January 2018 | Vol. 48 | Issue 1
THE AMERICAN CHAMBER OF COMMERCE IN TAIPEI

TAIWAN BUSINESS TOPICS
January 2018 | Vol. 48 | Issue 1
中華郵政北台字第
號執照登記為雜誌交寄
5000
1_2018_Cover.indd 1

WINE & DINE
2018
ISSUE SPONSOR

Read TOPICS Online at topics.amcham.com.tw

NT$150

Published by the
American Chamber Of
Commerce In Taipei

2018/1/4 下午5:50

CONTENTS
6

Energetic Italian chefs are introducing one of the world's great
cuisines to the Taiwanese capital.

JAN UARY 20 1 8 VOLUME 48, N UMB ER 1
一○七年一 月號

Publisher

傅維廉

Editor-in-Chief

10 Indian Cuisine Heats Up in
Taipei

總編輯

Don Shapiro

沙蕩

Associate Editor

More and more restaurants have
been opening as increasing
numbers of Taiwanese diners
have come to appreciate Indian
cooking.

副主編

Tim Ferry
Art Director/

By Matthew Fulco

發行人

William Foreman

法緹姆
美術主任 /

Production Coordinator

Katia Chen

後製統籌

陳國梅

Manager, Publications Sales & Marketing 廣告行銷經理

Caroline Lee

By Timothy Ferry

李佳紋

American Chamber of Commerce in Taipei
129 MinSheng East Road, Section 3,
7F, Suite 706, Taipei 10596, Taiwan
P.O. Box 17-277, Taipei, 10419 Taiwan
Tel: 2718-8226 Fax: 2718-8182
e-mail: amcham@amcham.com.tw
website: http://www.amcham.com.tw
名稱：台北市美國商會工商雜誌
發行所：台北市美國商會
臺北市10596民生東路三段129號七樓706室
電話：2718-8226 傳真：2718-8182
Taiwan Business TOPICS is a publication of the American
C h a m b e r o f C o m m e rc e i n Ta i p e i , R O C . C o n t e n t s a re
independent of and do not necessarily reflect the views of the
Officers, Board of Governors, Supervisors or members.

© Copyright 2018 by the American Chamber of Commerce
in Taipei, ROC. All rights reserved. Permission to reprint
original material must be requested in writing from AmCham.
Production done in-house, Printing by Farn Mei Printing Co.,
Ltd.
登記字號：台誌第一零九六九號
印刷所：帆美印刷股份有限公司
經銷商：台灣英文雜誌社 台北市108台北市萬華區長沙街二段66號
發行日期：中華民國一○七年一月
中華郵政北台字第5000號執照登記為雜誌交寄
ISSN 1818-1961

Discovering a Little Italy in
Taipei

16 Growing Appreciation for
Indigenous Cuisine
Despite Taiwan’s Austronesian
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it is surprising that visitors to
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in the Bay Area
Not satisfied with catering just
to Asian diners, some Taiwanese restaurants in the region are
seeking to expand their customer base.
By Keith Menconi
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24 Taipei’s Fun Food Revolution
Baking classes have become a fresh source of entertainment for many
millennials, while healthy eating and do-it-yourself dining are driving
demand for cooking courses.
By Jules Quartly

30 The Four Stages of Life
(as experienced through Taiwanese cuisine)
By Joshua Samuel Brown
cover photo: akame’s pig tongue slow roasted on hot stones, with dried taro
powder and smoked plum sauce, wrapped in a chinese-lantern plant leaf –
a traditional rukai tribe dish called CHINAVU.
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Fubon Financial Holdings Overview
36 A Moveable Feast

Committed to becoming one of Asia’s first-class financial insti-

The concept of food tours is new
to Taiwan, but the potential is high,
especially in conjunction with business conferences.

tutions, Fubon Financial Holdings has built a strong lineup
of financial service companies. Its major subsidiaries include
Fubon Life, Taipei Fubon Bank, Fubon Bank (HK), Fubon Bank
(China), Fubon Insurance, and Fubon Securities. As of the end

By Elyse Glickman

of June 2017, Fubon Financial Holdings had total assets of

40 Taipei Michelin Guide
Coming this Spring

US$216 billion, second among Taiwan’s financial holding companies, and ranking as the most profitable financial holding

Publication is expected to help
Taiwan’s outstanding restaurants
achieve a higher profile internationally and boost tourism.

company in Taiwan.
Fubon Financial Holdings’ subsidiaries rank among the top per-

By Matthew Fulco

formers in their respective sectors. Fubon Insurance has consis-

42 Taiwan’s Growing Thirst for
Wine

tently led all P&C insurers with an over 20% market share. Taipei

Consumers are gradually developing a taste for grape wine, but
it still remains outside the mainstream dining culture.

Fubon Securities ranks among Taiwan’s top three securities

Fubon Bank is one of Taiwan’s biggest privately owned banks;
houses; and Fubon Life ranks second in first year premium and
total premium.

By Matthew Fulco

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.
In January 2014, Fubon Financial Holdings and Taipei Fubon

46 Taipei’s Top Five Bars for
Business

Bank acquired a controlling 80% stake in Shanghai-based First

Alcohol is a valued lubricant when
it comes to commerce, and these
establishments represent some of
the best the city has to offer in the
drinks department.

Sino Bank, later changing its name to Fubon Bank (China). In
2016, Fubon Bank (China) became a 100%-owned subsidiary of
Fubon Financial Holdings. Fubon Financial Holdings is now the
only Taiwanese financial institution with banking subsidiaries in
China, Taiwan and Hong Kong.

By Jules Quartly

50 Giving “High Tea” a Whole
New Meaning

Looking ahead, Fubon Financial Holdings will continue to
strengthen our presence in Taiwan and pursue stable growth.

By Elyse Glickman

At the same time, Fubon Financial Holdings will continue to
search for suitable M&A opportunities in Greater China in order
to develop a foothold in the regional market and move closer to
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the goal of becoming a first-class business group in Asia.
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pasta from la locanda top left and divino bottom left chef enrico negrini of divino, right

discovering a little italy
IN TAIPEI
Energetic Italian chefs are introducing one of the world's great
cuisines to the Taiwanese capital.
STORY AND PHOTOS BY MATTHEW FULCO
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B

otega del Vin belies its posh East
Taipei location. The restaurant
may be situated amid luxury residences a stone’s throw from ZhongXiao
East Road, but it feels like a trattoria –
a rustic Italian eating establishment that
usually caters to a loyal clientele. Trattorias emphasize simple but tasty food and
warm, personalized service.
Founder and head chef Giorgio Trevisan, a native of the northern Italian city
of Verona, is on a first-name basis with
many of his patrons. Clad casually in a
sweater and jeans, he moves seamlessly
between tables, greeting guests and recommending dishes.
Trevisan speaks some conversational
Chinese and excellent English. That’s
more than enough to communicate with
the well-heeled, mostly locale clientele.
There are businesspeople and young couples, as well as groups of young women
carefully photographing each dish – and
themselves – with iPhone X’s.
Everyone is here for an authentic slice
of Italy (although not pizza, which is not
served here). “The food we serve is typical of what people eat in my hometown
of Verona,” he says. “It’s simple and
hearty – and our customers enjoy that.”

A few dishes are made with tomato
sauce, which is more characteristic of
southern Italy. But outside of Italy you
won’t easily find Trevisan’s savory duck
tagliatelle with white wine ragu. And
there’s a nice local touch: The tender
duck meat is sourced from Yilan, Taiwan’s most eminent water fowl-producing region.
Then there’s “Giorgio’s cheesecake,”
which I initially tried to wave off. It
seemed wise to abstain; I had already
enjoyed a sprawling antipasto spread,
with everything from grilled vegetables to
homemade chicken liver pâté on bread,
the duck tagliatelle, and half of my wife’s
succulent veal scallop – also cooked in
white wine.
But Giorgio wouldn’t take no for an
answer, and with good reason. “This is
not American cheesecake,” he insists.
He’s right. It does not taste like Philadelphia Cream Cheese in a pie crust or sit in
the stomach like a brick. Instead, it’s delicate, fluffy, and only a tad sweet – almost
like the fresh ricotta in cannoli, a traditional Sicilian pastry.
Italian cuisine in Taipei has come a
long way since 1999, when Trevistan first
arrived in Taiwan. At the time, there were

few authentic Italian restaurants on the
island. Italian chefs were rare.
In those days guests complained to
Trevistan that their starch dishes were
undercooked. “There was no concept of
al dente,” he says, referring to the Italian
term for noodles or rice cooked to an
ideal consistency – one that is firm to the
bite. “People expected the pasta or risotto
to be as soft it is in Chinese cuisine.”
As more Taiwanese traveled to Italy in
the 2000s, they grew more familiar with
the food, observes Federico Zocatelli,
also a Verona native and owner of Zoca
Pizzeria Caffeteria. Zocatelli first came
to Taiwan in 2002 and established Zoca
in 2010. With more than 40 types of pies
available, it has since become an institution among pizza aficionados here.
In the open kitchen in the front of the
restaurant, Zocatelli and his team prepare the 10-inch, thin-crust pies in a
stone oven. The best choice on the menu
might be the zesty Inferno, even if it’s
only mildly spicy. Zesty salami, onion,
ricotta and chili sit atop tomato sauce,
mozzarella, and a wafer-thin crust.
Vegetarians shouldn’t be deterred,
though. Not when there are also options
like the delicious Italia, a tomato sauce

“The Three Gentlemen from Verona.” From left: Zoca's Federico Zocatelli, La Locanda's Matteo Boschiavo and Botega del
Vin's Giorgio Trevistan.
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and mozzarella pie topped with ricotta,
fresh tomato, and spinach.
Zoca’s style of pizza is somewhere in
between Roman and Neapolitan. Roman
pizza has a thin to medium-weight crust,
which is made with olive oil in addition
to water, flour, yeast, and salt. Adding
oil makes the crust weightier, crisper, and
more flavorful.
“Some people don’t realize that not
all authentic Italian pizza is extra crispy,”
Zocatelli says. “I can make it that way,
but you need to come on the early side,
when there’s time to leave it in the oven
longer.”

The Italian invasion
Since the global financial crisis, the
number of Italian restaurants in Taipei
headed by Italian chefs has steadily risen.
To be sure, that reflects Taiwanese people’s growing affinity for Italian food.
But the trend also indicates trouble
at home. Due to economic difficulties,
Italy is experiencing a largescale brain
drain. 115,000 Italians moved to another
country in 2016, an increase of 9.6%
over the year before, according to data
compiled by the Italian government.
For ambitious restaurateurs, Italy’s sclerotic bureaucracy is a hindrance,
Trevistan says. “It’s slow and costly to
open a restaurant in Italy, unless you
have the right connections. In Taiwan,

you can open a restaurant with just
US$30,000, and it doesn’t take long to
get things up and running.”
The restaurant industry is also doing
well in Taiwan, despite modest overall
economic growth. In 2016, Taiwan restaurants posted a record US$14 billion in
revenue, according to a February report
by English-language Channel News Asia.
Matteo Boschiavo, who also comes
from Verona, has worked in Taiwan as a
chef since the early 2000s. In July 2016
he opened La Locanda restaurant, which
features cuisine from his native Verona as
well as other classic Italian dishes.
“Locanda” means “inn” in Italian.
Boschiavo chose that name because his
restaurant is inspired by the ancient
European inns “where poets, travelers,
and great thinkers could stop over to
relax and taste great local food.”
I recommend Boschiavo’s piquant
bucatini all’amatriciana, the famed
Roman pasta dish made with tomatoes,
black pepper, chili, pecorino cheese (from
Amatrice) and guanciale: Italian saltcured pork cheek. It’s normally only on
the lunch menu, but Boschiavo had all
the ingredients on hand when I visited for
a Sunday dinner. “If you know what you
want and don’t see it on the menu, just
ask me to make it,” he says. “For many
simple dishes, it’s possible.”
His seafood risotto is another musttry. When I visited for lunch, Bos-

Desserts are a highlight at La Locanda. This refined chocolate cake is a specialty of Chef Matteo Boschiavo.
8

chiavo made a large portion served family-style for our party. A tomato-based
risotto made with shrimp, squid, and
clams, it strikes a chord with the local
palate. “The ingredients are all familiar
to Taiwanese, and it’s easy to share,” he
observes.
In contrast, pasta or rice dishes in
Italy are often small because they are
served as a course in the meal of an individual diner. A traditional Italian meal
includes an antipasto (usually some combination of cured meats, cheeses, and
cold vegetables), a pasta or rice dish
called a “primo,” meaning “first course,”
and then a second course of a meat or
fish dish.
Portions are generous – I would say
almost American sizes – at Enrico Negrini’s DiVino restaurant, but the flavors
are authentically Italian. Chef Negrini,
a Roman, is uncompromising on that.
“I want people to experience authentic
home-style Italian food here,” he says.
“For me to serve anything else would be
a waste of time.”
Negrini cooks beautifully. His rigatoni
with nduja – a spicy spreadable salami
from Calabria – and ricotta cheese,
served unabashedly al dente, is among
the best pasta dishes I've ever had. The
rich red sauce exudes the pungent flavor
of the salami – which Negrini makes himself from scratch.
Wo r k i n g f r o m a n o p e n k i t c h e n ,
Negrini offers a small “chef’s table” from
where patrons can observe him cook.
It’s the equivalent of sitting at the bar in
a restaurant, except that you converse
with the chef instead of the bartender.
“I like to chat with customers,” he says.
“It’s especially good if you know me and
you’re coming on your own.”
DiVino even occasionally offers a
little Italian wine education. For Thanksgiving, the restaurant featured a fourcourse tasting menu paired with Ferrari
Italian sparkling wine. While all of the
pairings were adroit, the second course
was inspirational: a mushroom and black
truffle risotto matched with a dry sparkling rosé. It was so good I even bought a
bottle of the Ferrari Rosé as a souvenir.
Meanwhile, Taipei’s Italian restaurant
boom shows no signs of slowing down.
In March, Il Mercato opened with
g r e a t f a n f a r e i n Ta i p e i ’s u p m a r k e t
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counters that “people always look at
Taiwan in the shadow of China, but it’s
not a small market.”
He considers Taiwan’s moderate population of 23 million and concentrated
geographical area as an advantage that
facilitates publicity generation and brand
building.
“We are going building a brand and
we are going to be everywhere from
north to south,” he says, noting that a
restaurant will be opened in Kaohsiung
early next year.
Despite facing plenty of competition,
Mercato may well be successful. After
all, Taiwanese diners are becoming passionate – and discerning – about Italian
food. To illustrate that point, Botega del
Vin’s Trivestan mentions a recent incident
in which a customer sent back her risotto
for being insufficiently al dente. “She said
to me ‘your risotto is overcooked,’” he
says. “I wanted to give her a hug.”
Tomino cheese with blueberries, a new antipasto (first course) at DiVino.

Ti e n m u n e i g h b o r h o o d , a n d o w n e r
Michael dePrenda appears determined to
bring a more refined Italian dining experience to Taipei. He has invested heavily
on every aspect of the dining experience, starting with the restaurant interior,
which was designed by celebrated architect Michele Bönan. In addition, everything from the tables and chairs to the
flooring was imported from Italy to make
the ambiance “as authentic as possible,”
says dePrenda.
True authenticity is in the food, of
course, and dePrenda has gone all out by
bringing in 11 chefs from Italy, including
Enrico Derflingher, formerly head chef
for the UK’s Royal Family and for former
U.S. President George H.W. Bush. This
team of chefs works closely with the Taiwanese cooking staff, using traditional
ingredients both imported from Italy and
locally sourced, including from Il Mercato’s own farm.
A recent lunch at Il Mercato featured
an appetizer of homemade coppa (Italian
ham) with Burrata cheese – similar to
Mozzarella, but with a creamy center
– from the Puglia region of southern
Italy. This was accompanied by a dish of
shrimp tartar on a bed of Burrata cheese
with bottarga (cured fish roe).

