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Soy products like beancurd and soy
milk are a big part of the local diet,
and almost all of the soybeans used
in their production are imported
from the United States.
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38 Going on a Northern
Expedition

Fubon Financial Holdings Overview

Introducing three Taipei restaurants to
bear in mind when hankering for the
food of northern China.

Committed to becoming one of Asia’s first-class financial institutions,
Fubon Financial Holdings has built a strong lineup of financial service

By Matthew Fulco

companies. Its major subsidiaries include Fubon Life, Taipei Fubon

42 The Pineapple Cake
Chronicles

Bank, Fubon Bank (HK), Fubon Bank (China), Fubon Insurance, and
Fubon Securities. As of the end of Sept. 2015, Fubon Financial Holdings

East Asia is increasingly caught up in
a love affair with Taiwan’s signature
pastry.

had total assets of US$176.9 billion, ranking second among Taiwan’s
publicly listed financial holding companies. It is the most profitable

By Matthew Fulco

financial holding company in Taiwan.

46 General Tso’s Chicken – No
Search Necessary

Fubon Financial Holdings’ subsidiaries rank among the top performers
in their respective sectors. Fubon Insurance has consistently led all P&C

An American filmmaker went on a
quest for the dish’s origins, but for
many in Taiwan there was never a
mystery.

insurers with an over 20% market share. Taipei Fubon Bank is one of
Taiwan’s biggest privately owned banks; Fubon Securities ranks among
Taiwan’s top three securities houses; and Fubon Life ranks second in

By Don Shapiro

first-year premiums and total premiums.
Fubon Financial Holdings has also moved aggressively to extend its
reach throughout Greater China. Fubon Financial Holdings acquired
a stake in Xiamen Bank through Fubon Bank (Hong Kong) in 2008.
Fubon Property & Casualty Insurance began operations in 2010.
Founder Fubon Fund Management, a fund management joint venture between Fubon Asset Management and Founder Securities, was
launched in July 2011.
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In January 2014, Fubon Financial Holdings and Taipei Fubon Bank

50 “Homestyle” Suits an
Economist’s Tastes

acquired a controlling 80% stake in Shanghai-based First Sino Bank,
which later changed its name to Fubon Bank (China). Fubon Financial

In selecting a place to eat, don’t forget
to consider the price/performance
ratio.

Holdings is now the only Taiwanese financial institution with banking
subsidiaries in China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong.

By Josh M. Cartin

Looking ahead, Fubon Financial Holdings will continue to strengthen

54 Wine: for Health, for Love,
for Life

our presence in Taiwan and pursue stable growth. At the same time,
Fubon Financial Holdings will continue to search for suitable M&A

Wine: for Health, for Love, for Life

opportunities in Greater China in order to develop a foothold in the

By Timothy Ferry

regional market and move closer to the goal of becoming a first-class
business group in Asia.
taiwan business topics • january 2016
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terms of volume and 57% in value.
Taiwan was the sixth largest export
market for U.S. soybeans in 2014.
“Total U.S. soybean exports to Taiwan
in 2014 totaled US$725 million. Of that
12% was for human food, while 88%
was for crushing into oil and soybean
meal for animals,” says W. Garth Thorburn, chief of the Agricultural Section at
the American Institute in Taiwan. Other
uses, such as using soy to make ink or
wax, are so small that these categories are
not monitored, he adds.
Tofu (豆腐, doufu) appears in classy
vegetarian feasts as well as humble lunchboxes. Dried tofu (豆干, dougan) is a
popular snack, and a key ingredient of
such dishes as Hakka stir-fry (客家小炒,
kejia xiaochao). Very soft tofu, sometimes
called bean-curd pudding (豆花, douhua),
pHoto : r icH j MatHeson

aMerican soy anD tHe
taiwanese Diet
Almost all of the beancurd and soy milk consumed in Taiwan
is made from soybeans imported from the United States.

BY STEVEN CROOK
pHoto : ricH j MatHeson

F

ew comestibles are more Taiwanese than tofu, soy sauce, and
soymilk. All three are made from
soy, a legume first cultivated in Northeast
Asia at least 2,700 years ago. Directly
and indirectly, Taiwanese now consume
soybeans in far greater quantities than
two generations ago, a change in diet
caused in part by American influences –
and made possible by American imports.
Around 97% of the more than 2.4
million metric tons of soybeans consumed
annually by humans or animals in Taiwan
is imported, with the United States currently having a 55% market share in
6
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is a traditional dessert enjoyed with such
add-ons boiled peanuts, tapioca balls,
adzuki beans, or mung beans.
Some Westerners visiting Taiwan
have their first direct experience with
soyfoods when their local hosts take
them to sample “stinky tofu” (臭豆腐,
choudoufu). The eponymous host of
Travel Channel’s Bizarre Foods with
Andrew Zimmern favorably compared
this pungent delicacy to Limburger
cheese. New Taipei City’s Shenkeng District, is considered Taiwan’s stinky tofu
capital; the town’s soy delights were
described in the April 2011 issue of
Taiwan Business Topics.
“Growing up in the 1970s in Michigan, I never heard of or encountered
tofu until I began shopping at a co-op in
East Lansing, where I went to college,”
says Robyn Eckhardt, who now writes
about food on her blog EatingAsia and
for publications including the New York
Times. “The first meal my now-husband
cooked for me after we started dating
was tofu in spaghetti sauce, and I didn’t
think much of it,” she recalls. “Then I
went to Chengdu after graduating from
university, and that forever changed my
idea of what tofu is or should be. I didn’t
eat it often after going back to the U.S.,
simply because it’s hard to find good,
tasty tofu there.”
“Once we moved back to Asia about
a decade ago, I started eating a lot of
it,” says Eckhardt, who is now based in
Malaysia. After extensive traveling, she
has concluded that Taiwan’s soyfoods are
as every bit as “deliciously ethereal” as
those served in Japan.
Because it can be turned into “mock
meat,” soy has been embraced by many
who do not eat animal flesh. That said,
one of the Sinophere’s best-known recipes
uses meat to enhance the flavor of the
beancurd. Mapo tofu (麻婆豆腐, mapo
doufu) features minced pork or beef
alongside chunks of tofu in a spicy sauce.
The spread throughout China of Buddhism and related vegetarian principles caused soy sauce (醬油, jiangyou) to
gradually supplant the meat-based fermented sauces that had been the country’s condiment of choice until the sixth
century or so.

pHoto : r icH j MatHeson
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Soy products come in a wide variety of forms, suitable as snacks and desserts
as well as in main dishes.
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Deep-fried tofu makes for a delectable side dish, crisp on the outside and almost creamy on the inside.
pHotos: ricH j MatHeson

Old-style production
One place where soy sauce is still
made the traditional way is the 106y e a r-o l d Wu a n C h u a n g S o y S a u c e
Tourism Factory (丸莊醬油觀光工廠, Tel:
05-586-3666) in Yunlin County’s Xiluo
Township. Visitors to the factory can try
their hand at making a batch of sauce
using black soybeans. (Some types of soy
sauce use yellow soybeans).
A t Wu a n C h u a n g, t h e b e a n s a r e
washed, soaked, and then steamed.
After cooling, each batch is smeared
with Aspergillus oryzae fungus. The
mold is allowed to thrive for a week,
then washed off with brine. The bean
paste is poured into large earthenware
pots, sealed beneath a layer of salt, and
left to ferment for six months. The viscous black liquid removed at the end of
this period is filtered, diluted, and bottled. By contrast, the production process
for mass-market brands generally takes
less than a week, as chemicals are used
to accelerate fermentation. Roasted grain
is a common ingredient in many types of
soy sauce.
Some attribute the popularity of
soymilk (豆漿, doujiang) in Taiwan to
the efforts of an energetic septuagenarian
from Ohio more than six decades ago.
Having previously set up soy dairies on
the Chinese mainland and in his home
8
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state, surgeon-missionary Harry W.
Miller was invited to Taipei in 1953 to
found an Adventist Sanitarium, and while
here he also established a soymilk production line. On his departure three years
later, he was decorated by Generalissimo
Chiang Kai-shek.
Eckhardt says soymilk is “the perfect
a.m. beverage, rich enough to satisfy an
empty belly, light enough not to weigh
you down, refreshing if taken over ice,
supremely comforting if drunk warm.”
And it’s inexpensive – the cost of a bowl
of soymilk is rarely more than NT$30.
“It’s not a substitute for cow’s milk,
but something to be savored in its own
right,” Eckhardt continues. “Fresh
soymilk made in small batches by caring,
careful experts is one of the world’s best
breakfasts, especially when consumed
with a just-fried, slightly salty youtiao (油
條, cruller or oil stick).”
According to Eckhardt, one of the
best places in Taipei to enjoy this combination is in Ximending. Dulaiye Soymilk
S t o r e (都來也豆漿店, 74-1 N e i J i a n g
Street) serves the beverage “served in oldfashioned heavy ceramic bowls... only
lightly sweetened, allowing a pleasant,
mellow beaniness to come through. And
the crullers are simply fantastic!”
Much as she loves plain-and-simple
soymilk, Eckhardt is an even bigger fan
of the “salty” version of the beverage, a

treat she first experienced at Guo Mao
Lai Lai Soymilk (果貿來來豆漿, 44 Zihciang 1st Road) in central Kaohsiung.
Even after the breakfast rush hour, there
are enough customers on hand to keep
half a dozen workers busy. Soymilk connoisseurs ordering a bowl of the salty
variant can have it seasoned with finely
chopped scallions, browned shallots, a
dollop of sesame oil, and red chili oil.
Tiny dried shrimps add a delectable
crunchiness. The soybean flavor lurks in
the background.
The ingredients cause the soymilk to
curdle, taking on a consistency like cottage cheese. Despite its totally unappetizing appearance, Guo Mao Lai Lai’s
salty soymilk is absolutely delicious.
Eateries in Taipei serving similar
concoctions include Yonghe Soymilk
King (永和豆漿大王, 102 FuXing South
Road, Section 2; Tel: 2703-5051). Recommended by the blog A Hungry Girl’s
Guide to Taipei (http://hungryintaipei.
blogspot.tw) on account of the freshness of its crullers and low prices, this
eatery is conveniently close to the Daan
MRT Station, has an English-language
menu, and stays open 24/7. A few customers have commented online that the
floor is often littered with discarded
chopsticks and other debris, but the
utensils and food preparation area seem
to be kept clean.

soy

Reviewing the history
Taiwan has a long history of both
cultivating soybeans and importing
soy products. The beans grow wild in
Taiwan, and native Formosan varieties
have thrived as far afield as Indonesia
and Hawaii.
Before and during the 1895-1945
Japanese occupation of Taiwan, the
island’s farmers grew soy mainly for the
oil, which they used in lamps as well as
for cooking. However, during the three
to four months it took for the beans to
mature, the plants were vulnerable to
fungi and to such pests as the Formosan
blister beetle.
Now most of the approximately
50,000 hectares of soy planted in Taiwan
each year is not for human or animal
consumption, but as “green manure” to
fix nitrogen in the soil. Almost all the
rest becomes what the Japanese and some
Americans know as edamame. These
are immature green soybeans, boiled
or steamed in the pod, and served as a
side dish. In Taiwan they are known as
maodou (“hairy beans,” 毛豆) because
soy pods – which typically contain three
beans apiece – have very fine hairs. In
other situations, Mandarin speakers call
soybeans dadou (“big beans,” 大豆) or
huangdou (“yellow beans,” 黃豆).
Taiwan has been importing soy products since at least 1647, when the manifest of a Dutch vessel sailing from Nagasaki to what is now Tainan listed four

Beancurd under production at a local plant before early-morning delivery to shops and restaurants.
pHotos: ricH j MatH eson

taiwan business topics • january 2016

9

soy

kegs of soy sauce and four kegs of miso,
a paste made by fermenting soy with
salt and rice or barley. Since the Japanese colonial era, miso soup – which
Mandarin speakers call weiceng tang (味
噌湯) – has been an everyday food in
Taiwan. Scallions, small cubes of tofu,
and squares of seaweed float in a turbid
broth. It is a low-calorie, high-protein
dish. Some local vegetarian restaurants
make mock miso sashimi (味噌蒟蒻片,
weiceng juruo pian) by mixing miso with
konnyaku.
In the first decade of the 20th century,
a surge in sugar production occurred
in Taiwan, attributed to the use of two
imported fertilizers. One was Manchurian soybean cake, the leftovers from
pressing for oil; another was goose-bone
dust shipped in from Australia. As late as
1935, bean cake accounted for more than
40% of all commercial fertilizer used in
Taiwan, with annual imports exceeding
200,000 metric tons.
Soybeans are the world’s no. 1 source
of vegetable oil, and the availability of
cheap American soybean oil is one reason
why most Taiwanese households no
longer cook with lard. In terms of gross
weight harvested, soy is the sixth largest
food crop globally, behind maize, rice,
wheat, potatoes, and cassava. An estimated 249 million metric tons were harvested last year, with Brazil and the
United States each accounting for 36% of
global production.
Soybeans appeal to livestock farmers

because, for their weight, they contain
more protein, calcium, and vitamins C,
B1, and B9 than any of the top five crops.
Many regard soy as a health food for
humans, but the truth is more complex.
American physician and broadcaster Ben
Kim is one of many who advise people
not to overindulge in soyfoods, although
he has noted that “foods made with fermented soy are thought to be healthier
than those made with unfermented soy.”
Unfermented soyfoods such as tofu
and soymilk have an abundance of phytic
acid, a compound that can block the
absorption of iron, zinc, calcium, and
copper. If a lot of soy is consumed, the
oxalic acid it contains may lead to the
formation of kidney stones. Soybeans
also have an abundance of isoflavones,
which can hinder iodine absorption and
thus potentially lead to hypothyroidism.
Soy’s phytoestrogens have various anticancer effects, but high intakes of them
long-term may pose health problems.
Soy is at the heart of the global argument about genetically modified (GM)
crops. At least 93% of U.S. soy is GM,
but domestic production is prohibited in
Taiwan, as it is in the European Union.
Among the advantages of genetic modification of soy is tolerance to glyphosatebased herbicides such as Monsanto’s
Roundup. Scientists are also endeavoring
to increase the crop’s resistance to pathogens and pests, such as aphids, and to
remove allergens.
Taiwan’s Food and Drug Adminis-

tration (FDA) introduced new GMO
labeling requirements last summer. Bulk
foods, packaged foods, and condiments
that include 3% or more GM ingredients must be labeled as genetically modified. If a particular product’s GM ingredients total less than 3%, food companies
can choose whether to label it “In Line
with National Standards” or to state the
actual percentage of GM ingredients.
AIT’s Thorburn, who prefers the term
GE (genetically engineered) to GM, estimates demand for non-genetically engineered soy in Taiwan at a mere 2% of
total imports. “When changes or mandates, such as Taiwan’s labeling requirements, are imposed on categories of
products to meet the demands of a tiny
minority, additional costs result, and
those costs are passed on to the consumer,” he says.
GE crops, “including U.S. soybeans,
have been repeatedly confirmed as safe
for human consumption,” he says, adding
that they are the “most extensively tested
crops to ever be introduced into the food
chain.” Notes Thornburn: “Many U.S.
and international bodies, including the
U.S. National Academy of Sciences and
American Medical Association, have concluded that there is no unique hazard in
the use of GE technology or consumption of GE food products. On the other
hand, since the introduction of GE technologies, global chemical pesticide use has
decreased, while crop yields and farmer
profits have increased.”

