotel and three residential tower blocks in Hualien.
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Vaccinations & Infectious Diseases

Proof of yellow fever vaccination is required if entering Taiwan within six days of visiting an infected country. Shots for hepatitis A and B are recommended, and Japanese encephalitis if spending more than one month in rural areas. While not common, small sporadic outbreaks of dengue fever occur in the south. Taiwan currently does not require proof of COVID-19 vaccination.

Low Crime

While common sense should always prevail, it’s usually safe in cafes to leave your laptop on the table while you go to the bathroom. Lose something in the MRT or in a taxi, and it’s very likely it will be handed in. Locals have a saying that only umbrellas and bicycles get stolen, and that’s rare too.


TRAFFIC

Lack of pavements, density of scooters and questionable driving mean Taiwan’s traffic fatality rate is one of the highest among developed countries.



HIKING HAZARDS
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Dial 119 or 112 (when signal is weak) for emergency help. Climbing higher may improve reception.
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Hornet activity peaks July to November. Avoid waving arms and leave the area immediately. One hiker died after being stung in 2021.
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If you get bitten by one of Taiwan’s venomous snakes, remember the reptile’s body pattern to help identify the correct antidote. Seek immediate help.

Tap Water & Ice

Theoretically, tap water is fine but locals don’t drink it without filtering or boiling it first. Water dispensers are available in hotels, museums, tourist sites and MRT and train stations, so it’s handy to carry your own bottle. Ice is fine in restaurants, but may be risky from streetside stalls.


COMPETENCE AGAINST COVID-19

Taiwan’s prompt and measured COVID-19 actions made it a model for the rest of the world. Borders were closed to nonresidents in early 2020, mask mandates and quarantines were strictly enforced, and indoor dining was shuttered for a few months in 2021, but life for the most part remained normal. Check the latest mask rules before you travel.








Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

BREAKFAST (6am to 10am): congee (鹹粥), sticky rice rolls (飯糰), savoury pancakes (蛋餅) or sandwiches (三明治) washed down with soybean milk (豆漿).

LUNCH (noon to 2pm): bento boxes (便當), takeaway containers of rice topped with meat and vegetables, are insanely popular among office workers.

DINNER (5pm to 8pm): Taiwanese usually eat early unless at a night market or rechao (pub).



HOW TO… Eat Meatless

With many followers of Buddhism, Taiwan has a strong vegetarian tradition. You will be able to find plenty of inexpensive local and Southeast Asian places that serve vegetarian food. Look for either 素 or 素食 in the restaurant name. Note that these restaurants often do not add onions or garlic to their food because Buddhists believe they overstimulate the senses. Unfortunately, their absence can make some dishes a little bland. When you request a non-meat option at a regular restaurant they may assume you don’t want onions or garlic either.

Increasingly young Taiwanese are choosing to go meatless for ethical, environmental or health reasons and there are a growing number of more expensive but excellent international vegetarian and vegan dining options in the larger cities. These usually have English menus.

Useful phrases:

我不吃肉，蛋，奶 (Wǒ bù chī ròu, dàn, nǎi) I don’t eat meat, eggs or dairy

蔥蒜可以 (Cōng suàn kěyǐ) I can eat onions and garlic


MENU DECODER

麵類 Noodle dishes

飯類 Rice dishes

肉類 Meat

豬肉 Pork

牛肉 Beef

雞肉 Chicken

魚 Fish

蔬菜類 Vegetable dishes

豆腐 Tofu

臭豆腐 Stinky tofu (you will be able to smell this first!)

湯類 Soups

雞蛋 Eggs

火鍋 Hotpot

炸類/炸物 Deep-fried dishes

小菜類 Vegetable side dishes

素食 Vegetarian

沙拉 Salads

冷食 Cold dishes

水餃 Boiled dumplings

蒸餃 Steamed dumplings

鍋貼 Fried dumplings (potstickers)

大/中/小 Large/medium/small portion

超辣/中辣 Super spicy/medium spicy

小辣/不辣 Slightly spicy/not spicy

套餐 Set meal

單點 à la carte

甜點 Desserts

飲料/飲品 Drinks

果汁 Fruit juices

啤酒 Beer

外帶 Takeout

每人最低消費NT$300 Minimum charge per person is NT$300



Where to Eat

早餐店 Breakfast shop Both the more traditional venues with steaming vats of congee and noodles, and the western-inspired with egg pancakes, burgers and coffee are cheap and cheerful.

自助餐廳 Buffet Inexpensive self-service canteens with steel pans of meat and vegetables to be paired with a plate of rice charged by weight.

熱炒 Rechao With their tables spilling out onto the street and wee-hours-of-the-morning closing times, these lively joints serve all kinds of stir-fried dishes with liberal quantities of beer or whisky.


HOW MUCH FOR A…

bowl of beed noodles
NT$260

plate of dumplings
from NT$150

portion of stinky tofu
NT$60–80

bento box
from NT$100

latte
NT$45 (convenience store), NT$80–100 (chain cafe), NT$150 (independent cafe)

mango shaved ice
NT$220

dinner at a Michelin-starred restaurant
from NT$3500




HOW TO… Order a Cup of Coffee

Taiwan has emerged as a world-class coffee capital – certainly the best in Asia. It hasn’t always been this way, though. The Dutch first planted coffee here in the 17th century, but for a long time the beans were used only for decorative purposes by indigenous peoples.

A couple of decades ago, when coffee culture began spreading globally, Taiwan embraced it wholeheartedly and cafes sprung up across urban centres. The bulk of coffee drunk here is still imported, although there are some coffee farms in the south.

You will be spoilt for choice with excellent independent coffee shops. Top-notch brews are also served at local chains found in all the major cities such as Louisa Coffee, cama café, which roasts on the premises, and new arrival, Dreamers Coffee Roasters.

Plant milks, such as oat milk, are a recent addition to urban cafes. Iced and flavoured coffees are especially popular such as those infused with caramel, vanilla, hazelnut, sea salt, rose, lavender and chestnut. Decaffeinated is not as common, but you will find it in some places.

義是濃縮咖啡 Espresso

美式咖啡 Americano

拿鐵 Latte

卡布奇諾 Cappuccino

澳洲小白/澳洲小拿鐵 Flat white

冰 Iced

熱 Hot

冷萃咖啡 Cold brew coffee

燕麥奶 Oat milk
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Swapping Stimulants

Betel nut is a carcinogenic compound chewed by mostly older people in Taiwan for its smoking-like buzz. To wean people off, the government encourages farmers in the south to grow alternative crops, including coffee.




Drinking Culture

Locals have traditionally loved to eat out at night markets or restaurants and head onto karaoke parlours as their social activities of choice rather than meeting down the pub. It’s only recently that they’ve also developed a thirst for hanging out in bars too. This has helped fuel a very welcome expansion in the local bar scene, which has now massively improved with all the major cities sprouting excellent craft-beer joints and cocktail bars. Wine bars are following behind, albeit at a much slower pace.

It’s still unusual to see Taiwanese drunk in public (exceptions are outside karaoke bars). Come 9pm on weekends, the more popular pubs will be filling up although some customers seem only to be there to take photos of their decorative drinks for their Instagram feed. There is a wide range of drinking holes, from sultry Japanese whisky bars to serious microbrewery taprooms, and from speakeasies where the bar staff perform mesmerising cocktail theatre to non-pretentious pubs blasting sport on TV.

Drinking is not cheap. Lager is around NT$200, craft beers upwards of NT$250 (for 330ml glasses), spirits and mixers from NT$300, a glass of wine comes to about NT$250, while cocktails can set you back about NT$400 to NT$500 each depending on how outlandish the design and ingredients. Note that upmarket bars will add a 10% service charge to your bill. A few bars have happy hours that last up until 8pm or 9pm.








Responsible Travel

Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow travellers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey; try resurgence.org/resources/carbon-calculator.html. Many airlines and booking sites offer travellers the option of offsetting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to offset the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognising this is a mitigation more than a solution.

Water Dispensers

Taiwan is a dream if you have your own water bottle. You can find water dispensers with hot, room temperature and chilled water in train stations, museums, hospitals, public libraries and hotels.

Discounts

In 2022 a nationwide rule made it mandatory for beverage chain shops to offer a discount of at least NT$5 if the customer brings their own cup. That includes coffee shops and convenience stores.