The lasagna was rich and filling, while
the thick and chewy cavatelli pasta shells
were served with locally caught seafood
in a tangy tomato sauce.
Unusually for an Italian restaurant
here, Il Mercato has an extensive wine
cellar filled with imported Italian wines
and overseen by a dedicated sommelier,
and dePrenda says that his wines are sold
at cost for less than at wine shops.
Lunch was accompanied by a dry
white wine that perfectly complemented
the meal, plus a delicate sparkling rosé.
With Il Mercato, dePrenda is seeking
to create not only a restaurant but a
brand that he envisions will encompass a
chain of coffee shops, pizza-pasta restaurants, simple trattorias, as well as additional fine-dining establishments. He is
also operating a business importing food
and wine from Italy and is already selling
to some of Taiwan’s top hotels and restaurants.
“We had to import it for ourselves,
so we might as well import it for others
as well,” he says. “And we have the best
prices in town.”
As the number of Italian eateries
expands in Taiwan, some might question whether Taiwan has a large enough
market to sustain all of them. DePrenda

DIRECTORY
Botega del Vin
No. 7, Alley 17, Lane 170, ZhongXiao E. Rd., Sec. 4, Da’an Dist.,
Taipei
Tel: 2752-5330
www.botegadelvin.com
DiVino Taipei
No. 15, Lane 71, AnHe Rd., Sec. 2,
Da’an Dist., Taipei
Tel: 2732-2552
https://divinotaipei.com
Il Mercato
164 ZhongZheng Rd., Sec. 2, Shilin Dist., Taipei
Tel: 2873-0608
www.ilmercato.com.tw
La Locanda
No. 18, Alley 52, Lane 12, BaDe
Rd., Sec. 3, Songshan Dist., Taipei
Tel: 2579-2922
Facebook.com/lalocandataipei
Zoca Pizzeria Caffeteria
No. 3, Lane 69, AnHe Rd., Sec. 2,
Da’an Dist., Taipei
Tel: 2707-2212
Facebook.com/zocapizzafan
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INDIAN CUISINE HEATS UP
IN TAIPEI
More and more restaurants have been opening as increasing numbers
of Taiwanese diners have come to appreciate Indian cooking.

BY TIM FERRY
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W

hen Daniel Hsiung first
arrived in Taiwan over 22
years ago, only a few Indian
restaurants, including the venerable Tandoor Indian Restaurant, founded in
1989, could be found on the island. The
overseas Chinese from Kolkata came to
Taiwan to learn Chinese cooking. During
a stint as a part-time bartender at the legendary Pig and Whistle pub in Tienmu,
however, he whipped up a casual Indian
meal for bar patrons, and it was such
a huge hit that it revealed a pent-up
demand for Indian food in the Tienmu
area. Expats living there encouraged him
to go into business, telling him: “If you
open up a restaurant, we’ll support you.”
Hsiung started with a rented kitchen
next to the Pig and Whistle, but in 2001
opened up the Spice Shop at its current
site on Tienmu East Road. The restaurant was an instant success, with demand
so high that customers would line up for
hours to try his traditional Indian fare.
Students attending the Taipei American
School and other international schools in
the area were so important to his business
that “when they went on holidays my
business would go way down,” he recalls.
But the scarcity of good Indian food
that drove demand at the Spice Shop was
an opportunity for others entering the
market, observes Sandra Jin, owner of
Saffron Fine Indian Cuisine, whose husband is from India. “My husband had
already been in Taiwan for 30 years and
found it wasn’t easy to find real authentic
Indian food,” she says. “We love to eat
and although none of us had any experience in the food and beverage industry,
the timing was right and we thought,
why don’t we do a restaurant?”
In 2007, after years of planning,
including multiple trips to India to recruits
chefs and acquire recipes, the couple
founded Saffron just a few doors down
from the Spice Shop. It is just one of a
host of new Indian restaurants to be established in recent years. Calcutta Indian
Food on XiNing South Road in Taipei’s
Wanhua District also opened in 2007,
while Mayur Indian Kitchen launched its
first restaurant on Keelung Road in 2011,
with Jai Ho Indian Food, also on Tienmu
East Road, joining the pack in 2016.
Joseph Bistro, off of SongJiang Road,
opened its doors in 2014.

As the number of Indian restaurants
in Taipei has expanded, demand has
kept pace, having evolved away from its
reliance chiefly on Western and Indian
expats to gain a following among local
consumers as well.
Taiwanese are increasingly interested
in India, and all of the Indian restaurateurs interviewed for this report noted
that Taiwanese restaurant-goers these
days are far more likely to be acquainted
with Indian food and to have visited the
country.
“In my restaurant 99% of the customers are Taiwanese and they all can
speak English, so they are all travelers,”
says Joseph Elias Vaz, founder and chef
at Joseph Bistro. “They travel to India or
after they have eaten here they want to
travel there.”
Taiwan’s New Southbound Policy,
which is promoting increased business
contacts between Taiwan and India,
is also having an impact on relations,
raising the numbers of both Indian engineers and students working and living in
Taiwan and Taiwanese visiting and doing
business in India.
This familiarity offers exciting opportunity for Indian chefs, as it allows them
to offer a more authentic Indian food
experience. “When I started, Taiwanese
people didn’t understand Indian food;
they always thought it was too spicy,”
says Hsiung of Spice Shop. Now, with so
many traveling to India and with a more

open spirit in the culture, “Taiwanese
people are asking for more flavor. They
say, I want it to really be authentic.”
It wasn’t always so, and Indian restaurateurs note that even the basics of Indian
cuisine were often unfamiliar to Taiwanese diners in the past.
Mayur Srivastava came to Taiwan
in 2008 as a sous chef for a major hotel
chain but soon became excited over the
prospect of cooking authentic Indian cuisine for local diners. “When I first came
to Taiwan I saw there were many Indian
restaurants, but they were all very expensive and the food was not very Indian,”
he says.
He started selling his own Indian food
at a stand in the Shilin Night Market and
noticed that many customers were unsure
how to tackle a typical Indian meal of a
curry with naan (flat wheat bread). To
overcome this, he offered an innovative
dish of curry wrapped inside naan that
soon proved popular. Despite opposition from his neighboring vendors (who
objected to his charcoal oven), as well as
pricing and cost issues, and language and
cultural barriers, Srivastava soon had one
of the busiest stands in the night market.

Regional variance
India has a huge range of geographies and climates, from the high, frosty
slopes of the Himalayas to the sultry
subtropical coastlines of Tamil Nadu,

photo: timothy ferry

Indian spices are so complex that most restaurants recruit chefs directly from
India, including these two at Saffron.
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each offering a different potential for
food crops. Reflecting India’s thousands
of years of history and wide-ranging cultural and ethnic diversity, Indian cuisine is extremely varied, though within
certain broad parameters. Climate separates the wheat belt in the north,
where breads such as naan and roti prevail, from the southern rice belt. Potatoes, onions, and tomatoes are eaten
throughout most of India.
Ye t r e g i o n a l d i f f e r e n c e s c a n b e
stark. Cuisine of the northeast state of
Arunachal Pradesh is known for its meat
– which would be rejected in many places
where vegetarian Hindus and Jains predominate – and its leafy green vegetables,
which (except for spinach) are considered animal food in much of India. Seafood is popular in coastal areas but disdained in other regions, while dairy is a
main food source in northern regions but
uncommon in the south.
Despite this variety, though, northern
Indian curries and naans have become
overwhelmingly popular on the world
stage and thus representative of the cuisine as a whole. So, just as many people
consider southern Italian food such as
pizza and spaghetti to be “Italian food”
and Cantonese egg rolls and wontons as
“Chinese food,” north Indian curries and
naans have come to represent “Indian
food.”
Accordingly, most of Taipei’s Indian
restaurants, including Saffron, Spice
Shop, Jai Ho, and most of Mayur Indian
Kitchen’s six branches, focus mostly on
north Indian cuisine.

PHOT O: timothy ferry

North India is where the famous
clay oven, the tandoor, is widely used,
and tandoori chicken is on the menu at
nearly all Indian restaurants in Taiwan.
Spice Shop offers a wonderfully spicy
and smoky tandoori chicken that is
tender and filled with flavor. Chicken
tikka masala is another favorite, and
Jai Ho’s version was tender and mildly
spicy. Butter chicken curry is likewise
found on many Indian restaurant menus,
and Mayur Indian Kitchen’s version is
rich and creamy, while its samosas –
fried dumplings filled with potatoes and
onions – offered a strong flavor of cumin
that was perfectly accentuated by the
green chutney sauce.
Joseph Bistro takes another route to

Indian cuisine, however, by emphasizing
regional dishes not typically on restaurant menus. Owner Vaz says that when
he began planning to open his own restaurant after 27 years as a chef for major
Western hotels and restaurants in Taiwan
and abroad, he carefully considered what
cuisine to highlight.
“I didn’t want to do a typical Indian
restaurant,” he says. “There are too
many Indian restaurants opening, and
many people have what they are looking
for in north Indian cuisine.”
Instead, he looked to his childhood
growing up in the cosmopolitan city of
Mumbai, where even in his neighborhood a variety of regional cuisines were
common. His cuisine focuses on seafood
and other dishes from the southwest
states of Goa and Karnataka as well as
the northern state of Uttar Pradesh, in
honor of his “three mothers” – his own
mother and two caregiving neighbors,
each of whom hailed from one of these
states.
These regional cuisines are less well
known outside of India – and even in
India – which makes it difficult to find
chefs who are familiar with them, Vaz
Pork curry and naan at Jai Ho, top.
Chef Joseph Elias Vaz grows many of
his own herbs on the patio of Joseph
Bistro, left.

photo: timothy ferry
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The Spice Shop's food is as delicious
as it is eye-catching.

Road, offers more typical North Indian
cuisine at prices consistent with other
Taipei-based Indian restaurants. MIK 3,
on the other hand, combines north and
south Indian cuisine, is entirely vegetarian, and comes at mid-range prices,
while MIK 4 is buffet style. MIK 5 is
located in Dazhi and is family oriented,
and Mayur even has a hookah bar/restaurant (MIK 6) on SongJiang Road.
“Every restaurant has a unique character that can give people more idea
about Indian cuisine,” he says.
photo: timothy ferry

says. But he sees these dishes as more
healthful and vibrant than typical Indian
food. Because few diners are familiar
with these regional cuisines, he notes,
“they think I am doing fusion but actually I am doing authentic.”

Spices in Indian cooking
Regardless of the region, spices are
essential to all Indian food, which deters
many Taiwanese who fear it will be too
much for them to handle. Indian food
depends on 13 basic spices and a full
complement of 108 different ones, but
only chilies and peppercorns actually add
heat. The rest, including mace, cumin,
black mustard seed, cardamom, turmeric,
ginger, and others, provide flavor with
little heat.
Indian spices are so numerous and
complex that most of the restaurants
import chefs from India, as they feel that
only Indian chefs can really understand
and effectively use Indian spices.
“Indian food uses so many different
kinds of spices, and each spice will combine with other spices to make different
flavors,” says Saffron’s Jin, who interviewed more than 20 chefs in New Delhi
to find the right two to bring to Taipei to
help open the restaurant (they were eventually joined by a third). Saffron imports
its spices from India whole and grinds
them in the kitchen.
The three chefs arrived in Taipei over

a decade ago, when all were bachelors.
The same three are still at the helm in
the kitchen, but have all married local
women and become fathers. “We are like
a family here,” Jin says.
Indian food is fairly expensive in
Ta i w a n c o m p a r e d t o o t h e r d i n i n g
options, with this writer’s meals rarely
coming to less than around NT$600 per
lunch and sometimes a good deal more.
This is explained in part by the costs
involved in employing foreign workers
and importing authentic ingredients. It
also reflects the nature of Taiwan-Indian
trade relations, which concentrates on
cooperation in high-tech industries. As
a result, Indian nationals working in
Taiwan tend to be engineers or other
well-paid professionals with high expectations when it comes to the restaurants
they patronize.
Yet Mayur Srivastava is on a mission to change that assumption about
Indian food by operating six restaurants designed to accommodate a range
of budgets. He says that prices in each
of these restaurants are dictated by the
style of Indian food on offer, as well as
the amount of rent being charged in that
location. The first Mayur Indian Kitchen
(MIK 1 – he has so many branches, he
now numbers them) is in a lower-rent
zone and offers lower-cost, simple fare
with lunch specials going for as little as
NT$150. MIK 2, located at the corner of
MinSheng East Road and FuXing North

DIRECTORY
Th e S pice S h op
No. 6, Alley 10, Lane 50, Tienmu
E. Rd.,
Shilin District, Taipei
Tel: 2873-7775
S affron F ine Indian Cu is ine
38-6 Tienmu E. Rd.,
Shilin District, Taipei
Tel: 2871-4842
May u r Indian K itch en ( MIK 2 )
103 M inSheng E. Rd., Sec. 3,
Taipei
Tel: 2715-5277
J os eph Bis tro
No. 13, Lane 69, SongJ iang Rd.,
Taipei
Tel: 2508-1329
J ai H o Indian Res tau rant
No. 22-1, Lane 50, Tienmu E. Rd.,
Shilin District, Taipei
Tel: 2876-3838
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growing appreciation for
INDIGENOUS CUISINE
Despite Taiwan’s Austronesian past and unique food culture, it is
surprising that visitors to Taipei cannot sample the country’s earliest
cuisine in style.
BY JULES QUARTLY
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T

aiwan’s Indigenous people have
a long and proud tradition of
essentially slow-cooked food that
emphasizes seasonal and organic ingredients – quite in line with the foodie movement currently in vogue. But you won’t
find an example of native fine-dining in
Taipei, a city that lays claim to being one
of the world’s leading gastronomic destinations.
That is the case even though the cuisines of so many countries and ethnic
groups are well-represented here, not to
mention the fact that the government is
promoting the idea that the Republic of
China (Taiwan) is different from China in
part because of its Austronesian roots.
“Fine dining” is when expert chefs
utilize the highest quality ingredients to
produce well-presented dishes served
by an attentive wait staff in refined surroundings. To enjoy that upscale experience, patrons are prepared to pay a premium. For many people, however, fine
dining and Indigenous food are thought
of as antithetical.
Most locals are not interested in
spending extra on what is viewed as plain
fare from the mountains. Far better, the
thought goes, are snails imported from
France and prepared by some semi-celebrity chef at an establishment with a foreign-sounding name. Indigenous food is
typically associated with simple dishes,
rudimentary preparation, copious
drinking, and likely a karaoke machine
for belting out Frank Sinatra tunes.
That view is harsh and possibly prejudiced. Actually, Taiwan does have some
very good Indigenous restaurants, though
they are found far from the capital – in
the mountains, down south, and in the
east-coast city of Taitung. One of these is
Akame (facebook.com/akame.in), which
is difficult to get to without a car, as it is
embedded in a remote part of Pingtung
County, not far from the Taiwan Indigenous Peoples Culture Park.
Owner-chef Alex Peng is a Le Cordon
Bleu graduate who was further trained
by André Chiang (江振誠), considered to
be one of the world’s top chefs (in addition to having a Michelin-starred restaurant in Singapore, he also runs Raw – one
of the toughest places in town to get a
reservation – in Taipei’s Neihu district).
After working with Chiang in Singapore,

Chef Alex decided to return to his roots
in Pingtung in the ancient Rukai tribe village of Kucapungane (好茶村).
“Akame” means “grilling with wood”
in the native language, and a meal starts
with fresh baked rolls with whipped
cream and toasted barley, similar to
what is served at Raw. Following are
tasty amuse-bouche and amazing main
dishes such as fried quail eggs dusted
with matcha powder; black suckling pig
with plum blossom and millet cheese,
dragon fruit, and dried prickly ash sauce;
and baked spring chicken with a glaze
of wasabi and honey, with fragrant Chinese toon. Among the dessert options are
five-needle-pine churros dipped in a nutty
chocolate sauce.
Food prepping is intensive, since some
of the ingredients are rare and can only
be found in remote areas. In a translated
email reply to queries from Taiwan Business TOPICS, Chef Alex says of the process: “We use a lot of wild herbs from the
mountains. Some are difficult to source,
so we get friends who are familiar with
the mountain environment to help us
find them. For example, we use prickly
ash leaf and flower, mountain asparagus,
five-needle pine, and seeds from the nutgall tree.”
“Chef Andre inspired me a lot, especially how he read up about and under-

stood the ingredients that he uses so well.
So when I returned home, I never stopped
looking for wild ingredients that I could
use in our cuisine and was stimulated
by a lot of different ideas on how to use
them.”
Asked whether he considers the experience to be fine dining, Chef Alex is
modest and straightforward. “Akame
adopts an a la carte menu rather than a
set menu. We change our menu a little
every day, depending on the ingredients we have. The intention is to make
everyone feel relaxed, enjoy the meal,
and understand our cuisine. That’s why
I would describe Akame as casual (or
bistro-style) dining rather than fine
dining. But of course Indigenous cuisine
can be presented in all forms, including

Akame in Pingtung County is one of
the few restaurants in Taiwan that can
claim to provide Indigenous fine dining. Akame’s owner-chef Alex Yang is
Cordon Bleu trained.