Soybeans, perhaps destined for shipment to Taiwan, being harvested on an American farm.
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Cookbooks

TAIWANESE COOKING –
by tHe booK
For a foreign national, learning to prepare Taiwanese dishes
turned out to be not just a culinary adventure, but a life lesson.
Story and PhotoS by JuleS Quartly

I

t used to be that if foreigners could
pronounce the intended destination
with approximate similitude, the cab
driver would in wonderment compliment
them on their “excellent” Chinese. I get
much the same reaction these days when
claiming to be able to cook Taiwanese
food: “Wow, you’re so amazing!”
Not really. It’s a lot easier to prepare
the Buddha Jumps over the Wall soup
than to master tones and remember 1,500
or more characters. Nevertheless, I have
previously been cautious about cooking
14
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Asian food beyond the occasional hot
pot, basic rice dish, or fried noodles, since
my comfort zone is basically Western cuisine (English, French, and Mediterranean), where I have a good feel for what
ingredients will go together well.
Though I’ve been eating Taiwanese
food for years, I was unsure of the basic
palette of herbs and spices, and had no
idea there were so many different kinds
of soy sauce (dark, light, lite, and thick).
Even choosing the right rice was problematic: how to get that slightly sweet and

glutinous offering that Taiwanese like?
I was encouraged to try a little harder
when given this assignment to review four
English-language Taiwanese cookbooks:
The Food of Taiwan, Recipes from the
Beautiful Island by Cathy Erway; Blue
Eye Dragon Taiwanese Cooking by Jade
and Muriel Chen; What’s for Dinner,
Mama? by Amy Wu; and Carrie’s Kitchen,
Entree and Dessert by Carrie Yeh.
The mission was to rely on the guidance of these books to serve up daily
offerings to my test subjects: the wife,
kids, and friends. After I had practiced
on them, I proposed to host a banquet
for my Taiwanese mother-in-law and her
expanding brood. Having been treated
by “Ma” to many excellent dinners over
the years, it was time to return the favor.
The one certainty was a brutally honest
opinion, as Ma doesn’t mince her words.
Before we begin, I ought here to list
my bona fides as a cook. Both my mother
and father were chefs and ran their own
gastro pub before that became fashionable. Dad went on to provide banquets
for royalty. So I was washing a lot of
dishes, julienning vegetables, and frying
up at a young age. As a student, I paid
my way during holidays as a sous chef at
a bistro in London’s Islington, working
under an Austrian Michelin award-

Cookbooks

winner who was as bad tempered as he
was alcoholic. I’ve worked in kindergarten kitchens and on beach barbecues,
but nowadays tend to cook in-house, as
my wife is better suited to her role as a
bank executive and doesn’t have the time
or inclination to toil at the stove.
While the above experience was
useful, trying to cook authentic Taiwan
fare was like using the left hand rather
than the right. It was back to basics. The
preparation time was longer than for
Western food because of all the dicing
and mixing, but the actual cooking
time was a lot shorter as ingredients are
thrown into the wok and cooked rapidly
before being plated. You have to be more
organized and plan ahead, and it’s not
easy – or advisable – to stop to refer to
the cookbook while the wok is bubbling
like a cauldron over a high flame.
Apart from the focus on Taiwan’s
food, the four books under consideration have a common thread set out in
almost identical forwards: A Taiwan
woman, now an expat but proud of her
roots, reminisces about the mother who
taught her to cook and likens food to an
expression of familial love. (The Food of
Taiwan also introduces the history, culture, and politics of the island.)
As a result, what you get in these volumes are recipes for heart-warming,
home-cooked meals that have worked for
generations. They also present Taiwan as
a society with a unique and impressive
culinary tradition. As Cathy Erway puts
it in an email from New York: “The idea
of Taiwan as having a distinct and unified
culture is a thesis that has been gaining

support in recent years,” with bubble
tea popular in the Big Apple, along with
popcorn chicken, beef noodle soup, and
three-cup chicken.
P e r h a p s u n a v o i d a b l y, t h e c o ntent of the four books is often overlapping, down to the dishes selected and
cooking methods recommended – and
there are slim pickings for the advanced
chef. Asked about this stress on relatively
simple fare, Erway says she would like to
“explore the high-end dining traditions as
well as other facets of Taiwanese cuisine
in separate volumes.”
As a beginner in the Taiwan kitchen,
one of my first queries was inevitably
what to shop for and where. Blue Eye
Dragon contains a “Glossary of Unusual
Ingredients” that will point the way forward, while Erway’s tome has a section
on “The Taiwanese Pantry” that is handy
for the novice. Here she lays out the dried
spices, condiments, and herbs that need
to be stocked up on, with an explanatory
paragraph on their use. It’s not a superextensive or expensive list of ingredients,
but it’s best to ensure that what you need
is at hand.
While Erway recommends supermarkets, I discovered there’s nothing better
than a dedicated “mixed goods” (雜貨店)
or “dried goods store” (乾貨店). They are
the 7-Eleven’s of yesteryear. Residents and
visitors have undoubtedly passed these
packed, dusty, and slightly ramshackle
stores. You probably smelled them first
and then thought better of having a look
around. The goods only make sense once
you start cooking local dishes.
While the lingua franca in such stores

The Food of Taiwan, Recipes from the
Beautiful Island
by Cathy Erway
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, boston,
new york, 2015. 256 pages.
isbn-10: 0544303016;
isbn-13: 978-0544303010.

Blue Eye Dragon Taiwanese Cooking
by Jade and Muriel Chen
new Holland publishers, australia,
first published 2008. 196 pages.
isbn-10: 1741106028;
isbn-13: 978-1741106022.
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Above, Three Cup Chicken ready for serving. Top right, Mom Li Jiun-huang
bravely feeds Xiao Ningmeng the foreign uncle’s Taiwanese food. Bottom
right, a variation on a theme, with beef and shredded cabbage dumplings,
plus Westernized sauce and olives.

is usually Taiwanese, I found you can get
your point over effectively with a mixture of Mandarin, a translation app,
and pointing. It’s here, among the filled
shelves and discombobulating smells,
thousand-year eggs and sacks of rice, that
you should gather the essentials: your
five-spice powder; fermented soy beans;
the orange, sultana-like go qi (Chinese
wolfberries), and XO sauce.
When searching for something, do ask
the proprietors what brand they think
is best and you will get halfway to that
authentic taste you’re after. It’s obviously
different from Western cooking, where
time will inevitably be spent in the delicatessen salivating over cheeses, cuts
of meat, or weighing the cost of extravirgin oil. But I must say, it’s much more
rewarding to go from knowing nothing
to learning something, not just about
food but a country’s culture.
As all chefs know, traditional markets
are another great place to find local ingredients. While I’m not one for rising early
to make sure of getting the best stuff, the
produce is usually fresher and therefore
more likely to taste better, as well as being
healthier. Costs are lower and you can,
for instance, get dark-bone or mountain
chicken, as opposed to some processed
fowl in cling film.
Having stocked up your cupboards,
it’s time to decide what to cook first. If
16
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like me you are a beginner, my advice is
start with the easy ones and work your
way up. If you’re more experienced, feel
free to jump in anywhere.
As mentioned, all four books are
fairly similar in terms of the recipes, with
both The Food of Taiwan and Blue Eye
Dragon opting for familiar favorites,
such as three-cup calamari, deep-fried
shrimp rolls, and sweet-and-sour fish. Of
the two, Blue Eye Dragon is a bit more
adventurous, but The Food of Taiwan
covers most of the bases and was more
suited to my inexperience level. So, the
latter was my go-to book.
Amy Wu’s offering was the least used,
partly because the typography was so
off-putting – a mix of typefaces, colors,
underlining, and odd spacing between
words that made it hard to read. If What’s
for Dinner, Mama? was really geared
toward kids this might be understandable,
but it’s not. I also found the language
unwieldy (“slippery orange gravy”),
tenses mixed, grammatical rules stretched,
and there was a sinful overuse of exclamation marks! “It can easily be a treat for
breakfast, lunch or dinner in your hand!”
“When my kids were little they called
them yummy noodles anyway!”
Carrie’s Kitchen, on the other hand,
is a book that children of a certain
age can easily reference because of its
clear type and explanatory diagrams.

Together with my kids (aged 6 and 8), I
tried out the sweet sago cream with taro
and coconut milk, and they were happily guided by the flow diagrams and
delighted by the results.
With all four books, following the
instructions produced good results, so
no problem there. Mostly, would-be
cooks will need to decide what suits
them and their home best. Before venturing to prepare the “Final Banquet,”
I tried out two months’ worth of dishes
on family and friends.
Regrettably, the banquet started off
badly with a unanimous conclusion that
the clam and daikon radish soup (蛤蜊
蘿蔔湯) was too salty. I’m a low-sodium
man, but the audience is never wrong, so
what happened? I have to admit that it
wasn’t the recipe. What I did was use an
off-the-shelf stock or broth as the base –
and what I should have done, as all chefs
worth their whites will tell you, is make
my own. Lesson learned, and a supply of
broth to be frozen or refrigerated is being
boiled up as I write.
My brother-in-law had requested a
sweet-and-sour dish, so I plumped for
pan-fried tofu with date sauce (甘梅豆
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腐), which got the ball rolling nicely. The
sauce is a bit complicated and involves
blending, but can be made in advance, so
it’s easy to accomplish with a bit of time
and was well received.
The three-cup chicken (三杯雞) was
a little disappointing because I had done
it well previously. This time, I mistakenly put in rice vinegar, when the recipe
clearly calls for rice wine. I tried to ameliorate by diluting with the wine and
redoing, but then the chicken was overcooked. I did tell Erway what I had
done and felt a little vindicated when she
replied that the “copy editor accidentally
wrote vinegar in the recipe’s introduction” in the first edition — which is the
one I have.
The lightly braised local vegetables –
some grown on my balcony, along with
basil and chilies – were Chinese leeks
(jiucaihua, 韭菜花), sweet potato leaves
(diguaye, 地瓜葉) and fresh peas. All
good stuff. However, my penchant for
Maggi seasoning rather than soy sauce
was noted by the diners and considered inauthentic. Lesson learned. The
brown and white rice mix was liked by
all (slightly glutinous but wholesome),
though the new Tatung rice cooker can
take some of the credit.
My final creation, a pan-fried whole
fish with garlic, ginger, and scallions (蔥
薑全魚) was the crowning achievement.
Enjoyed by all, even Ma waxed lyrical
by saying I was doing a better job in the

kitchen than her daughter. High praise
indeed. She concluded with a comment
that all four book writers would likely
agree on: The important thing is not so
much the food as the thought behind it.
The evening was helped along by a bottle
of red wine and Taiwan Beer, plus smoky
plum juice for the kids.
The whole experience made me think
back to the first Asian-style dinner I
attempted, as a 13-year-old in rural England. It took me all morning and aftern o o n a n d w a s, I f e a r, o v e r l y a m b itious. The fish dish turned out particularly badly when the cap on the soy sauce
bottle fell off. My recovery operation
only made things worse, and it ended up
looking unlike any marine creature you
have ever seen…unless you’ve angled in
the Irish Sea and pulled out some creature
deformed by nuclear waste and coated in
oil from a container spill.
Understandably, perhaps, it didn’t go
down very well. While my mother was
polite and encouraging, my stepfather
was less so. I seem to recall the dinner
ending, not long after I served the fish,
with him exiting the room, swearing
loudly. I think he suspected that I was
trying to poison him.
Clearly, I have learned a few things
o v e r t h e y e a r s, a n d I’m p l e a s e d t o
report that with the help of the cookbooks, my Taiwan banquet worked out
far better than my youthful Chinese
cooking efforts.

What’s for Dinner, Mama?
by Amy Wu
CreateSpace Independent Publishing
platform, 2014. 162 pages. isbn10: 1497331609; isbn-13: 9781497331600.

Carrie’s Kitchen, Entree and Dessert
by Carrie Yeh
CreateSpace Independent Publishing
platform, 2013. 50 pages.
isbn-10: 1493736337;
isbn-13: 978-1493736331.

The pièce de résistance of the meal:
pan-fried whole fish with garlic, ginger, and scallions.
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BUFFET DINING IN TAIPEI
Goes upMarKet
Top hotels are rolling out elaborate all-you-can eat
spreads to the delight of diners.
BY MATTHEW FULCO
photo : jane chanG

C

Like many local buffets, B-one at the Sherwood Taipei features plenty of fresh
seafood.
photos: jane chanG
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hef Bernard Noel loses track of
time when he enthuses about
the quality of the Regent Taipei’s Brasserie buffet restaurant, especially the seafood. “It’s always the catch
of the day,” says the native of Alsace,
France. “We have a dedicated supplier in
Hualien.” The Brasserie’s top-grade seafood has helped make it one of the most
popular buffet restaurants in all of Taipei,
with dinner bookings full through February, he said in early December.
Suddenly a look of urgency comes
over the face of the Regent’s corporate
executive chef. “It’s almost 5 o’clock,” he
says. “If you want to take pictures, we’d
better get you down there quickly.”
And then we’re off. With Noel leading
the way, we glide down the several flights
of stairs separating the lobby lounge from
the Brasserie, and then make a quick stop
at each buffet station to snap shots of the
dishes before the hungry crowd descends
on them.
Noel’s sense of urgency is well-placed.
At the stroke of 5:30, the floodgates
open. Dozens of guests pour into the
Brasserie and head straight for the seafood station. They stack their plates high
with gleaming slices of salmon, tuna, sea
bream, octopus, squid, and more. The
chefs are working at full speed to keep up
with demand.
The teppanyaki stations are soon just
as busy, with the cooks grilling up sizzling
sirloin steaks, chicken filets, salmon filets,
and jumbo prawns for a long line of eager
diners. “You don’t see anything like this

Buffets

in France,” Noel says. “For us, a buffet is
not such a rich experience.”
Nor in the United States, where buffets have historically been synonymous
with low-end dining. Although that’s
starting to change with the advent of
higher-end buffet dining in Las Vegas,
overall a-la-carte dining remains far more
popular than all-you-can-eat in the West.
By contrast, in Taipei, where five-star
hotels contain some of the city’s best restaurants, buffet dining is exploding in
popularity. But tourists staying at the
hotels are not the ones fueling the surge.
“When you visit from out of town, you
want to experience the local cuisine; you
want to have lunch and dinner outside
of the hotel,” says Simon Wu, food and
beverage group general manager at the
Regent. “Nearly all of our guests at the
Brasserie are local.”

A different experience
Managing an all-you-can-eat buffet
is a considerably different exercise from
overseeing a standard restaurant. Since
customers line up to serve themselves, the
need for wait-staff is considerably lower.
In the kitchen, meanwhile, food preparation is based on each day’s pre-arranged
menu rather than proceeding according
to guests’ individual orders.
The crux of buffet dining is variety,
and with variety comes flexibility. “A

group of people with different tastes in
food can go out together to the same restaurant and everyone can still enjoy the
meal,” says Tan Bankhim, executive chef
of the Grand Hyatt Taipei.
Part of the allure of the buffet lies
in customers’ perception that they are
receiving a great deal, says Pippen Lin,
executive sous chef of Western cuisine at
the Sherwood Taipei. Some consumers go
so far as to set out to extract maximum
value from the meal, he observes. “Their
view is that for every NT$100 they
spend, they want to get NT$150 worth
of food.”
The bargain hunters are especially
active during afternoon tea, served in
most of Taipei’s top hotels from 3 to
5 p.m. To be clear, “afternoon tea” in
Taiwan is not about leisurely sipping
a cup of Darjeeling and munching on
scones topped with raspberry jam and
clotted cream.
Those items might be available, but
diners are there to enjoy a full meal
at prices up to one-third cheaper than
lunch or dinner – a repast that includes
many of the same menu items. On a
recent Tuesday afternoon at the Sheraton
Grande Taipei, there was not an empty
seat in the restaurant by 3 p.m. Guests
tucked into plates of roasted meats,
shrimp cocktail, and an assortment of
salads. Others devoured made-to-order
noodle soups.

“For many guests, this meal will be a
late lunch or an early dinner,” says Sarah
Chen, assistant manager of marketing
communications at the Sheraton.
A high volume of guest traffic is essential to maintain profitability, especially
given the affinity of local diners for pricey
seafood, says Lin of the Sherwood. “Seafood is very popular here to begin with.
When it’s fresh, high quality. and available in unlimited quantities, guests are
going to eat a lot of it.”
That seems to be the trend across
Taipei. During a recent visit to the Grand
Hyatt’s Cafe, one of the more premium

photo : jane chanG
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At the Grand Hyatt, the sushi chef
at work left, and Executive Chef Tan
Bankhim above.
PhoTos: MATTh EW FULCo

all-you-can-eat options in Taipei, this
writer noticed several elderly patrons
who had stacked their plates so high with
boiled crabs that it became a delicate balancing act just getting the crustaceans
back to their table.
What happens when diners “eyes are
bigger than their stomachs?” All of the
chefs and hotel managers interviewed by
TOPICS emphasized the importance of
keeping food waste at a minimum, but
acknowledged it cannot be eliminated.
Shangri-La Hotels has a standardized
food waste management program used
across its global network, says Marcel
Holman, general manager of Shangri-La’s
Far Eastern Plaza Taipei. “We monitor
waste trends, so we have a clear idea of
how much of each food item is consumed
and when,” he says. “Food is never
reused. We don’t take that risk. Reducing
the size of the dishes gradually over the
20
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course of a meal so that portions become
smaller helps us to cut down on waste.”

different food stations.
Grand Hyatt head chef Tan recommends several signature dishes. One of
those is a whole chicken braised with
Ningbo lotus seeds, a classic Chinese
dish featuring red shallots, garlic, ginger,
nutmeg, cinnamon, and star anise. Café’s
skinless tandoori chicken, prepared by
the restaurant’s Indian chef based on a
recipe from his hometown, also comes
highly recommended.