Cycling

Half the charm of exploring Taiwan is in cycling it. The west coast cities have excellent bike-share programmes and there are tons of bike-rental outlets nationwide. There are plenty of dedicated cycle paths that trace coastlines, wetlands, forests and old railway lines. Many Giant stores offer rent-and-return to different outlets, meaning you can pick up the bike in Hualien and then return it in Taitung, for example.

Sea Turtles

Little Liuchiu Island is a great place to see endangered green turtles. You must observe them from a distance and avoid beaches at night during egg-laying season or face a heavy fine.
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Sky lanterns look pretty when they’re set aloft, but they leave behind polluting waste including plastics, heavy metals and toxic dyes. Look for vendors that sell Bank of Culture’s (facebook.com/tw.bankofculture) eco-friendly lanterns.




Cows in Taiwan are kept their whole lives in barns. Imported milk from New Zealand or Australia is more likely to have come from cows that are grazed outdoors. It’s often cheaper too.



 


Five nights a week, Taiwan’s streets fill to the sound of classical music heralding the arrival of the rubbish and recycling trucks. Taiwan claims a 55% recycling rate. You can directly recycle your bottles and cans too.

Beitou Library

Beitou Library is a stunning environmentally friendly structure in Taipei. It’s built of wood from managed forests, uses rainwater for flushing the toilets and has solar panels on the roof.


Some cafes use takeaway cups for sit-down customers. To request a mug show this: 請可以用馬克杯嗎？



Organic Farming

Pick fruit or tend to crops at White Rock Leisure Farm (whiterockfarm.com.tw), an organic tourist farm in Neihu district in eastern Taipei. Day trips and multi-day camping stays are available.

[image: jpg]

Svetlana Serebryakova/shutterstock ©


Volunteer at an animal rescue service in Taipei by contacting ACT for Animals.




92

The Global Sustainability Index ranked Taiwan 92nd worldwide. A big factor in this disappointing score is that coal contributes to almost half of its energy supply. In 2021 renewable energy only made up 6.3%.



National Parks

Parkbus (parkbus.com.tw) runs trips to hard-to-get-to hiking spots. Using the service is cheaper and more environmentally friendly than driving yourself or getting a taxi.
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RESOURCES
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greendestinations.tw Sustainable accommodation and travel tips for Taiwan
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greenmedia.today Environmentally friendly dining options (use translation tool, Chinese only)
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circuplus.org/tw/water-refill-map App for locating water refill stations








LGBTIQ+ Travellers

Taiwan is a welcoming and vibrant destination for LGBTIQ+ visitors. In 2019 it became the first country in Asia to legalise same-sex marriage, and in 2023 that was expanded to include partners from countries that do not recognise gay marriage (except for China). Attitudes as a whole are fairly tolerant and LGBTIQ+ people are a very visible and accepted part of society in the bigger cities.


All Things Pride

Taipei’s Pride Parade (facebook.com/Taiwan.LGBT.Pride) takes place on the last Saturday in October, starting at around 2pm and attracting tens of thousands of people from home and abroad. The parties continue well into the night.

Kaohsiung Pride (facebook.com/KaohsiungPRIDE) has been gaining attention too in recent years. It is usually held in November and is centred on Pier 2 Art Centre.

Both events are very welcoming, and you’ll find people from all walks of life, including families with young children and young activists enjoying the spectacle.
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Conservative Mindsets

While most Taiwanese won’t look twice if they see same-sex couples holding hands in public, some religious groups campaigned vocally and ultimately unsuccessfully against same-sex marriage. Older people tend to be more conservative; it was fear of losing their votes that caused the government to drag its feet over the issue. In the end, it was compelled to act by a court ruling.




Major Events

The Asia Rainbow Ride (asiarainbowride.com/en) holds an annual long-distance bicycle trip in northern Taiwan to raise money for LGBTIQ+ charities in Asia. For two weeks every autumn, the Taiwan International Queer Film Festival (en.tiqff.com) screens a global selection of titles in Taipei, Kaohsiung and Taichung.



Drag Kings & Queens

Taipei has the most deliciously debauched drag king and queen scene. There are frequent drag queen shows at Cafe Dalida, while drag-king theatre is typically gracing the stage at Two Three Comedy these days. In Kaohsiung, Brickyard (facebook.com/brickyardclub) is the most likely venue to catch a drag show.

Check CUM (facebook.com/cumpartytw) and Taipei Drag Kings (facebook.com/TaipeiDRAGKINGS) for the latest events.

Resources

The long-running Taiwan Tongzhi (LGBTIQ+) Hotline Association (hotline.org.tw/english) has information on friendly venues in all the major cities. Gagaoolala (gagaoolala.com/en/home) is a Taipei-based streaming service for LGBT content made here and overseas; screen Taiwan-made shows for a great introduction to local culture.


Transgender Rights

An annual Trans March is held in the capital on the Friday before Taipei Pride. The courts are reassessing the law on changing official gender, which currently requires proof of sex reassignment surgery. In a landmark 2021 ruling, a transwoman was allowed to change her ID without this requirement.








Accessible Travel

Taiwan has a long way to go before becoming a truly accessible destination but there is a growing awareness of the need to consider less able-bodied people and install facilities in buildings and transport networks.


Pavements

Pavements are frequently uneven, blocked by parked scooters or nonexistent. It is common to see wheelchair users in Taiwan and they cope but it can be a struggle.


Airport

Taiwan’s airports have elevators, ramps, wheelchair lanes and wheelchair-accessible toilets. They also provide special assistance services if required. Just talk to your airline or any airport staff.




Accommodation

Government-run Taiwan Stay (taiwanstay.net.tw) has search filters for accommodation with facilities such as ramps, accessible rooms and bathrooms. Larger hotels should be fine, but homestays and other smaller hotels and guesthouses are unlikely to be truly accessible.



TAIPEI MRT

Carriages have reserved spaces for wheelchairs, there are elevators between levels and most stations have barrier-free toilets. It is common to see station staff helping visually impaired passengers to and from their train.

Film Festival

The Taipei Limitless Film Festival (limitless-film.taipei) is held every year and screens features and documentary films that highlight the lives of people living with physical and mental disabilities.

Discounts

The National Palace Museum offers free entry and free audio guides to holders of a disability card and one companion. Unfortunately, disability discounts for train tickets are only available for Taiwanese people.

GUIDE DOGS

Taiwan has around 60,000 people who are visually impaired but you rarely see guide dogs on the street, as majority use canes. There are less than 50 working guide dogs in the country and only two groups training the clever canines.


RESOURCES

Taiwan Access for All Association (twaccess4all.wordpress.com) provides advice and assistance for travellers with disabilities.

DuoFu Holidays (dfholidays.com) is a private travel firm that offers customised barrier-free trips.

Taiwan Tourism Bureau, the national tourism agency, has a special page listing accessible tours and attractions across the country, and includes transport options.
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HAND-CYCLES

Several places in Taiwan offer hand-cycle tours or rental where you pedal the bike with your arms. These include Caoling Old Tunnel, Dapeng Bay, Penghu and Liyu Lake.








How to Visit a Temple

A highlight of any trip to Taiwan is a visit to one of its temples; there are more than 12,000. In addition to being houses of worship, they are art museums, community centres, pilgrim sites and places to get your fortune told and demons exorcised. They can be Buddhist, Taoist, Confucian or dedicated to folk religion, and usually a combination of some or all of these. That’s the wonderful and defining feature of Taiwan’s temples – they are polytheistic.


VISITING A TEMPLE

ARRIVAL

Look up and admire the roof. Swallowtail-shaped, low in the middle and curved upwards at the ends, it will likely have writhing porcelain dragons riding waves on the top. They are there to protect the temple from fire. You might also see three elderly men with flowing beards and long staffs; they are the gods of good fortune, prosperity and longevity.

Entering

Always enter through the right-hand door (called the Dragon Door).

Inside

• You can ask the gods a question with red-painted moon blocks; one side is flat, the other curved. Throw the blocks and see how they land – the answer is yes if the blocks land opposite sides up. You’re allowed to throw them three times to make sure.

• Offerings of fruit, flowers, snacks, cups of tea, ghost money and even cosmetics are placed on tables inside the temple.

• Walls or pillars of tiny lit statues are called blessing lamps. At special times (for a donation) you can have one dedicated to you or someone else for good luck, health or guidance in the coming year. Some temples even offer online purchases so you can buy one without even going there!