PHOTOS: AKAME
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INDIGENOUS
fine dining.”
The restaurant opened in 2015 and
is doing well, Chef Alex says. There are
two sittings of 19 places every evening,
from 6 to 9 p.m. and from 9 to midnight.
“Ninety-five percent of our clients are
not from Pingtung, but come from other
cities in Taiwan or from abroad.”
According to Michelin’s star system,
a three-star restaurant is one that signifies exceptional food and is worth a special journey. Chef Alex decided to open
in his Rukai homeland precisely because
he wants the journey to also be part of
the experience. “I wanted to make this
something special, since a reservation and
commitment has to be made, in addition
to traveling for some time to a different
space or environment, which will alter
the mood.”
He adds that the goal is for patrons
to understand “Akame’s reinterpretation
of Indigenous cuisine, which we want to
share with everyone.”

Natural and fresh
Indigenous food focuses on freshness
and natural ingredients, as appropriate
for what traditionally was a hunter-gatherer society. The content of the meal
was based literally on the catch of the
day. For example, the Bunun, based
in Nantou county, are “high-mountain people” famed for their deer and
flying squirrel intestine dishes, as well as
“gamy” meat that is barbecued or fried

with garlic and ginger, then served in a
spicy sauce. The Kavalan, who are “flatland” or “plains people” originally based
in Yilan County, harvested millet, corn,
and sweet potatoes, in addition to fishing
and hunting.
Typically, root vegetables rather than
seedling plants were cultivated, and meat
was preserved with millet wine or salt.
As opposed to Chinese cooking, which
stir fries and stews to combine flavors,
Indigenous cooking steams, boils, or spit
roasts, essentially preserving the original
flavor of ingredients.
Another method of cooking is to put
stones in the fire and then use them to
heat up ingredients placed in vessels such
as bamboo containers for zhutong fan
(竹桶飯). A unique feature of Indigenous cuisine is the palette of wild herbs
and spices that can only be sourced from
nature and vary from tribe to tribe.
The sourcing of traditional foods by
hunting has been a contentious issue for
many years. In 2013, a Bunun tribesman
shot a Formosan serow and Reeves’
muntjac for the table. He was prosecuted
under the Wildlife Conservation Act
and sentenced to three and a half years
in prison. An amended version of the
Act that passed in June now allows for
the hunting of wild game by Indigenous
people for traditional rituals, “self use”
or the family table, but not for profit.
The difficulty of sourcing such a wide
variety of truly organic herbs and game
for Indigenous fare has often been cited

photo: y unshan

Yunshan in Taipei had a well-deserved reputation for excellent Indigenous fare,
but closed toward the end of last year.
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as one of the reasons why Indigenous
restaurants find it hard to maintain operations in urban environments like Taipei.
Certainly, they seem to come and go
quite quickly.
One establishment that lasted for four
years but closed in late October was Yunshan (雲山, Cloud Mountain). Situated
near Da’an Forest Park, it was run by
husband-and-wife team Yabu and Mon
Taiwan who are from the Atayal and
Rukai tribes respectively. They served
up classy Indigenous food in a relaxed,
modern café-style setting, and won plaudits for doing so.
Taipei Feast Week director Kevin
Wolkober, who also created the app Eat
Drink Taiwan, characterized the restaurant as unique: “The owners, Yabu
and Mon, offered fine dining experiences made from local ingredients from
their base in Nantou. I always found the
dining experience personal, tasty, and
thoughtful, as they introduced each dish
to our group.”
Wolkober featured Yunshan as one
of the five highlight restaurants during
Feast Week in August, and praised it for
making Indigenous dining accessible.
Speaking by phone from Puli in
Nantou County, Yabu explained that
the reason for closing the Taipei restaurant was to return home for the birth of
their child. The couple now bake maqawspiced bread (facebook.com/yunshanbaker) and operate occasional popup
stores at Taipei Main Station. Maqaw
(馬告), sometimes spelled magao and also
known variously as litsea cubeba, May
Chang, and mountain pepper, is an evergreen shrub that produces an oil commonly used in Indigenous cooking. Following the example of Akame, Yabu and
Mon are looking to start a new restaurant
in their hometown, possibly in February.
Asked to describe his food philosophy,
Yabu replies: “Our intention has always
been to develop our own brand of food
from the mountains and our own culture. In the future we want to find our
own land and do our own thing, even
better. We produce elegant, slow-cooked
Indigenous food, where the combination
of flavors is different from but relatable
to Western palates. We want to introduce our taste and style and tell our story
through food.”
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“There have been other restaurants
like ours, but most are similar to re-chao
(熱炒) restaurants (cheap, cheerful stirfried dishes). But for the price, it’s difficult to source and produce good mountain food, with all the special meats and
herbs and intensive preparation. People
think: ‘Why should we pay for this when
there are so many other choices?’”

Authentic vs. innovative
In the course of researching this report
and puzzling as to why there are no Indigenous fine-dining options in Taipei, it was
recommended that I speak to Katy Huiwen Hung. With Steven Crook, she is coauthor of a book slated for publication in
the United States later this year on the history and development of food in Taiwan.
Hung notes that it is important to distinguish between authentic and innovative indigenous foods. “They are two different styles. Authentic Indigenous food
means what Indigenous people eat at
home,” which is quite different from the
fare at Indigenous restaurants catering
mainly to non-Indigenous diners.
Since we couldn’t find an Indigenous fine-dining restaurant in Taipei,
Hung recommended the next best thing,
which turned out to be a 30-to-40-minute
ride out of the city center into the semiwilds of Xizhi district. We had to book
in advance for the signature roast
chicken, and on arrival at Yuanwei Kafeifang (www.facebook.com/原味咖啡坊
-137314006338857) found the owner
fanning the flames of an oven outside.
His wife was busy in the kitchen and
we were led into the restaurant, which
was packed with ethnic artifacts, artful
homemade wooden furniture, driftwood,
and the occasional stuffed animal. At one
end of the room was a big TV and stage
for karaoke. Outside there was a large
pond, chicken runs, and corrugated outhouses, surrounded by a forest of green.
It was a friendly and inviting atmosphere and the chicken was excellent, but
not much different from the baked fowl
offered elsewhere around the island. The
plates of vegetables had Indigenous twists,
such as the addition of maqaw in braised
cabbage or the pineapple cake at the end
of the meal. This is what Hung terms
“Taiwanese food with Indigenous fare,”

photo: jules
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Yuanwei Kafeiwang is in a delightful location and serves food that’s simple, tasty
and healthful.

rather than “authentic Indigenous food.”
Yuanwei’s owner, Yuan Guo-sen, who
is an Atayal from Hualian, says Indigenous food possibly loses its essence in a
metropolitan environment. Even so, he
adds: “I believe you can do fine dining
and it’s strange that it hasn’t been done
more often. I’ve often thought about this,
but you would have to prepare a lot of
money for the décor, training, rent, and
so on.”
Referring to the famed Indigenous
dish of wild pig, he said it obviously
wouldn’t be wild if it were farmed, so
there was the problem of capture and
cost. Also, some of the vegetables used
are native to particular areas (and often
at a certain elevation) and are difficult to
grow elsewhere. Others have to be picked
on the morning of the day they will be
eaten. Even getting bamboo tubes made
can be difficult and expensive.
Clearly there would be challenges in
creating a truly Indigenous fine-dining
experience in Taipei, but Hung suggests
taking another tack. “What can be done
and with minimal effort, should someone
be interested, is to introduce and implement popularly known Indigenous ingredients to fine-dining restaurants or hotels,
and they would work well as ‘special’
ingredients in their menus.”
“This most likely does not involve

Indigenous chefs,” Hung continues, “but
as part of showcasing Taipei’s vibrant
food culture, I hope it works because
Indigenous fare is an attractive and innovative direction.”
As the Austronesians predate the
Dutch, Japanese, and Chinese arrivals,
it seems odd that Indigenous food is not
more highly prized as the country’s native
cuisine and a valuable addition to its culinary fame. If I were visiting Taiwan for
the first time, I would be interested in
sampling the best Indigenous fare.
Feast Week’s Kevin Wolkober is in
agreement and points to a way forward:
“I’d love to see Indigenous fine dining in
Taipei. To make this work, I think more
Indigenous chefs and groups need to
come together to share ideas and experiences of what they’ve created. I haven’t
talked with Yunshan about this yet, but
I do think it would be great if they share
what they’ve done with other chefs to
inspire more kinds of great fine-dining
events.”
Yabu Taiwan notes that there are
good Indigenous restaurants in such locations in northern Taiwan as Yingge,
Sanxia, and Wulai, but “it’s a stretch to
call them fine dining.” His conclusion is
that “a genuine fine dining Indigenous
option in Taipei is a dream, but I can’t
really say that it will come true.”
taiwan business topics • january 2018

Indigenous.indd 19

19

2018/1/4 下午6:19

b ay a r e a

W

hanlin

LOOKING TO GO
mainstream in the
bay area
Not satisfied with catering just to Asian diners,
some Taiwanese restaurants in the region are
seeking to expand their customer base.
STORY AND PHOTOS BY KEITH MENCONI
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hile many would hail the San
Gabriel Valley in Southern
California as the Mecca of
Taiwanese cuisine in the United States,
the southern half of the San Francisco
Bay Area stands as a solid rival. The
region boasts its own array of wellregarded establishments serving up thoroughly authentic Taiwanese-style dishes:
Southland Flavor Cafe in Cupertino,
Taiwan Cafe and Liang’s Kitchen in Milpitas, and Grand Harbor in Fremont are
just a few standouts on a very long list of
strong entrants.
Beyond restaurants, a seemingly endless number of bubble tea shops have
popped up across the region as well. It
is safe to say that if you are in the South
Bay and want good Taiwanese food or
drink, you can find it.
Making the embarrassment of riches
all the more embarrassing is the fact that
most residents of the area who are not of
Taiwanese heritage don’t even know it
exists. At least I didn’t.
Many of these shops are tucked away
in strip malls catering to Asian tastes, and
are easy to miss unless you’re looking for
them. The odd non-Taiwanese diner who
stumbles inside more likely than not will
blow right past the traditional Taiwanese
fare on the menu and head straight
to the noodles and beef fried rice –
walking away without ever really getting
acquainted with any food that is uniquely
Taiwanese.
Even the numerous bubble tea shops,
prominent as they may be, are not readily
associated with Taiwan. I managed to
spend the entirety of my formative years
in the region without ever making the
connection between Taiwan and boba . It
was just the tea my classmates liked.
After a five-year stint living and
working in Taiwan, I now know better.
In fact, my time abroad left me with a
healthy appreciation for the finer things
in Taiwanese life: oyster omelets, pig’s
blood cakes, Taiwanese fried chicken,
and yes, stinky tofu. Upon my return
to the States, I realized just how much I
had been missing out. A great bowl of
beef noodle soup had been just down the
street this whole time.
Of course, I’m not the only one who
has been missing out. While Korean,
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Thai, and Japanese food have all become
staples of the restaurant scene in many
regions of the United States, Taiwanese
food has yet to win its own place at
America’s dining table.
That may be changing, though. A
handful of restaurants and drink chains
are now testing the waters to see if the
Taiwan brand can attract mainstream
attention and a larger share of the food
market.
On my return home, I set out to find
all the great Taiwan eateries the region
has been hiding in plain sight. As I did
so, I discovered a handful that are betting not only that the goal is achievable,
but also that this region – with its adventurous foodies and existing Asian cuisine
market – might be the perfect starting
point for an expansion into the rest of the
country.
To understand the extent to which
these up-and-comers are cutting against
the grain, let’s first meet a more typical Bay Area Taiwanese restaurant. Fremont’s Du Xiao Yue (渡小月) runs a
brisk business offering a wide variety of
Taiwanese xiaochi (small snacks) street
food and other Taiwanese-style dishes to
an almost exclusively East Asian clientele
(the sign in front gives the restaurant’s
name only in Chinese).
Du Xiao Yue shares much in common
with the other Taiwanese restaurants in
the region – including the aforementioned
Southland Flavor Cafe, Taiwan Cafe,
Liang’s Kitchen, and Grand Harbor. They
are all home-style eateries serving up a
similar set of Taiwanese classics. Their
dishes are by no means identical, but are
all variations on the major themes of traditional Taiwanese fare.
It’s a narrow focus, but this market
has sustained them well so far. At the time
of my visit on a weekday afternoon, the
lunch rush is at its height. Mandarin conversations emanate from all corners of the
simple, unadorned eatery, and customers
happily chow down on food that would
fit right in at any re chao (Taiwanese stirfry and seafood restaurant) in Taipei.
I heartily partake of their rich and
tangy, super tender “three cups pork
intestine” dish along with a healthy
serving of “tofu preserved century eggs.”
To my palate, the food is as good as any

on offer back in Taiwan – which is to say,
really good.
Restaurant owner Tina Yu says that
her shop does attract a trickle of non-Taiwanese diners, mostly professionals who
live or work nearby. Those diners, she
says, enjoy a plate of rice and noodles
well enough, but she is skeptical that they
can ever be convinced to embrace less
familiar dishes on the menu. “They don’t
really know what Taiwanese xiaochi is,”
says Yu. “I think it would take a long
time to catch on. You either like it or you
don’t. I think this is very polarized.”
Like most Taiwanese restaurants in
the Bay Area, Du Xiao Yue is in what
is known as the South Bay, a loosely
defined region roughly 30 miles south
of San Francisco and largely made up of
sprawling suburbs that surround the tech
hubs of Silicon Valley. These suburbs –
rather than the denser, more urbanized
areas of San Francisco or Oakland – are
where the majority of Taiwanese-American families have chosen to live, and by
no accident this is where the bulk of these
restaurants have decided to set up shop.
They’re going where the customers are.

