
We have just completed a week in Taiwan, having flown to Taipei last Friday (October 13), spent the 

weekend in that city and then we took a five day guided tour around the island. We got back to Taipei 

last night (Friday October 20) and will be here until Tuesday when we move on to Hong Kong. 

This is our first visit to Taiwan and we have been very impressed by everything we have seen. We didn’t 

know exactly what to expect (a small “China”, perhaps; maybe over-crowded; maybe a good deal of pov-

erty?) but we certainly didn’t anticipate the breadth of things that we would experience. The overall im-

pression of the island is that it is quite prosperous and the “Made in Taiwan” label is certainly a truism, 

it’s not the cheap clothing or high-end brand “knock offs” that one might expect. I guess we knew intui-

tively that many of the components in all our electronics are made here but their manufacturing technol-

ogy goes far beyond that and they are world leaders in computer numerically controlled machinery 

amongst many others. Despite few natural resources (trees, water and precious stone seem to be the 

major ones), Taiwan has a very Western and sophisticated infrastructure, with amazing roads, “bullet 

trains” and  cities to match those anywhere. It also has amazing coastal and mountain scenery and a long 

history and culture reflected in its temples and museums.  We hope that you enjoy reading a little of our 

experience and get a feel for our favorable impressions over the past week. 

On our first two days we got acclimatized and took an organized tour of Taipei 

In addition to the usual “Local Arts” store (obligatory on all city 

tours, it seems) and the National Museum (which was very good 

but needed much more time) we had three highlights to visit. 

One was a beautiful Taoist temple which is very much in the Bud-

dhist style in its ornate carvings, gold and incense but has no 

Buddha images. It was relatively small but the 180 year old tem-

ple demanded more time than the 20 minute visit we had. 

Similarly, the vast monument to Chiang Kai-Shek is set in a huge 

park complex 

containing, 

among other 

things, a concert 

hall and the Na-

tional Theater. 

The memorial hall itself is relatively plain (although the ceiling is mag-

nificent) but the highlight here was the hourly changing of the two Air 

Force guards. It is a short 10 minute ceremony but drilled to perfection 



and in a marching style that seems strange to Western eyes. 

The Martyr’s Shrine is another magnificent venue dedicated to 

the 330,000 Taiwanese who lost their lives in World War II. At 

that time, Taiwan was under Japanese rule (having occupied the 

country since the China-Japan war of the late 19th century) and 

the Taiwanese were therefore fighting against their mainland 

“brothers”. All casualties were buried in China but the memorial 

here has a hall with wooden spirit tablets – one each for officers 

and larger ones representing each 100 soldiers killed. It is built 

in a similar manner to, and is very reminiscent of, the Forbidden 

City in Beijing. 

Despite the weather, this tour provided us with a good introduction to this large city (2 millions) which is 

very spread out and contains ultra-modern buildings side by side with more typical Chinese structures. 

Hopefully we can explore more when we return form our tour of the island next weekend. 

On Monday we started our tour of Taiwan. From Taipei we drove perhaps 100 miles south on a major 

expressway. We passed a number of fairly large cities (of the order of one million population), a number 

of large industrial estates, many rice fields and large residential tower blocks. Taiwan has a population of 

23 millions and seems to have made a huge commitment to manufacturing of all kinds – from semicon-

ductors to CNC machines. We were told, for example, that all iPhone chips are made here as well as 95 % 

of all components in racing bicycles, regardless of the make. 

There has been an equally impressive investment in the infrastructure also, with four nuclear power 

plants and a large number of hydro- and fuel-fired electricity generating facilities. The expressway we 

traveled was elevated above the ground for our entire journey, as were most of those that crossed our 

route. Whether this was to minimize the “footprint” or whether the ground was too much of a swamp to 

support a conventional road was not clear, but the engineering feat is significant. 

After leaving the expressway, we climbed a narrow, twisty road alongside Sunmoon Lake to visit a Bud-

dhist Temple and a “nearby” pagoda. The temple is famous for its relic of a monk who traveled to India 

2500 years ago to bring back and translate the teachings of 

Buddha for both the Japanese and the Chinese. The small rel-

ic was in Japanese hands following the 1895 to 1945 occupa-

tion of Taiwan but Chang Kai-Shek persuaded them to return 

it following World War II and then brought it to Taiwan when 

he left the mainland at the end of the Chinese Civil War in 

1949. 

The temple is magnificent and certainly rivals many we have 

seen in other parts of Southeast Asia, including Japan. Typi-

cally, there are several levels involved in its construction so a 

number of steps are involved to visit the entire complex.  



Nearby the temple is a pagoda that Chang Kai-Shek had had built on a 

hilltop overlooking the lake. “Nearby” and “up a few steps followed by a 

flat walk” were pseudonyms for a very difficult and steep climb of almost 

a kilometer which would have been a challenge on a cool English day but 

in this heat and humidity no words (that can be used in polite company) 

aptly describe the ascent. The pagoda is worth seeing however and most 

of our bus party made the trek, including a couple celebrating their 53rd 

wedding anniversary. Once at the site, there are even more steps inside 

the pagoda to give an additional 100 feet altitude from which to view the 

lake and surrounding countryside. I admitted defeat on those stairs after 

climbing about a thirds of the way up. The walk down to the bus was con-

siderably easier! 