Seeking competitive advantage
Given the popularity of buffet dining
in Taipei’s hotels, competition is intense.
That requires hoteliers to invest heavily
to stand out in an increasingly crowded
field, especially as freestanding buffet restaurants are becoming more numerous
and are competing for the same market
segment.
The Grand Hyatt’s Café has carved
out a niche for itself as a high-end marketplace, says the hotel’s marketing manager, Kelly Kuo. The restaurant is divided
into sections by transparent glass partitions, which “does away with the confusing and cluttered layout of a typical
buffet restaurant,” she says. She adds
that the newly renovated Café offers 10

PhoTo : MATTh EW FULCo
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Additionally, Tan suggests sampling
the black truffle risotto, prepared with
Italian rice cooked al dente with white
wine and chicken stock. It is baked for
eight minutes in order for the rice to further absorb the rich stock, Tan explains.
Finally, the dish is mixed with mushrooms, onion, cream, Parmesan cheese,
and black truffle sauce before being finished with a drizzle of black truffle oil.
One of the biggest draws on the menu
at the Sherwood this fall has been hairy
crab, also known as Chinese mitten crab,
from Jiangsu province’s Yangcheng Lake.
Hairy crab doesn’t have a lot of meat,
but the best ones have rich roe with a
consistency that experts liken to a mixture of duck egg yolk and foie gras.
Male crabs are the first batch to be
in season. The females, with their more
solid roe, ripen later. T he crabs are
cooked alive to order, which is very popular with Asian guests, says Pippen Lin of
the Sherwood.
For Western guests, who are less adept
at extracting the edible parts of the crustaceans, the Sherwood has offered madeto-order crabmeat soft tacos. To best
savor the delicate white meat, go easy on
the fixin’s: A bit of mild salsa, lettuce,
and guacamole are all that’s needed.
At the Regent, the freshness, high
quality, and variety of the seafood –
there are typically 30 dishes available –
are a big draw for customers, says Simon
Wu. “We buy only whole fish, which

PhoT o : MATThEW FULCo

allows us to provide a much larger selection to guests than if we bought individual pieces.”
Salmon, for instance, is typically available as sashimi, nigiri sushi, maki rolls,
made-to-order teppanyaki, or smoked
slices. The heads are even sometimes
served up salt-grilled Japanese style; after
all, the cheek meat is arguably the most
succulent, local gourmands say.
Meanwhile, the Shangri-La’s Far
Eastern Plaza invites guest chefs to feature their signature dishes at its Café

all-day dining restaurant. These quarterly promotions often highlight cuisines
that are not widely available in Taipei.
“The key is to offer guests something different,” says general manager Holman.
For instance, in August, to celebrate
Singapore’s 50th anniversary, veteran Singaporean chef Jimmy Sim presented a
variety of dishes from the city-state over
a 10-day period. During the promotion,
guests had a chance to win round-trip air
tickets to Singapore and complimentary
two-night stays in two of Shangri-La’s
properties there.
I n O c t o b e r, t o c e l e b r a t e Sp a i n’s
National Day, the Far Eastern Plaza
brought in Chef Sergio Garrido Cantero
from five-star resort Hotel Vincci Seleccion Posada del Pati. Chef Sergio cooked
up Spanish delicacies over a nine-day
period including Seafood Paella, Cured
Ham Terrine, Iberian Pork Loin with
Green Apple, and Spanish Stewed Oxtail.
In buffet dining, “you cannot focus
on one market alone,” Holman says,
stressing the importance of having a
“wide variety of fresh, high-quality,
locally sourced foods that cater to different tastes.” Given the minor role of
service in buffet dining compared to a
la carte, “what’s in the buffet does the
talking,” he concludes.

photo : jane chanG
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IN HUALIEN, THE FOOD
oF DreaMs
Dedicated restaurant owners from around the world are
enlivening the culinary scene in this east coast city.
BY IAN BARTHOLOMEW

H

ualien is justly famous for the
glories of Taroko Gorge and the
magnificence of the coast that
looks across the Pacific Ocean, attractions that bring tourists here from all
over Taiwan and overseas. It is Taiwan’s
premier scenic destination, but it also
holds another kind of attraction: it is a
place where people come to make their
dreams a reality.
The nature of this appeal remains
something of a mystery to me, even
though as someone who recently relocated to Hualien to make a new life running a small private dining and B&B
establishment in Shoufeng Township after
more than a decade working as a journalist in Taipei, I have little option but to
vouch for its hold on the imagination.
Despite Hualien’s innumerable attrac22
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tions for the visitor, it has long been short
on culinary options. But this deficiency
has gradually been remedied over the last
few years, not least due to the efforts of a
number of foreign residents who have set
up shop here, offering food ranging from
American barbecue and Tex-Mex to artisanal European breads and homemade
Dutch pancakes.
Some came for work reasons, such as
Grigori Suchok from Belarus, who discovered Hualien while employed as a
dancer at Farglory Ocean Park, Hualien’s biggest theme park. Other simply
came for the lifestyle, taking advantage of
the many outdoor opportunities and the
warmth. These include Canadian Jason
Crawford, who opened Hualien’s first
Tex-Mex restaurant, or Jason Delickta
from Michigan and Benjamin Mercer

pHoto courtesy oF Dos tacos

from Alaska, who do traditional American barbecue. In the case of Adriand
Gertrude Leijenhorst from the Netherlands, the decision to open a restaurant
was part of an ambition to contribute to
a community she had grown to love.
Even for Julia Wang, who grew up
here, Hualien was where she came to
retire with her Japanese husband, seeking
a quiet life amid the mountains and
ocean. After eight years, the quiet got
a bit too much, though, so Wang, who
loved nothing better than whipping up
delicious Japanese food for her family
and friends, opened Pension Imari, a
guesthouse on the Japanese model that
served both breakfast and dinner – initially just for those staying at the guesthouse. But as word quickly spread about
the quality of the food, friends pressed
her to establish an independent restaurant, which opened in 2011.
Five years on, her Dining Imari (86
Zhongyang Road, Section 4, Hualien.
Tel: 03-846 3388) is one of Hualien’s
swankest establishments. Wang remains
enthusiastic about providing an authentic
Japanese dining experience, but she has
also grown weary of the challenges to
doing business in Hualien, ranging from
corrupt local officials demanding free
food to guests’ complaints about high
prices compared to other local eateries.
While Wang is not a professionally trained Japanese chef, she studied
cooking while living in Japan. “With a
Japanese husband, the flavors had to be
authentic,” she told me, recounting her

Hualien

early experience in the kitchen. Now 60,
Wang laments the inability to find trained
staff, and looking to the future of the
business, she has brought in her son to
serve as head chef. He is now in his third
year of intensive training under her tutelage, and Wang herself has completed
an eMBA degree to give the business a
firmer grounding.
“I want to give people the real Japanese experience,” she said, contrasting
Dining Imari with the myriad lowpriced Japanese-style restaurants that are
a mainstay of Hualien City’s culinary
scene. She takes great care with presentation, personally designing the look of
each dish, so as to provide visual as well
has gustatory pleasure.
In recent months, Wang has begun
holding cooking classes based on her published recipe book. “This is a way to connect with local people,” she said, adding
that the classes have all been booked out.
“I can show them that a little attention to
detail in the presentation can make all the
difference to a dish.”
Wang’s desire to express herself
through her food is something shared by
others who have decided to take advantage of the relatively low entry barriers
to opening a food business in Hualien.
Another establishment that aims to stand
out as distinctively “foreign” is Salt Lick,
the barbecue restaurant opened in April
2013 by Delickta and Mercer. Both partners had a background in hospitality,

Jason Delickta (left) and Ben Mercer stand in front of the smoker they designed
and built to create authentic American barbecue. The platter shows that Salt
Lick delivers American-sized portions.
pHotos: ian bartH oLoM ew

Delickta as a chef and Mercer on the
business side, and while teaching English in Taiwan they saw an opportunity to
move from being employees to going into
business for themselves.

Stress on authenticity
P r i o r t o S a l t L i c k, H u a l i e n c e rtainly had other Western restaurants,
but even those – such places as Three
Koalas and Country Mother – had
largely gone native, serving what might
be described as Taiwan-influenced diner
food. Delickta and Mercer aimed to provide an authentic experience of Amer-

pHoto courtesy oF DininG iMari

ican barbeque, even down to the smoker
they designed to provide the right flavor
for such signature dishes as their slowcooked beef brisket. Sticking to their guns
and doing things their own way, Salt Lick
(147 Zhongshan Road, Hualien. Tel:
03-833-2592) has become one of Hualien’s best-recognized names over the last
three years.
Mercer considers that its success is
due to something more than just sound
business strategy. Many would-be restaurateurs are only motivated by the desire to
make money, he says, and they will generally fail. “The origins of your restaurant
should begin with the concept that I want

pHoto : ian bartHoLoMew

Julia Wang and some of the dishes at Dining Imari, where she tries to create an authentic Japanese feel for both the
food and atmosphere.
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Hualien
Jason Crawford’s take on Tex-Mex
with a Chimichanga plate at Dos
Tacos.
pHoto courtesy oF Dos tacos

to do this because I love it. If you have
that passion, then the money will come.”
Mercer has taken pains to establish connections with the local community, using every opportunity to promote
the business with taxi drivers and nearby
shops. But the kind of connection that
he values even more is with the young
people who often find their first job in
hospitality at Salt Lick, opening new possibilities for them that might not otherwise be available.
F o r e i g n-o w n e d r e s t a u r a n t s a r e
even beginning to alter the geography
of Hualien City, with Fuxing Street
becoming known at “foreigner street” (外
國街) due to its growing number of nonChinese food outlets. Amid the Thai,
Korean, and other Asian restaurants,
which blend into this bustling corner
just off the town’s main drag, two stand
out: Dos Tacos, a Tex-Mex joint run by
former English teacher Crawford, and
Suchok’s Russian restaurant, Kali Laska.
Grigori Suchok in front of a wall
hand-painted with a map of Belarus.
Kali Laska provides home-style Russian meals.
pHotos: ian bartHoLoMew
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Suchok decided to shift from working
as a performer to the more settled life as
the chef/owner of Kali Laska so he could
spend more time with his family. “When
I first started, it was really stressful since
I didn’t know anything about running
a restaurant,” he recalls. Kali Laska (54
Datong St, Hualien. Tel: 0963-413744)
has now been running out of a converted garage for seven years, with good
response from both locals and visitors.
Kali Laska is small and homey, with

much of the interior and exterior renovation done by Suchok himself. Its appeal
is partly the unusual food, which Suchok
says is exactly how he would make it
back in Belarus, where he learned to
cook. Adding to the sense of the exotic,
Suchok runs the restaurant with a
strongly hands-on approach, perhaps due
to his background as a performer. “When
people come here, it is half for the Russian food, but also half for the Russian
boss,” he said. “They want to see me; I
want to cook for them.”
This aspect was echoed by Mercer,
who makes it a point that either he or
Delicta is present during food service.
“When you eat at an American restaurant, it’s nice to see an American there. If
I went to a Japanese restaurant, I would
love to see a Japanese guy there making
the food.”
I spoke with Suchok on a Friday
morning before business kicked off, as
he and Crawford sat outside Dos Tacos
smoking and chewing betel nut over
their morning coffee. Local delivery guys
would give them a friendly shout, and
the otherwise rather subdued atmosphere
of a Hualien side street was clearly being
energized by their presence.
Dos Tacos, which has been running for
three years, recently moved to the current
more spacious address (92 Fuxing Road,
Hualien. Tel: 03-831-1733). Crawford
says that business – open at lunchtime

Hualien
only – has become increasingly steady, as
the restaurant’s reputation in this relatively small town has grown, and a local
prejudice that Mexican food would be too
spicy has gradually been overcome. He is
developing new dishes using local produce
such as fish tacos made from mahi-mahi
caught off the east coast.

Unwavering dedication
Operations such as Crawford’s and
Suchok’s enliven the culinary scene in
Hualien’s downtown, and they have
undertaken some cross promotions with
new hotels and hostels nearby. Others
who have set up in Hualien have a more
personalized agenda, striking out on their
own, indifferent to the demands of the
market, but showing by their success that
in a small place like Hualien, they can
influence taste by an unwavering dedication to what they love best.
Konstantin Weicht, from Austria, came
to Hualien to be with his wife’s family
who live in Hualien, and an initial interest
in baking led to a more solid commitment to food production. “At first we
were giving away bread, and that’s where
the business started out,” Weicht said on
a busy afternoon as he worked his brick
kiln at iOven (No. 45, Lane 315, Linsen
Road, Hualien. Tel: 03-832-6656, Chinese; 0978299057, German and English),
stocking up even as customers began to
drift in to pick up a fresh loaf.
Weicht was not a professional baker,
but he has used his skills as an academic
(he was an assistant professor in the
Institute of Human Resources Manage-

ment back in Austria) to research woodfired bakeries and breadmaking. He laid
the first bricks for the kiln back in 2014
and now bakes bread, pizza, and cakes
three days a week. If the tourism website Tripadvisor is to be trusted, he has
rapidly risen to the top of the charts for
restaurants in Hualien despite the limited opening hours (Friday, Saturday, and
Sunday, 3 p.m. to 9 p.m.).
The reason for this success, according
t o We i c h t, i s a l l a b o u t p r o v i d i n g
authentic European-style bread. And it
is not just about using the best ingredients (iOven uses imported German flour
for a more authentic European taste), but
a commitment to providing something
unique. Weicht started baking in Hualien
because he didn’t like the bread here,
and he has not felt any need to pander to
local tastes.
For Weicht, iOven is a lifestyle choice
as much as a business. It is about doing
it himself, from building the oven, to
sourcing and chopping the wood, to
working the kiln to bake the bread. As
with Suchok, working in a small food
business allows him to spend more time
with his family, and Hualien’s culinary
scene is enriched by his efforts.
Idealism goes one step further with
Jany’s Pancake House, located in the
depths of Hualien’s harbor district (124
Dongxing 1st Street, Hualien. Tel: 0984246216). Here Leijenhorst serves up traditional Dutch-style pancakes. The business is her excuse to live in Hualien, a
place she fell in love with during her
travels, and a way for her to engage with
the community and give them a window
onto a wider world.
To set up this business, Leijenhorst,
formerly a mechanical engineer in Holland, learned Chinese, studied under a
professional pancake chef (she even has
the diploma to prove it), and designed her
own specialist hob for her kitchen. She
has made the restaurant fully accessible
for the disabled, even installing an elevator between the first and second floor
dining areas. There is a strong message
of inclusiveness about her venture, which

Konstantine Weicht works the stone
oven himself, taking a hands-on attitude to making his artisanal loaves.
pHoto : ia n bartHoLoMew

even includes the beginnings of a library
that people can contribute to.
“There are lots of stories around
Dutch pancakes,” Leijenhorst told me.
When I visited, which happened to be
on the Feast of Saint Nicolas, she was
ready to provide guests with an introduction to the festival, had gifts of traditional
Dutch sweets on hand, and had arranged
for a friend to dress up as Black Pete, the
helper of Saint Nicolas, to build up the
festive spirit.
The owners of these and other small
businesses – focused on something they
love and willing to do their best to overcome cultural hurdles – are finding their
own way to make something distinctive.
For at least several of them, the effort is
beginning to pay off. Mercer talks about
expansion plans for Salt Lick, and both
Crawford and Weicht have received
expressions of interest from would-be
franchisees.
Whatever happens next will be a
whole new story, but for the moment
these local amateur restaurateurs are
working hard to build their own dreams
in Hualien.

At Jany's Pancake House, Adriand Gertrude Leijenhorst makes one of her creations on the pancake stove she designed herself.
pHoto ; ian bartHoLoMew
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FroM yiLan:
a cuLinary Quartet

photo : Li c heng -shu

Long-time Topics contributor, Lonely Planet writer, and allaround travel geek joshua samuel brown returns from a trip
to yilan with four food-themed vignettes.

Yuanshan Township:
Taiwan’s Best Chicken
Vegetarians can’t comprehend the
visceral, savage joy of ripping apart a
roasted bird with their bare hands, and
this is one of several reasons they (and
their more diet-restricted vegan brethren)
should give Old Mamma’s Barrel Chicken
a wide berth. If the powerful aroma
of roasting bird isn’t clue enough that
Mama’s is geared towards carnivores,
then the haunches of smoked pig hanging
from the eaves of the outdoor kitchen
should provide the final tipoff.
Old Mama’s is part of a growing trend
in Yilan, the cross-pollination between
agriculture (long the county’s lifeblood)
and tourism. Agritoursim is increasingly
big business in the county, and nowhere
is the trend more visible than at the Jhentoushan Agricultural Leisure Area, a collection of attractions flanked by rice paddies and cloud-shrouded mountains just a
few kilometers to the west of Yilan city.
All of these agricultural leisure
areas have restaurants featuring traditional Yilan dishes like xilurou (a sort of
chop suey concoction often made with
chunks of fish, bok choy, mushrooms,
and chicken or other meat, usually with
a scrambled egg on top to obscure the
dish’s ad hoc nature) and sliced sugarcane-smoked duck (almost impossible
to find outside of Yilan County). But for
authenticity, Old Mama’s is the best of
these farm-to-plate eateries.
The restaurant is easy to spot: A dozen
or so clay pots (filled with fermenting soy

BY Joshua samuel Brown

photo : Li c heng -shu
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paste, Mama’s secret recipe) line the side
of a restored farmhouse, and a row of
smoking metal drums (usually cooking
chickens) stands out front. The hams
hanging from eaves close to the drums
are used in various dishes, but it’s Old
Mama’s signature chicken that brings
diners from around the island to dine in
bucolic splendor.
And what chicken indeed, served
piping hot, juices practically erupting
with the first tearing of the birds’ perfectly crisped skin. It should be noted
t h a t b a r e-h a n d e d s a v a g e r y i s n o t
expected. The restaurant provides thin
plastic gloves – a pair for each diner
arrives alongside the chicken, a basket
of salad greens and mixed raw vegetables, another basket with soft bread, and
a dish filled with a thick, aromatic soy
paste. The ingredients are then combined
to make personalized sandwiches. Fans
of the fashionable paleo diet (or those
eschewing gluten for personal reasons)
can ditch the bread and wrap the chicken
in the greens. Carnivorous deliciousness!
Rustic-style chicken is popular around
Taiwan, and nearby Jiaoxi has several such places along the main road.
But what separates the chicken at Old
Mama’s from the competitors is twofold.
First, her chicken is cooked quickly in
the high, dry heat of the metal barrels up
front, making the skin especially crisp and
the meat particularly juicy. And second,
the secret sauce is out of this world, fermented for six months in the huge clay
pots that line the restaurant’s side.
The sauce is available for sale, and

photo : Li cheng -shu

a jar of Old Mama’s Handmade Soy
Sauce makes a good gift for friends who
couldn’t make the trip – or for vegetarians
who chose to give Old Mama’s a miss.

photo : Li c heng -shu

Old Mamma’s Barrel Chicken
老媽媽桶仔雞
68 Pocheng Road, Zhenshan Village,
Yuanshan Township, Yilan County
宜蘭縣員山鄉枕山村坡城路68號
Tel: (03) 922-6639

Dong Yue: Tribal Cuisine
“Roasted wild mountain pig? Not
today, I’m afraid.”
Yo Gan delivered the news to me
gently. He sensed rightly that my desire
to eat the dish played a large part in what
had compelled me to brave bad weather
– a typhoon was threatening to hit from
the east, making travel along the SuaoHualien highway a dubious prospect –
to accept an invitation to dine with the
Atayal people of Dong Yue village.
I’d eaten true wild-caught mountain
pig only once, when some tribal neighbors in my then-home of New Flower
Garden City in what was then Taipei
County had joined their relatives on a
trapping expedition deep in the mountains past Wulai. The trip a success,
the extended clan returned to roast the
beast on a spit in back of the building
we shared. Though it was over a decade

ago, I still remember the sound of crackling fat, the taste of crispy skin, and the
succulent meat. I especially remember the
way the men spoke of the expedition, of
the pride they felt in having used traditional methods to trap, kill, and finally
cook the animal.
But that was many years ago. Now
Yo Gan and I walked through the rain
to the semi-enclosed dining area where a
long table was being set for the feast that
was to begin shortly. My own presence
there was an afterthought. The important
guests were a large group of tourists from
Guangzhou, who had paid big money to
experience genuine Taiwanese aboriginal
tradition, and perhaps some archery if
there was a break in the rain. This scene,
of course, was something that would
have seemed unthinkable to my neighbors 15 years past.
I walked into the kitchen and watched
the ladies of the village prepare the meal.
Even without wild boar, the meal would
be one to remember. Giant snails had
been harvested from the river and braised
with soy sauce. Chunks of river fish had
been smoked and sautéed with wild harvested peppers. There were other dishes
as well, including one of okra, onions,
and pork. Another traditional dish,
jutongfan, would be prepared by the
guests themselves, who would be invited
to cut bamboo stalks and stuff them
with rice before the meal began, so that
that each guest’s stalk could be steamed
during the feast.
A few minutes after I arrived, the
tour bus came, and two dozen Chinese

photo : Li cheng -shu
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bers of the tribe set up archery equipment. Cheng Shu suggested we head
north before the weather turned bad
again. As we headed out, Yo Gan waved
and called to me.
“See you next time. We’ll eat some
roasted wild pig together.”
To arrange a visit and a meal with the
Atayal Tribe of Dong Yue Village, send
an email in Chinese to the local sustainable development council (多必優原住
民永續發展協會) at anger1209@yahoo.
com.tw or telephone 03-998-6399.