Taking a different path
In 2016, Hanlin Tea Restaurant chose
to walk a different path, opting instead
to sell their mid-to-high-end Taiwanese

fare on the very edge of San Francisco’s Chinatown, not exactly home turf
for Taiwanese cuisine. The traditionally
working-class Chinatown neighborhood
has never attracted a large number of Taiwanese immigrants, who for the most
part arrived in the United States with cash
in their pockets, and largely used that
cash to find quiet homes in the suburbs.
By Hanlin’s account, it is now the
only restaurant in San Francisco’s downtown area focused on Taiwanese cuisine. Far away from the largest Taiwanese population centers and serving at
a higher price point than most, the new
location is a massive bet that Tina Yu’s
pessimism is misplaced, and that the restaurant chain can indeed attract a more
cosmopolitan crowd.
While this location marks the company’s first foray into the U.S. market,
it is a well-established brand in Taiwan.
The parent company was founded there
in 1986 and is credited with being one of
the first to develop bubble milk tea back
in the mid-’80s. Now the restaurant and
teahouse chain has more than 55 locations in Taiwan, and they hope that San
Francisco can serve as a staging ground
for further international expansion.
“San Francisco is a very challenging
market because there are so many cultural and ethnic groups and foods from
everywhere in the world, so I think if we

However flavorful, Du Xiao Yue's "three cups pork intestine" may not be for
everyone.
taiwan business topics • january 2018

Bay area.indd 21

21

2018/1/4 下午5:57

B AY A R E A
can be successful here, we can be successful anywhere,” says Shihkai Tai, a
San Francisco-based sales and marketing
manager for the chain.
Hanlin’s interior is polished and
inviting. The menu consists of Taiwanese
classics, but the presentation of each dish
is chic and distinctive. The prices are
indeed higher, but the money you spend is
well worth it. For this diner accustomed
to night-market fare, the well-plated
“shaoxing wine goose” provided the first
taste of what Taiwanese fine dining could
be. Even a simple dish like “stir-fried cabbage” delivered such original flavors that
for a moment I wondered if I had ever
really had cabbage before.
High marks for the whole experience, but if the goal is to win over a more
diverse audience, the restaurant still has
some ground to cover. In the two hours
I spent there, only one other non-Asian
diner came in asking for a table.
Education will be a major challenge.
Even in a cosmopolitan place like the
Bay Area, the public seems to have at
best a sketchy understanding of the many

varieties of East Asian cuisines. David
Mitroff, a restaurant expert with Piedmont Avenue Consulting, notes that even
generally knowledgeable eaters in the
Bay Area would be unlikely to have any
notion of the differences between say
Taiwan, Beijing, and Hong Kong dishes.
“If you’re a foodie, you may know
that dim sum is Cantonese,” he says. A
savvy diner may even know that Sichuan
cuisine is spicy, but the knowledge likely
ends there.
Mitroff is nevertheless optimistic that
Taiwan’s food fortunes in the Bay Area
are on the rise. “People are more interested in learning about Chinese culture,”
he says. “People need to be more educated about Chinese cuisines, but I think
that’s coming. It’s just a process. Especially in the Bay Area, we’re all about
food and learning.”
Taiwan’s representative office in the
region is eager to help the process along.
The Taipei Economic and Cultural Office
in San Francisco just this past year has
invited eight prominent Taiwanese chefs
to share their culinary prowess at events
organized by Bay Area nonprofits.
“The principal motivation for inviting
these Taiwanese chefs to demonstrate Taiwanese food in the Bay Area is to promote the mutual understanding of these
two societies, the United States and

Taiwan,” says Joe Wang, director of communications for the office. “Food is part
of this program of exchange.”

A shaky start
Hanlin’s San Francisco opening was
encouraging at first, but Tai says that
after a few months the new customers
began to taper off. “Although we are very
famous in Taiwan, we’re a very young
and new brand in the U.S., and so we
need to do more promotions and more
marketing to let the people know who we
are and where we’re from,” he says.
Making marketing all the more challenging is the language and culture gap.
“There are so many good brands in
Taiwan, but one major barrier for them
coming to the U.S. is the language barrier,” Tai says. “Most of the food brands
are very traditional, so I think their management team doesn’t have good English
ability.”
The other side of that coin is that
America’s baseline understanding of
Taiwan is also extremely low. “We need
to do more to let people know the difference between Thailand and Taiwan,” he
says, adding that “some customers even
come to our store and ask ‘do you sell
sushi?’”
“I think in a couple years this situa-

Southland Flavor Cafe is one of several eateries offering authentic Taiwan fare in the Bay Area.
22

taiwan business topics • january 2018

Bay area.indd 22

2018/1/4 下午5:57

B AY A R E A
tion will be changed as more Taiwanese
brands come to the United States, but
right now we’re the very first food company here, so it’s difficult for us,” he says.
Perhaps Hanlin will not need to wait
long. Already a new generation of Taiwanese-Americans are working to make
their own mark on the food industry, and
their experience living between cultures
could give them the needed edge to break
through.
Bin Chen – born in Taiwan and raised
in the United States – and Andrew Chau,
who is half Taiwanese, co-founded Boba
Guys in 2011 to create a milk-tea brand
that makes use of high quality, natural
ingredients rather than the more typical
powders and syrups. The project started
as a pop-up stand within a friend’s ramen
shop in San Francisco, but has now
expanded to 10 locations in both San
Francisco and New York.
Of course, bubble milk tea was well
established in the United States long
before Boba Guys came on the scene. A
dizzying array of mom and pop shops,
along with massive chains such as Quickly
and Happy Lemon, have pulled in steady
business for well over a decade. But Boba
Guys alone seems to have hit upon the
secret mix of hip branding and energetic
social media engagement that has enabled
them to win an eager fan base beyond the
beverage’s traditional market.
“We probably have the most diverse
clientele of any boba shop ever, partly
because of the way we emphasize the
education aspect,” says Chen, who estimates that a majority of their customers
are non-Asian.
Chen emphasizes the partners’ efforts
to make both the stores and their product
as accessible as possible. This effort can
be seen in their adoption of untraditional
flavors (horchata and matcha options,
for example); in the bright, simple, and
inviting design of their shop interiors
(capped off with an aardvark logo no
less); and in the menu itself. Rather than
the often overwhelming variety of options
at most boba shops, they have adopted
a simplified approach focusing on a
handful of thoughtfully crafted flavors
including classic milk tea, jasmine milk
tea, and Indian chai.
Boba Guys doesn’t claim to offer the
most traditional boba tea experience.

Instead, Chen says that the drinks are
faithful chiefly to the partners’ own perspective as Taiwanese-heritage youth
living in America. It is this in-between
perspective that informs many of their
branding and product choices. “You need
to straddle that thin line of making food
that is authentic to your own experience,
and catering it to an audience that is
going to be receptive to that,” says Chen.
Like Hanlin, Boba Guys sees the Bay
Area as a land of opportunity for Taiwanese food and drink. “San Francisco
has a lens toward what the world could
look like. They have more of this openeyed optimism for change and embracing
it so well,” says Chen. “We could have
started in other places, but it was that
attitude of embracing change and new
ideas that was so special for us.”
Despite the challenges, Hanlin Tea
Restaurant plans to continue its march
into the American market. It has sold
a franchise that will soon open in Los
Angeles, plans to open a new branch in
the South Bay, and hopes to follow that
up with new locations on the East Coast
or in Chicago.
For his part, Bin Chen of Boba Guys
also sees plenty of potential growth for
brand Taiwan. “I’m very bullish on how
mainstream it can get,” says Chen. “But
I do think that for it to break out, it will
need certain torch bearers to lead the
charge.” As a hopeful sign, he points to
a handful of other restaurant brands that
he believes are making good progress
bringing Taiwanese food to a wider audience, including Pine and Crane in Los
Angeles, Taiwan Bento in Oakland, and
Win Son in New York.
So will night-market snacks one day
be as big as sushi? Only time will tell.
Me, I’m already pretty happy with the
down-home Taiwanese shops available in
the Bay. For a guy who’s missing Taiwan,
maybe a stinky tofu a day can help keep
the nostalgia away.
Still, I’m rooting for the Hanlins and
the Boba Guys of the world – if not for
me, then for the many people who will
only ever know the joys of Taiwan’s signature flavors if these restaurants manage
to truly take off. And if my home region
really does help Taiwan cuisine make the
jump into national prominence, well I’ll
be pretty happy about that too.

DIRECTORY
Bob a G u y s
M any locations. I went to:
429 Stockton St., San Francisco, C A
94108
( 415) 967-2622 ( G oogle accou nt)
bobagu ys.com
Du X iao Yu e
4161 C u shing P kwy., Fremont, C A
94538
( 510) 661-9316
G rand H arb or
46577 M ission Blvd., Fremont, C A 94539
https://www.facebook.com/G randHarbor
( 510) 656-9688
H anlin Tea Res tau rant
801 K earny St., San Francisco, C A
94108
http://www.hanlin-tea.com.tw/
( 415) 780-5000
Liang' s K itch en
402 Barber Lane, M ilpitas, C A 95035
( 408) 577-1922
S ou th land F lav or Cafe
10825 N. W olfe Rd., C u pertino, C A
95014
Sou thlandcafe.com
( 408) 446-9488
Taiw an Bento
412 22nd St., O akland, C A 94612
( 510) 250-9858
taiwanbento.u s
Taiw an Cafe
568 N. Abel St., M ilpitas, C A 95035
http://www.taiwancafe.me/home.html
( 408) 586-8885
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karen farl ey of kp kitchen jod ie t sao of jod ie’s kitchen an assistant at the
newly opened gl oria’s s weets and alan wick berg, ak a the pie guy

taipei’s fun food revolution
Baking classes have become a fresh source of entertainment
for many millennials, while healthy eating and do-it-yourself
dining are driving demand for cooking courses.

STORY AND PHOTOS BY JULES QUARTLY
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C

ooking isn’t just about eating, it’s
also entertainment, which is why
boutique-style baking courses
and cooking classes are becoming a feature of life in Taipei. Housewives with
time and money on their hands, millennials looking for new experiences, and
tourists in search of local culture are
among the many converts to the pleasures of DIY dining or home baking.
TV shows, celebrity chefs, YouTubers
and Instagram are inspiring people to
knead dough or pinch-and-twist the tops
of xiaolongbao dumplings. Meanwhile,
the food scandals of recent years have
reinforced the idea that there’s no better
way to ensure food quality than to prepare meals yourself.
Baking courses and cooking classes
have become a bit of a home industry
in Taipei, spurred by enterprising individuals such as Gloria Kung of Gloria’s
Sweets（
, facebook.com/gloriasweets0704/), who have given up the day
job and do something they love instead.
“It’s a lot of fun!” says Kung when
describing the baking classes at her newly
opened studio on ZhuangJing Road, a
couple of blocks from Taipei 101. “It’s
not like ‘real’ cooking. It’s all about
making a cake, which is something beautiful, taking a selfie and showing it off.

It’s a new leisure option, instead of the
usual shopping, KTV, coffee shop, movie,
or afternoon tea.”
Like many entrepreneurs in Taiwan’s
fairly static economy, Kung needed to
rethink the sustainability of her business.
For years she had run a textile trading
company that exported apparel, principally to the United States. Offshoring and
changing times meant this model was no
longer viable.
“It’s a typical Taiwan story because
Taiwan used to be called the ‘Kingdom
of Textiles,’” Kung relates. “But trading
companies like mine can’t survive these
days because manufacturing has migrated
to China, Myanmar, Cambodia, and the
rest. Competition meant that prices kept
going lower and lower. Now the secondgeneration factory owners all speak English because they studied abroad, so they
don’t need middlemen anymore.”
“The end had come and I needed to
do something different,” says Kung, who
was fortunate enough to have developed
another skill over the years. Spurred by
embarrassment at being the only one
not able to cook for her high-school
classmate reunion dinners, she started
attending classes at a community school
and developed a passion for baking.
“I loved it! When I baked a cake, it

was so relaxing. After the first lesson
I bought all the ingredients and equipment. I went all in. When I realized the
trading company wasn’t going anywhere,
I switched and started up the baking
studio. Now I’m doing what I love. It’s
the new Taiwan story.”
Kung had been inspired by a company called Ziji Zuo Dessert Shop (
), which started out in Taichung, but now has seven baking studios
scattered around the country. The business model is fairly simple and effective.
The streetside studios are bright and welcoming to passing foot traffic, so pedestrians can just pop in and bake a cake for
NT$500 or so.
Naturally, customers can also bake
for special occasions, such as birthdays,
Christmas, and Chinese New Year. Word
spreads chiefly via the power of social
media. The Snapshot and Instagram generation see cake making as a golden
opportunity to show off their colorful
lives against a backdrop of filtered black
forest gateaux, cupcakes, and apple pies.
They are often fans of reality TV
cooking shows, YouTube demonstrations,
and the cult of celebrity chefs. “People
watch these programs and want to try
it out themselves. This is not so much
cooking for eating as entertainment,”

Ivy Chen of Ivy’s Kitchen points the way forward for her keen culinary students Lynne Navarro and mom Benilda.
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Kung observes.
Customers tend to be women, but
men are certainly welcome, as are families. The women tend to have a relatively high disposable income and come
from one of two groups: either younger
office ladies having fun with friends or
older “teatime ladies” who have time on
their hands, their children having flown
the nest. Hence, baking studios tend to be
situated in fairly affluent areas, like the
popular Bake a Day’s location on Nanhai
Road, near some newly built upscale
apartments.

The pie guy
Alan Wickberg, aka “The Pie Guy”
(
, https://zh-tw.facebook.com/
ThePieGuy.tw/), was a telecom and
power consultant in Asia for many years,
before settling in the Donghu area of
Taipei. He bakes at home and has developed a nimble company that produces
American-style pies for all occasions.
The majority of sales are online but he
also runs pop-up stores and can be found
most Saturdays and some Sundays at
Maji Square, near Yuanshan MRT.
Like Kung, he was searching for
something else to do when his previous business started to decline. Having

enjoyed cooking from an early age, he
thought: “What is it I can do here? What
do I love? And what does Taiwan need?”
Though he doesn’t run classes, he is
thinking about it. “It’s something we
may do down the road for our brand.
There are perhaps more opportunities
for French and Japanese baking, because
that is what people here are used to. But
I am aware that home cooking courses
are selling well because the market is
becoming more artisanal.
“There is a desire to learn how to
make one’s own food, but the challenge
is that kitchens are often quite tiny, so
this is difficult. Also, buying ovens can
be difficult, though not impossible. One
of the attractions for home baking and
cooking courses is that people like to
entertain and this will help them do that.
Food always leads to discussions of other
things and some of the best conversations
are held in the kitchen.”
In previous generations, girls and
maybe one of the boys in a family were
taught to cook by their mothers or grandmothers. But no more. Instead of doing
household chores, youngsters view extra
homework from school as the key to a
good job in the future. At the same time,
there are plentiful and cheap dining and
takeaway options in Taiwan, so it’s quite

feasible to go through life without ever
having done time in a kitchen.
As a result, many millennials can’t
or won’t cook. It’s no longer seen as a
necessity, but rather as something interesting and enjoyable to do as a recreational activity.
“People have become used to eye
candy and for the 18- to 25-year-old generation, visuals are all that matters,”
Wickberg observes. “So it could be they
take these cooking and baking courses
just to take some colorful pics, as much
as learning how to cook. On the other
hand, millennials are spending money on
things their parents never would, especially on healthy and experiential things
like cooking courses.”

Adding to the mix
Karen Farley of KP Kitchen (
, https://zh-tw.facebook.com/KPKitche n Ta i w a n / ) s t a n d s i n f r o n t o f h e r
“Bakers’ Wall,” a chalkboard with pictures of happy customers, at her kitchen
studio on Fuyang Street in Taipei’s
Xinyi district. She wears a big smile and
describes her mission as: “Baking with a
purpose. It’s more than just sitting down
to eat, it’s about being together and doing
something for someone. After they bake

KP Kitchen goodies for teatime.
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biscuits or cakes, they share the love with
friends and family.”
The Canadian is a former project
manager and a bit of a global nomad,
settling in Taiwan after a stint in China.
Wherever she lays her hat, she has taken
cooking classes and now feels the time
is right to share her expertise. Her company produces assorted spices and easyto-follow cake mixes.
Online sales have been such a success
that she is scaling back on the number of
public lessons she gives. That said, however, Farley is a firm believer in the benefits of one-on-one classes. “YouTube
videos and cooking shows have gone a
long way to making cooking accessible,
but there is so much finesse and so much
is instinctual that it can’t substitute for
hands-on lessons.”
While Farley agrees that many of
her students like to show off on social
media, she attributes this is largely to
the visual appeal of baking and the sense
of achievement it brings. “I know that
some of our customers want to show
off their baking pictures to their family
and friends because they won’t believe it
unless they see it.”
Farley has a good feel for the market
and has packaged her cake mixes to suit
the type of toaster oven used in Taiwan’s
typically cramped kitchens. She also feels
that unlike the North American market,
where large quantities may be cooked
and then frozen for later use, Taiwanese
prefer fresh foods. She notes the huge
rise in the number of bakeries and baked
goods in recent years, adding that with
the increase in leisure time, more Taiwanese are taking up hobbies like scuba
diving, hiking and … cooking.
She also cites concerns about food
standards and healthy eating as among
the reasons for the boom in cooking
classes and baking studios. “People are
taking control of what they eat. I want
the business to go beyond someone just
buying a cake mix. I want them to love
cooking and to take care of themselves.”
“Our demographic is young professionals and they want to provide something home-cooked for the family for a
change. Also, parents want to bake with
their kids and enjoy some family time,
anything as long as it doesn’t involve a
screen.”