Leaving

Always leave via the left-hand door (called the Tiger Door). This is on the right when you are inside facing out.


Temple Etiquette

• Don’t enter through the central door, that’s for the gods!

• Don’t stand on the doorsill; pause respectfully and step over it

• Use an open palm to point at something, not a finger

• Photos are generally allowed, but try to be discreet

• Don’t walk in front of people in prayer
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RECOGNISING RELIGIONS

While most temples are a mixture of different types, you can often spot the dominant deity by its name and style. Predominantly Buddhist temples have names ending in 寺 (si) and feature a lot of dark wood and golden statues. Taoist/folk-religion places of worship have names ending in 宮  (gong) or 廟 (miao) and are an absolute riot of colour; they are filled with numerous black-faced gods with long beards and bushy eyebrows. Confucian centres of worship have names ending in 孔廟 (kong miao) and are large red-walled complexes with lots of spirit tablets and few if any statues.






Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

Many restaurants, cafes and museums are closed on Monday.

Banks 9am–3.30pm Monday–Friday

Cafes noon–8pm

Convenience stores 24 hours

Museums 9am–5pm Tuesday–Sunday

Night markets 5pm–midnight

Restaurants noon–2pm and 5–8.30pm

Shops 10am–9pm

Toilets

Taiwan is fantastic for toilets. Free and usually spotlessly clean facilities are available in parks, transport stations, shopping malls, public offices, museums, temples and rest areas. Many have toilet paper.

It is handy to remember the characters for men (男) and women (女).


Weights & Measures

Taiwan uses the metric system. Fruit is sold by the 斤 (jīn; 600g).

Smoking

Smoking bans are strictly enforced in public buildings, transport, malls, restaurants, hotels and most bars.




GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone
GMT/UTC plus eight hours

Country Code
886

Emergency Number
110 (police), 119 (fire and ambulance)

Population
23.4 million



PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

There are 13 public holidays in Taiwan. Whenever the holiday falls on a Tuesday or Thursday, an extra day is given off and workers make up for it by clocking in an extra Saturday later.

Founding Day/New Year’s Day 1 January

Lunar New Year Five days in January or February

Peace Memorial Day/2-28 Day 28 February

Children’s Day 4 April

Tomb Sweeping Day 5 April

Labour Day 1 May (not observed by government offices)

Dragon Boat Festival 5th day of the 5th lunar month; usually in June

Mid-Autumn Festival 5th day of the 8th lunar month; usually in September

National Day 10 October

Electricity
110V/60Hz AC

[image: jpg]

[image: jpg]






Language

Since the 1940s, Mandarin Chinese (or Guoyu as it is called in Taiwan) has been the official language of Taiwan, and the language that is used on signage throughout the country.


Basics

Hello. 你好. Nǐhǎo

Goodbye. 再见. Zàijiàn

Yes. 是. Shì

No. 不是. Bùshì

Please. 请. Qǐng

Thank you. 谢谢你. Xièxie nǐ

Excuse me. 借光. Jièguāng

Sorry. 对不起. Duìbùqǐ

What’s your name? 你叫什么名字? Nǐ jiào shénme míngzi?

My name is … 我叫……. Wŏ jiào …

Do you speak English? 你会说英文吗? Nǐ huìshuō Yīngwén ma?

I don’t understand. 我不明. Wǒ bù míngbai

Directions

Where’s the...?

……在哪儿?. … zài nǎr?

What’s the address?

什么地址? Shénme dìzhǐ?

Can you show me (on the map)?

请帮我找它在请帮我找它在. Qǐng bāngwǒ zhǎo tā zài Qǐng bāngwǒ zhǎo tā zài

Signs

入口/出口 Entry/Exit

派出所 Police Station

浴室 Bathroom

男/女 Male/Female

不许吸烟 No Smoking

不许吐痰 No Spitting

Time

What time is it? 现在几点钟? Xiànzài jǐdiǎn zhōng?

It’s (10) o’clock. (十)点钟. (Shí)diǎn zhōng

Half past (10). (十)点三十分. (Shí)diǎn sānshífēn

morning 早晨. Zǎochén

afternoon 下午. Xiàwǔ

evening 晚上. Wǎnshàng

yesterday 昨天. zuótiān

today 今天. jīntiān

tomorrow 明天. míngtiān

Emergencies

Help! 救命! Jiùmìng!

Go away! 走开! Zǒukāi!

I’m ill. 我有反胃. fǎnwèi

Call ...! 请叫. Qǐng jiào...!

a doctor 医生来. yīshēng lái

the police 警察. Jǐngchá

Eating & drinking

What would you recommend?

你可以推荐一个盘吗. Nǐ kěyǐ tuījiàn yīge pán ma?

I’d like the menu 我要菜单. Wǒ yào Wǒ yào càidān


NUMBERS

1~

一 yī

2

二/两 èr/liǎng

3

三 sān

4

四 sì

5

五 wǔ

6

六 liù

7

七 qī

8

八 bā

9

九 jiǔ

10

十 shí




DONATIONS TO ENGLISH

dim sum, Shih Tzu, feng shui, gung-ho, Yin Yang, chin-chin, Tai Chi



WRITING

Theoretically, all Chinese dialects share the same written system. In practice, however, Taiwan doesn’t use the system of ‘simplified’ characters like China does. Instead, Taiwan has retained the use of traditional characters, which are also found in Hong Kong.

Pinyin & Pronunciation

In 1958 the Chinese adopted a system of writing their language using the Roman alphabet, known as Pinyin. Travellers to Taiwan are unlikely to encounter much Pinyin other than for names of people, places and streets. The new signs tend to be in one of two different systems: Hanyu Pinyin, which is used in China (and has become the international standard for Mandarin), and Tongyong Pinyin, a home-grown alternative. Although Tongyong Pinyin is the official Romanisation system for Mandarin (but not for Taiwanese), Taipei has selected to use Hanyu Pinyin and has applied the system consistently, but in most of the country progress towards standardisation in any form of Pinyin is slow.


Tones

Chinese is a language with a large number

of words with the same pronunciation but a different meaning. What distinguishes these words is their ‘tonal’ quality – the raising and the lowering of pitch on certain syllables. Mandarin employs four tones – high, rising, falling-rising and falling, plus a fifth ‘neutral’ tone that you can all but ignore. Tones are important for distinguishing meaning of words – eg the word ma can have four different meanings according to tone, as shown below.

Tones are indicated in Pinyin by the following accent marks on vowels:

High tone – mā (mother)

Rising tone – má (hemp, numb)

Falling-rising tone – mǎ (horse)

Falling tone – mà (scold, swear)



WHO SPEAKS MANDARIN CHINESE?

Mandarin is spoken across most of northern and southwestern China, by 70% of Chinese speakers. Mandarin became widely spoken in Taiwan in the 1940s and replaced Taiwanese as the official language in 1949. Mandarin is also one of four official languages in Singapore.
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STORYBOOK

Our writers delve deep into different aspects of Taiwanese life


The History of Taiwan in 15 Places

A brief overview of Taiwan’s rich history in 15 locations.

Dinah Gardner

Meet the Taiwanese

An introduction to the people of Taiwan.

Stellina Chen

Gone to the Dogs

Taiwan’s obsession with pets and some of its dark sides.

Dinah Gardner

Lost in Translation

The history and politics of language in Taiwan.

Dinah Gardner

Wild Country

A look at the diverse wildlife of Taiwan.

Dinah Gardner
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A HISTORY OF TAIWAN IN
15 PLACES

When people talk about Taiwan, they often forget that the island’s original inhabitants are the indigenous tribes. They settled here thousands of years ago before the Chinese or the Dutch arrived. If we want to understand Taiwan, we have to start with them.


EVERY COUNTRY HAS tales of being invaded and conquered, none more so than Taiwan. This island has been fought over and subjugated multiple times and in very recent history too. From the 17th century, the Netherlands, Spain, imperial China, Japan (via treaty) and finally the defeated faction of the Kuomintang (KMT) – the Nationalist Party originally from China – have all forced their will on this land.

Today, Taiwan’s 16 officially recognised indigenous tribes make up less than 2.5% of the population. Outside of the music or art worlds, their voices are rarely heard. So, it was an important step in 2016 when President Tsai Ing-wen from the pro-Taiwan Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) issued the first ever formal apology. ‘For the four centuries of pain and mistreatment you have endured, I apologise to you,’ she said.