Our final stop was at another temple built of three terraces, one of which was dedicated to Confucius 

and had a beautifully carved wall which was built in a jade-colored stone in stark contrast to the reds, 

oranges and whites of the more typical temple. Again, this wall was well worth the climb – but this time 

up only a hundred steps or so. 

From this temple it was a very short bus ride to our hotel on the edge of Sunmoon Lake. Our guide had 

claimed that all our accommodation was to be Five Star 

and, if this one is anything to go by, he wasn’t exagger-

ating and certainly it was in a beautiful location.  

On Tuesday morning we made our first major stop at the 

“Earthquake Temple”. In 1999, Taiwan suffered a 7.3 

earthquake which clearly did a lot of damage, particularly 

in this central region of the country. A temple here was 

“destroyed” and a new one was built to replace it right 

next door – in the space of just two years, all the money 

being raised by public donations. There is an interesting 



story in that the “watchman” for the old temple had a 

series of dreams telling him to take a black statue (about 

8 feet tall) from “this place”. The dreams were checked 

with the gods for their truthfulness and, having been 

found to be true, the statue was removed to a safe place 

just before the earthquake. After things had settled 

down, another series of dreams asked that the statue be 

returned – not to the destroyed temple but to a new 

home; hence the new temple. 

The “destroyed” temple is by no means habitable any 

more but it didn’t collapse entirely. The first level ap-

pears to have crumbled and the upper levels and roof 

have buckled into strange shapes creating something of a 

“Disney” effect. The building is still clearly identifiable as 

a temple and much of the statuary and the coloring are 

essentially like new, but obviously could no longer be 

used, let alone house the famous statue. This now stands 

proudly in the new temple. 

In the afternoon we drove to the major attraction of the 

day, an enormous Buddhist Temple complex which not 

only 

serves as a major place of worship but has school and 

university facilities on site. There are about 600 monks 

in residence, about ¾ of whom are women. We spent 

about twenty minutes with one of those who an-

swered questions (through our guide as interpreter) 

about the faith, her life in the monastery and the 

teachings that she has 

devoted the rest of her 

life to. It was a fascinating 

talk.  

One of the monks took a small group of us to a calligraphy hall where we 

were given a sample sheet to complete in Chinese characters. Another 

monk took us to a room where we served hot tea and ice cold water – both 

of which were very refreshing in the 85F heat and high humidity of this sun-

ny afternoon. Finally, we were able to get a close look at a standing gold 

Buddha which must have been 50 feet in height. In Taiwan we have seen a 

number of Buddhas of all shapes and colors but most are in a standing posi-

tion, unlike most others we have seen in other Asian countries. 



Wednesday was to be mostly driving with an emphasis on the scenery rather than temples and other 

points of interest. We made several stops along the China Sea and, later, the Pacific Ocean coasts to ad-

mire the cliffs, the beaches and the surf. At one spot, the most southerly in Taiwan and at the spot where 

the China Sea and Pacific Ocean meet, we also saw a lighthouse – probably an essential navigational tool 

at this specific location. 

The ocean roads (on both sides of the island) had the feel of California Route 1 to some degree, although 

the vistas were not as expansive here. Nevertheless it was magnificent coastal scenery and the several 

viewpoints where we stopped for 20-40 minutes each gave us some great views and excellent spots for 

photos. One particularly attractive spot was soon after we had turned north along the Pacific where the 

wind was blowing really hard and our guide had a strict rule about not getting too close to the cliff edge. I 

guess he didn’t want to lose any of his customers! 

In addition to the ocean views there always seemed to be a backdrop of hills and mountains. Taiwan has 

five mountain chains running essentially north-south down the central portion of the country and we 

were told that there are many peaks that are almost 3000 meters (close to 10,000 feet) high. Most of 

what we saw today was lush forest that entirely covered the hillsides. In fact, there was a two hour peri-

od when we left the coast and drove along a 

very twisty (and at times very steep) two lane 

road that was completely surrounded by trees. 

The trees that we have seen in Taiwan are not 

only plentiful but comprise many varieties that 

are completely foreign to us – much like the flo-

ra in New Zealand. 

We arrived at our hotel having climbed a few 

miles from the ocean in the dark (it was only 

6pm but fully dark) so we won’t get a sense of 

its position until daylight. It is one of many hotels in native (aboriginal) areas and features hot tubs 

(available both outside and in every room) much like several places we have stayed in Japan.  



Thursday was another day of driving with lots of scenic views along the way. From the hotel we went 

down the mountain road back to the coast road and then spent most of the day along the Pacific Ocean, 

with just one relatively short excursion inland over the coastal mountain range and back. The coast was 

very impressive – much like California Route 1 – with some high cliffs, some water level views and lots of 

huge breakers most of the way. 

Our first viewpoint was at an area of “beach” where the sand-

stone (?) rocks had been eroded into shelves and plates, which 

made walking towards the sea somewhat treacherous but very 

interesting. In addition to the eroded rock (with formations 

reminiscent of some we had seen several years ago in New Zea-

land), there were areas covered by what we assumed was lava. 