Farley doesn’t say it, but this represents a change in food culture. Instead
of paying for convenience, baking and
cooking classes are promoting the value
of taking the time to do it yourself,
going back to basics and sourcing the
ingredients oneself to ensure quality and
nutrition.
Jodie’s Kitchen (http://kitchen.j321.
com/), in the picturesque environs of
Ziyun Street on Elephant Mountain, has
been hosting cooking classes for 13 years.
Owner Jodie Tsao is highly recommended
by a number of guide books and has
appeared on multiple TV programs about
food in Taiwan.
While up to 80% of her clients are
tourists, she has noticed an uptick in the
number of “office ladies and gentlemen”
who want to learn how to cook. “This is
part of the slow cooking trend, including
shopping at small markets rather than
supermarkets. Taiwanese people tend to
eat out because it’s fast and convenient.
They can even go the 7-Eleven for a spaghetti that is cheap and fairly tasty.
“While office people tend not to have
so much time to cook, the slightly older
age group of about 40 to 60 has more
time and is more concerned about their
food. They shop and wash their food and
prepare it lovingly. Home cooking is slow
cooking.”
As for trends, Tsao is aware of the
Cordon Bleu cooking classes offered by
upmarket establishments like Bellavita in
the Xinyi shopping district. High-profile
chefs are on hand to take their students
on a 12-week voyage of culinary exploration, which can cost hundreds of thousands of NT dollars. Those taking the
courses tend to be young women with
rich dads, or older wives with wealthy
husbands, and their purpose is to entertain and show off at dinner parties. Tsao
calls this is a “face thing.”
“Generally speaking, fewer people
cook at home,” she says. “If people go to
classes it’s like learning yoga, in a pretty
studio with expensive equipment. Something you do for a while and then get
tired of.”
As for her own classes, she claims not
to “teach,” so much as inspire people to
be mindful, trust in their own abilities and
make the most of natural ingredients by
selecting and combining them creatively.

Turning up the heat
A morning spent with Ivy Chen (
) at Ivy’s Kitchen (http://kitchenivy.
com) is well worth the time. She has been
teaching “expatriates and foreign travelers” how to produce the perfect dumpling or pineapple cake since 1997. Her
Tianmu apartment has been transformed
into a cozy kitchen studio that radiates
warmth and a love of good food.
She teaches as if putting on a show.
There’s plenty of bonhomie, anecdotes,
and imparting of tips. “I enjoy meeting
people and sharing stories. It’s a happy
class,” she comments, as she directs her
two charges on how to roll dough, checks
the oven, and flutters over the stove of
steaming pork. “If you put in the work, it
tastes better.”
On the day we visited Ivy’s Kitchen,
h e r s t u d e n t s w e r e F i l i p i n a s Ly n n e
Navarro and her mom Benilda. Lynne is
a travel agent and takes a cooking class
whenever she goes on holiday. She thinks
cooking is a window on local culture and
a good way to make friends quickly. She
appreciates Chen’s congenial approach
and likes small class sizes because they
provide more opportunity learn by doing
the tasks herself.
After the food is prepared, it’s shared
and the conversation flows. When the
Navarros leave, Chen reflects on changes
to the cooking-class market in Taipei.
Like Tsao, she says it’s a hard sell to
teach Taiwanese how to cook local dishes
because they think it’s a waste of time or
money. They would rather learn to cook
Western food because it’s “exotic.”
Chen says that while Western cooking
classes are growing in popularity, they
are expensive and more focused on
social niceties. She says she has little use
for YouTube cooking videos because
they often skip over necessary steps and
details.
Due to changes in local dietary habits
over the past few decades, locals now like
Western wheat products like bread and
pasta, she says, which partly explains the
rise of baking studios. “Members of the
younger generation have a sweet tooth,”
Chen notes. “They don’t bake in their
own homes because they don’t have the
equipment and don’t like the mess, so
these studios work well for them.”
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fine tea meets michelin gourmet
at regent taipei s regent academy
regent academ y
rethinking oriental
tea e perience:
appeti er with
select tea pairing

A

l t h o u g h i t ’s t h e s a m e p a l e
gold as a light-bodied sparkling white wine, the bubbly
served in the crystal flute at the
Regent Taipei’s Gourmet Gallery isn’t
champagne. Rather, it’s a refreshing
sparkling green tea. Served chilled to
complement a delightful, mildly sweet
onion tart appetizer, the subtle and
refreshing Sparkling Biluochun is part
of the Regent’s latest menu for Regent
Academy’s Rethinking Oriental Tea
Experience. The dishes on the specific
menu are inspired by visiting Michelin
chefs and are paired with refreshing,
contemporary Taiwan teas chosen by a
sommelier.
Tea and wine share many attributes,
as both are filled with healthy antioxidants and flavonoids – and even
more importantly, complement fine
dishes well. But unlike wines, which are
almost always imported, the Regent’s
teas are produced here in Taiwan,
sourced from Taiwan’s most exceptional
tea makers, with flavors that are the
equal to the finest wines in subtlety and
refinement.
And the pairings at the Gallery
Gourmet are superb.
The locally caught abalone, cooked
under a seaweed leaf covered in salt (the
salt doesn’t penetrate to the abalone
but is used to ensure equal distribution
of the heat) and served with shallots
under two rich and separate black and
white truffle sauces, is paired with a
light-bodied Jin-xuan Oolong tea that
resembles a light chardonnay.

A tart Hong-shui Oolong, flavored
with slightly sour green apple slices,
cuts right through the rich and beefy
flavor of the US Prime Ribeye steak for
a perfect balance to the dish.
The acclaimed, mildly sweet Oriental Beauty tea is served alongside the
Regent’s acclaimed Doen-Jang Crème
Brulee, a dish first inspired by a Korean
Michelin-starred guest chef at the
restaurant and made from vanilla ice
cream, whisky, and three traditional
Korean sauces.
This particular experience from the
Regent Academy at the Regent Taipei is
part of the hotel’s effort to go beyond
simply providing a wonderful room in
the heart of downtown Taipei City. The
objective is to offer the kind of immersive experiences now in demand with
today’s tourists, who are looking to
establish an authentic connection with
local culture.
Therefore, just last May the Regent
Taipei launched Regent Academy, a
program that draws on insider knowledge of Taiwanese culture and society
to create one-of-a-kind adventures for

guests. Tapping into the deep talent
found among its own staff, the Regent
Academy offers ten unique experiences
for individuals and groups.
One option, for example, is a guided
photography tour through several
iconic neighborhoods, including visiting the locations in Dadaocheng where
the Luc Besson blockbuster Lucy was
filmed. Other options include exploring the hidden nooks of the Regent’s
own glamourous Zhongshan North
Road neighborhood, and visits to three
of Taipei’s most scenic Buddhist and
Taoist temples.
Visitors with a special appreciation for food can take a private cooking
lesson from the Regent’s own star chefs,
or even engage in the totally local experience of urban shrimp fishing – with
a Regent butler on hand, of course, to
help roast the shrimp over the barbecue
after they’ve been caught.
History buffs and art fans can enjoy
a guided tour of the National Palace
Museum, one of the world’s top five
museums and the home of China’s most
treasured artifacts, followed by a sumptuous banquet at the Regent’s Silk Palace
restaurant, located right next door to the
museum and featuring a menu inspired
by the museum’s collection.
With Regent Academy, guests from
around the world are sure to find the
experience of their dreams!
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the four stages of life
(as experienced through Taiwanese cuisine)
BY JOSHUA SAMUEL BROWN

30

taiwan business topics • january 2018

culinary quartet.indd 30

2018/1/4 下午6:03

VIGNETTES

Childhood: Consequence-Free
Dining at the Night Market
Will was on assignment in Taiwan,
one of a group of bloggers, YouTubers, and other influencers invited by the
Tourism Bureau to produce millennialfriendly content promoting Taiwan on
the internet. It was his first day in town,
so I figured the night market was a good
place to start.
I texted my suggestion. When he
replied, “Take me where the locals go,”
I knew I was dealing with a fellow travel
professional.
While Taipei’s night market scene is
well-known, the casual traveler generally tends to stick to the big three as promoted heavily by the folks in the aforementioned bureau: the ever-popular yet
maddeningly confusing Shilin market
(the confusion begins with the fact that if
you get off the MRT at the Shilin station,
you’ve gone a stop too far), the more traditional Raohe market, and the touristfriendly Ningxia market.
But Will had requested a local experience, so I brought him to Jingmei, where
the only Occidental face (other than my
own) occasionally seen chomping down
a comically Flintstones-sized grilled
octopus tentacle slathered in teriyaki
sauce generally belongs to one of the

long-term Western denizens of the neighborhood (still reasonably affordable by
dint of its being nearly on the city’s outskirts).
Our epicurean excursion began with
the tentacle, grilled to moist perfection
over hot coals, and I felt strongly that
the folks at the bureau would appreciate
the film Will was making of our eating
this most monstrous of appetizers. After
we’d wolfed down our snacks, Will asked
me to introduce him to another typical
night market dish. Across the lane, an old
woman stood behind a metal grill preparing one of Taiwan’s better-known
dishes, oh ah jen, the oyster omelet. This
artery-clogging fare consists of a dozen
or so shucked oysters cooked on a generously lard-lubricated grill in a batter
made from egg and cornstarch, fried to
the consistency of cold motor oil and
served smeared in red sauce.
As a travel blogger, Will couldn’t resist
ordering the dish, and being a glutton for
punishment, neither could I. “Take that,
coronary health, hashtag heart-smart,” I
said, doing my bit to promote Taiwanese
cuisine to Will’s YouTube subscribers by
shoveling a plastic forkful of weaponsgrade cholesterol into my mouth.
Will had heard about another typical
Taiwanese dish, the famous night market
beefsteak. As we walked to a stall special-

izing in that dish, I sought to explain how
it differs from its namesake as he knew it
back home.
“Whereas your North American steak
is served a cappella, a night market steak
is part of an ensemble act including spaghetti, sauce, and a raw egg cracked on
top of the beef. The whole thing is served
on a heated steel plate.”
“But is it good?” Will asked. I quoted
Hamlet in reply: “There is nothing either
good or bad, but thinking makes it so.”
Will decided to give #IronPlateHeartAttack a pass, so we headed for
lighter fare, a dozen deep-fried sweetpotato balls. Afterward, though already
stuffed, we felt that something sweet was
in order. “How about some cake?” I suggested.
Close to the market’s entrance, a
young baker was busy taking a cinderblock-sized pound cake out of a massive oven. Of the various dishes we’d seen
and consumed in the past hour, this one
struck us both as the least nightmarket-y
of the lot.
“What’s in it?” Will asked the baker.
“ F l o u r, e g g s , w a t e r, s u g a r. Ve r y
simple.”
Will was intrigued. But he had
another question. This being his second
trip to Taiwan, he’d noted with curiosity
that despite the national love for highly

ph oto: joshua samuel brown
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caloric dishes, most Taiwanese were fairly
svelte. “How do you stay so slim, what
with your working in a night market?”
The baker answered by lifting the tray
filled with steaming pound cake over his
head and shaking it several times like
a Russian weightlifter before upending
the thing with a dull thud on the stall’s
metal counter. “I exercise at work,” he
answered.
The cake was delicious, and if it
wasn’t the lightest thing we’d had all
night, it was likely the healthiest. Though
fully sated, we headed back into the
market for one last round. After all, the
night was still young.
The Jingmei Night Market is located by
the Jingmei MRT station.

Maturity: The Business Dinner
Stephanie and I had been awake since
before sunrise, and were nearly catatonic
by the time we were halfway through the
hour-long drive from the Taitung coast
to the town of Luye. Hosted by the local
tourism bureau as part of the research for
an upcoming book, we’d been crammed
with activity for three days and were
looking forward to a long bath, quick
dinner, and lengthy sleep, preferably in
that order.
Walking through the lobby of the
Luminous Hotel, we saw other guests
milling about the buffet. We took the elevator up to our room, looking forward
to a low-key dinner. The view from the
floor-to-ceiling window of our room, the
outline of the central mountain range,
was a welcome sight indeed, and the hot
spring tub in the center of the bathroom
beckoned.
I’d just started filling the tub when the
phone clanged. It was our handler from
the tourism bureau. “The Hotel Manager
has invited you to dinner in 15 minutes.
He wants to tell you about the hotel.”
Our plans for a long soak in the tub
would be delayed. We showered quickly
and returned to the lobby, where we were
greeted enthusiastically by Mr. Pan, the
Luminous manager. After the ritualistic
two-handed exchange of name cards, I
began walking towards the main restaurant, but Mr. Pan gently cradled my arm,
32

leading Stephanie and me away from the
buffet room.
“Your visit is very special! Tonight I
have arranged for a special meal in our
hotel’s second restaurant.”
“Why are we going away from the
restaurant?” whispered Stephanie, not
understanding Mandarin. “We’re getting
VIP treatment,” I replied, digging deep
for some vestige of enthusiasm.
Mr. Pan led us into a smaller restaurant, which I’d assumed on earlier
passing was a coffee shop. “You won’t
have to get your own food tonight.
Everything has been prepared especially
for you.”
He waved his hand, and seconds later
small plates with three delicately laid
out tempura items were placed before
each of us. “The bureau told me that
your girlfriend is allergic to wheat. This
tempura has been prepared with sweet
potato starch. Now, I must ask you to
please excuse me.”
Without touching his tempura, Mr.
Pan got up and departed, leaving us to
eat quietly. He returned a few minutes
later and ate half a tempura shrimp portion as the second course arrived, delicate
cakes made of radish and root vegetables.
“Everything here is prepared using
organic vegetables grown in farmland
right around the hotel. Local, organic
and sustainable. This is the guiding principle of the Luminous.”
Stephanie and I both agreed that these
were excellent principles by which to be
guided, as Mr. Pan consumed half of his
delicate radish root cake before again
excusing himself.
“Please continue enjoying your meal.”
“I thought we were going to a
buffet…” Stephanie said, eyes halfclosed as yellow miso soup with tofu,
garnished with a spring of green, was
placed before us.
“VIP dinner,” I shrugged. “Welcome
to the glamorous life of travel writing.”
Stephanie and I, too tired to think
much about the manager’s mercurial
presence or much else, continued our
meal. Mr. Pan returned shortly after
arrival of the fourth course, a brown
rice dish containing several varieties of
pickled roots. As we ate, he elaborated
on the Luminous philosophy.
“City people come to places like Luye

and they see in the faces of the local
people a serenity, a tranquility, a glow
that they lack. Even though the people
around here lack money, and even a
lot of the material comforts and conveniences that are readily available in places
like Taipei and Kaohsiung, there is still
something here that they want, something that money really can’t buy.”
The conversation continued along
these lines through the fifth course.
Though the boneless eel, braised and
broiled in a savory sauce, was delicious,
Mr. Pan ate only a few mouthfuls before
again excusing himself. I watched him as
he walked through the lobby and into the
buffet dining room. When he returned
a few minutes later, the plates from our
meal had been cleared and Stephanie and
I were working our way through dessert,
a vanilla pudding with just a hint of fruit
compote.
“I hope you’ve enjoyed your meal,
and hope further that you enjoy your stay
at the Luminous.”
“We did, thank you, and I am sure we
will. The food was outstanding, it’s just
that…I can’t help but notice that you’ve
barely touched yours.”
“Please accept my deepest apologies,”
he said. “These are busy days at the
Luminous, and I am currently also having
dinner with another group from Hong
Kong.”
Smiling in a way that denoted professionalism, wistfulness, and an exhaustion
almost rivaling our own, Mr. Pan excused
himself one last time.
Stephanie and I finished our desserts
before returning upstairs to pass out in
the stone bathtub overlooking the hills of
Taitung.
The Luminous Hot Spring & Resort
(Tel: 08 955 0999) is located on Zhonghua Road in Luye Township, Taitung
County.