The suppression of indigenous peoples is not the only hurt the country is trying to heal. Its long transformation to a thriving democracy at the end of the last century has left lingering questions about how to seek justice for those killed during the KMT authoritarian years.

Such a turbulent history has resulted in an island of 23 million people who have created an identity that embraces many cultures but also one that has emerged fully unique and distinct from its neighbours.

1. Beinan Site

DIGGING UP GRAVES

Some 40 years ago, construction workers building a new railway station in Taitung unearthed something quite unexpected – a mass neolithic grave site composed of more than 1500 slate coffins and other treasures. These belonged to the Beinan culture, which flourished more than 2300 years ago. The park features both replica homes and coffins.

The ancestors of today’s traditional peoples likely came to Taiwan by sea from China or Southeast Asia or both around 6000 years ago. Around 2000 BCE some of them even set sail for lands further east. There is good linguistic and archaeological evidence that this diaspora was the source of all of today’s Austronesian peoples.

2. Alangyi Historic Trail

ANCIENT FOOTPATHS

Over the next few thousand years, these settlers spread out across the land, eventually forming different tribes with their own languages and customs. Evidence suggests they maintained trading links between themselves, which called for the carving out of footpaths that wound around the island. The Alangyi Historic Trail is one such route, albeit more recent – it was cut in the 19th century – but it is the best-preserved historic route in Taiwan today.

Indigenous tribes would carry goods such as wild boar meat and fish along this path that stretches about 10km from Pingtung to Taitung and runs for much of its way along the stunning seaside.

3. Twin Hearts Stone Weir

INGENIOUS FISH TRAPS

The beginning of Han Chinese settlements in Taiwan can be traced to Penghu where Chinese fisherfolk arrived around 1000 years ago. The easy availability of basalt and coral allowed them to construct large looping weirs into which fish would swim at high tide and get trapped at low water. There are almost 600 of these stone weirs left, but the most photographed is this arresting structure.

The Taiwan mainland was almost exclusively populated by indigenous peoples until the 16th century. Official Chinese records at the time were even unclear if it was one island or many until the late Ming dynasty.

4. Anping Fort

STRONGHOLD OF DUTCH POWER

By the 16th century, Taiwan was becoming a critical link in the trading routes between China, Japan, Manila and Macau. The Dutch East India Company sought out Taiwan as a secure base in the region, establishing the marvellously named Fort Zeelandia in the early 17th century in Anping, modern-day Tainan, and driving out the Spanish who had built forts in the north. In 1661 Chinese-Japanese Ming-loyalist Koxinga and his troops laid siege to the fort, eventually ousting the Dutch and taking control of Taiwan.

A root-stitched section of the old wall is all that remains of the original Dutch construction of Fort Zeelandia at Anping Fort.

5. Lukang

DAYS OF PAST GLORY

Qing troops from China battled Koxinga’s successors, capturing Taiwan in 1683. In a pivotal moment for Taiwan’s history, the emperor decreed the island was now part of Fujian province. Han Chinese became the dominant ethnic group, bringing irrigation and rice growing to the western plains. By the late 17th century, Lukang had emerged as one of Taiwan’s biggest ports, shuttling rice, sugar, timber and pottery and attracting many immigrants from across the Taiwan Strait.

These settlers left a legacy of gorgeous buildings, such as Longshan Temple – arguably Taiwan’s most beautiful – exquisite heritage homes and atmospheric, twisty old lanes, a real jewel in Taiwan’s tourist crown.
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6. Shuitou Village

MANSIONS MADE OF MEMORIES

After the second Opium War ended in 1860, Taiwan started trading with the west. The island became the largest camphor-supplying region in the world, and its excellent teas were shipped widely. This opening-up led to waves of emigrants, particularly from Kinmen heading out to Southeast Asia to make their fortunes. Those that became rich funnelled their funds back home to finance these spectacular houses.

The western-style mansions mixed with traditional southern Min architecture of this historic village have been preserved like a living museum. Many of the buildings are well over 100 years old.

7. National Taiwan Museum

A FLAG FOR FORMOSA

On the 2nd floor of this stellar museum is a giant piece of fabric: midnight blue, with a playful-looking orange tiger at its centre. This is a replica of the flag of the short-lived Republic of Formosa.

In 1895 Taiwan was ceded to Japan after Beijing lost the Sino-Japanese war. Horrified, on 23 May, Taiwan declared itself independent under the name, Republic of Formosa. A tiger was chosen to distinguish it from China, which used a dragon emblem. However, Japanese troops swiftly crushed the resistance and on 18 November they declared Taiwan ‘pacified’. However, localised resistance would continue for years, especially among indigenous groups.

8. Alishan Forest Railway

TIME TRAVEL BY TRAIN

Japan set about turning Taiwan into a model colony. Over the coming decades, hundreds of kilometres of roads and rail lines were constructed. Schools and teaching colleges were established, a relatively fair legal system was implemented, and cities and towns were redesigned on modern principles of urban planning (including sanitation).

One of the best preserved and still functioning rail routes built by the Japanese is the remarkable Alishan Forest Railway. Opened on Christmas Day, 1912, to haul valuable cedar and cypress wood down the mountain, it now shuttles tourists from Chiayi up into the cloud forest and has become one of the country’s most famed attractions.
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9. Dihua Street

CORRUPTION AND KILLINGS

Just around the corner from this street of heritage shophouses is a small plaque on Nanjing W Rd, so modest looking, you could almost miss it. It marks the spot where a woman selling contraband cigarettes was beaten unconscious in February 1947 by a Tobacco Monopoly Bureau agent, sparking protests the next day (28 February) that were brutally suppressed.

The KMT in China had taken control of Taiwan after Japan’s defeat in WWII in 1945. They refused to share power with the locals and under their corrupt rule the economy plummeted. The 2-28 Incident is a national shame that ended up with thousands of people killed.

10. National Human Rights Museum

THE WHITE TERROR

Things would get worse before they would get better. In 1949 the KMT lost to the Chinese communists, forcing leader Chiang Kai-shek and two million refugees to flee to Taiwan. Paranoid, Chiang launched a large-scale campaign to purge political activists during the next few decades. Over 90,000 people were arrested and tens of thousands executed during what is known as the White Terror period that lasted until 1987 when martial law was finally lifted.

This National Human Rights Museum on Green Island is the site of a sprawling prison camp used to incarcerate thousands of Chiang’s political targets and is a haunting reminder of this period.

11. Beihai Tunnel

SHELTER FROM STORMS

This eerily beautiful tunnel was dug out of the cliff to protect troops from bad weather and attacks from China. In the 1950s, China had bombed Kinmen and Matsu Islands. US support helped protect Taiwan, but the islands remained heavily militarised until the 1990s.

Chiang never gave up hope that one day he would retake China, but in 1971, the same year the tunnel was opened, he saw his dream evaporate completely. The UN Security Council admitted China, forcing Chiang to withdraw Taiwan from the international body, and in 1979 the US switched diplomatic recognition to Beijing.


12. Formosa Boulevard Station

TURNING POINT IN HISTORY

This MRT station on a busy intersection is named after the Formosa Incident, a pivotal moment of Taiwan’s history that sparked its remarkable transformation from a one-party state to a flourishing democracy.

In December 1979, a rally of tens of thousands of people gathered at this intersection to mark International Human Rights Day. It had been organised by the politically outspoken Formosa Magazine. Riot police moved in and arrested 50 prominent dissidents who were then put on trial. Many people in Taiwan were horrified at this brutal crackdown, paving the way to a nationwide swell of support for democratic reform.

13. Cihu Memorial Sculpture Park

DICTATOR’S PLAYGROUND

Chiang fostered a personality cult during his rule; thousands of his statues were placed in popular shrines and public places. In 2000 the country elected its first non-KMT president, DPP’s Chen Shui-bian. This opened the door to ending the reverence for Chiang and his many busts and statues were retired to this mellow park in Taoyuan, a day trip from Taipei.

Today, images of Taiwan’s leaders are mostly restricted to media and social media where everyone is free to ridicule or express their support. Chiang’s most famous statue in his Taipei memorial hall is still waiting for a decision on its future.