Giant river snails and rice being mashed before steaming in bamboo.
photos: Li c heng -shu

guests were welcomed with tribal music
coming from a boom-box. After putting
on my gifted tribal headband along with
the rest of the group, I began packing my
bamboo stalk with rice. Soon we were
all sucking snails from their shells, eating
smoked fish and peppers by the chopstick-ful, and eating the okra, onions, and
pork dish. Everyone was friendly enough,
but I couldn’t banish the idea that I
was, on some level, taking part in egregious cultural appropriation. The travelers from China seemed as interested
in taking pictures of me as they were of
our hosts, and by the middle of the meal
I was sitting alone with Yo Gan and
Cheng-shu, the photographer from Yilan
City who had braved the weather to drive
us to Dong Yue.
I asked Yo Gan why they hadn’t used
wild mountain pig for the pork dish.
“Not a lot of Atayal people know how
to trap a wild mountain pig anymore,”
he replied. “I do, but few of my people
under 30 have the skills anymore,” he
said, before adding optimistically: “But I
think the skill will come back.”
“Why do you think so?” I asked.
“Tourism,” he answered. “It gives the
younger generation a reason to study traditional ways. Ten years ago Atayal teenagers left the villages to get jobs in cities.
No way to make money at home.”
Yo Gan gestured at the guests getting
28
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ready to remove their jutongfan from the
steaming pot.
“Nowadays there’s practical financial incentive to learn how to make traditional dishes like jutongfan, to perform tribal songs and dances. Eventually,
I think, the younger generation will also
want to relearn more difficult skills.”
“Like trapping wild pigs?” I asked.
“Exactly,” he said.
The meal over and the rain having let
up, the group from Guangzhou walked
onto the muddy field while a few mem-

Yilan City: The Culinary
Artist
Chen Chao-lin is an artist and food
is his medium of choice. His restaurant,
Du Hsiao Yue, is considered by many
the finest in Yilan City, and some rank
it among the best restaurants in Taiwan.
But the flavor of his culinary creations
is but one reason people make the trek
from Taipei (not a city lacking excellent
eateries).
Style and presentation are another
reason. But we’ll talk flavor first.
Yilan is known for seafood, so the
wise diner should chose sashimi as a
first course. Chen serves nothing but the
freshest fish, presented in such a way
as to bring out the color of each indi-

At Du Hsiao Yue, a first course of sashimi uses the very freshest local ingredients, colorfully presented.
photo : t obie openshaw

Yilan
Rack of lamb is one of the specialties
at Du Hsiao Yue.
photo : tobie openshaw

next to a plate of minced pork cakes, a
bamboo-shoot swordsman in battle next
to a dish of stewed carp with bamboo
shoots, and so forth.
An elaborate dinner at Du Hsiao Yue
is (obviously) not cheap, and budget-conscious travelers are better off heading to
nearby Jiaoxi for seafood, or even to the
Luodong night market. Great food for all
budgets can be found all around Yilan,
but art – especially the edible variety –
comes at a price.
Du Hsiao Yueh
渡小月餐廳
58 Fuxing Road, Section 3, Yilan City.
宜蘭市復興路3段58號
Tel: 03-931-3688

Loudong: A Night Market
Paradox

photo : t obie openshaw

vidual slice. Though there’s nothing particularly “signature” about this sashimi,
Chen strives to use nothing in any of his
dishes that isn’t local, and incorporates
locally grown or caught ingredients in
every dish.
As the meal progresses, more dishes
come out, each one progressively more
Du Hsiao Yue signature items. A grilled
saltwater fish garnished with wasabi. A
small dish for each diner containing a
bacon-wrapped scallop. A plate of cherry-marinated duck drizzled lightly with
caviar sauce. After this, perhaps Chen’s
most famous dish, Gaojha.
About the size and shape of a block
of supermarket tofu, Gaojha is nothing
so simple. The dish is made from minced
chicken, shrimp, and pork shaped into a
cake and lightly fried, resulting in an item
crisp on the outside and moist, sponge-

cake soft on the inside. The flavor is
exquisite, delicate, and more complex
than any of its individual components.
But again, flavor is only one component in Chen Chao-lin’s culinary artistry. His skill with a knife is another,
and Chen is almost as well known for his
carving skills as he is for his cooking.
In 2008, he earned a gold medal in
food presentation for turning a winter
melon into an elaborate, three dimensional nautical scene featuring a Chinese
junk sailing over the waves.
Armed with a knife and a carrot, he
can create a fiercely lifelike (albeit still carrot-colored) dragon in under 10 minutes.
Chef Chen’s skills are recorded in a
book displaying his culinary and sculptural creations side-by side, with each
page featuring a dish next to an edible
carving There is a carrot phoenix in flight

Yi l a n C o u n t y’s L u o d o n g N i g h t
market isn’t the biggest such market in
Taiwan, but it’s one of the best known,
justly revered as a great place to eat
night market food of all sorts. I’d come
looking for one dish in particular, a dish
peculiar to Luodong – a dish which, by
definition, should not exist: Odorless
Stinky Tofu.
I’l l a s s u m e T O P I C S r e a d e r s a r e
familiar with the Taiwan night-market
staple chou doufu and that, love it or
hate it, the dish itself needs no introduction. But how can a food that has
“stinky” in its name come in a scentfree variety? It was enough to boggle the
mind, like sugar-free cotton candy. I’d
been tipped off by a friend who told me
she’d heard tale of the stuff being sold at
the market in Luodong. I was intrigued
by the paradox.
Arriving just after dusk on a Monday,
I realized quickly that the usual method
of detecting the presence of stinky tofu
wasn’t going to work with this version,
and that more subtle detective work
would be called for. And as all forms
of work (save meditation) are made
more difficult by an empty stomach, it
taiwan business topics • january 2016
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seemed prudent to first have a few other
Luodong market specialties.
Six fist-sized oysters, grilled in their
shells over hot coals and served piping
hot were a perfect investigator’s appetizer. These I washed down with a cup of
warm sugar-cane juice, mixed with ginger
(to cleanse the kidneys – one can’t be too
careful with seafood post-Fukushima).
Continuing through the crowded market,
I was tempted to make a second snack
of some deep-fried squid, in honor of
that most noble of sea creatures who call
the waters off Yilan home, when I found
myself looking at a cart selling something
I’d never seen at a night market before.
They were a cross between a dumpling and an egg-roll, each the size of a
baby’s head, and still opened like presents waiting to be sealed, allowing a full
view of the ingredients within: vegetables,
shrimp, oysters, and an egg yolk. I asked
the girl behind the counter how they were
cooked and she pointed to a large wok
filled with bubbling oil.
Deep fried! Who could pass such a
thing up? I ordered two.
They were crispy, delicious, and awakened memories of childhood egg-rolls.
But I was quickly running out of stomach
space and no closer to finding the elusive
dish that had brought me to Luodong.
Reluctant to ask around for “the cart
selling stinky tofu that doesn’t stink,” I
resorted to the skill that got me into travel
30
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writing in the first place: Wandering.
By luck or providence, 30 minutes
(and some candied crabapples) later, I
stumbled across a cart with a sign that
read “Stinky Tofu to make your mouth
water.” I took a tentative sniff, detecting
nothing of the normally pungent odor –
a cross between fine camembert and dirty
gym socks – that normally surrounds
such carts.
The cart’s proprietress and presumed
chef was used to skeptical customers.
She handed me a sample. “All taste, no
smell,” she assured me. The tofu had no
more aroma than supermarket tofu, but
when I popped it into my mouth the pungency came rushing at me.
“This is fantastic,” I said enthusiastically. “It tastes just like chou doufu!”
“It is chou doufu,” she replied.
“But it doesn’t smell!”
“Exactly!” She pointed at her sign.
“You buying or not?”
I p l u n k e d a 50 N T c o i n o n t h e
counter, and the tofu lady filled up a
paper cup with cubes of her scentless
stinky tofu.
“So...how do you make this stuff?” I
asked between mouthfuls.
“Shi wo mi mi…It’s my secret.”
I understood completely. Unless she
was soaking it in cyanide and frying it in
diesel, her tofu couldn’t be much more
dubious health-wise than your average
night-market chou doufu, and wise

indeed is the night-market chef to keep
her secrets in Taiwan’s highly competitive street-food world. I finished the tofu
and wished the chef well in cornering
what I could only presume would be a
lucrative market.
Less than a month later I was mildly
saddened (but not surprised) to get a
message from another friend telling me
a restaurant in Taipei had just started
selling their own version of odor-free
stinky tofu. The Taipei restaurant was
calling its product “Yilan-style Chou
Doufu.” I like to think that this was a
nod to the lady in Luodong.
The Luodong Night Market is located off
Gongyuan Road in Luodong Township,
Yilan County.

— Joshua Samuel Brown is the
author of 13 Lonely Planet guides and
a regular contributor to Lonely Planet’s
annual “World’s Best Food” series. His
two books of short stories, Vignettes of
Taiwan and How Not to Avoid Jet Lag
and other tales of travel madness are
available at Amazon and elsewhere.
Follow him online at
www.josambro.com,
twitter @josambro.
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GREEN AND SAFE NOW HAS ORGANIC
GROCERY STORES WITH A TWIST

M

any of Taiwan’s moms are
hard-working professionals who struggle to find time
to ensure that their families eat healthy,
nutritious meals. Green and Safe
has therefore made home delivery of
organic fresh and prepared foods available to families around Taipei, often
including recipe ideas on how to use
the delivered groceries. Since Green and
Safe also recognizes that many mothers
lack a lot of experience in the kitchen, it
has operators on standby to guide them
through the cooking process. As more
and more customers come to appreciate the safety and convenience of the
service, Green and Safe has been growing steadily.
With its newly established chain of
combination organic grocery stores,
cafés, and open kitchens, Green and Safe
is seeking to introduce a new concept to
Taiwan, bringing together three important elements in life: food, health, and
friendship. The first two branches were
opened last month, one on Renai Road,
Section 4, and other on Zhongshan
North Road, Section 6 in Tianmu.
Ho Yi-zhen, CEO of Green and
Safe, sees these shops not just as
grocery stores (where shoppers can
also try the food), but as a haven for
working mothers. “Because most working women are very stressed out with
work, kids, and family, many of them
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need a place to rest between work and
home – somewhere where they can
learn how to cook new dishes and hang
out with their friends in the neighborhood,” she explains.
A selection of both imported and
freshly prepared organic food greets the
consumer upon arrival: cheeses from
Europe, chili sauce from aboriginal
villages in Taiwan, even organic chips,
to be eaten with salsa freshly made from
tomatoes, lime, cilantro, and onions,
also available at Green and Safe.
Ho believes many customers will
appreciate the ease and convenience
of being able to stop by the store to
pick up just one or two items, or alternatively Green and Safe will provide
home delivery.
What really sets Green and Safe
apart, though, is that each store features
a fully functional Electrolux kitchen
– “Just like your home kitchen but
a really nice one,” says Ho – that is
available for shoppers to try out their
recipes. The idea for the kitchen stems
from Ho’s awareness that the art of
local home-cooking has often not been
passed down to the younger generations. At the kitchen installed in the
Green and Safe shops, people can stop
by and try out cooking techniques and
recipes. There will even be a chef on
hand from 3 to 4 p.m. daily to teach
simple recipes that busy moms can then

try at home. The emphasis will be on
food that is “very easy, practical, delicious, and looks good,” says Ho.
Green and Safe also features a big
wooden table adjacent to the kitchen,
so shoppers can “invite friends for
cooking parties and share their food.”
A vital consideration for Green and
Safe is the desire to establish a close
relationship with its customers. “Most
women are usually very price-driven
when grocery shopping,” observes Ho.
“But once they actually try the food,
they will be able to tell the difference in
quality among ingredients.” The café
and open kitchen give Green and Safe
the opportunity to properly introduce
itself and its products to shoppers.
In terms of the level of service
provided, the Green and Safe outlets
are reminiscent of the small neighborhood grocery stores that used to be so
common in Taipei. Whether customers
rely on the call center for instructions over the phone or ask the staff
members in the grocery stores, help is
available regarding recipes and cooking
techniques. At the stores, in addition,
samples of the latest seasonal vegetable
or fish are offered once an hour.
Equally crucial is that the customer
knows just where the food is from.
Green and Safe is at the center of a
network of independent, small farmers – all certified organic (or if raising
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will include a small restaurant seating
30 people, whereas in China, the restaurant seats 350. “China likes everything
grand scale,” observes Ho.
That each shop is located next to
a SinoPac Bank branch is not mere
happenstance. Green and Safe and
SinoPac Bank share the same parent,
the Yuen Foong Yu (YFY) Group. The
group has been engaged in many businesses that encourage the adoption of
more sustainable lifestyles.

These enterprises include the
acclaimed Mountain and Sea House,
Ta i p e i ’s o n l y r e s t a u r a n t o f f e r i n g
authentic, classical Taiwanese dishes
that are all organic, as well as the
Qimin Hotpot restaurant chain, known
for the high quality of its ingredients
and the reasonable prices for both its
organic food offerings.
Green and Safe is also preparing
to open a children’s restaurant at the
Hsin Yi Foundation. Started by the
YFY group, it is the only foundation in
Taiwan dedicated to the study of preschool education. The restaurant will
be called Farm Table, and is expected
to open during the Chinese New Year
period. It will specialize in the simple
yet charming food enjoyed by farmers
and fishermen, but recognizing that kids
can be finicky eaters, the menu will also
offer such favorites as cheeseburgers and
fries, though organic and high quality.

livestock, for which no certification
standards exist, they are pledged
organic) – located throughout Taiwan.
As a result, Green and Safe can provide
assurance that its products are as
o r g a n i c a n d s a f e a s p r o m i s e d . To
further bolster this promise, Green and
Safe is inviting its organic farmers and
the fisherman responsible for the wildcaught fish on its store shelves to come
to meet with customers, introducing
themselves and their experiences.
Growing food organically takes
more work and knowledge than
conventional farming, and Green and
Safe works closely with its suppliers
to ensure that they are able to produce
enough to create a sustainable farm.
The idea for the combination
organic grocery stores and cafés is
new to Taiwan, but Green and Safe
had already introduced the concept
in several locations in China. A major
difference is the scale of the units. In
Taiwan, Green and Safe grocery stores
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at Ximen (the “West Gate” of the old
walled city) and the venerable Longshan
Temple. We begin our tour at Ximen,
and gradually walk southwest toward the
Longshan area, providing affordable food
and drink suggestions along the way.
Inside the Ximen MRT Station is a
helpful Visitor Information Center, where
you can obtain a free map of Bangka. To
help the reader navigate, we’ve also provided our own maps on these pages.