Middle Age: The Bill Comes Due
Doctor Yu shook his head as he
looked over the results of my recent
blood test on the screen in front of him.
“Your cholesterol is elevated from
your last checkup. Have you cut back on
fried foods as I suggested?”
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Despite the vendors' pride in the quality of his bitter melons, not every consumer is likely to share his enthusiasm.

“Somewhat,” I answered vaguely.
“Cut back more. No more than once a
week.”
“Do you mean one fried item a week
or one day weekly in which I should
solely eat fried food?”
Dr. Yu was not going to dignify the
question with a response. He was a busy
man, with two dozen patients yet to see
before lunch.
“You should be staying away from
fried food anyway,” he continued. “As I
told you on your last visit, it can trigger
your gout.”
Ah, gout. Lifelong unwelcome guest,
enemy, and Teacher, shared with luminaries from Henry the Eighth to Benjamin Franklin. The Teacher had made
his first appearance right here in Taiwan
two decades ago after an all-I-shouldn’teat crab buffet, and after many years’
absence had recently returned for more
regular calls. In an effort to keep the big
G from my doors, I’d cut out all shellfish
from my diet. And though night market
foie gras isn’t yet a thing in Taipei, I had
a ready-made excuse outside of basic
decency to turn it down should this ever
change.
“I’ve been pretty good about staying
away from purine-heavy foods,” I said
hopefully. “More pasta and bread, less
meat.”
“Yes, about that,” Dr. Yu said, swiveling his monitor until it stared me in the

face. “The third number down is your
blood sugar. You are now in the pre-diabetic stage, so you should probably not
be making carbohydrates the staple of
your diet. It just becomes sugar in the
body.”
“What about rice?”
“Cut down on rice, too.”
My list of appropriate foods was
shrinking fast.
“So what can I eat?” I asked.
Dr. Yu paused, and removed his spectacles in a way that made him seem especially sincere.
“Your best strategy is to not eat too
much of any one thing. As you say in the
West, ‘Eat the Rainbow.’ Many different
things at each meal. Such as you will find
at the buffet downstairs.”
I refrained from saying that the last
time I’d heard the expression about
eating the rainbow, people still thought of
margarine as healthful. Dr. Yu replaced
his glasses and gestured towards the door.
My appointment had already exceeded its
allotted time. I got up to leave.
“How about bitter melon?” I asked at
the door.
“Eat as much bitter melon as you
like,” replied the doctor.
I was about to discover exactly how
much bitter melon that was at the vegetarian buffet in the hospital’s basement,
Taipei’s most convenient eatery for those
who’ve just received advice of the ‘you’d

better change your ways’ variety. A steam
table of dishes crafted to accommodate
both the Hippocratic oath and Buddhist
doctrine lay before me.
In its natural form, bitter melon gourd
resembles something like a Klingon marital aid, phallic and covered with bumpy
nubs. Buffet chefs had sliced it into circular sections about the thickness of a
50 NT coin and thrice the diameter, the
outer rings an almost fluorescent green,
dimming down to a pale white towards
the interior, perhaps in keeping with the
first noble truth of Buddhism about life
being suffering.
Taking my wellbeing seriously, I fill
the corner cube of my cardboard tray
with eight slices, arranging them neatly
as the smiling nun behind me looks on
in passive admiration. I take other items
down the line, including a braised gluten
and tuber mix, a healthy (literally and figuratively) helping of mixed vegetables,
several cubes of bean curd, asparagus and
carrot sticks wrapped in long-since-limp
seaweed to resemble sushi’s cousin that’s
found religion, and two cubes of jiggling
yellow custard sprinkled with coconut.
I’d devised a strategy to consume the
bitter melon. But I needed first to know
what I was up against. The first slice,
eaten alone, was unbearably bitter. The
second I ate wrapped around sushi’s spiritual cousin, the bitter melon almost
completely overwhelming the aspartaiwan business topics • january 2018

culinary quartet.indd 33

33

2018/1/4 下午6:03

VIGNETTES
agus-carrot-seaweed roll. A mouthful of
braised gluten in brown sauce restored
equilibrium, but six slices still stared up
at me.
I wrapped the third around the custard, hoping that bitter and sweet cancel
each other out both on the tongue and
in the intestines. Only my next blood
test will speak for the latter, but as for
the former the experiment worked well
enough to allow for a repeat with the
fourth slice.
Having now used the dessert portion of the meal as camouflage, I was
forced to combine two more slices with
the savory bean curd. By this point the
bitter melon had coated my tongue to the
extent that everything tasted like Chinese
medicine. I couldn’t stomach the final two
slices, so I opted for the spiritual path
instead, sliding them into the compost bin
so that they might lower the blood sugar
of some lucky pig.
Minder Vegetarian Restaurant is a chain
run by the Tzu Chi Foundation. The one
referenced in this story is in the basement of the Tzu Chi Buddhist hospital in
Xindian.

Death: Embracing Mortality
with Coffin Bread
I hit Tainan feeling like death warmed
over, thanks to a cold that had chosen
to make its presence known just past the
Banqiao HSR station. Too late to turn
back from my commitment, the only sensible thing to do was to go looking for a
casket. Luckily, I was in the Taiwanese
city known for a culinary oddity known
as Guancai Ban (
) or “Coffin
Bread.”
“Where’s the best Guancai Ban in
town?” I asked my taxi driver. I might
as well have handed him a business card
reading Tourist, but I didn’t care.
“Chi Kan,” he answered “Famous
place. You had Guancia Ban before?”
I told the driver that I’d had the dish
before in Tainan, years ago, and didn’t
remember much outside of having liked
it. I had also visited one or two spots
in Taipei claiming to serve it, but found
these to be pale imitations. Some foods –
San Francisco Sourdough, Philly Cheese
34

Steak, Brooklyn Egg Creams – are justifiably best sought out in the city for which
they’re named, and such is the case with
Tainan Coffin Bread.
The driver dropped me off in front of
a bustling if somewhat rundown-looking
mall on Hai’an Road in the West Market
District. A short walk through a maze of
alleys brought me to a colorful, simple
eatery with low tables and metal chairs,
inside of which a dozen or so diners were
scooping creamy filling out of bread with
spoons.
Although the placards inside and out
indicated that Chi Kan was now primarily popular with tourists, the place still
retained a local greasy spoon vibe, and
after a bit of chit-chat with my waitress
concerning what varieties of Guancai Ban
were available (two, it turned out), I settled on the traditional non-curry version.
A few minutes later I was served a
slab of bread about three times the thickness of a standard slice. Deep fried and
still oily to the touch, it was filled with
a creamy, milky chowder of seafood and
vegetables.
Though I’d eaten the dish before when
I’d first visited Tainan in the nineties, my
palate was now far more experienced.
This time I found the dish quite curious,
far removed from the usual Taiwanese
spiciness. It tasted more like the Chicken
à la King of my long-lost childhood than
anything I’d eaten in years. It was delicious, and filled me with something akin
to nostalgia.
I waved the waitress over to order a

second serving.
“This really tastes like a Western
dish,” I remarked when it came.
“It kind of is,” she replied. “There
were a lot of American soldiers stationed
around here after the Japanese left, and
when the Americans came, the chef realized he’d have to start catering to different tastes. So he invented this dish.”
“So it’s not really a ‘traditional’
Tainan dish?”
The waitress shrugged.
“It is now. But it’s not ancient, if that’s
what you mean.”
“But what about the name coffin
bread”?
“That came later. Because it looks like
a coffin.”
I could see the resemblance to a Chinese-style casket. I dug into my second
serving, which was even greasier and even
more delicious than the first. I wasn’t
worried about my health. That ship had
already sailed.
Chi Kan Guan Cai Ban is located at 180
Zhongzheng Rd., West Central Dist.,
Tainan City 700. Tel: 06-2240014.

— Living somewhere between
perpetual adolescence and death’s door,
longtime TOPICS contributor Joshua
Samuel Brown is the author of 13 Lonely
Planet guides, Vignettes of Taiwan and
the upcoming dual-authored memoir/
travelogue Formosa Moon. Follow him
online at www.josambro.com
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THE SHERWOOD TOSCANA
offers a da ling
winter menu

I

t’s said that Japanese farmers raising Wagyu cattle sing
to them to make them happier – and their succulent,
fat-marbled beef even more delicious. Ask anyone who
has eaten Wagyu beef prepared at The Sherwood Taipei’s
TOSCANA Italian Restaurant and you’ll hear them sing the
praises of this tender but firm, full-bodied, rich beef with
flavor that bursts in the mouth – a beef-eating experience like
no other.
Wagyu beef is perhaps the biggest star on TOSCANA’s
new winter menu, but the restaurant is offering a series of
new dishes that are all delicious and aimed to bring warmth
to the cool winter months.
Innovative takes on traditional dishes and ingredients are
at the heart of the new menu.
A typical Italian hors d’oeuvre of cheese and tomato served
with olive oil is given a local Taiwan flair with the addition
of dried plums inserted into cherry tomatoes, a night-market
snack that adds an Asian sweet-and-sour twist. The sliced
green tomatoes are seasoned with fresh basil, contributing a
grassiness to the dish. And instead of mozzarella, a creamy
Burrata (made fresh by a cheesemaker trained in Italy and
based in the classic Dadaocheng district of Taipei) is transformed into a foamy mousse that delicately integrates the
creaminess of the cheese with the tartness of the tomatoes and
dried plums.
Another standout dish is the flaky,
tender halibut steak
from fish caught
in nor the r n Pac ific
waters. It is served
beneath a creamy
layer of tangy Hollandaise sauce, together
with vine-ripened tomatoes grown in Yilan County and a
rare variety of potato known for its firmness and sweetness.
The dish comes complete with a tart dressing of olive oil with
capers, lemon juice,
olives, green grapes,
and anchovies. All of
the produce is grown
right here in Taiwan
and is served at the
peak of freshness.
At TOSCANA,
USDA Prime ribeye is served Tuscany

style, with medium-rare slices under a bed of arugula, aged
Parmesan cheese, and baked new potatoes, with spicy brown
mustard on the side. The potatoes are cooked with rosemary and garlic, and the slightly bitter and spicy arugula cuts
through the oil of the beef for a light and healthy dish.
Authentic Japanese Wagyu beef only
returned to the menu
in October after 14
years, and TOSCANA
has leapt at the
chance to serve this
much-prized beef to
its diners. The Wagyu
beef is served lightly seared but rare on the inside, the delicate
marbling of fat glistening on the smooth pink surface, with
dried roasted garlic chips scattered on the plate, dabs of red
miso sauce, and a baked onion with truffle oil in herbs and
lemon sauce. The meat is so tender that is seems to melt in
your mouth, with the fat giving it an almost sweet flavor that
permeates the taste buds.
The savory side of the TOSCANA’s new menu is wellrepresented, but TOSCANA has a sweet side as well, such as
the truffle ice cream ball. TOSCANA’s Executive Sous Chef
Kevin Hsu learned this dish from the legendary Michelinstarred chef Umberto Bombana, owner of the legendary 8½
Otto e Mezzo Bombana in Hong Kong.
TOSCANA offers
this dish every season,
but as truffles are
a seasonal fungus,
each season offers its
own distinct flavor.
The winter truffle
is black inside and
out and has the most
concentrated aroma
and taste, and consequently the highest price. Imported from
Italy, the truffles are pressed for their oil, to be mixed into the
cream for the vanilla ice cream, along with a dusting of truffle
crumbs across the top of the chocolate crust.
The ice cream is a rich, velvety vanilla made with Mascarpone cheese that adds creaminess and a savory surprise to the
sweet concoction. The whole dish is served within a thick,
sweet chocolate crust.
This winter the TOSCANA is the place to go to celebrate
all special occasions!
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sightseeing is par t of the e perience

A MOVEABLE FEAST
The concept of food tours is new to Taiwan, but the potential is high,
especially in conjunction with business conferences.

STORY AND PHOTOS BY ELYSE GLICKMAN

36

taiwan business topics • january 2018

Eat tour.indd 36

2018/1/4 下午6:05

E AT I N G T O U R S

I

f there’s one thing on earth that connects people from different backgrounds and gets them talking, it’s
food. And there’s always something to
talk about, from indulging in a dish that’s
an old favorite, to trying something new,
or introducing a friend to a different culinary experience.
This universal passion is the reason
why chefs are A-List celebrities and why
business conferences of any size can rise
or fall based on what restaurants are
selected for cocktail hours and banquets.
Television programs such as Anthony
Bourdain’s Parts Unknown and No Reservations, Australia’s Nomad Chef with
Jock Zonfrillo, Floyd On from the U.K.,
and Taiwanese-American chef/restaurateur Eddie Huang’s series Huang’s World
have all whetted the world’s collective
appetite for food-oriented travel.
Entrepreneurs around the world
have heard the call, with food tours
now operating in hundreds of cities.
It’s an endeavor that’s worked well for
young entrepreneurs throughout Asia,
with Japan’s Arigato Tours, Hong Kong
Foodie Tours, and Un-Tours Shanghai
generating a buzz that has made its way
around the globe.
Food tours are just ramping up in
Taipei in response to growth in popular

demand, and a number of companies are
taking their place at the table. They run
the gamut from group tours operated by
international companies such as Viator.
com and UrbanAdventures.com to private tours offered by the Taiwan Mandarin Institute and Lion Travel Service.
All of these include visits to fabled institutions like the original Din Tai Fung (or
the lively and convenient Taipei 101 location) and the Shilin Night Market.
Taipei residents Tina Fong and Mike
Lee have perfected the recipe with their
company Taipei Eats (info@taipeieats.
com), which they built up from the Taipei
sidewalks. In 2014, a few years after
receiving undergraduate degrees from
U.S. universities (Fong at the University
of California Riverside, and Lee at the
University of Colorado in Boulder) and
Lee finishing his MBA in Taiwan, the two
set up what may be the only independently operated, food tour-focused enterprise in Taiwan.
“In every city I visited after college, I found myself drawn to food tours
because I think they offer the best way
to see a new city or rediscover a familiar
one,” says Fong, who grew up in Hong
Kong, but visited Taipei during school
summer breaks with her Taiwanese parents. “Food tours offer so much more

than just food, giving participants a sense
of place and providing a cross-section of
different dining experiences without getting caught up in anything too touristy.
Launching in Taipei was perfect because
it, surprisingly, did not have [a company
of this kind] at the time.”
Lee, who left a job in the finance
industry, was enthusiastic about helping
his longtime friend set up the business
infrastructure, website, and third-party
ticket sales mechanism. From there, the
duo set their sights on convincing shop
owners and restaurants to participate. It
was important that each four-hour tour
represented a cross-section of restaurants and markets that were “authentically” Taipei, but not already on the
world’s radar (as is the high-profile Din
Tai Fung).
“We approached several prospective partners, and had to spend time
explaining to the owners what we wanted
to accomplish by having them be a part
of our itineraries,” says Fong. “Many of
them, especially smaller vendors specializing in particular dishes, were understandably skeptical at first because they
had never encountered anything like a
food tour. Because many of our stops are
in decidedly non-touristy spots, the restaurateurs hadn’t previously encountered

taiwan business topics • january 2018

Eat tour.indd 37

37

2018/1/4 下午6:05

E AT I N G T O U R S

many foreign tourists or had to communicate in another language.”
Lee stresses that the key to their successful long-term partnerships with the
restaurants, food stands, and markets is
consistency. Fong, meanwhile, points out
that the bonds of trust are now firmly
established as participating business
owners, once they become established in
a particular itinerary, see Taipei Eats tour
guides on a regular basis. As the owners
and cooks introduce dishes they are
proud of to people beyond their regular
customers, they have become increasingly enthusiastic about sharing their
stories and backgrounds. Furthermore,
Taipei Eats has tours available seven days
a week, while general interest companies
offer fewer food-focused tours in comparison.
“When it comes to putting a daytime
or night market tour together, we aim to
find a mix of places – from informal food
stalls to nicer sit-down places – that are
unique in some way, yet appeal to everybody from first-time visitors to business travelers who come to Taiwan regularly,” continues Fong. “When we did
our test runs in the beginning, we got a
lot of feedback from guests as to what
they enjoyed most and what dishes they
were less comfortable with (pig’s blood
cake, for example, ended up being a little
too much for most guests). We agreed
upon including several variations of
38

stinky tofu, as it can be prepared in ways
that make it accessible to people from all
backgrounds.”
On a warm September afternoon, I
joined the daytime XinYi Tour, which
kicked off with a sampling of Taiwanese
fruits and vegetables at the local wet
market, and then continued on to small,
family-run restaurants specializing in
breakfast pastry with scallions, guabao
(a Taiwanese take on pulled-pork sand-