14. Legislative Yuan

SUNFLOWER MOVEMENT

Student protests are rare in Taiwan, which is why what happened here in 2014 was so surprising. Angry about a trade pact the KMT government was preparing to sign with China that they believed would give too much power to Beijing, students stormed and occupied the Legislative Yuan for more than 24 days. The government was forced to abandon the deal and in the next general election, in 2016, the KMT lost and Taiwan got its first female president, the DPP’s Tsai Ing-wen.

The students held up sunflowers as a symbol of hope, so that their actions became known as the Sunflower Movement.

15. Hsinchu Science Park

SILICON SUPREMACY

The TSMC building in Hsinchu Science Park is distinguished only by a vibrant red stripe down one edge, but this semiconductor giant may hold the key to peace across the Strait for now.

After Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022, thoughts naturally turned towards the possibility that China might also attack Taiwan, especially after Beijing’s partial blockade of the island that summer. One possible lever that many believe may deter aggression has been Taiwan’s dominance in manufacturing critical hi-tech semiconductor chips. Any invasion would disrupt supplies, devastating China’s and the global economy. This advantage has been dubbed a ‘silicon shield’.




MEET THE
TAIWANESE

The Taiwanese are so friendly that even their deities want to help visitors. STELLINA CHEN, a political cartoonist from Taipei, introduces her people.
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TAIWANESE PEOPLE ARE friendly and warm. They are more than happy to help when you have lost your way and need assistance. In fact, travellers often say, ‘The most beautiful scenery in Taiwan is its people’.

There are about 23.2 million of us living on this subtropical island that is roughly the same size as Switzerland. That makes Taiwan one of the most densely populated countries in the world.

However, Taiwan also has one of the lowest birth rates. The population began to shrink as early as 2020 and forecasters put the fertility rate for 2022 at a historic low of 0.89. So, let’s just say every newborn baby is a blessing. Some Taiwanese parents consult with a fortune teller to choose a lucky name for their new child. The name might also be chosen in accordance with the baby’s birth date and time, family tradition or the number of strokes needed to write their name in Chinese characters.
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Taiwan might be a small island, but there are still regional differences. Although it’s just a couple of hours by high-speed train from the north to the south, you can detect slight differences in accents. Similarly, we also have different tastes in food. In the south, it’s all about sugar, sugar and more sugar. Elsewhere in Taiwan, we can take or leave it.

But there is one thing that unites us all over the island and that is our love of queuing. We believe that any restaurant or shop that has a long line of people waiting in front of it should be better than any of the others. ‘Following the crowd’ should guarantee a certain level of quality. The longer the wait, the better the food, even if you have to hang around for more than an hour.

Another thing you can see almost everywhere in Taiwan, apart from long queues, is temples. There are more than 15,000 official temples on this small island. They play a hugely important role in Taiwanese religious culture, which is predominantly a mixture of Buddhist and Taoist beliefs. Less than 5% of people identify as Christian.

Taiwanese people go to temples to worship for different reasons. There is the matchmaker god, Yue Lao. He gives you guidance on your love life. The god of medicine, Baosheng Dadi, cures sickness and the god of wealth, Caishan, comes in handy when you buy yourself a lottery ticket. But temples are not just for worshipping. They play a more important role and that is to serve as a community centre where people can get together and gossip, and that, after all, is the essence of being Taiwanese.
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Taiwan’s Backbone: Blue-Collar Migrant Workers

Out of Taiwan’s 23 million people, around 800,000 are not of Taiwanese descent. The vast majority are from Southeast Asia working mostly in low-paid factory or caregiver jobs. The top three nationalities are Indonesian, Vietnamese and Filipino.
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IDENTITY IS COMPLICATED IN TAIWAN

I was born in Taipei and both my parents are from the city too, but their parents have very different origins.

My father’s family is what we call benshengren, which means they came to Taiwan hundreds of years ago from China. My mother’s family are waishengren. This is a term used to describe post–1949 migrants from China. Her parents came here with more than a million other people fleeing the Chinese civil war.

During family gatherings, I often find myself lost when relatives from my father’s side talk in Taiwanese Hokkien, which is the most widely spoken language in Taiwan and the mother tongue for mostbenshengren. Mandarin Chinese, however, is the official language and the one spoken in my nuclear family, since my mother’s family don’t speak Taiwanese Hokkien.

There are also intricate differences in cuisine, history and identity. This complexity is what makes Taiwan what it is today, and it is also what makes it so special.







GONE TO
THE DOGS

Taiwan’s love affair with pets has reshaped how families are living their lives. By Dinah Gardner.
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IN THE FIRST year of the COVID-19 pandemic, Taiwan’s Centers for Disease Control, the body steering the country through the crisis, didn’t use a spokesperson to deliver official health messaging but rather a spokesdog. Zongchai is a Shiba Inu, a little foxy-looking canine from Japan. Sometimes looking natty in a red neckerchief, other times donning a nerdy pair of black-framed glasses, Zongchai’s photoshopped image accompanied the latest instructions on vaccines, mask-wearing and social distancing: for indoor environments stay three dog lengths apart; outdoors, two will do. It was a scary time for everyone, and this lovable, cheeky pup helped get information across without sparking even more fear. More than anything, Zongchai resonated with the Taiwanese public, a society that simply adores pets.

In fact, they love pets so much that they prefer having them to babies. In 2020 the number of pets overtook the number of children aged 14 and under for the first time at around three million animals. Taiwan has one of the lowest birthrates in the world; the high and rising cost of living, low wages and poor maternity benefits have put many couples off having kids. They are now much more inclined to focus any urge to nurture on cuddly, fluffy pets. After all, a dog or a cat doesn’t need a college fund nor help with their homework.

Knowing this, you might then be puzzled by all the pushchairs wheeled around the streets of Taiwanese cities. But peer inside and you will find that they are just as likely to have a dog (sometimes a cat or a rabbit) tucked inside than a baby. One fish owner in Taichung even invented his own aquarium on wheels so that he could take his pet goldfish on scenic jaunts.

There are many good (and not so good) reasons that pushchairs are so popular with dog owners in Taiwan. They are great for transporting elderly or disabled dogs that can’t walk far,; for example to a more distant park or on a march, like Pride. Public transport here is also remarkably pet-friendly, but animals must be confined to some kind of container. This makes prams for pets useful for a family without a private car wanting to take their dog out for the day. Alternatively, scooter owners train their pets to be passengers. Look carefully at the sea of scooters in every major city in Taiwan and you will see the occasional dog sitting obediently on the footboard between the driver’s legs. Scooter training is an essential part of many a pooch’s education in Taiwan.

However, some owners use pushchairs from a desire to keep their pet’s feet clean and dry so they don’t mess up the floors at home – shoes off at the door is a strict rule in Taiwanese houses. Others do it because they simply want to pamper their pets. Either way, their dog is missing out on much-needed exercise and mental stimulation from all that sniffing. Other owners pop dog socks or shoes on their pet’s paws. In the heat of summer, paw wear does help to protect delicate pads from hot concrete, and keep floors clean!

Smaller dogs can ride in a backpack, and some special pet carriers have see-through pods, like a space capsule, for their heads. One of the happiest pet-related sights in Taiwan you might see is of a dog riding in the owner’s bicycle basket, the wind in its ears and its face an expression of pure joy. Go hiking, and you are also likely to spot at least a few families with their pets in tow, perhaps in a backpack or for the more athletic breeds, padding alongside.

Like other countries, Taiwan goes through fads for certain dog breeds. A few years ago, the once-popular dachshund was replaced by the corgi, which was then superseded by the Shiba Inu. Poodles are perennially popular. All these breeds have something in common: they are small to mid-sized dogs and that’s because urban flats are on the modest side, and gardens or yards are almost unheard of.

A Plethora of Pet Products

Naturally, this penchant for pets has encouraged a thriving pet-product industry, worth something in the area of NT$50 billion in 2022. Taiwanese company Ibiyaya (ibiyaya.com), one of the leading makers of pet pushchairs, prices its standard model without any bells or whistles at about NT$3000.

It’s not only pushchairs. There are snuffle mats, raincoats, T-shirts, sunglasses, nappies and pee pads. Pee pads are helpful for puppy training, and during a typhoon when going outside is too dangerous. Sadly many owners put them on their pets so they can walk them less, perhaps because they are at work for long hours.

There are smart feeders and interactive cameras for communicating with pets when not at home and even fitness trackers. Taiwan’s leading electronics company Acer has an electronic pet product subsidiary called Pawbo, which offers collars that record steps, sleep and the animal’s mood.