Zhongshan Hall

IN BANGKA, GOING
BACK IN TIME
Treat yourself to a walking – and eating – tour through
one of Taipei’s oldest districts.
story By sCott WEAVEr

I

photos By ChrIs stoWErs

n one Taipei’s oldest neighborhoods
– the Wanhua district in the southwestern portion of the city – one can
experience foods, drinks, and aromas
that reflect both traditional and modern
Taipei. The area, formerly known as
Bangka (艋舺), an aboriginal word for
canoe, was the original settlement – along
the shores of the Tamsui River – of what
eventually became Taipei City. The Japanese kept the “B angka” sound and
called the district 萬華, meaning “10,000
34
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flowers.” In Mandarin Chinese, this
became “Wanhua.”
These days the old name of Bangka
(also referred to variously as Mangka,
Mongka, Monga and Mengjia) has made
a comeback, and is emerging from an
image focused on snake blood and a redlight district to take on one dominated by
historic lanes, old temples, and the vibrant
youth culture of the Ximending area.
The bulk of the things to see and
taste in Wanhua are near the MRT stops

Zhongshan Hall (中山堂); 98 YanPing
South Road (延平南路98號), near Exit 5
of the Ximen MRT station. The building
sits just outside of Bangka’s limits, but is
definitely worth including in a trip to the
district. It’s a little difficult to find these
days, though, as it’s surrounded by larger
buildings. As you come out of Exit 5, go
straight in the lane between the Taipei
Chinese Orchestra building and the PartyWorld building. You will soon spot
Zhongshan Hall (named after the honorific for Sun Yat-sen), its courtyard, and a
variety of statues.
Completed in 1936 during the Japanese colonial era, the Hall was once
one of the most famous structures in
Taipei, and after significant effort, it has
now been reborn. The green tiling on
the upper portions of the Hall, and the
scoring of these tiles, was designed to
make the building less visible to enemy
bombers. In 1945, the Hall was where
Chiang Kai-shek’s emissary accepted the
surrender of the Japanese forces on behalf
of the Allies, and in 1954 it was the site
of the signing of the U.S.-Taiwan Mutual
Defense Treaty. In that period it was used
as the seat of the National Assembly and
for receptions honoring visiting foreign
dignitaries.
These days, it is an active venue for
musical performances, lectures, and
exhibits. From a wine and dine perspective, the two main highlights are a Japanese teahouse and a coffee shop. It also
has a Western-style restaurant.
The Tea House (茶坊); ZhongShan
Hall, 3rd Floor. This Zen-infused teahouse contains many display cases related
to tea, giving it the feel of a museum. The
atmosphere, including pleasant Asian

bangka

music in the background, makes it an
excellent place to relax on your own or
chat with friends.
The Tea House winds through a significant portion of the third floor. The
minimum charge per person to enjoy tea
and snacks in one of the interior rooms is
NT$350, or NT$250 per person at one of
the tables in the external area. We ordered
a very nice Wenshan Baozhong (文山包
種) tea from Pinglin. The staff helped us
along, pointing out the finer elements of
preparing and drinking tea. We supplemented the tea with a tangy side order of
lemony kumquats (檸檬金桔). The shop
offers teas from many regions of Taiwan,

as well as other places.
Le Promenoir Coffee (迴廊); ZhongShan Hall, 4th Floor. This charming
coffee shop, marked by marvelous sights
and smells, was relaunched in September
2015 with a new name and ownership.
Previously it was known as Director
Tsai’s Café Galerie. Customers are welcomed by lighted siphons steaming away.
From the selection of coffees from all
over the world, we ordered and enjoyed
the Kenyan coffee. From one table, you
can look down YanPing South Road and
see the North Gate (Beimen) in the distance. While pleasant jazz music can usually be heard in the background, a piano
in front testifies that on occasion the
shop also presents live musical performances.
The Fortress Café (堡壘咖啡); ZhongShan Hall, 2nd Floor. At this Westernstyle restaurant, the prices can be quite
high, with a set dinner from the rather
limited menu easily costing NT$1,0002,000. The lunch prices are somewhat
more economical. The setting exudes oldstyle elegance. On request, the staff can
take you through the restaurant to doors
leading to an outdoor terrace. A plaque
indicates the spot from which Chiang

Kai-Shek delivered several of his major
presidential speeches.
From Zhongshan Hall we cross
ZhongHua Road and go to Exit 6 of
the Ximen MRT station. You are then
facing several spokes that converge at
the station. On this tour we’ll head first
for places to eat, return and go left for
a little history, and then proceed down
ChengDu Street for some coffee.

Ximending
From the Ximen MRT, bear toward
the right and go through the Ximending
arch, which puts you on HanZhong
Street, a pedestrian zone that bustles with
shops and eateries. Take a right at EMei
Street, the first intersection you’ll come
to, for a quick meal or snack.
Ay-Chung Flour-Rice Noodle (阿宗
麵線); 8-1 EMei Street (峨眉街8之1號).
This shop is easy to spot, as you’ll see lots
of people standing, leaning, and sitting
outside enjoying the popular main dish –
rice vermicelli in a tasty broth. There is
no indoor seating, so you’ll likely end up
standing with everyone else. The dish is
a relatively simple combination of broth,
“glass noodles,” and a sprig of herb. You
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Zhongshan Hall 延平南路98號
Ay-Chung Flour-Rice Noodle 峨眉街8之1號
Pen Land Coffee Shop 中華路一段144號
Da Che Lun 峨眉街53號
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Three Brothers and Sisters 漢中街23號
The Red House 成都路10號
Fong Da Coffee 成都路42號
Tianhou Temple 成都路51號
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bangka
suddenly seem to expand in all directions
as you walk through the front gate.
It’s now time to move southwest
toward the Longshan Temple. Although
you can return to the Ximen MRT and
take it one stop to Longshan station,
you’ll see more of Bangka if you walk to
the Longshan area.

Longshan Temple Area

eat it with a spoon, which takes some
practice. A large bowl costs only NT$65,
but you may wish to opt for a small bowl
if you think your arm might tire from
holding the noodles while you eat.
Pen Land Coffee Shop (半島咖啡);
144 ZhongHua Road, Sec. 1 (中華路
一段144號). Just down the block from
the noodle shop, stop here for a cool
hazelnut milk tea that costs only NT$40.
If space is available and you ask nicely
and order a drink, you can probably
bring in your bowl of noodles and sit
down to finish them there. They may
ask you to discard the disposable noodle
bowl in the street-side trash container
when you’ve finished.
After downing the noodles, retrace
your steps and continue on EMei Street
in the opposite direction.
Here you’ll find Da Che Lun (大車
輪); 53 EMei Street (峨眉街53號), a popular Japanese restaurant with the added
attraction of a model train that circles the
center counter, delivering ordered items
to patrons. Appropriately, Da Che Lun
means “big wheel.” Order a Japanesestyle lunchbox, which provides a main
dish, rice, and side dishes, and supplement it with other options from the train.
The total generally costs under NT$300.
Now it’s time for a little dessert.
Retrace your steps to HanZhong Street
and take a left.
Three Brothers and Sisters (三兄妹冰
品店); 23 HanZhong Street (漢中街23
號). As you walk down HanZhong Street
from EMei, you’ll see lots of different
eateries and snack shops. Shaved ice is
one of the favorite Taiwanese desserts,
and Bangka is overflowing with varia36
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tions on this theme. One friendly and
large shop that provides many options is
Three Brothers and Sisters. We chose the
strawberry version. It’s large enough for
two people and costs only NT$120.
With our belly full, we return down
HanZhong Road to Ximen MRT Exit
6. As you face Ximending, in a plaza on
your left is an attractive octagonal red
brick structure – the Red House.
T h e R e d H o u s e (西門紅樓); 1 0
ChengDu Road (成都路10號). Built by
the Japanese, the Red House was Taiwan’s first public market. Today it houses
a theater on the second floor and a
variety of exhibits, as well as a teahouse.
The Red House is also the center of a
vibrant youth and performance art culture that extends throughout the lively
Ximending area.
After reading the plaques to learn
more of the history of Ximending and the
Red House, it’s time for some refreshing
coffee. If you head left on ChengDu Road
from the Red House, the aroma of coffee
will accompany you until you reach
Fong Da Coffee (蜂大咖啡); 42 ChengDu
Road (成都路42號). One of the oldest,
best-known, and most popular coffee
shops in Ximending, Fong Da was established in 1956. As you sit, surrounded by
syphons and dripping coffee all around,
the smells are heavenly. You can purchase
a few tasty cookies and other treats at
the entrance, and then take these into the
store to enjoy with your coffee.
Opposite Fong Da Coffee is one of the
hidden jewels of Ximending, the Tianhou
Temple (天后宮), located at 51 ChengDu
Road (成都路51號). Although its entrance
is rather small, the space and the temple

Taking the latter option, we walk
west down ChengDu Street from the
coffee shop and then take a left onto
KangDing Street.
Bangka Qingshui Temple (艋舺清
水巖); 81 KangDing Road (康定路81
號). This historic temple – on KangDing
Street between ChangSha Street and GuiYang Street – was originally built in
1787. Burned down in 1853 during the
inter-clan “Ding-Xia Feud,” it was rebuilt
in 1867, and the main hall has changed
little since then. Set back a bit from the
road, the temple offers a quiet place for
contemplation.
From the Qingshui Temple, go west
on GuiYang Street. The street seems
to age as one proceeds until it reaches
another of Bangka’s beautiful and historic temples – the Qingshan Temple.
Bangka Qingshan Temple (艋舺青
山宮); 218 GuiYang Street, Sec. 2 (貴
陽街二段218號). Established in 1856,
this temple is larger than the Qingshui
Temple, has a beautiful interior, and
is attractively lit up at night. Continue
west on GuiYang Street, and in about 50
meters you’ll arrive at the northern end
of one of the most famous and infamous
streets in Taiwan, HuaXi Street (aka
Snake Alley).
Take a left on HuaXi Street. This
area was once a main tourist draw, featuring snake blood soup and a red-light
district. It’s rather sanitized these days,
and has lost some of its luster, but it still
features a broad range of eateries. One
of the best-known is Tainan Tan-tsumien (台南擔仔麵); 31 HuaXi Street (華
西街31號). Established in 1958, this is
a well-known seafood shop, but it’s not
cheap, with a standard set course costing
NT$1,900 per person.
HuaXi Street empties into GuangZ h o u S t r e e t, w h i c h i s a l s o a n i g h t
market. Take a left on GuangZhou Street

bangka
to go to Longshan Temple. Before you
arrive, you’ll see XiYuan Road, Sec. 1 (西
園路一段), which hosts a large number of
shops selling Buddhist items.
Bangka Longshan Temple (艋舺龍山
寺); 211 GuangZhou Street (廣州街211
號). Built in 1738, this remains one of the
most impressive and popular temples in
Taiwan. It was rebuilt in the mid-1920s
and was repaired again after a June 1945
bombing raid. The temple is often bustling with people, and provides a fascinating array of sights, sounds, and smells.
Ji Yuan Vegetarian Eatery (吉緣素食);
No. 15, Lane 109, HePing West Road,
Sec. 3 (和平西路三段109巷15號). Try this
simple and tasty restaurant near Longshan Temple. If you’re walking east on
GuangZhou Street, go just past Longshan
Temple and Lane 109 is on your right.

It’s near Exit 1 of the Longshan MRT
and across from Bangka Park (艋舺公園),
which is just south of Longshan Temple.
A bowl of assorted noodles (什錦麵)
is a good starting point and includes lots
of vegetables. To this you can add yummy
side dishes. A meal of noodles, fried
tofu, and sliced bamboo shoots costs just
NT$105. It’s the vegetarian equivalent of
“chicken soup for the soul.” Beverages
can be brought in from outside.
From the restaurant, go north on Lane
109 back toward GuangZhou Street. On
the way, you’ll pass a Taiwanese-style
snack shop on the corner of Lane 109
and SanShui Street (三水街). Continue
down Lane 109 and then turn right for
our last combination of sights and tastes.
Bo-Pi Liao Historic District (剝皮寮歷
史街區); 101 GuangZhou Street (廣州街
101號). Located near the intersection of
GuangZhou Street and KangDing Road,
this area was originally developed during
the Qing Dynasty and now consists of a
large number of refurbished and rebuilt
older buildings. It’s a pleasant atmosphere in which get a sense of old Taipei.
A-Xiu Traditional Taiwanese Noodles (阿秀傳統切仔麵店); 90 GuangZhou
Street (廣州街90號). This tasty old-style

Taiwanese noodle restaurant is across
the street from Bo-Pi Liao. As the name
implies, the specialty of the house is small
bowls of noodles with a little broth, as
well as good side dishes. A serving of
noodles costs only NT$30.
Jin Cai Qie-Zai Mian (Noodles) (進
財切仔麵); 96 GuangZhou Street (廣
州街96號). This traditional-style Taiwanese eatery is just across the lane from
the A-Xiu Noodle shop. As shown on
the wall, the shop’s history goes back
to 1896 (although not all in the current
location). The friendly staff can offer an
English menu, with Tainan Yi Mien (台
南意麵) as the main dish. It consists of
rather flat noodles, with small pieces of
meat in a nice broth. You can have it as
a soup or dry. Everything is lightly flavo red, and should help put you in a
peaceful mood. This is good, simple food
in the heart of historic Bangka.
With that, you’ve captured much (but
of course not all) of the interesting tastes
and sites of Bangka. This district offers a
fascinating combination of old and new,
venerable tradition with youthful energy,
all mixed together on the site of a small
settlement that eventually grew into the
Taipei City we know today.

BANgKA MAP [2]

9
10

11

12
14
16 15
13

9. Bangka Qingshui Temple 康定路81號
10. Bangka Qingshan Temple 貴陽街二段218號
11. Tainan Tan-tsu-mien 華西街31號
12. Bangka Longshan Temple 廣州街211號

13. Ji Yuan Vegetarian Eatery 和平西路三段109巷15號
14. Bo-Pi Liao Historic District 廣州街101號
15. A-Xiu Traditional Taiwanese Noodles 廣州街90號
16. Jin Cai Qie-Zai Mian 廣州街96號
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Beijing Do It True

GOING ON A
nortHern eXpeDition
Three Taipei restaurants to bear in mind when hankering for
the food of northern China.

STORY AND PHOTOS BY MATTHEW FULCO

Beijing Do It True is a bastion of traditional northern Chinese cuisine that
prides itself on artisanal cooking methods.
Established in 1949 as a food stand in
Kaohsiung by native Beijinger Hsu Pingping, the restaurant moved to Taipei in
the early 1960s and is now headed by the
founder’s son, Hsu Han-shan.
The restaurant “does things in a traditional way” to ensure quality and
authenticity, says Hsu Han-shan, who
remains the driving force behind Beijing
Do It True despite his nominal retirement
in Taoyuan. The restaurant makes certain ingredients in-house because what is
available on the outside market “cannot
meet our standards,” he says, noting that
the restaurant ferments its own cabbage,
for example.
The restaurant’s extensive menu features a number of must-try signature
dishes. The spicy braised pork wrapped
in a Chinese sesame bun is a good place
to start. The rich, fatty pork meat is
stewed for hours, allowing it to meld
seamlessly into the crispy buns.
From there, move on to the fried
jumbo dumplings (guotieh, 鍋貼), which
are filled with minced pork, shrimp, and
leek sprouts. Crispy on the outside and
juicy on the inside, they make a delectable treat. “The challenge with this dish
is ensuring crispiness on both sides,” says
Hsu. “If you use a standard electric or
gas oven to cook it, the dumplings will be
soft on one side and crispy on the other.”
The restaurant therefore uses a coal-fired
oven to cook the dumplings. Although
that method limits the quantity that can
be prepared, the result is authentic and
delicious, Hsu says.

O

ver the years it has become harder to find authentic
northern Chinese restaurants in Taipei. Restaurant
founders who arrived in Taiwan with Chiang Kai-Shek
and the Kuomintang government more than 65 years ago have
nearly all passed on. Even the children of those founders are now
well into their 60s. It is questionable whether a third generation
will keep the few remaining restaurants running.
Fortunately, there are exceptions to this regrettable trend. And
those exceptions happen to serve some of the best Chinese food of
any kind available in the Taiwanese capital.

38
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Traditional, authentic Beijing food is on the menu at
Beijing Do It True.

NortherN cuisiNe

With several days’ notice, Beijing Do
It True will also prepare a traditional
scallion pancake (congyoubing, 蔥油餅)
for guests. Those accustomed to the Taiwanese version widely available from
street vendors will undoubtedly question
the need to order the dish in advance.
After all, a skilled street vendor can turn
out hundreds of them a day.
The reason is simple: The traditional
scallion pancake is the size of a large
pizza, ideal for four to six hungry diners
to share. Beijing Do It True only prepares two of them per day, says Hsu. “It’s
so big that we aren’t able to cook other
dishes at the same time,” he says, adding
that it takes 12 hours to prepare the dish.
Given the restaurant’s reputation for
high-quality and authentic Beijing cuisine,
Beijing Do It True has hosted a number of
A-list celebrities and politicians over the
years. Among them are movie star Jackie
Chan, former U.S. president George H.W.
Bush, and Chiang Wei-kuo, the adopted
son of Chiang Kai-shek.
Yet despite Beijing Do It True’s popularity, there are no plans to open additional outlets. “We have to maintain our
standards,” Hsu says. “It’s already a challenge to do that in this one restaurant.”
Beijing Do It True
北平都一處
506 RenAi Road, Section 4, Taipei
台北市仁愛路四段506號
Tel: 2720-6417

Yi Yuan Pekinese Restaurant
The most refined northern Chinese
cuisine in Taipei is hidden away on the
B2 level of the Westin Hotel on Nanjing East Road. But that discreet location is no secret to local gourmets. The Yi
Yuan restaurant – named for the Summer
Palace in Beijing – has become one of the
go-to destinations in the Taiwanese capital to experience fresh interpretations of
imperial Chinese cooking.
In the mid-2000s, it was possible to
get a table at Yi Yuan on the weekend by
calling one day in advance. Occasionally,
walk-ins were successful too, especially
past the peak dining period in the evening. But as dining out has become more

A chef prepares Yi Yuan's famous Beijing Duck.

fashionable in Taipei – no longer something reserved for the most special occasions – Yi Yuan is typically booked on
weekend nights weeks in advance, notes
chef Jordan Yang.
The restaurant’s popularity is not
being driven merely by the trendiness of
dining out, however. “Beijing is traditionally known for its duck, and for its street
food and snacks,” Yang says. “We are
still offering those dishes, but compared
to the past, we now feature more imperial cuisine.” That variant of the Chinese
culinary tradition historically enjoyed
by the country’s royalty is rare in Taipei,

Yang observes.
One imperial dish he recommends is
sliced beef in seafood sauce (九環醬牛
肉). That savory dish was a favorite of
the Empress Dowager Cixi, who ruled
during the twilight of the Qing dynasty.
Like many Chinese rulers, Cixi was a big
foodie. She had as many as 128 people
on her cooking staff, several dozen more
than in Emperor Qianlong’s imperial
kitchen, and they were able to prepare
more than 4,000 dishes, according to the
China Internet Information Center.
One of the reasons Cixi favored
the sliced beef in seafood sauce was its
taiwan business topics • january 2016
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artistic presentation, to which Yi Yuan
stays true, notes Yang. Surrounding the
sliced beef on the plate are carefully
arranged pieces of baby bok choy carved
in the shape of a bird’s head.
Naturally, the Beijing duck remains a
favorite dish at the Westin, and needs to
be ordered in advance. Yang is quick to
point out the uniqueness of the sauce Yi
Yuan uses, which he says is superior to
that of the competition. With 18 different
ingredients and a black bean base, it is
complex and full-flavored.
The duck itself, meanwhile, might
be the tastiest in all of Taipei. The meat
is perfectly tender, neither too gamey
nor too soft. Served as a first course on
its own, the skin is crisp and delicate.
Wrapped in a pancake with onion and
Yang’s signature sauce, it almost melts in
the mouth.
Given Yang’s expertise in northern
Chinese cooking, one could imagine
he comes from a family of post-1949
northern Chinese immigrants to Taiwan.
To that question, he smiles and corrects
the writer’s mistake. “My family came
to Taiwan from mainland China generations ago,” he says. “I became a chef of
northern Chinese food because at that
time in Taiwan it was considered more
prestigious than any other Chinese cuisine besides Cantonese.”
Yang’s goal now is to keep Yi Yuan
at the forefront of gourmet Chinese cuisine in Taipei. “We must continue to be a
leader,” he says.