It was very “foam-like” but very sharp so its use as a “hand rail” 

was not recommended. The area was very windy and there 

were some spectacular breakers, each adding to the excitement 

of the visit. 

The next stop was at an even windier location 

where a pebble beach provided a path to a bridge 

that spanned an estuary to a small island. The 

bridge was an eight arch dragon shaped structure 

which made the walk a little bit more strenuous 

than a more conventional bridge would have pro-

vided. However, with the addition of very strong 

winds, the going was even tougher, not to say 

somewhat dangerous at times. Our guide had sug-

gested that we might not be able to make the 

crossing if the winds were too strong but he led the 

way and a majori-

ty of our group did in fact make it across – and back. 

Our final attraction of the day (and billed as the highlight of the trip) 

was the Taroko Gorge. The gorge stretches into the mountains almost 

directly from the sea for almost 20 Km. Our walk today took us on a 

path that was only 1.5 Km in length and was perhaps 30 to 100 feet 

above the river level, a river that was beautiful aquamarine and green. 

It had the appearance of a glacial flow and was as rapidly moving as 

any such river but it isn’t clear what exactly causes this color. The 

gorge walls are essentially jade marble so perhaps those minerals cre-

ate this shade. 

The path was about six feet wide in most places and went under a few 



overhangs that made headroom limited for anyone over five feet tall. It was paved in places, broken rock in 

others and wet underfoot at times. Nevertheless the walk was not too strenuous – although the humidity 

didn’t help once again – and most of our party made it the whole 3 Km round trip. And it was well worth it. 

The steep cliff walls of the gorge (2000-3000 feet high?), the many waterfalls and the rapidly cascading river 

below made for a very memorable trip. 

Once back on the bus and on the 25 mi-

nute drive to the hotel, we once again 

hugged the gorge and, if anything, the 

scenery was even more spectacular than 

that we had seen on the trail. Certainly it was exciting to follow this narrow road with its many tunnels as 

darkness fell. The driver did a fantastic job under very difficult driving conditions. Fortunately, we followed 

the same road back on Friday in daylight so we got some great views of the amazing waterfalls and the can-

yon walls. It seemed all the more impressive today from the road 

than it did yesterday from the walking trail, although brilliant sun-

shine and clear blue skies perhaps helped. 

One of the stops was at a shrine commemorating the 225 known 

dead military personnel who helped built this road along the gorge 

and beyond to the west coast.  Again, it was Chang Kai-Shek’s son 

who oversaw this project and was the mastermind behind the many 



innovations that ultimately led to the country’s modernization and entry into the global market. 

The gorge – with cliff sides approaching 4000 feet in a very narrow U-shaped channel – was stunning; we 

tried mentally to compare it with Colca Canyon in Peru (much deeper but much wider) and the Grand Can-

yon in the USA (similar in depth but again much wider) and, at least on this day, it seemed more impressive 

than either. A guide book compared it to Zion National Park in the USA and it does bear a striking resem-

blance in that one views it from the river bed and gets the sense of height and steepness of the gorge walls. 

Since we were in Zion only a few weeks back, we had a good comparison in our minds; I think Taroko is diffi-

cult to top. Maybe the ruggedness and forested cliff walls or the rapidly flowing river make Taroko appeal to 

the senses. Whatever the reason and how realistic the comparison, this was an amazing hour as we descend-

ed to the Pacific Ocean. 

Our day of magnificent scenery was not over by any means. We traveled up the Pacific coast for another fifty 

miles or so and everywhere the scenery was spectacular. The coast is very similar to that in California with 

the coastal mountain range coming steeply down to the ocean. The road hugs the water for much of the way 

(where there is sufficient land to carve out a road at that level) but often climbs several hundred feet above 

the ocean and seems to hang on the cliff side. It really is an amazing engineering feat and, judging by the fre-

quent road works, one that needs a lot of ongoing maintenance. The views it provides, however, are spectac-

ular and at least as beautiful as those from California Route 1. It was a great 2 ½ hour drive, even after the 

rain and the mist started as we got closer to Taipei. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

So, we are back in the capital city of Taipei and today (Saturday) we got used to the Metro (actually very 

easy) and found our way to the Taipei 101 building. This had been the tallest building in the world when built 

but has now fallen to about sixth position. Still, at over 1500 feet and with an interesting design (resembling 

bamboo supposedly) in glass it is an impressive building and towers above most others in the city.  

We chose not to go up to the top of the 101, partly because it was a little cloudy today and partly because 

we have been up lots of tall buildings. Instead, we chose to spend a little time on the huge shopping mall 

which covers the first five floors of the tower and then we walked outside and people-watched. The area  



 

close to the tower is a favorite for locals and has a number of pe-

destrianized streets so we were able to see families enjoying 

their Saturday from the vantage point of strategically placed 

benches. 

We walked to another Metro station and came home by a slight-

ly different route and felt confident in our ability to get around 

Taipei as needed over the next two days. Hopefully we will have 

a little more on Taiwan when we send our next blog from Hong 

Kong. 