Likewise, the pet services sector is booming. Grooming salons are a common sight in the city, where pets can get a shampoo and blow dry and even a massage. There are also a team of pet psychics who can use telepathy to communicate with animals. Cities are packed with dog- and cat-friendly cafes and restaurants, and some places even have menus for your pets. There is at least one ghost kitchen that offers delivery packed meals for pets. If you don’t have your own pet, there are many pet cafes (although most are cats only). The better ones prevent customers from harassing the animals.

Pets are also part of political life. President Tsai Ing-wen’s two cats and four dogs (three retired guide dogs and one retired search-and-rescue Jack Russell) are frequently seen with her in public. For example, in her successful 2020 presidential campaign, one poster had her posing with her grey tabby, Think Think. A speech bubble from Think Think’s mouth said: ‘Buy some canned food for me to eat.’
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The Tragedy of Taiwan’s Abandoned Pets

But there is a darker side to Taiwan’s love affair with pets. The fashion for certain dog breeds has propped up an illegal puppy mill industry; there are thought to be hundreds of puppy mills and illegal breeders in the country. In addition to the cruel conditions under which the animals are kept, rejected puppies or spent breeding mother dogs are simply killed or dumped, adding to the problem of tens of thousands of stray dogs that have been abandoned by their owners.

The sight of stray dogs is common if you cycle along the riverside in Taipei and along country roads. They are generally not aggressive, although they can be quite intimidating when encountered as a pack and when they all start to bark. In the cities, many kind-hearted locals feed them. There are government- and charity-run ‘trap, neuter and release’ programmes, but they cannot keep up with the numbers of strays. Shelters are stuffed with rescued animals. Euthanasia for animals that aren’t being adopted was outlawed in 2017, making many shelters reluctant to go out and capture strays because they don’t have the capacity to look after them. A year earlier, a vet in Taoyuan killed herself, heartbroken by having to put down so many dogs.

Equally grim is the problem of farmers setting snares and gin traps to prevent wild animals and stray dogs from damaging their crops. North Taiwan–based Animal Care Trust (animalcaretrust.org.uk) said in 2022 that 60% of the 2000 dogs they had rescued had been caught in steel-jaw traps, resulting in many of the strays they save being maimed or only having three legs.

[image: jpg]

Formosan mountain dog | MSutanto/Shutterstock ©


MANY STRAY DOGS ARE DESCENDED FROM THE FORMOSAN MOUNTAIN DOG, A BREED UNIQUE TO TAIWAN … ORIGINALLY USED AS HUNTING OR MOUNTAIN-RESCUE DOGS

Made in Taiwan

Many stray dogs are descended from the Formosan mountain dog, a breed unique to Taiwan. Known as a 土狗 or tugou in Chinese, they were originally used as hunting or mountain-rescue dogs. Some believe they arrived on Taiwan with early indigenous settlers. The American Kennel Club describes the Formosan mountain dog as ‘extremely faithful to his master, keen in sense, alert in movement, bold and fearless. He is a medium-sized dog with triangular head, almond-shaped eyes, thin pricked ears and a sickle tail.’ Mountain dog strays are often dark in colour, with black or brindle coats.

In recent years, awareness about stray pets and the fate of abandoned animals in Taiwan has prompted many pet owners to become more open to adopting. Happily, on Taiwan’s streets today you will see many more scrappy tugou along with the corgis, poodles and Shiba Inus in their strollers, sporting socks or on a lead.




LOST IN 
TRANSLATION

Chinese (also known as Mandarin) may be the national language, but Taiwan has a marvellous multiplicity of tongues. By Dinah Gardner
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WHEN YOUBIKE WAS first unveiled in Taipei in 2017, it made headlines and not just for being the capital’s first public bike-sharing system. Local TV reporters gleefully vox-popped foreigners on the street what they thought of ‘YouBike Sweet Notice’, the English translation of the title to instructions printed next to every dock. The phrase, a literal translation from the Chinese – “甜心小提醒”, was just a bit too cute to sound natural in English.

There are lots of examples like this in Taiwan, where the English sounds anything from a bit off, to outright nonsense. In summer 2022, a group protesting then US Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi’s controversial visit to Taiwan held up banners reading ‘ongerwarm osipel’. Perhaps they meant to write ‘warmonger Pelosi’, but an absence of English reading skills caused them to garble their message.

In 2018, the last year Taiwan data was published, the country’s score on English First’s global English Proficiency Index fell to 51.88, 48th out of 88 countries, a result embarrassingly described as ‘low’.

There’s no reason to expect Taiwan to be great at English, after all its de-facto official language is Mandarin Chinese. As any tourist will experience, you can easily get by in English in cities and tourist hot spots. But the government clearly wants Taiwan to do better. In 2018, they launched an ambitious project, ‘Bilingual Nation 2030’, aiming to make English the country’s second language in little over a decade. The goal was to make Taiwan another Singapore and attract more international investors and enjoy greater visibility on the global stage.

Bilingual in a Decade?

The announcement met with a barrage of criticism at its impractical timetable and a few years later the plan was scaled down to simply ‘Bilingual 2030’, with a focus on improving English education in schools rather than lifting it across the board, including having all government materials in English. One Taiwanese employee for an overseas company based in Taipei recently said that when he contacted a ministry to ask for an English translation of a particular regulation so his boss could understand the details, the civil servant replied, somewhat testily, that either his boss should sponsor the translation or he would have to wait a very long time.

For Bilingual 2030, the government wants more schools to start using English as a medium of instruction for subjects in addition to English itself. That would be a huge undertaking. Critics pointed out that many teachers in Taiwan do not have adequate English skills, and elevating those will take significant time, money and resources. Furthermore, it is generally accepted that current working conditions and salaries in Taiwan are not attractive enough to entice many qualified foreign teachers. There are expats here who teach English, but the vast majority don’t have the required skills apart from being able to speak English themselves.

Another massive hurdle is the education system – it is rigid, with an over-emphasis on rote learning and testing. Helping kids become fluent in a language requires a very different pedagogical style, one that fosters functional understanding and creativity. English instruction also needs to start young. Kindergartens by law are not allowed to teach English, although many do. Foreigners illegally employed at preschools describe how they are told to listen out for a code word read out over the school’s speaker system when government inspectors are on their way so they can slip out the back door and hide until the coast is clear. Hardly the stuff of Bilingual 2030.

The third concern is that the project will exacerbate the already worrying inequality between rural and urban schools. If classrooms in cities get the bulk of the support and resources to become bilingual, students in the countryside will fall even further behind.

There was also a backlash from many people who feared a focus on English could endanger recent strides in improving the promotion and protection of Taiwan’s own multiplicity of languages. They argued for Multilingual 2030 over just Bilingual 2030.

The Sounds of Taiwan

New visitors to Taiwan may be surprised to learn that Chinese is actually a recent addition to the languages spoken on this island. It was introduced only in the late 1940s when Chiang Kai-shek and his Nationalists fled here from China, although in Taiwan today, Chinese is called 國語 (Guoyu), which means national language. Before then, apart from Japanese, which was imposed on Taiwan by Tokyo, most people of Chinese descent spoke one of two dialects. Taiwanese (sometimes called Hokkien) is understood by about 80% of the population, although young people nowadays cannot speak it well, while Hakka, the other dialect, is also spoken by a few million people. Particularly in the south, and among the older generations, you are more likely to hear one of these two languages on the street rather than Chinese.

Switch on a Taiwanese TV series on Netflix and the actors will slip in and out of Chinese and Taiwanese seamlessly – something that confuses Chinese language learners trying to improve their listening, but reflects Taiwan’s diversity of tongues. When you’re on the Taipei MRT, listen to the station announcements. They start in Chinese, followed by Taiwanese, then Hakka and then finally English. A few stations also have Japanese.

And then there are the languages of Taiwan’s indigenous tribes. Known collectively as Formosan languages, they belong to the Austronesian language family and many linguists consider Taiwan the place of origin for all Austronesian languages spoken by people living in countries from Madagascar to Malaysia. Sadly, just like the Chinese dialects, many young people do not learn to speak their parent’s tongue. Some families encourage their children to speak Chinese at home rather than their native language so that they will have a better chance at getting a job and to avoid being made fun of for having an ‘accent’

Language as Identity

Language in Taiwan has historically been a political issue. As a Japanese colony (1895–1945) and until the end of the White Terror period (1947–87), the use of any language other than the language of the ruling party (Japanese or Chinese) was at best discouraged and at worst forbidden. Even today, the vast majority of place names are Chinese names or Sinocised versions. Just a few indigenous names come to mind: Ketagalan Boulevard in Taipei, Taroko National Park and the Puyuma train that runs along the eastern coastline.