by white-haired proprietors.
The restaurant Shao Shao Ke is a
notable exception. It was opened in
1996 by a native Taiwanese who came to
appreciate Shaanxi cuisine while living
in the northwestern Chinese province,
learned to prepare it, and then returned
to Taiwan to open a restaurant. Owner
Carly Li first went to Shaanxi in 1991.
There she worked in a shop, set up by her
father in the provincial capital of Xi’an,
that provided repair and refurbishment
services for Chinese antiques.
After that venture eventually failed,
Li opened Shao Shao Ke on her return
to Taiwan in 1996. It started with eight
small tables and has remained modest in
size with a low profile, tucked away in a
quiet residential lane just north of Renai
Road, close to Jinshan South Road.
Staying small has allowed Li to perfect her repertoire of Shaanxi cuisine prepared for Taiwanese. She admits some of
the heavy seasoning and spices in the traditional recipes would be unpleasant to
Taiwanese taste buds. But the refinement
of the recipes has led to no loss of flavor.
The dishes are light and delicate, while
retaining the cuisine’s aromatic qualities.
Must-try dishes include stir-fried
fish fillets with dried chilies (蔥椒魚片),
hand-made noodles with chopped lamb
and carrots (小蔥羊肉拌麵), and stirfried betel nut blossoms (炒半天花), a
fine example of Shao Shao Ke’s talent
for fusing Shaanxi flavors with local

ingredients.
For dessert, Li recommends the delicious Mongolian mozzarella cheese tofu
(蒙古炸奶豆腐), which tastes similar to
fried dough sprinkled with powdered
sugar. It’s best to call ahead and reserve
it as the restaurant only makes a limited
quantity each day.
So just how good is Shao Shao Ke?
Good enough to be fully booked on a
weeknight if you try to call the same day.
The same goes for weekend lunches.
“We are all foodies in our family,” Li
concludes. “We love to cook. I didn’t go
to Shaanxi particularly to learn how to
cook Shaanxi food. It’s something that
just developed naturally from the time I
spent living there.”
Shao Shao Ke Shaanxi Restaurant
勺勺客 陜西餐館
No. 15, Lane 41, RenAi Road, Section 2,
Taipei.
台北市仁愛路2段41巷15號
Tel: 2351-7148

Yi Yuan
頤園北京料理
B2, Westin Taipei
133 NanJing East Road, Section 3, Taipei
台北市南京東路三段133號
Tel: 3518-3078

Shao Shao Ke
Most of Taipei’s northern Chinese restaurants were founded by migrants from
mainland China after 1949 or by native
Taiwanese who learned the cooking style
from them. Now many of the restaurant
founders have passed on and their successors are well past 60. For that reason, it
is common that the remaining establishments date back to the 1950s and are run
40
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Two must-try dishes at Shao Shao Ke include hand-made noodles with chopped
lamb and carrots (above, right) and fish fillets with dried chilies (above).

advertorial

CELEBRATING CHINESE
NEW YEAR WITH GOURMET
CANTONESE SEAFOOD

T

he Sherwood Taipei
is offering gourmet
Cantonese seafood
dishes as part of a special
menu available at the hotel’s
Yi Yuan Chinese Restaurant
or for take-out through the
2016 Lunar New Year holiday period.
Prepared by the hotel’s
head chef of Chinese cuisine
Kao Kang Fei, the Sherwood’s
seasonal dishes showcase
premium-quality seafood in
innovative preparations.
Kao, who has been a chef
for almost 35 years, specializes in the Cantonese cuisine of
his native Hong Kong. While based in Taipei, Kao regularly
travels to other top Chinese dining destinations for inspiration. On a recent trip to Macau, Kao was impressed with the
former Portuguese colony’s burgeoning restaurant scene. “It
wasn’t long ago that Macau wasn’t considered a place for
serious Chinese dining,” he says. But strong economic growth
following Macau’s return to China in 1999 has transformed
a once sleepy Portuguese enclave into a rising culinary star in
Asia, he adds.
With that in mind, Kao
returned to Taipei from
Macau fresh with ideas for
the Sherwood’s Chinese
New Year menu.
One of the menu highli g ht s i s D oubl e -B o ile d
Abalone Soup, a dish that
originated in Fujian province and later was refined
by Cantonese chefs in Guangdong province, Kao says. While
the original homestyle version contained relatively inexpensive ingredients, Cantonese chefs brought the dish upmarket
by altering the recipe to include different types of high-end
seafood prized in Chinese culture.
K a o ’s v e r s i o n o f t h e
dish includes eight ingredients, among them its
namesake abalone (sourced
from South Africa and
cooked live), sea cucumber, dried scallops, shiitake
mushrooms, and the swim

bladder of a fish – commercially known as “fish maw.”
The ultra-pricey fish maw, besides conferring prestige on
diners, brings a number of health benefits, according to traditional Chinese theory. For instance, drinking fish maw soup
and eating fish maw is said to be beneficial for women’s
skin and for the skin of new-born babies when consumed by
expectant mothers during pregnancy. It is also believed to
boost blood circulation.
To properly prepare the Double-Boiled Abalone Soup, Kao
says it is necessary to cook dry-cured Jinhua ham in the broth
for eight to ten hours. Jinhua ham is traditionally produced
using the hind legs of a particular breed of pig native to China
and known for the high quality of its meat.
Jinhua ham is renowned for imbuing dishes with
“umami,” a loanword from Japanese that is translated as
“pleasant savory taste,” according to Japan’s Umami Information Center. Umami’s subtle taste rounds out other flavors,
making it hard to recognize immediately, but it plays an essential role in making food taste delicious, experts say.
For that reason, slow-cooking the Jinhua ham in the broth
of the Double Boiled Abalone Soup gives the dish a richer and
more complex flavor. However, the ham is removed from the
soup along with any oil it has produced before the broth is
boiled a second time, in order to make way for the delicate
seafood ingredients, Kao says.
Another highlight of the Sherwood’s Chinese New Year
menu is the Steamed Glutinous Rice with Crab. For that signature preparation, Chef Kao has included some selected local
ingredients, such as Mud Crab and Cantonese sausage.
The mud crab is favored by Taiwanese diners for its moist,
firm and sweet flesh, Kao says, while the crab must be wild
for the best results. “Crabs that are farm-raised don’t move
around enough, so the texture of the meat isn’t right,” he says.
Kao also recommends two other dishes as must-trys on the
Sherwood’s Chinese New Year menu: Dongpo Pork and Sweet
and Sour Grouper.
Dongpo Pork, which derives from Hangzhou cuisine, is
made by poaching and then slowly braising pork belly consisting of equal parts fat and lean meat. The dish is named for the
eminent Song Dynasty poet and gourmand Su Dongpo.
To prepare the Sweet and Sour Grouper, the fish is fried
until golden brown and then
covered with scallions, minced
garlic, and peppercorns. It is then
topped with sauce made from
pickled plum and red sago.
The Sherwood Taipei’s Chinese
New Year menu is available from
now until February 5.
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THE PINEAPPLE CAKE
cHronicLes
East Asia is increasingly caught up in a love affair with Taiwan’s
signature pastry.

Pineapple history 101

BY MATTHEW FULCO

T

ucked away on a luxuriant side
s t r e e t i n Ta i p e i’s t o n y M i nsheng Community neighborhood is an unassuming and quiet café.
While sparsely furnished, the café exudes
a gentle warmth, its caramel wood walls
bathed in the halcyon glow of halogen
track lighting.
Inside the shop, business is good – very
good. On a Tuesday afternoon well past
tea time, guests line the two long tables.
Waitresses scurry busily between the
tables as guests sip on tea and munch on
pastries. The customers, who include visitors from across Asia, have come specifically to savor the pineapple cake (fengli
su, 鳳梨酥), a Taiwanese shortcake made
42
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“They have very high standards,” says
Grace Lin, deputy director general of the
Agriculture and Food Agency under the
Executive Yuan’s Council of Agriculture,
noting the company’s use of pure pineapple jam instead of the cheaper, more
widely used filling made of pineapple and
winter melon.
SunnyHills is also channeling the
explosive popularity of pineapple cake
itself. The fruity pastry has become so
popular that is mentioned in the same
breath as stinky tofu among connoisseurs
of Taiwanese snacks. Unlike the putrid
beancurd, however, pineapple cake can be
conveniently packaged and gifted.
Pineapple cake’s ascent has dovetailed with the emergence of Taiwan as
a top destination for Asian tourists over
the past seven years. Mainland Chinese
traveling in tour groups are the biggest
buyers, market observers say. The pastries are also very popular with independent Chinese travelers, including Hong
Kongers, Japanese, South Koreans, and
Singaporeans.
Total revenue for Taiwan’s pineapple
cake bakeries have soared from the NT$3
billion (US$91.6 million) registered in
2006 to NT$40 billion (US$1.2 billion)
in 2013, according to remarks that then
Taipei City Mayor Hau Lung-pin made at
the 2014 Taipei Pineapple Cake Festival.

from butter, flour, egg, sugar, and pineapple jam. Its crumbly, fragrant crust and
the chewy, sweet fruit filling go nicely
with a cup of hot tea.
The café is a retail outlet for a Nantoubased company, SunnyHills, whose artisanal pineapple pastries are among Taiwan’s most sought after. Given the dozens
of brands on the market, many which tout
their premium ingredients and farm-totable production processes, SunnyHills’
enduring popularity is no small feat.
The company has found its niche, targeting high-end shoppers from East Asia.
In addition to its three Taiwan stores, it
has opened shops in Tokyo, Shanghai,
Hong Kong, and Singapore.

What has made Taiwan’s pineapple
cake so popular? The pastry’s celebrity
status in Asia can be attributed at least in
part to Taiwan’s expertise in pineapple
production.
The fruit was grown on Taiwan as
early as the mid-17th century and became
a key industry during the Japanese colonial period (1895-1945).
There are more than 50 known varieties of pineapples, but they can generally be classified into three main categories: the Golden Pineapple, the Cayenne,
and the Spain. Best for pineapple cake is
the Cayenne, which has round fruit filled
with yellow pulp. The Cayenne is indigenous to Hawaii.
Originally, most pinapples planted in
Taiwan belonged to the Golden Pineapple
family. As the canned pineapple industry

PineaPPle Cakes

began to grow, other species including
the Smooth Cayenne, Red Spain, Sarawak, and the Yellow Mauritius were
introduced. During the Japanese colonial
period, Taiwan became a large-scale producer of canned pineapple, turning out up
to 1.6 million cases a year between 1938
and 1940, according to government data.
But since exports were largely limited
to Japan and Japanese-occupied Manchuria (what today comprises the northeastern Chinese provinces of Liaoning,
Jilin and Heilongjiang), Taiwanese pineapple remained relatively unknown on
the global market.
During World War II, Taiwan’s pineapple industry went into decline as most
plantations were used to cultivate grains,
while metal for cans was in short supply.
“Metal that would have been used for
canning instead was diverted for the war
effort, so the pineapple industry collapsed,” says Lin of the Council of Agriculture. Taiwan’s production of canned
pineapple fell to just 22,499 cases in
1945, or only 1.3% of the record yield
in 1940.
Production began to pick up again in
the early 1950s. By 1956, annual production volume had reached more than 1
million cases as Taiwan exported canned
pineapple to the United States, Canada,
Europe, and Japan.
T h e i s l a n d’s p i n e a p p l e i n d u s t r y
peaked in 1971 as annual production
volume reached 4 million cases, the most
in the world. Yet Taiwan would not hold
the world’s pineapple production crown
for long. With Taiwan’s transformation to an industrialized economy, the
manufacturing sector boomed, drawing
workers away from farms to the cities.
Meanwhile, from 1973 on, Southeast Asian countries moved into the pineapple cultivation business. Because their
cost of labor was so low, they were able
to undercut Taiwan on the global market
with cheaper pineapple, notes Lin.
From the 1970s through the mid2000s, Taiwan focused on the domestic
market. Nobody can say exactly when
the pineapple cake was born – some say it
has more than a hundred years of history
– but the growing surplus of available
pineapple in 1970s Taiwan made it necessary to find ways to use up the supply.

Eventually, pastry chefs settled on
the pineapple cake, with crumbly, buttery crust on the outside and a fruity jam
– usually made of a combination of pineapple and winter melon – on the inside.
Winter melon entered the recipe because
it was cheaper than pineapple and made
the cake filling more palatable. The jam
made from the two fruits was less fibrous
so it did not stick to the teeth and had a
pleasant yellow color, yet retained the fragrance and flavor of pineapple.
The cakes are usually sold in boxes
containing individual servings of 45-50
grams apiece, each in its own paper
wrapping. One serving typically contains
up to 200 calories.
In 1975, the Chia Te bakery was
founded in Taipei. Over the next 30
years, Chia Te would emerge as one of
the top Taiwanese pineapple cake makers.
At the first Taipei Pineapple Cake Festival
in 2006, the company’s original flavor
pineapple cake won the Golden Champion award – the top prize at the festival.
The following year, Chia Te’s creative
pineapple cake took home the Golden
Champion award.
Back-to-back first prizes helped Chia
Te gain several government endorsements, raising its profile – and that of
pineapple cake overall – considerably.
In 2010, Taiwan’s Ministry of Econonic
Affairs selected Chia Te products as a top
food gift. The same year, the Taipei City

government named Chia Te as one of the
city’s best gift shops.
Pineapple cake aficionados say Chia
Te’s pastries stand out for the value they
offer consumers: high quality at affordable prices. Its products are highly
sought-after by visiting tourists from
China and Hong Kong, and long lines
of local consumers can be found outside
the Chia Te shop before the Chinese New
Year and other major holidays.
Chia Te also offers a large variety of
flavors, some blending other fruits with
pineapple and others, like cranberry,
strawberry, honeydew melon and walnut,
containing no pineapple at all.
Reflecting the bakery’s international
ambitions, a plug-in on its Chinese-language website permits the contents of
each page to be translated into 90 other
languages, including such unlikely choices
as Maori, Yiddish, and Zulu.

Gourmet sweets
With demand for pineapple cakes
surging in recent years, vendors are
flooding the market. One way to stand
out in that crowded market is by focusing
on the premium market segment, says
Henry Ou, an expert in horticulture and
founder of Taipei-based Manna Foods.
Manna does not maintain its own brickand-mortar retail outlet, but accepts
orders online and also supplies specialty

Taiwanese workers sorting the pineapple harvest.
pHoto : tourism bureau
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PineaPPle Cakes
Before the baking process begins,
the filling is assembled in these sticky
balls.
pHoto : mattH ew FuLco

retailers on a wholesale basis.
Ou uses no chemicals or preservatives
in his pineapple cake, one of the flagship
products under the Manna Foods brand.
“Companies use pesticides to make the
pineapple-growing process more efficient and preservatives to make the
cakes last longer,” he says. “But there
is a tradeoff in terms of quality and
safety.” By contrast, Manna’s pineapple
cakes are handmade with top-quality
ingredients, he says.
Ou’s recipe for pineapple cake calls
for winter and early spring pineapples,
which he says are tarter and more aromatic than the sweeter summer variants
of the fruit. The pineapples are sourced
from Aboriginal farmers in the mountains of Hualien, Taitung, and Pingtung.
Another reason why Manna’s version
is less sweet is that it is made with malt
sugar instead of granulated sugar, and it
omits the milk and butter that normally
go into the pastry dough.
Like SunnyHills, Ou has removed
winter melon from the recipe, offering
a pastry filled with 100% pure pineapple jam. “I wouldn’t say it’s wrong to
use winter melon in pineapple cake, but I
choose not to,” he says.
That’s as important for branding as it
is for taste. Cheap mass-market pineapple
cake frequently contains more winter
melon than pineapple.
Naturally, artisanal pastries filled with
pure pineapple jam can be a bit dear.
A box from Manna Foods retails for
NT$600, about double the price of the
44
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mass-market product. While Taiwanese
tend to find that too expensive, Ou says
his pastries are popular with Japanese
and South Korean tourists.
SunnyHills has also cultivated a large
following with the Japanese. The company did so well with Japanese tourists
that it decided to expand to the Land of
the Rising Sun itself, opening a boutique
in Tokyo’s Aoyama district in 2013.
It commissioned Japanese architect
Kengo Kuma to design the Aoyama boutique for NT$100 million (over US$3
million), and the renowned designer did
not disappoint, creating a striking structure shaped like a bamboo basket with a
wooden lattice exoskeleton. “Not many
Taiwanese brands are able to open stores
in Japan [which has one of the world’s
most competitive consumer markets],
so it’s a real point of distinction for us,”
says K.J. Chen, who works in SunnyHills’
Brand Center.
The company makes most of its pineapple by hand in its Nantou factory and
only turns to automated production at
times of peak demand – usually during
major holidays.
SunnyHills sees itself as an agribusiness that aims to help local farmers,
Chen explains. “We work closely with
Taiwanese farms and our goal is to boost
the value of Taiwan’s agriculture sector,”
he says.
The company stands out for its attention to branding, a discipline that has yet
to penetrate the mainstream of Taiwan’s
business culture. That means turning

down opportunities to boost revenue if
they have the potential to damage the
SunnyHills name.
Most notably, SunnyHills does not
work with Chinese tour operators. “We
don’t offer commissions to tour operators, so of course, they don’t want to
work with us,” Chen says.
However, that does not mean SunnyHills does not welcome Chinese tourists. “They are welcome to come on their
own, and they do. But we don’t want
large tour groups crowding into our
stores; we aren’t trying to be a shopping
mall,” he says.
Ultimately, “we want to show the
world that Taiwan can produce premium
products,” he concludes.