Clockwise from top left: the delights of a hidden ice cream parlor, some superior
baked goods, guabao being prepared, and the writer and fellow tour members
enjoying a variety of dumplings.
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The Wubau Chun Bakery at the Eslite Spectrum shopping center, left, and an introduction to stinky tofu, right.

wiches), two kinds of stinky tofu, and
soup dumplings. The first half of the tour
was then washed down with a sublime
Earl Grey boba tea from The Milk Shop.
Our guide Sophia, who exuded energy
and enthusiasm, succeeded in keeping
us interested and engaged, even in 30º
heat. The “trail” she led us down interspersed food stops with historic points of
interest and trendy new neighborhoods
to explore later in depth, including Songshan Cultural Art Park, created out of
repurposed tobacco factory buildings.
“When we look for guides, in addition to a proficiency in English, we want
them to be courteous, enthusiastic, and
knowledgeable about food,” Fong said in
response to my feedback about Sophia.
“Guides come to us as we have a well-followed Instagram account, where they see
what we do, get what we want to accomplish, and approach us. We also advertise in the English departments at local
universities, and then narrow down the
choices.”
Kao Chi Shanghai Cuisine & Dim
Sum, our sit-down lunch spot, had a
very different clientele than the Disneylike Din Tai Fung. The place was packed
with multi-generational families as well as
trendy young professionals taking advantage of sales at the posh and arty Eslite
Spectrum shopping center. Kao Chi has
been serving dumplings since 1949, and
the various dumplings and other mouth-

fuls of pure joy coming to our table piping
hot were testaments to their expertise.
Several of my fellow food trekkers
from the eastern United States and Australia were squeezing in some R&R after
attending business meetings and conferences and before heading home. As
a result, it occurred to me that a Taipei
Eats tour would be a natural fit for business group retreats. Fong agreed, noting
Taipei Eats often accommodates large
corporate groups from both local and
overseas companies. In one recent case,
60 people attending the same conference
were split into eight groups to keep the
experience intimate. The starting times
for the various groups were staggered,
and they hit the same stops on the tour in
a different order.
Fong adds that with advance notice,
group tours are fully customizable, and
meeting planners can pick and choose
stops based on food preferences or the
dietary needs of those attending. Every
bite has the potential to transcend into a
food memory. Fong recommends booking
a tour at the start of the business trip, or
before a conference, as the tour can serve
as an icebreaking experience as participants get to interact with locals and one
another.
“Doing the tour is an experience
that can put visitors at ease, with stops
leading to interesting conversations –
from what they can learn from their local

guide to trying wonderful things they
never knew existed,” says Fong. “Just as
food brings friends and family together, it
can also unite co-workers and strangers
in a way that’s convivial and enlightening…a bonding experience.
“We also try to keep the mood light,
in that we don’t delve too deeply into history,” she explains. The goal is to give
just enough information to provide context while allowing people to enjoy the
food and the feel of the neighborhood.

A tour member during a tour's stop at
a fruit market.
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Taipei Michelin Guide
Coming this Spring
Publication is expected to help Taiwan’s
outstanding restaurants achieve a higher
profile internationally and boost tourism.
BY MATTHEW FULCO
PHOTO: CNA

E

picureans with an affinity for
Chinese food have long appreciated Taipei’s culinary offerings.
The Taiwanese capital has a rich variety
of Chinese eateries, from no-frills street
stalls specializing in scallion pancake to
elegant Cantonese hotel restaurants.
Compared to neighboring high-profile cities like Tokyo, Seoul, and Singapore, Taipei has flown under the radar as
a foodie destination. That hopefully will
change with the publication of the Taipei
Michelin Guide – in both Chinese and
English – in the spring of 2018.
For Taiwan’s talented chefs, the
guide will offer a “valuable opportunity” to show their “professional capability to the rest of the world,” said
Michelin spokesman Bruno de Feraudy at
a November press conference.
Taipei will be the 30th market covered
by the storied French guide to fine dining,
which has been published by the French
tire company for over a century, but only
recently began devoting attention to Asia.
In 2007, Michelin entered Asia with a
guide to Tokyo. In 2009, it released a
Hong Kong guide, and in 2016 expanded
to Seoul, Singapore, and Shanghai.
Michelin inspectors are currently busy
exploring Taipei eateries in preparation
for publication of the guide. The inspectors visit restaurants anonymously and
pay for their own meals – on the company’s dime, of course. But Michelin
inspectors never reveal their identities to
40

eateries ahead of dining; staying anonymous allows them to be objective and
is one of the reasons gourmets take the
guides seriously.
Restaurants are evaluated based on
ingredient quality and food preparation, mastery of flavor and culinary techniques, the chef’s “personality” as seen in
his cooking, the consistency of the food
and service, and value for money.
The objective for restaurants is not
just to be listed but – as has been the case
since 1936 –to also earn a star ranking.
According to the published criteria, a
restaurant receiving one star is “a very
good restaurant in its category” and two
stars denotes “excellent cooking, worth
a detour.” The maximum three-star
rating means that the restaurant features
“exceptional cuisine” and is “worth a
special journey.”
Achieving a three-star ranking is
extremely difficult. In Shanghai, for
instance, just two establishments have
that distinction: the fine-dining Cantonese restaurant T’ang Court in the Peninsula Hotel and Ultraviolet, an avantgarde private dining “experience” created
by French chef Paul Pairet.
The criteria for two stars are
slightly less demanding. Still, few restaurants in Asia outside of Japan –
whose dining establishments especially
impress Michelin – have been accorded
that ranking. There are 14 two-starred
Michelin restaurants in Hong Kong and

four in Macau.
Restaurants that receive two or
three stars tend to be outstanding in all
respects, notes Achim von Hake, general
manager of the Sherwood Taipei and a
veteran of the Asia hospitality industry.
“It’s possible to be a simple restaurant
with excellent food and receive one star,”
he observes. “To earn two or three stars,
though, the cooking and presentation
should be more innovative and refined.”
That said, the rating system is rather
subjective. For instance, von Hake visited a no-frills noodle shop in Hong Kong
that has one Michelin star to see what
the fuss was all about. He said the noodle
soup was good, but not what he expected
from a restaurant with a Michelin star.
“The Michelin inspectors must have had
a better experience,” he says.
Nevertheless, for Taiwan, the Michelin
Guide will be a useful promotional tool,
he says. “It will be a way for travelers to
benchmark Taipei with other markets in
the region.”
At the November press conference,
Eric Lin, director of the Taiwan Tourism
Bureau’s International Affairs Division, said that the arrival of the Michelin
Guide in Taipei shows that the city’s food
is on par with other culinary destinations across the United States, Europe,
and Asia. “It should help to attract more
foodies and increase interest in Taiwan,”
he said. “We expect it will give a boost to
the overall tourism industry.”
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新住民全球新聞網 提供五種語言新聞
Berita Dunia untuk Para Penduduk Baru Hadir dalam 5 Bahasa

「Taiwan 我來了」粉絲專頁
以新住民為主的粉絲專頁，以中文、英文、越南文、印尼文、泰文五國語言，分眾經營不同族群，由新住
民發展基金及內政部移民署共同製作。
透過虛實網路活動融合新住民在地生活，讓更多新住民及臺灣朋友互相了解，不同生活形態多元文化的差
異；並於每月舉辦網路活動，透過活動將線上線下資源整合運用，擴大觸及新住民，讓愈來愈多的新住民
加入粉絲專頁，同時樂於分享自己生活中的故事！

新住民全球新聞網

移民署官網

WINE

ph oto: calif ornia wine institute

taiwan’s growing thirst
for wine
Consumers are gradually developing a taste for grape wine, but it still
remains outside the mainstream dining culture.

BY MATTHEW FULCO
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n 2006, the Taiwan economy was still
booming, buoyed by surging trade
with the People’s Republic of China.
It was a time when many Taiwanese businesspeople thought that closer economic
ties with the PRC would bringing lasting
prosperity to the island. Taiwan’s GDP
expanded by 5.6% that year.
That summer I made the acquaintance
of a businessman who was thriving thanks
to his factories in China. We were both
dining in the now-defunct Taipei branch
of the gourmet Thai restaurant Patara,
which was located just south of the flagship Eslite bookstore on Anhe Road.
We met because I spied a bottle of
1988 Château Margaux Premier Grand
Cru (French for “first growth”) Classé on
his table, and remarked to him that 1988
“was an excellent year.” Actually I didn’t
know whether that was true, but figured
it was a good way to start a conversation. I knew the winemaker was excellent
because my uncle had given me a sublime
1979 (that was an excellent year) Margaux for my 21st birthday – still one of
the best wines I’ve ever tasted.
He introduced himself in fluent English, and in courteous Taiwanese fashion,
said that he hoped I could help him and
his wife improve their proficiency as English speakers. Once we got past the niceties and a bit of small talk about the
ascendant Chinese economy, he offered
me a glass of the 1988 Margaux, which
he had brought to Patara from his private
collection.
Of course, I wanted to try it – but the
problem was that we were eating Thai
food. Except for the mild chicken satay,
everything else was fiery and savory. We
had spicy squid salad, red duck curry
(typically made with crushed red chilies,
fish paste, lemongrass, garlic, shallots,
and ginger added to coconut milk) as
well as stir-fried morning glories in a
pungent shrimp sauce.
With all those Thai flavors on my
palate, the wine tasted like Welch’s grape
juice, which was a great shame. In a 2012
review of the 1988 Margaux, wine expert
James Suckling referred to “mineral
and blueberry skin and flowers on the

nose,” adding such further descriptions
as: “Full-bodied with minerals and silky
tannins. Dusty and very pretty. Refined
finish.”
In 2016, Suckling’s fellow oenophile Robert Parker wrote that the 1988
“might be considered the undiscovered
gem of that prosperous decade for the
chateau.”
In general, the best Margaux wines
“have an extraordinarily rich bouquet;
they are like a romantic woman,” says
Frenchman Dominique Levy, owner of
Bordeaux specialist Formosawine Vinters
and a two-decade veteran of Taiwan’s
wine industry.
My experience at Patara with the
1988 Margaux – which today fetches
US$400-$500 a bottle in the United
States and Europe – shows why it’s
worthwhile to learn the basics of pairing
food with wine, observes Joe Liu, a local
wine expert and the editor-in-chief of the
Chinese-language Wine & Spirits Digest.
“Spicy Thai food overwhelms the complex and subtle flavors of a refined Bordeaux like that – it washes them away,”

he says. “You’d be better off with a sweet
white wine that tastes of tropical fruit,
like a Riesling or Gewurtztraminer from
Germany or Alsace” [a region of eastern
France known for its white wines].
Such mismatches were common a
decade ago. The Taiwan market has
matured considerably since, but many
Taiwanese are still learning how to
pair wine with food, says wine lecturer Griselda Pan. Based in Taipei, Pan
teaches Taiwanese how to pair wine with
many different kinds of cuisines, from
Taiwanese to Italian to Indian – and even
Thai. She holds themed dinners, often
pairing each course with a different wine.
Pan has lived for extended periods in
top wine-making countries like France,
Italy, Spain, and Australia, observing how
locals enjoyed wine with their native cuisines. As she learned more about wine
and food, she became determined to further wine appreciation in her native
Taiwan.
Taiwan is traditionally a tea-drinking
culture. Grape wine is something that’s
come along just in the past 25 years,

Bordeaux - white, California Merlot
photos: matth ew ful co

Do Not Serve Alcohol to Minors

taiwan business topics • january 2018

Wine.indd 43

43

2018/1/4 下午6:15

WINE
she notes. “So many people here aren’t
familiar with how to appreciate wine.
They may think it’s something for the
wealthy, or just something that’s drunk
with Western food.”

A distinct wine market
“Taiwan’s wine market is continuing
to grow,” says Rosaline Chen, the local
representative of the California Wine
Institute. “As more people in the younger
generations enjoy wine drinking, it’s
become a trendy lifestyle.”
According to data from the Global
Trade Atlas, wine consumption in Taiwan
set a new record in 2016 at 20.2 million liters; in value terms, the market
was worth US$152 million. Although
full 2017 figures are not yet available, a
modest further growth is anticipated.
French wines are the market leader,
with a 46.7% share by value in 2016.
The United States was second with
10.7%, and Chile third with 9%. Red
wine, mainly from France, dominates
the market, but its share of total consumption – once over 80% – has been
declining and is now approaching 70%,
say members of the wine trade. Chen
notes that many younger wine consumers
tend to prefer whites.
Of the American wines imported to
Taiwan, some 97% are from California,
according to the Agricultural Trade Office
of the American Institute in Taiwan (AIT).
The remainder come mainly from Washington, Oregon, and Idaho.
“Taiwan’s strong cultural predisposition to the United States has always
boded well for U.S. wines in general in the
market,” and they sell well at premium
price points because they are viewed as
prestige products, says Katherine Lee, an
Agricultural Marketing Specialist at AIT.
Further boosting consumption, she notes,
is the tendency for sommeliers at popular
Taiwan steakhouses to recommend pairings of U.S. wines with U.S. beef.
The California Wine Institute has been
promoting aggressively in Taiwan, each
year hosting a largescale event involving
not only wine tasting but presentations
by well-known sommeliers, wine writers,
and other specialists. More than 600
wine importers and consumers attended
the most recent DiscoverCaliforniaWines
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event in October.
Aside from American wines, top Bordeaux varieties are preferred by local aficionados, as they have been for several
decades, observes Formosa Wines’ Levy.
Collectors prize first growths from the
five most famous chateaux in Bordeaux:
Lafite, Latour, Margaux, Haut-Brion, and
Mouton. Compared to 20 years ago when
he first entered the business, Taiwanese
wine fanciers today are “more knowledgeable,” says Levy. “They travel to
France and visit the wineries more often.”
Business is stable in the mid and highend segments of the market, but it’s ferociously competitive at the entry level,
where “there’s always someone with a
cheaper price,” he says.
Cognizant of mainstream Taiwanese
c o n s u m e r s ’ f r u g a l i t y, m a s s - m a r k e t
chains such as Carrefour, RT Mart,
and Costco are content to sell inexpensive wine in large volume here, observes
Jason Chang, a wine importer and owner
of the Dancing Elephant retail store.
“They’re happy with 10% margins,” he
says. “Most small importers need closer
to 40%.”
While hypermarts make wine accessible to a wider audience in Taiwan,
they’re also creating unrealistic expectations among consumers, he says. “A customer asked me recently why I didn’t
have any bottles for NT$200 – she said
she had bought something at Costco for
that price.”
Levy cautions against consumption of
dirt-cheap wine. “Not all wine is good
for you – even in moderation,” he says.
The price on certain wine is low because
of unusually large production volume,
made possible by the liberal use of pesticides and the addition of sulfites, he
explains. “The sulfites are what give you
a headache.”
Chang is right that NT$200 is unusually cheap for a bottle of wine in Taiwan.
In 2005, I once purchased a Merlot called
“Bird” – the label depicted a large fowl
– from a supermarket for NT$230. It
tasted rancid – as if the bottle had baked
for months in the sun. A Google search
reveals that a South African Merlot called
“Secretary Bird” retails for an average of
NT$201 globally today.
New-world wines (those from outside
of Europe and the Middle East) in the

NT$300-$500 range are more common
here, especially those from Chile, notes
Orbie Yang, director of food and beverage at The Sherwood Taipei hotel.
“New-world wines are generally easier
for people unfamiliar with wine to understand and appreciate,” he says. In the
case of Chile, which offers many Cabernet Sauvignons, the typical Taiwanese
consumer knows the grape, finds it relatively palatable, and can accept the price
tag (often NT$500 or less), he says.
In her book Guide to the Taiwan
Wine Trade 2016, Debra Meiburg quotes
Taiwan wine writer Lin Yu-sen as saying
there are similarities between French and
Chilean wines, and that given Taiwan’s
familiarity with the former, “Chile’s
flavor profile feels reassuringly familiar.”
Among European wine producers
besides France, Italy is rising in prestige
and popularity here thanks to its solid
value proposition, Meiburg says. In contrast, Spanish wine, a third choice among
42% of Taiwan wine importers, is usually
guzzled at banquets. In Meiburg’s view,
that may help importers sell inventory
and appear on more hotel wine lists for
now, but eventually could “saddle Spain
with an image problem that will be difficult to shake off.”
Aaron Turner, owner of monastic
wine importer Chalice, says that Australian wines priced between NT$700 and
NT$1000 – especially Cabernet Sauvignons – are among his best sellers. “Taiwanese like fruity, full-bodied red wine
and they are increasingly familiar with
Australia as a capable winemaker,” he
says. “There’s an awareness that Australian wine selling for NT$400 in a supermarket doesn’t represent the country as a
whole.”