However, in recent years, there has been a concerted effort to protect these dying languages. In 2017, the government passed the Indigenous Languages Development Act to funnel resources for researching local languages, language teaching and teacher training. In the same year, all languages commonly spoken in Taiwan, including Chinese and its dialects and all indigenous languages, were classified as ‘national languages’ with the stated aim to promote their use throughout society. For example, in 2022, posters containing information on how to vote in local elections were also published in indigenous languages. However, many have criticised these programmes as being too little and ineffective.

An additional problem is the lack of homegrown writing systems. While Chinese dialects can also be written with characters, Latin script was introduced by missionaries to represent some of the Formosan languages, but they were not commonly taught in schools. In 2017, when Hualien’s government published its first document written only in Amis as part of a programme to help revive the language, residents from the Amis tribe thought it was in English. It wasn’t until they started sounding out the words that they realised that it was in Amis!

Even today, there is some lingering prejudice against using languages other than Mandarin Chinese. In 2020, then-presidential spokesperson Kolas Yotaka, from the Amis tribe, faced pushback from some members of the public for using her indigenous name rather than a Chinese rendering of the pronunciation.

A protest group, ‘Call Me by My Real Name’, successfully got the law changed in 2022 so that indigenous peoples could legally use their romanised names only on official ID, previously it had to also be accompanied by their Chinese names. During their protests, they pointed out the irony that Han Chinese could easily change their official name with just NT$80 but they weren’t allowed to use their real names. In March 2021, many Taiwanese changed their name to salmon in Chinese so that they could take advantage of a local sushi chain offering discounts or free meals for customers with the characters for salmon in their name!

In a positive move, indigenous artists are increasingly performing in their own language to great success. Abao, who is Paiwan, has won a string of top music awards for her rich ballads. Other stars to look out for are Sangpuy, from the Puyuma tribe, and rock band Outlet Drift, whose three members are Amis. Stream some of their songs and you will instantly hear how different they sound to Mandopop. And that diversity is definitely something to celebrate.

There is no question that achieving the goals of Bilingual 2030 will make both Taiwanese people and Taiwan more competitive but in embracing English, many hope it will not abandon its rich linguistic past along the way.
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CHINESE IS ACTUALLY A RECENT ADDITION TO THE LANGUAGES SPOKEN ON THIS ISLAND. IT WAS INTRODUCED ONLY IN THE LATE 1940S





WILD 
COUNTRY

From salmon to serows, Taiwan has many species that can’t be found anywhere else in the world. By Dinah Gardner.
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IN DECEMBER 2022, a video showing two men driving a scooter and fooling about with the lifeless body of a black bear propped between them sparked outrage after it was posted online. Police in Pingtung raided the house of one of the men identified in the clip and discovered the carcasses of several endangered animals stuffed in his freezer: a Formosan black bear, a Formosan sambar deer, a Taiwanese serow (a goat-like animal) and wild goats.

It was the killing of the bear that caused the most anguish. The Formosan black bear, Taiwan’s national animal, is critically endangered. The animal is the face of the country’s tourism bureau (OhBear) and the Taipei City government mascot (the chunkier Bravo). With less than 600 left in the wild, it is a sad fact that there are more bear mascots than real bears today. Sightings of this large mammal, with its distinctive V-shaped band of white fur across its chest, are rare, but hiking in Yushan National Park offers the best chance. In spring 2022, multiple sightings were reported both by people and camera traps.

More than 50 years ago, hunting was a popular sport in Taiwan. An article on a government website from 1963 tells of hunters pursuing game birds, wild boars and flying squirrels, the latter shot to be mounted on a board and sold to tourists. In the 1970s, Taiwan was exporting pangolin skins to the tune of 60,000 pieces per year. The scaly mammal was on the brink of extinction. But the times were changing and the government passed the Wildlife Conservation Act in 1989, banning commercial hunting. Legal enforcement and greater awareness has helped ensure that Taiwan’s pangolin population is now thriving.

However, in the 1990s, Taiwan was named and shamed for being a hot spot in the illegal trade of endangered animal parts, mainly tiger bone and rhino horn. One conservation group dubbed it ‘Diewan’ and the US imposed sanctions. Taiwan took just two years to crack down on the trade and massively cleaned up its image.

Taiwan now only permits indigenous peoples to hunt wildlife with firearms but the rules are very restrictive. They must first obtain permission weeks in advance before a hunt, they must use homemade weapons and they may only hunt on certain days. Indigenous campaigners argue that these restrictions infringe on their rights to practice their long-held traditions and are discriminatory. They say that the rule they can only use homemade rifles is dangerous to both themselves, as the guns can misfire and hurt or kill the shooter, and to the animals they pursue, as they may end up getting maimed and dying a slow, painful death.

The Fight for Indigenous Hunting Rights

While the clip from Pingtung by no means represents traditional hunting culture – practices strictly defined by religious customs for centuries on how and when an animal can be killed – there has been strong support to allow indigenous people more freedom to practice sustainable hunting. The issue is seen as larger than just hunting rights, it has become part of a growing movement for indigenous rights across the board.

The issue reached a critical point in 2021, when the Constitutional Court reviewed Taiwan’s hunting laws following an appeal by an indigenous man from the Bunun tribe. Tama Talum had been sentenced to three and a half years in prison in 2013 for killing protected species with an illegal shotgun. The court ruled that while the state had a duty to uphold indigenous peoples’ rights to practice their hunting culture, most of the restrictions should remain because of the greater need to protect wildlife. Shortly afterwards, President Tsai Ing-wen pardoned Talum before he was jailed (the appeal process had kept him out of prison until then).

While conservationists celebrated the court’s ruling, many acknowledge that hunting by indigenous peoples is generally sustainable and has not and does not represent a major threat to endangered species. Habitat degradation, deforestation and illegal hunting are more pressing concerns and the main reasons animals like the Formosan black bear have dwindled. Researchers also blame a black-market trade in bear parts – the gallbladder and paws are used in traditional Chinese medicine and fetch prices around NT$100,000–200,000 each. The animals can also get caught in traps laid for wild boar.

Taiwan’s Unique Fauna

Compared with its ‘Diewan’ days, Taiwan has grown to cherish its natural resources, and it has a lot worth saving. The island is 60% forested, with about 20% of the land officially protected as national park or forest reserve. One of the absolute highlights of any trip here involves getting to know the flora and fauna, much of which you can’t find anywhere else on earth.

Taiwan’s high rate of bio-density has been linked to its long isolation, as well as a geographic environment that harbours a variety of ecosystems in a small area. The country lies across the Tropic of Cancer – there are three markers to indicate latitude 23.5 degrees north in Taiwan, one in Chiayi and two in Hualien – but with its extremely mountainous terrain (it’s almost 4000m high at points along its central backbone), the climate ranges from subtropical to subarctic, and its vegetation zones range from coastal to montane to alpine. About the only ecosystem that Taiwan is missing, scholars have noted, is a desert.

Of the 120 species of mammals, about 70% are endemic. Several species that used to be endangered have also been successfully reintroduced. Once overhunted and threatened by development, the Formosan macaque, wild boar, martin, civet, sambar deer, and the diminutive barking deer (Reeves’ muntjac) have made great comebacks and are relatively easy to spot in national parks and forest reserves. Sika deer, which once roamed the grasslands of the west from Kenting to Yangmingshan, have been reintroduced to Kenting National Park and are doing well. There is also a semi-tame population of around 200 deer in Daqiu Island on Matsu, where you can feed them with mulberry leaves. Head out at night in submontane forests with a high-powered torch (flashlight) if you want to catch Taiwan’s flying squirrels in action. You can see mammals in Chihpen Forest Recreation Area, Jiaming Lake National Trail, Kenting National Park, Nanao, Shei-pa National Park and Yushan National Park.