Companies mentioned
Chia Te Bakery Co.:
88 NanJing East Road, Section 5, Taipei.
Tel: 8787-8186.
www.chiate88.com
SunnyHills:
No. 1, Alley 4, Lane 36, MinSheng East
Road, Section 5, Taipei. Tel: 2760-0508.
www.sunnyhills.com.tw
Manna Foods:
Tel: 2932-1672.
Email: manna.food@msa.hinet.net.
www.mannafood.com.tw

pHoto : mattH ew FuLco

pHoto : penG's corp.

GeneraL tso’s
cHicKen – no searcH
necessary
an american filmmaker went on a quest for the dish’s origins,
but for many in Taiwan there was never a mystery.
BY DON SHAPIRO

46

taiwan business topics • january 2016

maker Ian Cheney to shoot a 73-minute
documentary entitled The Search for
General Tso that was released about a
year ago, and although its run in movie
theatres is long over, the film can readily
be found through Netflix, Amazon,
and other channels. The “search” took
Cheney and his camera crew to big cities
and small towns on two continents,
but in the end the answers he arrives at
would come as no surprise to the cognoscenti in Taiwan.
General Tso, of course, refers to Tso
Tsung-tang (spelled Zuo Zong-tang in
Hanyu Pinyin), a Hunanese military hero
and government official who was instrumental in saving the Qing Dynasty by
helping to put down the fierce Taiping
Rebellion in the mid-19th century. The
chicken dish named in his honor, far from
being traditional Hunanese fare, was
invented in Taipei in 1954 by another
native of Hunan, the famous master chef
Peng Chang-kuei, who is still around at
the ripe old age of 96.
No wonder that Cheney finds total
befuddlement on people’s faces in China,
including Tso’s native Hunan, when he
shows them photos of General Tso’s
Chicken and asks them about the dish.
In Hunan’s capital of Changsha, the documentary makers could find a public
square, museum, elementary school,
hotel, and brand of liquor named after
Tso Tsung-tang, but no eponymous
chicken dish. They even located a fifthgeneration descendant of the general,
who expressed pride that his ancestor

F

orget about chow mein, spring
rolls, and sweet-and-sour pork.
When Americans think about Chinese food these days, say experts in Chinese-American cuisine, the dish they
think of first is General Tso’s Chicken
(左宗棠雞). Across the United States,
every Chinese restaurant worth its soy
sauce seems to have the dish on its menu,
whether for in-store dining or the everpopular “Chinese take-out,” and customers clamor for it.
How did this phenomenon happen?
After all, General Tso’s Chicken was
unheard of until about four decades ago.
And who was this General Tso anyway?
Those nagging questions spurred film-

pHoto : tHe u.s. Version on wiKipeDia

General Tso

had become so well-known abroad, while
admitting to being somewhat put off that
the fame was due to a menu item and not
to Tso’s considerable achievements as a
military strategist and administrator (see
the accompanying box).
How did Taipei become home to
what is regarded (outside of China at
any rate) to be an iconic Hunanese dish?
Over the years, I have several times heard
Chef Peng tell the story. I first met Peng
in 1973, introduced by my journalistic
colleague, photographer Lawrence K.
Chang, who seemed to know everyone
in Taipei worth knowing and every restaurant worth eating at. We interviewed
Peng for what became the bulk of a
chapter in a book called The New York
Times Correspondents’ Choice: Restaurants and Recipes from Around the
World, published by Quadrangle in 1974.
At that time, Peng had his own restaurant, the Mandarin, inside what was then
the Asia Hotel on NanJing East Road,
Section 1. But back in the 1950s, he was
the chef at a government guesthouse and
was regularly called upon by high-level
government officials, including Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek, to provide the
banquet food for special occasions. The
most special of those occasions came in
December 1954, when Admiral Arthur
W. Radford, chairman of the U.S. Joint
Chiefs of Staff, led a delegation to Taiwan
to confer with President Chiang and
other top-ranking government and military leaders about the deepening “Taiwan
Straits Crisis,” China’s challenge to Taiwanese control of the offshore islands of
Quemoy (Jinmen) and Matsu.
Peng, asked to oversee the meals to
accompany the three full days of meetings to be held at the Zhongshan Building
atop Yangmingshan, was given distinct
instructions not to serve the same dish
more than once. Exercising his innovativeness, Peng came up with several new
creations that later became mainstays of
his repertoire – and one of them was a
concoction of bite-sized pieces of chicken,
first fried and then sautéed with red peppers, garlic, and ginger. In giving a name
to the new dish, Peng chose to honor one
of the eminent personages of his native
province, Tso Tsung-tang.
Another innovation from the Rad-

When Chef Peng had a restaurant in New York in the 1970s, Secretary of State
Henry Kissinger was one of his loyal customers.
pHoto : penG's corp.

ford banquets that has
remained a favorite of
Peng’s customers over the
years is the use of half of
a local honeydew melon
as the bowl for serving
a soup of minced squab
(or more commonly these
days, a mixture of chicken
and pork). But the visit
of the American admiral
was hardly the only time
that Peng showed off
his culinary creativity.
Other dishes of his invention that have
become standards include his signature
tofu cooked with black beans and scallions, as well as his honeyed ham and his
minced shrimp served in a lettuce leaf.
Besides developing new dishes, Peng
had also long modified traditional
Hunanese offerings, considering the original flavor as too stark to appeal to diners
from other areas. Young assistant chefs
who learned these recipes from Peng later
introduced them to “Hunan” restaurants
around the world. For several years in the
1990s, Peng sought to extend the introduction to Hunan, but the dishes offered
at his restaurant in Changsha were considered by locals to be “Taiwanese.”
A section on Peng’s restaurants in an
article entitled “Dining Spots That Have

Met the Test of Time” in the January
2007 Wine and Dine edition of Taiwan
Business TOPICS included some biographical background on Chef Peng. His
restaurant experience began at the age
of 13 when he was apprenticed to Tsao
Chin-sheng, the most famous chef in
Hunan. Peng’s culinary skills were so evident that Tsao elevated him to the position of head chef when he was still in his
early twenties.
During the turbulent war years, Peng
– like much of the Chinese population –
was often on the move, which exposed
him to the cuisine and food-preparation
techniques of other provinces, knowledge that he later incorporated into his
own cooking style. With the end of World
War II, Peng was hired to be the personal
taiwan business topics • january 2016
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General Tso

Chef extraordinaire Peng Chang-kuei,
center, is the inventor of many popular "Hunan" dishes, including General
Tso's Chicken.
pHoto : penG's corp.

chef of General Li Tsung-jen. Li became
Vice President of the Republic of China
in 1948 and Acting President for part of
1949 when Chiang Kai-shek temporarily
stepped aside, but when the mainland fell
Li opted to go to the United States rather
than Taiwan.
For Peng, his old connections in
Changsha stood him in good stead in
Taipei. His former mentor, Tsao Chinsheng, had once been the personal chef to
Tan Yen-kai, one of the leading figures in
the Kuomingtang for decades. Tan’s sonin-law was General Chen Cheng, who
implemented land reform as Governor
of Taiwan and later became Premier and
Vice President, and it was through Chen
that Peng first got the opportunity to
cook for state banquets.

The New York challenge
With the development of the Taiwan
economy and growth of a middle class,
more and more people could afford
to eat out, and Peng was among the
Pe n g C h a n g - k u e i w a s t h e g u e s t
of honor when his former student
Huang Ching-biao recently opened
a deluxe Hunan restaurant in the
Breeze Xinyi Center.
pHoto : penG's corp.
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leading chefs who opened restaurants to
meet that demand. His Mandarin Restaurant was highly popular, but after a
while Peng got news that Hunan food,
including the chicken dish named in
honor of Tso Tsung-tang, was becoming
all the rage in New York.
Two different restaurants in New
York were the first to feature the dish,
recalls Ed Schoenfeld, one of the leading
authorities on Chinese food in America,

by email. “Hunam at 45th St. and 2nd
Ave. was owned by Chef T.T. Wang, a
Yangchow-trained masterchef who had
come to the U.S. as the chef to the U.S.
Taiwanese Ambassador. Chef Wang
started The Shun Lee Restaurants in
NYC in the early 60's,” writes Schoenfeld. “Simultaneously Chef Tai Wen Dah,
at Uncle Tai’s Hunan Yuan on Third
Avenue, started serving the same dish.
Both chefs had visited Chef Peng’s restaurant in Taipei and were consciously trying
to emulate his appeal and menu.”
New York diners quickly took to
General Tso’s Chicken. “Americans like
crispy foods and especially crispy fried
chicken, which is as ubiquitous as any
all-American food I can think of,” writes
Shoenfeld. The dish also met their desire
for “deeply tasty food.”
Peng decided to meet the competition in the Big Apple head on, opening
his own establishment on East 44th St.,
not far from Grand Central Station. It
received a rave review from New York
Times food critic Mimi Sheraton, and

General Tso

Henry Kissinger was a regular customer.
But much of the dining public mistook
Peng, the latecomer to the market, as the
copycat rather than the initiator of the
new Hunanese cuisine.
One reason for the confusion may
have been that while the Chinese name
for the chicken dish was always左宗棠
雞 (Tso Tsung-tang Chicken), Peng had
not originally rendered that in English as
General Tso’s Chicken. In Taiwan, it had
appeared in English on Peng’s menus variously as Chicken a la Viceroy and Duke
Tso’s Chicken. But the New York rivals
gave Tso a military title instead, which
may have been more meaningful to Americans than an allusion to aristrocracy.
In addition, the English name was
not the only change. Cooks in the United
States began adapting the recipe to what
they regarded as American tastes. “Uncle
Tai added fresh water chestnuts and
hoisin sauce to the dish in an attempt
to put his own spin on things,” writes
Schoenfeld. “Chef Wang stayed truer to
Chef Peng’s original version, but made
one major change that was to stick and
become imbedded in our USA culinary
DNA: he changed the tart part of the
sauce to a balance of sweet and tart. The

THE REAL GENERAL TSO

dish’s sauce was still soy and garlic-based
and seasoned with scorched dried red
chilies, but it now had this new sweetness to it that Americans loved. It became
a hit with a bullet and spread around the
land,” with many versions also incorporating some sprigs of brocolli.
“The rest is history,” continues Schoenfeld. “Chef Wang’s version is the one
that became universally popular and
the standard for everyone else to emulate. Most Americans didn’t appreciate or
even know who Chef Peng was /is. And
General Tso’s Chicken's sales are in the
billions of dollars !!!”
On screen in The Search for General Tso, Peng shakes his head on being
shown photos of the American-style dish
and mutters: “This is all crazy nonsense.”
The Americanization of General Tso
reminds me of a trip to the United States
I made in the 1970s with my Taiwanese
bride, who then was not at all partial to
Western food. We had a number of atrocious Chinese meals in various cities, but
were pleasantly surprised by the excellence of a small restaurant in Brooklyn
run by a married couple from Taiwan.
He was the chef and she was the hostess.
When we complimented the wife on

Tso Tsung-tang (1812-1885) was born to
a poor family in Hunan’s Xiangyin County,
north of Changsha. He aspired to become
a mandarin but after failing the imperial
examination seven times, settled for a life
of raising silkworms. That provided plenty
of time for reading, enabling him to educate himself in “Western knowledge,” particularly the sciences and political economy.
With the outbreak of the Taiping Rebellion in 1850, that quiet life ended when
Tso was hired as an advisor by Hunan governor Zeng Guofan and later made a provincial government official. In 1860, an
army of volunteers under his command
succeeded in pushing the Taiping forces
from central China to the coastal provinces, eventually resulting in total defeat
for the rebels. Afterwards, while serving
as Commissioner of Naval Industries, he
founded China’s naval academy and first

the qualiy and authenticity of the food,
she replied: “That’s because I told my
husband in the kitchen that this is for
people from Taiwan, so leave out all the
sugar and cornstarch we put in for the
Americans.”
If Peng did not make it in New York,
his enterprise continues to prosper in
Taiwan, where the Peng’s Corporation
operates restaurants in 11 locations,
including the second floor of 380 LinSen
North Road in Taipei (Tel: 2551-9157).
Seven of the establishments, under the
name Peng’s Agora Garden, not only
serv e casual diners but have massive
banquet halls for weddings and other
large events.
At the same time, General Tso and
his chicken are flourishing in the United
States. As one sign of the penetration
into American culture, “Tso” often fills
a three-letter space in crossword puzzles,
the answer to clues such as “General on
a menu.” And the old warrior has even
received the ultimate tribute: adoption
as the name of a rock band. According
to Wikipedia, General Tso is an underground American ambient metal band
“most well known for being an early proponent of truetone ringtones.”

modern shipyard, both in Fuzhou. In the
following decades, he led a number of military campaigns to put down other uprisings and in the 1880s was appointed to
oversee the defense of Fujian during the
Sino-French War.
In the course of his career, Tso held
numerous important government positions, including Undersecretary of War;
Viceroy and Governor-General in turn of
Zhejiang and Fujian (which then included
Taiwan), Shaanxi and Gansu, and Liangjiang; and member of the emperor’s Grand
Council. In view of his contributions to the
nation, Tso was elevated to the nobility,
holding a title equivalent to marquis.
There is no historical evidence that Tso
was particularly fond of chicken, although it
can safely be assumed, Hunan being a landlocked province, that seafood wasn’t a central part of his diet growing up.
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“HoMestyLe” suits an
ECONOMIST’S TASTE

A

In selecting a place to eat, don’t forget to consider the price/
performance ratio.
BY JOSH M. CARTIN
PHOTOS BY JAMES CHARD
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nyone who knows me will tell
you I’m a much better eater than
economist. And while economics
in Taiwan poses its challenges, choosing
the right restaurant in Taipei requires calculations several orders of magnitude
more complex. The restaurant scene in
Taipei is, as the proverb says, like “the
boundless sky littered with stars (天上繁
星).” Where does one begin such an interstellar voyage?
With economics, of course, and more
specifically the price/performance ratio.
P/PR is a real thing in economics, and I
have been using it as the foundation of
my gastronomical meanderings for over
two decades, owing back to one failed
experiment – the “million dong meal” in
Hanoi in 1996. But that’s another story.
When it comes to Chinese food, my
delight in the culinary experience infallibly is inversely related to the exquisiteness and expense of the dish. Here I am
thinking specifically about you, abalone –
or, as I like to call you, the deflated soccer
ball of the sea. But the axiom holds true
for the dozens of chewy marine invertebrates others are likely to beam over at
the next banquet.
Luckily, what I want – and no doubt
what you want – has a name, and it’s
called “homestyle” (jiachang cai, 家常
蔡). So simple, so pure, so absent from the
culinary discussions of “polite company.”
Homestyle won’t win any awards for interior design; it may not even have fully
functioning air conditioning. Homestyle
is more than likely to be served by a surly,
middle-aged woman who will return to
the table twice to tell you your order has
been sold out for the day.
But what homestyle lacks in finesse, it

Homestyle
Dip the slices of smoked meat into
the sauce, then stuff with green
onions into the pita-like bread and
enjoy.

makes up for in authenticity, the product
of thousands of years of trial-and-error
by Chinese families in determining what’s
available, what’s affordable, what tastes
good, and what’s going to get the kids
into Berkeley. Who are you to desire anything fancier?
Although there is an abundance of
restaurants in Taipei that fully meet my
qualifications for a good homestyle meal,
the Dalian Delicacies House (大連風味
館), 175 FuXing South Road, Section 2
(Tel: 2325-4877), which I tried on the
advice of a very wise woman who knows
her way around Taipei’s restaurants, is
a prime example. It occupies a nondescript storefront mere minutes from my
workplace, and is not immediately distinguishable from a mobile phone store.
Indeed I must have passed the place
dozens of times without noticing, which
is astounding given my predilection for
good Dongbei (Manchurian) food. This
was not just my substandard foreign language skills to blame. Doesn’t the term
“Great Connection” (大連) sound more
suited to a mobile phone store than a
Chinese city?
Frankly, my first visit was not an
unqualified success. Upon entering the
humble interior, my lunch companion –
a senior Taiwan ministry official – was
skeptical but polite. I lifted the pen to the
DIY paper menu and zeroed in on the
Dongbei specialties. I confirmed that the
Dongbei lapizi (東北辣皮子) was what

I knew by a slightly different name – a
plate of supple, transparent bean-flour
noodles, sesame and vinegar sauce, and
fresh, shredded cucumbers and other vegetables served room-temperature. To me,
it’s the consummate Dongbei dish.
Recognizing my obvious streetfoodcred, the owner – a long-term Taipei resident originally from Shenyang – warned
me apologetically that her ready-to-eat
lapi might not be up to my expecta-

tions, owing to the need for extra preparation time – and an advance order – to
obtain the real deal. I ordered it anyway.
It arrived slightly warmer than I was used
to, with fewer noodles and with a liquid,
vinegar-based sauce completely bereft
of sesame and with only a slight hint of
Chinese mustard (芥末醬). In fairness, I
had been warned. We cleaned the plate
anyway, along with a cold, shredded vegetable salad called laohu cai (老虎菜), so
named, I suppose, because it’s what you
would end up with if a tiger rampaged
through your vegetable garden.
For the main course, my companion
and I kicked up the caloric intake with an
order of the xunrou dabing (smoked meat
pancakes, 燻肉大餅), to which the menu
gave marquee billing. My split-second
philological analysis revealed no hints
about which kind of rou was going to be
xun-ed, and with Chinese food I learned
long ago not to ask more questions than
necessary. Plus I was on assignment.
The meat-that-dare-not-speak-itsname arrived tender and fatty, along with
a plate of thick, oily wheat-flour pancakes. I grew up eating tortillas in Southeastern Arizona, so the idea of rolling
food into a pancake comes quite naturally, and the dish provided welcome
relief from the serious Mexican food