Bird conservation has also been a great success since the start of the 21st century. It’s now easy to spot endemics like the comical blue magpie, or multicoloured Muller’s barbet, even in the hills surrounding Taipei. For one of the world’s truly great shows, however, check out the raptor migration over Kenting National Park. Once threatened by overhunting, bird numbers have tripled over the past few decades. Over 650 species have been recorded in Taiwan, with 150 considered endemic. You can see birds in Aowanda Forest Recreation Area, Dasyueshan Forest Recreation Area, Kenting National Park, Kinmen, Tatajia, Wulai and Yangmingshan National Park.

Marine life (whales and dolphins, as well as corals and tropical fish) is abundant on the offshore islands and the east coast where the rich Kuroshio Current passes. You can see corals in Little Liuchiu, Green Island, Lanyu, Penghu and Kenting National Park. Whale- and dolphin-watching boats set off from Yilan and Hualien (best season is May to September). Many species of river fish are also making a comeback. One remarkable species is the Formosan landlocked salmon, which is legendary on three counts: it remains in freshwater all its life; it’s the world’s southernmost salmon species; and the only salmon to live above 1700m altitude. It is one of 36 freshwater species out of 220 in Taiwan that are endemic. In 1995, there were just 200 of the salmon left, but following conservation efforts some 25 years later, more than 5000 landlocked salmon now live in Shei-pa National Park.
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ONE OF THE ABSOLUTE HIGHLIGHTS OF ANY TRIP HERE INVOLVES GETTING TO KNOW THE FLORA AND FAUNA, MUCH OF WHICH YOU CAN’T FIND ANYWHERE ELSE ON EARTH

Lost Species

Some species have not been so lucky. The last sighting of a dugong, or sea cow, took place in the 1990s. They are thought to have abandoned Taiwan because of the lack of seagrass, their main source of food. Seagrass meadows have been dying out here because of human activities. Dugong populations exist in nearby Japan and Philippines, but sadly they are also struggling.

The most visually spectacular of Taiwan’s lost species is the Formosan clouded leopard, a large cat with an angular head, tawny coat and black markings. It was declared extinct in 2013, with the last confirmed sighting in 1983. This large cat likely died out because of loss of habitat and fewer prey. However, in 2018, several unconfirmed sightings were made on separate occasions in Taitung. With no photographic evidence, though, scientists remain unconvinced. There is now talk of reintroducing the leopard to the island after conservationists concluded Taiwan’s progress in protecting its forests and other wildlife meant there is potential habitat to support this unique predator. China’s leopard cat is considered a good candidate as genetic evidence points to it being the same species as Taiwan’s lost animal. Some scientists estimate that the island could support a population of about 500 to 600 cats in the future.
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“Taiwan’s capital, Taipei, beckons as a city of food, fun and friendliness.”
DINAH GARDNER
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“Every autumn, persimmon farms … put persimmons out to dry in courtyard houses.”
JASMINE HSUEH
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your next adventure

Plan Your Trip

Explore some of the most
spectacular parts of the country
as you start to build the itinerary

for your journey

The Guide

Navigate the destination with
in-depth tips on the best
experiences and the best way to
make the most of your trip

TAIWAN
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ISLANDS

ISLAND LIFEAND MILITARY
HISTORY

Storybook

Gointo greater depth as
you explore a destination or
make sense of something you
experience on your trip

MEET THE
TAIWANESE
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CAR & SCOOTER

You'll need an International
Drivers’ Permit with a
motorcycle endorsement to rent
ascooter. If you have difficulty
doing so, try asking your hostel
or hotel to help you.

BUS

Buses run in the main towns
but wait times can be long

and routes are more suited to
residents than visitors. The fee-
charging Taiwan Tourist Shuttle
takes you to the main sights on
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season, but you may need to
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20 minutes to an hour to get is Zuoying in Kaohsiung. From private companies run regularly D ) -
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Taipei
EAST ASIA’S MOST PROGRESSIVE CITY
Taipei offers historical monuments, Michelin-star
restaurants and all the polished sophistication expected of
an Asian metropolis. Itis also home to a vibrant literary and
performing-arts scene, a strong coffee culture and some
of the country’s best museums. Added to this are riverside

paths, koi ponds, and a mountainous urban park studded
Taiwan Strait Islands oS,
ISLAND LIFE AND MILITARY HISTORY .
The windy Penghu Archipelago offers sea-facing Northern Taiwan
temples, coral stone-walled villages, beaches MOUNTAINS, COASTLINE AND Taipei
good for watersports, and glorious seafood. The SUBURBAN HUBS
former military outposts of Kinmen and Matsu Charming Jiufen and Jinguashi offer a gold-
Islands are home not only to tur'mels and forts - mining legacy. A nostalgic railway connects the
Kinmen also boasts the country's best preserved frontier towns of Pingxi and its neighbours. Also
Qing-dynasty villages; while in Matsu, ancient in the mountains, Wulai is about hot springs
faiths and rituals still run strong. and jungles. Sleepy Toucheng and resort-filled Motk
Fulong welcome surfers and seafood lovers. or.t ern
There's also Yingge the pottery capital and Taiwan
misty Keelung with its port-town vibe.
Taiwan Strait
Islands
Western
Taiwan
Western Taiwan Eastern Taiwan
CANYONS, MEADOWS AND
RETREATS, GOURMET FEASTS AND Eastern THE PACIFIC
A LOGGING LEGACY -
X E Taiwan The crown jewel is 18km Taroko
Mountainous Hehuanshan, Alishan and Yushan Gorge, though the coastal drive (or
featgre sceneryfrqm flrefly-llt towns to snow in the cycle) from Yilan to lovely Hualien,
tropics. Around Chiayi and Sun Moon Lake, vintage Al e o e e
locomotives add to the fun of town-hopping. Southern Taitungiis also breathtaking. You'll
And don'tforget Lukang’s heritage, Taichung's Taiwan pass beaches, fishing harbours
museums and the scintillating Mazu Pilgrimage ! !
which mostly takes place in the West.

and indigenous surfer towns.
Further inland, the East Rift Valley
offersrice fields and day lilies;
while offshore, Lanyu beckons
. with Tao culture and coral reefs.
Southern Taiwan
ANCIENT RITUALS AND
TROPICAL LANDSCAPES

Kaohsiung has reinvented itself spectacularly
from an industrial port to a cultural hub. Tainan
captivates with history and epicurean delights,

as being Taiwan'’s former capital. In Pingtung, it's
coffee and chocolate farms, tropical beaches

(Kenting) and limestone drama (Little Liuchiu

Island). Hot-blooded festivals run throughout the
year in the South.
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Besides great museums, Michelin

restaurants and cool cultural spaces,

Taiwan’s second-largest city is home
Taiwan Strait to awesome ruins and a lively under-

ground music scene.
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A Regular trains run frequently Private c suchas Kuo

Chiayi \ down the west coast, Kuang ([ and uBus (
The gateway to the mountain retreat of connecting all cities. A 45liz38) run buses to and
Alishan is an interesting city in its own right, narrow-gauge alpine train between all major western and
offering great food, a top-notch museum,and called Alishan Forest Railway southwestern Taiwan cities.
fine old temples. - still partly out of commission
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Taroko National Park

Hiking trails cling to the cliff edges of a
marble gorge and two dozen peaksin
this sprawling national park.
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FROM THE AIRPORT
Mostinternational visitors arrive to Taoyuan, Taipei‘s
from where you can zip into the capital on the

metro (MRT) to Taipei Main or Beiman, or get Suburbs
there in under an hour by taxi. Some flights

from East Asia arrive at Songshan, in the city

centre. e

®

WALK National Palace
When the sunis out, it's areal pleasure to Museum
explore Taipei on foot. The abundance of city %, North of

parks, tree-lined streets and the largely flat s

terrain make walking a very viable option. the Keelung

Take care on rainy days, however, as some o o River
pavements are treacherously slippery. Shl[”h/;/ﬁgg % v

{11 Grand

Hotel

BIKE South of the

YouBikes is Taiwan's easy-to-use and cheap Keelung River

bikeshare system. They are perfect for

exploring the riverside and the Eastern and Central

University districts due to the plentiful bike Dihua Street Taipei

paths in these areas. You'll find docks outside &

every MRT station and near most tourist sights. K

L Eastern
Ximending, S805 8 betee

METRO Red House Bar Street o Memorial Park Taipei

Taipei's metro, called the MRT, is one of the Western Hangzhou
world’s best. Clean, safe and fast, it takes you Taipei

to most places in the city and wellinto the

suburbs. Helpfully, all the MRT stations have

maps showing the surrounding area. Political
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