The humble exterior belies the culinary treasures within, such as the hot
and sour cabbage above.
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Homestyle

withdrawals I have been suffering from
since I moved to Taipei in 2013. By the
way – note to Taipei’s city managers –
no city without at least one good burrito
stand has any legitimate claim to cosmopolitanism. Just sayin’.
During my first visit, we turned down
the owner’s offer to try the suancai wanzi
tang (fermented vegetable and meatball soup, 酸菜丸子湯), mainly because it
was an unseasonably warm October day,
and we didn’t want our faces steamed
by the soup, which would be heated at
our table. It bears mentioning that on
my second, more successful visit back
in early December, the restaurant was
packed to the gills and this is what every
table was eating, ignoring the fact it was
still unseasonably warm outside.
I enjoyed my second try at the lapizi
better than the first, perhaps because the
kitchen went a little bolder on the mustard. Also, the ambience had changed
with the crowd, mostly Taipei laobaixing
in their forties and fifties, who perhaps saw it as some sort of nod to history or heritage to eat Dongbei food

The fermented vegetable and meatball soup hits the spot, especially
when the weather turns a bit chilly.
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once December hit. The room was joyful
and boisterous as a good homestyle
meal should be, and I scanned the tables
for new options. The jiucaihe (“chive
pockets,” 韭菜盒) caught my eye, probably because the light brown quality of
the shell indicated just the right amount
of roasting. Good choice: the filling did
not disappoint, letting the rich, herbal
taste of the chives do the heavy lifting.
Speaking of lifting, an affable chap at
the next table gestured toward my companion and me with an open bottle of
Jinmen gaoliang, which would have gone

beautifully with the steamer of niurou
zhengjiao (steamed beef dumplings, 牛肉
蒸餃) that we had ordered to close out
our meal. The dumplings were thick,
doughy, and filling, which is probably
closer to what our culinary forbears had
in mind than the effete little love-bundles
for which this town is now so famous.
B e s i d e s, I h a v e n e v e r o n c e b e e n
offered a slug of gaoliang while queueing
for dumplings at some of Taipei’s better
known eating establishments. And here
is where jiachang transcends econometrics and mere dollars-and-sense. Family-style means that even though we may
be eating food prepared by someone else,
we can still enjoy the experience as if we
were elbows-to-elbows with our brothers
and sisters, arguing over sports or current
events, at home in ourselves as social animals in need of occasional sustenance.
So you can go ahead and stand in line
for two hours, number-ticket evaporating
in expectant palms, eyes fixed at the digital signage waiting for the dumpling
gods to deem you worthy of a seating. Or
you can stop by that mom-and-pop restaurant you’ve passed a hundred times
without noticing. There are seats available. And they’ll remember your name
when you go back for more.

— Josh M. Cartin is chief of the Economic Section of the American Institute
in Taiwan

Are You Reading a Borrowed Copy?
The cost of a year's subscription to Taiwan
Business TOPICS is so economical – NT$1,500,
or about what you might pay for a single
business lunch – that there's no need to have
to rely on your friends or colleagues to see the
magazine. As a subscriber, you'll have your own
copy mailed directly to your home or office,
so you'll be sure not to miss any of the vital
information carried in TOPICS.

Subscribe now to be sure of
seeing every issue.

TOPICS can be found in the Eslite, Kingstone, Caves and Hess bookstores
in Taipei, Taichung and Kaohsiung.

But why wait until we’re on the stands?
Make sure of getting a copy by filling in the subscription form below.
American Chamber of Commerce in Taipei

Tel : 886-2-2718-8226

E-mail: amcham@amcham.com.tw

Fill out this form and post or fax to 886-2-2718-8182 with your payment or receipt. AmCham will begin
your subscription upon receipt of payment.
Subscriptions:

Taiwan

q1 year = NT$1,500

q2 years = NT$2,700

HK/PRC

q1 year = US$68

q2 years = US$130

Elsewhere in Asia

q1 year = US$75

q2 years = US$140

USA/Europe

q1 year = US$90

q2 years = US$170

Name: _____________________________________________________

Membership ID#: (if applicable)_____________________

Company: ________________________________________________________________ Telephone: __________________________
Mailing address:___________________________________________________________________________________________
Email Address: ____________________________________________________________________________________________
qBill to Account (members only)

qAMEX

qMaster

qVISA

qCheck

qTelegraphic Transfer

Credit card number: ___________________________________ Cardholder’s name: ________________________________
Expiration date: _______________________________________ Total amount (NT$/US$): ___________________________
Signature: _____________________________________________________

Date: _______________________________________

• Please make checks payable to: American Chamber of Commerce in Taipei
• Please direct telegraphic transfers to: American Chamber of Commerce in Taipei
• Acct. #: 018-1-093665-6 Standard Chartered Bank, Tunpei Branch (Please fax your transfer receipt to AmCham.)

WINE:
For HeaLtH, For LoVe,
For LiFe

Taiwan is gradually developing a wine culture with the help of
those returning after studying or working abroad.

BY TIMOTHY FERRY
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s Taiwan’s wine market continues its growth, sophisticated
wine enthusiasts are increasingly
seeking out a wider variety of wines that
offering more than just brand prestige.
Taiwan’s wine market has come a long
way since the mid-1990s when wine first
became popular with Taiwan’s elites. At
that time, the market focused on two key
qualities: health and prestige.
In 1991, the acclaimed U.S. TV newsmagazine program 60 Minutes aired a
report on the “French Paradox” – the low
rates of heart disease among the French,
despite their diets rich in fats, which are
generally associated with poor cardiovascular health. The report ignited the
market for red wine in North America,
and in Taiwan as well.
The Taiwan economy was undergoing
rapid development at the time, and Taiwan’s new rich eagerly sought out prestigious vintages, particularly from the Bordeaux and Burgundy regions of France.
“When people first get interested in wine,
they hear about these fabulously expensive things that they have never tried. So
what attracts them is famous brands such
as Chateau Laffite,” explains Tom Curry,
founder and director of international programs of Taiwan Wine Academy (TWA).
“We call it buying labels.”
The mainstream followed the elites’
lead, and the red wine trend inflated into
a bubble that eventually burst in the late
1990s. According to local lore, the market
became so saturated with wine by the end
of that decade that bankrupt importers
failed to pay the tariffs on huge quantities
of shipments entering the country, leaving
the wine to spoil in customs in unrefrigerated shipping containers before being
eventually auctioned off for pennies on
the dollar.
Dominique Levy, a long-time expat in
Taipei and owner of wine importer Formosawine Vintners, recalls seeing people
on the roadside selling cases of what had
been good wine for NT$100 apiece. “But
after two years in the custom warehouses
without climate control, it was horrible,”
he says. “Wine needs to be protected,
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even cheap wine. There were no great
deals to do.”
After the wine bubble burst, though, a
more sustainable market in wine emerged,
driven less by brand prestige and more by
genuine interest in the taste of the wine.
“We have moved beyond label fascination,” says Curry, who sees Taiwan’s evolution as typical for developing wine markets. “Once people have tasted some
wine, then you get this upwelling of
interest in what’s happening in the glass,”
he notes. “The big shift comes when
people stop boasting about how much
they paid for a bottle of wine, and start
boasting about how little they paid.”
Taiwan’s wine market is far smaller
than its beer and spirits markets, comprising less than 10% of the overall
alcohol market, but it has seen healthy
growth since recovering in the early
2000s, and wine imports rose are on
track to rise 15% year-on-year by volume
in 2015. According to government statistics, wine imports increased by an
average of 8.6% annually by value since
2009, reaching US$147 million in 2014.
Taiwan is among the top five wine markets in Asia.
Insiders look to a number of factors
behind this burgeoning market. Among
them are the many students who depart
the island to study abroad and who often
return with a keen interest in wine culture, cultivated in places with a thriving
wine scenes such as the United States,
Australia, and Western Europe.
Levy says that being immersed in wine
culture is often instrumental in developing a real passion for wine. “Wine
is something that you have to know to
really appreciate,” he observes. “There
are so many brands, it’s impossible to
try all of them. And you have so many
appellations, so many grapes, so many
methods, you really need a focus.”
Immersion into wine culture results in
much greater knowledge and awareness
of good value in wine. “A lot of businesspeople and young people who come back
from Europe, the U.S., and Australia
return to Taiwan with a love for wine,”
says Levy. Equally important, he adds,
“they know wine.”
The importance of foreign experience
is underscored by the lack of wine educa-

tion opportunities in Taiwan. Until 2008,
Taiwan lacked an internationally accredited wine training school, forcing hospitality industry professionals who needed
international accreditation to go abroad.
For example, when Angela Wen started
a wine importation subsidiary for local
industrial firm Tai Fung Trading Co.,
she needed to earn her certification as a
sommelier for the U.K.-based Wine and
Spirits Educational Trust (WSET) from a
school in Hong Kong.
Curry’s TWA was in fact Taiwan’s
first wine school offering certification
programs from global wine bodies. He
says that he and his wife Naseem Chen
entered the market in 2008 based on two
key observations. The first was that wine
was continuing to grow in popularity in
Taiwan, and the second was the realization that “there was nobody in the Chinese-speaking world that was teaching
about wine – not in Taiwan or China or
anywhere.”
Chen, a certified educator in wine,
started offering classes and programs in
2008 in rented hotel rooms and classrooms. The programs quickly grew in
popularity, and Curry says that as soon
as they settled into their main classroom
facility on AnHe Road in 2010, they
realized that they needed more space.
TWA now has two main classroom
spaces and 28 satellite locations.
Initially the classes were filled by hospitality industry professionals, as TWA

tapped into a pent-up demand for international wine certification by members
of Taiwan’s burgeoning tourism industry.
“Everyone in the business has pretty
much been educated by our programs,”
notes Curry. TWA now has nearly 9,000
alumni, and the proportion of students
seeking certification for employment purposes has steadily declined. “Over time,
we educated all of them,” he says.
Now, the majority of TWA’s students are wine enthusiasts. Many of
them “realize that knowing something
about wine is good for them, good for
their social life, and good for their professional life,” says Curry, since knowing
something about wine is also useful when
talking to senior management.
TWA is an authorized supplier of certification programs for the WSET and the
U.S.-based International Sommelier Guild
(ISG), and offers a variety of other classes
for enthusiasts. Wine is tasted liberally in
all of their classes.
“Our business is raising awareness of
wine,” says Curry. “We want people to
understand about wine, so they understand what they like and why they like it,
and how to recognize what they like and
appreciate it when they get it at a value
lower than the big labels.”

Old World wines rule
The growing knowledge about wine
has led to increased exploration in Taiwan

Taiwan Wine Academy founders Tom Curry (left) and Naseem Chen (right) pictured here with acclaimed sommelier Ferran Centelles, who taught courses on
food and wine pairing at TWA.
pHoto : taiwan wine academy
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For acclaimed wine expert Lin Yusen's advanced course on Burgundy at TWA,
participants tasted more than 70 premium quality wines.
pHoto : taiwan wine academy

of the thousands of various appellations
from around the globe. Angela Wen of
Tai Fung says learning more about wine
“increases your curiosity and sensitivity,
and you will want to try wines from
around the world.” Aside from France
and other countries in Western Europe,
Taiwan imports wines from the United
States, New Zealand, South Africa,
Canada, and many other sources.
Yet, Old World wines continue to
dominate. According to numbers provided by the Taiwan Wine Institute,
France remains the leading supplier of
wines to Taiwan, with almost one-third
of the market by volume, and 54% by
value in 2014. By volume, Spain comes
in second, and Italy edged out the United
States last year for fifth. New World wine
regions Chile and Australia placed third
and fourth. By value, the United States
and Italy tied for second with 9%, Chile
ranked third at 7%, and Australia took
fourth at 6%.
Levy’s Formosawine Vintners has
been in business since 1995 during the
French red wine bubble, and his two Formosa Wine shops have specialized in Bordeaux and Burgundy wines ever since.

There is good reason why Taiwan’s
market remains dominated by French
reds, asserts Levy, since Bordeaux and
Burgundy are among the most ancient
and acclaimed winemaking regions in the
world. “Which other place can boast this
history?” he asks. “Not many. Bordeaux
and Burgundy have this history.”
Wines from Spain and Italy are also

growing in appeal in Taiwan, but for reasons of offering acceptable quality table
wines at low prices. According to Wen of
Tai Fung, wine from the United States,
for example, starts at US$3 per bottle,
before shipping, taxes, and margins are
added, while wines can be had from
Spain or Italy for as little as US$1. This
explains why the United States comes in
only sixth in terms of import volume but
takes second place in terms of value.
The American Institute in Taiwan says
that 95% of American wines imported
into Taiwan come from California, but
adds that consumers here can find quality
wines from Washington, Oregon, Idaho,
and even New Jersey. The U.S. wine
exports to Taiwan are expected to hit
US$13.6 million in 2015, growing by 5%
over 2014.
Taiwan’s wine market also remains
heavily skewed towards red wines over
white wines, commonly attributed to the
widely touted health benefits of drinking
red wine, as well as the notion that red
wine goes better with Chinese food. Since
that 1991 broadcast of the “French Paradox” by 60 Minutes, the media has frequently reported about the purported
health benefits of drinking red wine,
linking it to lower blood sugar and blood
pressure and better overall cardiovascular
health. The healthcare industry is more

Local wine expert Aaron Chuang, who did all of his basic wine training in South
Africa, teaches a class at TWA on South African wines.
pHoto : taiwan wine academy
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guarded, however, with many experts
expressing concern that any endorsement of the use of an addictive substance
would be irresponsible. The medical community seems to have settled on the consensus that a daily glass of red wine –
or two, for men – could be beneficial to
health, but that should be the limit.
Levy says that this focus on health
benefits distracts from the simple pleasures of drinking wine, and causes consumers to choose wines that might not be
best suited for pairing with Taiwan’s cuisine. “The media says that more tannins
are better,” observes Levy. “Red wines
have more tannins, and so Taiwanese
prefer more tannic wine, more structured
wine,” particularly Cabernet Sauvignon
and Syrah.
But the variety of dishes and the boldness of the cuisine in Taiwan actually call
for “a more flexible wine, a wine that can
be paired with all of the food,” he says.
“You have the dish and the wine, like
a couple dancing. Either the dish or the
wine should be the leader. If both are the
leader, they will clash.”
Levy actually prefers white wine to
red with Chinese food. “It has the acidity,
the aroma, and it is more flexible to pair
with many kinds of food,” he says. “Red
wine is more monolithic. With Chinese
food you always need a wine that is more
flexible and can adapt to many dishes.”
Angela Wen also sees a bright future
for white wines in Taiwan, citing the
hot climate and a general trend towards
lighter, healthier foods that are not easily
paired with reds.
Levy agrees, saying that “the market
of older people drinking red wine is
fading.”

Entering the Internet era
Since the sheer number of wines and
the complexity of wine overwhelms the
average consumer, many people seek out
a trusted expert to guide them. “You
need to trust the person who said the
wine is good, as not many people can
taste the wine and tell you whether it is
good or not,” says Curry. “So the big
question is who are you going to trust?”
The importance of trusted relationships in wine-purchasing decisions is a

big part of why Internet sales have been
slow to catch on in most markets where
they are permitted.
For Hannah He, founder of the Wine
Lover shop and website, relationships
are at the core of her business, and she
has seen her shop become the hub of a
small community of wine enthusiasts who
enjoy what she imports and often attend
her many wine tastings. She is planning
on opening a second store.
She says that the website in fact contributes to foot traffic at her shop off
HePing East Road, attracting web surfers
to her door to see the shop for themselves, attend wine tastings, or otherwise
enthuse about their passion for wine.
At TWA, “Social networking is a
big part of what we do,” says Curry.
“Our quite conscious mission is to keep
people engaged.” TWA organizes classes
into Facebook groups with an assigned
person in charge of organizing social
events. “We want to create cohesion in
the classroom that extends out of the
classroom,” Curry explains.
In Taiwan’s education-oriented culture, where taking classes is a normal
social activity, he says, wine classes offer
excellent opportunities to make new
friends and join a new social group. And
when the new friends decide to take
another course, their former classmates
might join as well. “We have wine groups
that are still getting together every month
for dinner three or four years after their
classes ended,” Curry notes.
The Internet may become a much
bigger part of Taiwan’s wine market
soon, as the government is considering
giving the nod to online wine sales. Such
sales are already legal in a number of
countries, including the United States,
Britain, and Australia, but the Taiwan
authorities are still trying to work out
the regulatory details before the business can be permitted. A key issue is how
to verify that the buyer is of age, and
a suggested solution has been delivery
to drop-off points such as convenience
stores where the identity of the purchaser
can be verified.
Members of the wine industry are
optimistic that online sales will be available in the near future, though it may
not lead to a paradigm shift in how wine

Dominique Levy of Formosa Wines in
his store on FuXing South Road.
pHoto : tim F erry

is sold. Curry notes, for example, that
Internet sales in Hong Kong failed to
really take off, since “there needs to be a
human dimension to wine sales.”
Some suggest that the move to online
sales could actually benefit small wine
shops by offering them another channel
to promote themselves and broaden their
reach. And already online wine experts
are positioning themselves to take over as
arbiters of taste, allowing consumers to
read their reviews and purchase directly
from the supplier.
Whatever the future of Internet wine
sales in Taiwan, it appears likely that
wine culture will continue to deepen in
this market as more and more people
come to appreciate what wine can bring
to their lives. Oenophiles speak of marriages rejuvenated by a shared love of
wine, and health restored to stressed-out
people who learned to slow down and
savor their wine.
“Wine is always slow,” observes Levy.
“It’s about people who are more tuned
in to enjoy life, people who are able to
slow down their lives and give a tempo
to their lives. People who enjoy food and
friends.”
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