Further education
Taiwan-based oenophiles say that
additional wine education will facilitate healthy development of the market.
“Some people are still drinking labels,
but Taiwanese are increasingly interested in how the wine tastes rather than
the brand,” says Tom Curry, director of
International Programs at the Taiwan
Wine Academy, the first institution to
offer certified Chinese-language wine
education in Asia. “Our mission is to
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Wine experts Joe Liu and Tom Curry discuss the current state of the Taiwan market.

awaken people’s curiosity.”
More than 9,000 alumni have graduated from the academy since its establishment in 2008. Students were initially
professionals in the hospitality industry
who sought wine expertise for career purposes. Today, the academy enrolls more
wine hobbyists – although businesspeople
still find knowledge of wine to be useful,
Curry observes. “If you do business globally, you often find wine at dinners and
other social functions. Having no knowledge of it can put you in an embarrassing
situation.”
Wine education has caught on in
Taiwan because local culture prizes erudition, observes Wine & Spirits’ Liu.
“For Taiwanese, it makes perfect sense to
learn about wine in a classroom setting,”
he says.
In fact, Liu believes that global wine
critic Robert Parker has become influential in Taiwan partially because of
his lucid, quantitative approach to
wine tasting. “We are exam oriented
in Taiwan,” he says. “It’s easy for Taiwanese to understand a wine in terms of
a numerical score – even if that doesn’t
tell the whole story.”
One stumbling block to wine penetration in Taiwan is dining culture. Most
restaurants here serve Chinese cuisine and

lack wine lists. Whiskey, often brought in
by patrons, is the most popular alcoholic
beverage at dinner. In fact, Taiwan is the
world’s fourth largest whiskey market by
value. “Whiskey at banquets is an integral part of local dining culture – for
better or worse,” says Chalice’s Turner,
who formerly hosted whiskey dinners
in Taiwan for a major global wine and
spirits maker.
For value-conscious drinkers, a little
whiskey goes a long way, observes wine
lecturer Griselda Pan. “If you’re focused
on alcohol content, 750ml of whiskey
t h a t ’s 4 0 % a l c o h o l b e a t s t h e s a m e
amount of wine that’s 14%,” she says.
At the same time, whiskey is easy
to care for and doesn’t spoil, she notes.
From that standpoint, wine can be a
tough sell in Taiwan. “You can’t just
open a bottle of wine and store it at
room temperature for a year, but that’s
what whiskey drinkers are used to
doing,” she says.
Will drinking preferences change?
It’s quite possible, says Wine & Spirits
Digest’s Liu, pointing out that brandy
was the drink of choice at Taiwanese
banquets in the 1990s before whiskey
replaced it. “Wine has the potential to
become much bigger.”
For that to happen, restaurants will

need to do a better job of introducing
quality wines to their guests. Industry
observers say that a shortage of oenophile expertise in Taiwan could make that
a challenge. “Salaries are an issue,” says
Pan. “Taiwanese wine experts can earn a
much better living in Shanghai, Beijing,
or Hong Kong.”
There are exceptions. The Sherwood’s
Toscana Italian restaurant, which specializes in dry-aged U.S. steak, offers a wide
selection of Italian and California red
wines to guests, says food and beverage
director Yang. “We want guests to enjoy
good wine with good food. That’s how
you learn to appreciate wine.”
The Sherwood has invested in Coravin
technology, created to open wine bottles
without removing the cork. U.S.-based
Coravin says that wine in bottles opened
with its technology can be preserved for
weeks or even months. That allows Toscana to serve a wide variety of wines by
the glass, Yang says.
Looking ahead, Euromonitor expects
Taiwan’s wine consumption to increase
steadily in the coming years, surpassing
25 million liters in 2021.
“ We ’ v e c o m e a l o n g w a y, ” s a y s
Taiwan Wine Academy’s Curry. “Taiwan
is now a wine-tasting culture, but it’s not
yet a wine-drinking culture.”
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taipei’s top five bars for
BUSINESS
Alcohol is a valued lubricant when it comes to commerce, and these
establishments represent some of the best the city has to offer in the
drinks department.
BY JULES QUARTLY
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t’s time to impress a client, establish a
relationship, or seal the deal. Dinner
is of course an option, but so too are
drinks at a plush bar or lounge, where
the ambiance makes the meeting an occasion and the conversation flows as easily
as the wine.
It’s not necessary to have a long list
of recommendations for best business
bars because it’s better to go somewhere
you can rely on. A drinking establishment where the bartender knows your
name is going to impress far more than
the “secret” watering hole that you spend
half the evening trying to locate.
Loud music from distorted speakers
is a no-no. Otherwise the whole point of
the evening, conversation with your VIP
guest, ends up as a shouting match. Comfort is also critical. Feeling out of place,
or not being able to get a seat or table
when one is required, is only going to
cause embarrassment.
Another necessity is good service. If
drinks are spilled or arguments over the
bill ensue, it will surely sour the evening.
If it’s a cocktail bar, then super-skilled
mixologists are going to create a wow
factor and impress the guest. A knowledgeable sommelier at a wine bar will
order something special that suits everyone’s tastes, while the attentive but discrete attentions of staff at a private club
will make an impact without creating a
distraction.
The atmosphere of any bar, club, or
lounge is created by the appropriate setting and service, but the clientele is
another x-factor. It’s far preferable to be
rubbing shoulders with other titans of
industry, rather than lads out on the town
or students looking for a beer bong. Also,
you don’t want the joint to be so busy
that it’s difficult to get in and even harder
to order drinks. As such, a door policy,
smart dress, and reservations are in order.
That said, if a celebration party is
called for, it better be sexy and offer the
finest food, beverages, music, and company. So without further ado and in no
particular order, we will have a look at
Taipei’s Top Five Bars for Business and
the reasons they make the grade.
East End is a success story for Tai-

pei’s evolving bar scene, and recognition
has been forthcoming with a listing in the
World’s Best Bars directory. Located in
the city’s fashionable east side, the bar is
a refined and Instagram-friendly watering
hole, for both business people and guests
at the boutique-style Proverbs Hotel.
Courteous greetings, eye candy, and
the plink-plink-plink of trad jazz greet
patrons in the afternoon, while the Ray
Chen design ethos is a mix of warm
wooden tables and floors, cold white
marble bar counters, and glass walls.
The mix works well: modern, classy but
friendly.
Calvin Lai, a smart young man from
the marketing department, is on hand to
show us around and we talk about the
change in Taipei’s bar culture – from the
bad old days, when you couldn’t be sure
what was going in your drink, to now,
when authenticity is guaranteed and there
are more products to play with. “Our
core value is to provide what suits you:
personalization and indulgence. You may
not know what you want but don’t worry,
we do, and we will look after you. You
can be confident of the level of service.”
He introduces mixologist Lyia Yang,
and she expertly whisks up two cocktails
for us. The first is the signature East End
Cocktail, made of Ciroc vodka, pickled
green mango juice (laboriously made
by hand, apparently), Caparno, Bianco,
Grand Marnier, a little fresh lime juice

and honey, plum bitters and a dash of je
ne sais quoi.
If the first drink was a zesty welcome,
the second is a more profound libation,
with layers of flavors that develop and
grow on you as you sip. It’s a Longan
Old Fashioned, made with Bulleit
Bourbon, infused with longan (the outer
fruit is set on fire, the smoke trapped in a
glass), cube sugar, Angostura, and Aztec
chocolate bitters.
All the drinks are developed or overseen by Hidetsugu Ueno. For those in the
know, Ueno is an institution. The master
Japanese mixologist is the man behind
Tokyo’s Bar High Five. Having won a
multitude of competitions, he now tends
to judge them instead. Ueno’s DNA is all
over East End, from the level of service to
the use of local ingredients and gauging
what the patron wants before personalizing the drink.
East End also provides great eats
and the appetizer board of cold meats
(including miso Wagyu), olives, cheese,
and a piquant terrine of milk fish, was
outstanding. The clientele ranges from
business people to stars from the entertainment industry. This is a bar to be seen
in and admire.
Address: Hotel Proverbs, 3F, 56 Da’an
Rd., Sec. 1, Taipei
Tel: 0903-531-851
facebook.com/EASTENDBARTAIPEI
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WOOBAR has been the center of
attention for some time now in Taipei’s
CBD, and enjoys the added frisson of a
slightly racy reputation due to its fashionable club nights and pool parties. Most
of the time, though, it presents a sophisticated lounge scene, frequented by money
makers and sophisticates. At the time
of writing, WOOBAR was being refurbished for a January 19 reopening bash.
The new look is being called “Electrified Nature” and has an eco-friendly
theme, according to W Hotel General Manager Harvey J. Thompson. He
expresses confidence that the design by
Japan’s Hirotoshi Sawada will up the
ante for Taipei’s bar scene. “WOOBAR
has always been the most stylish meeting
place for Taipei’s trendsetters, business leaders and discerning world travelers,” he says. “After restyling, we hope
WOOBAR will bring our guests a brand
new experience and still be the most fashionable and stylish bar in Taipei.”
The new WOOBAR will continue
to offer a wide range of beverage and
food options, such as afternoon teas and
happy hours. The drinks list is overseen
by WOOBAR manager Alex Lee, who
has two decades of mixology under his
belt. Local herbs, spices, and fruits and
vegetables – such as Yilan spring onion,
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cilantro, basil, wax apple, mango, dragon
fruits, and maqaw – feature strongly.
Thompson considers that it’s important to keep ahead of the game because
the city’s bar culture is developing so
quickly and guests have ever higher
expectations. “As Taiwan tourism has
developed over the past decade, there are
more and more international visitors to
Taipei, bringing a brand new cocktail and
bar culture to the city,” he notes.
Address: W Taipei, 10F, 10 ZhongXiao
E. Rd., Sec. 5, Xinyi District, Taipei
Tel: 7703-8887
woobartaipei.com/en

Domaine Wine Cellars is where wine
is done best in Taipei. Full stop.
The establishment is presided over by
David Pan, who grew up in the United
States from the age of three and later
did well in finance before taking an
interest in viniculture – so much so that
he studied on the UC Davis Wine Executive Program and bought a vineyard in
Napa Valley. When he belatedly returned
to Taiwan, the idea of starting something
special and raising the country’s wine culture to new levels was a no-brainer.
The result is an 18,000 square-foot
wine store, lounge, and VIP meeting
place that Taipei’s aficionados can be
proud of. It’s spotless, colorful, and
comprehensive. Great wines from
around the world are displayed in racks,
with information about them provided
in pullout drawers. The more expensive varietals have their own largescale,
glass-framed cooling cabinet. There is
also a huge, climate-controlled vault,
which looks like a cross between a data
center and space ship, where regulars
store wine by the case.
“Whether you’re from Paris, New
York, or London, this place is as good
as anywhere else in the world,” Pan
states with confidence. “The ambiance,
expertise, service, facilities, and even the
pricing cannot be beaten. It’s the complete customer experience.”

indulge e perimental bistro photo: jules
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This is the place for talking business over a choice bottle of wine or two.
There is comfortable seating in various
nooks and crannies for privacy, and the
VIP Room has a long wooden table that
comfortably seats 14 people, a high-tech
AV set up, and 60-inch TV for presentations. While there’s no smoking inside,
there’s a plush outside area with sofas
where those with a penchant for long,
smoke-wreathed discussions over a bottle
of something good can indulge.
As Pan succinctly puts it: “Good wine
and business make the world go round.”
Address: B1, 383 RenAi Rd., Sec. 4,
Da’an District, Taipei
Tel: 2776-0066
domaine.com.tw

Indulge Experimental Bistro is officially one of the 50 best bars in the
world, according to the influential website Inside. As such, you’re guaranteed
to score guanxi points if you introduce it
to your guests. Even better, take them to
one of the regular “Cocktail Food Pairing
Dinners” that feature the finest food and
a dedicated drinks list.
We were fortunate enough to be
invited along for the ride at an event
hosted by Belgian mixologist Ran van
Ongevalle. His most recent claim to
fame was producing the strongest cocktail to ever win the Bacardi Legacy Cocktail Competition Global Final 2017.
His Clarita – a blend of Bacardi 8 Anos,
Amontillado sherry, Crème de Cacao,
absinthe, salt and a soupçon of olive oil –
is an experience you won’t forget. Have a
few more, though, and you probably will.
On the night of our visit, it was paired
with the main course of Taiwan black pig
with mango chili sauce. Really, it doesn’t
get better than this.
Like many of the people interviewed
for this article, Van Ongevalle is a huge
fan of Indulge founder Aki Wang, the
man held primarily responsible for Taipei’s growing international reputation
as a producer of great bars and drinks.
Wang established Indulge in 2009 and
since then has spun a number of food and
beverage startups, creating a mini-empire
in the process.
“He really pushes the boundaries,”
says Mei Chiu, our guide for the evening

p l club photo: jules

from Indulge Life Hospitality Group.
“When he started Indulge there were no
good cocktail bars, but now Taipei is
blooming and is one of the most dynamic
cities in Asia on the bar scene. He’s very
curious, innovative, pays attention to
detail, and has a lot of ideas. For him, the
sky’s the limit.”
Certainly, Indulge deserves the plaudits. On the first floor, the surroundings are bright, light, and have a Nordic
feel, which suits the white spirits that
are served. In the basement, the tones
are darker and the theme is nautical,
with portholes, mini-barrels of vintage
cocktails (often reserved by customers),
and darker tones to suit the brandy and
whiskey-based drinks.
Like the other cocktail bars we have
featured, Indulge has localized its drinks
menu and prides itself on using ingredients close to home, many of them new
to the drinks trade. Among the bar’s specialties are drinks that highlight Taiwan’s many excellent teas, which Aki
Wang personally sources from all over
the island. Another focus is Chinese culture, such as drinks based on the Chinese calendar.
Indulge is open 365 days a year, and
there’s nearly always something going on
there, whether it’s a celebration such as
for National Rum Day, seasonal specials,
art shows, or visiting mixologists. It’s a
good idea to make a reservation, especially on weekends. You can’t go wrong
with Indulge if you want to make an
impression.
Address: No. 11, Lane 219, Sec. 1,
FuXing S. Rd., Da’an District, Taipei
Tel: 2773-0080
indulgebistrotaipei.blogspot.tw
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P&L Club is, no doubt, the place to
celebrate a sealed deal, with a good cigar
and stiff drink. The single malt selection
alone is 50 brands long and for a really
big deal, there’s a bottle of Hennessy
Richard for NT$106,000, which is guaranteed to make a noise. However, as manager Baggio Hung makes clear, this is an
emporium dedicated first and foremost to
success and cigars, rather than drinks.
“We are not after liquor customers.”
Hung says. “Cigar customers are different. This is like a private chamber,
somewhere to take your time and have
long discussions. A lot of big businessmen come here and many are regulars. Relationships start here, bankers
come in and out, there are people trading
stocks. It’s like a human exchange, and of
course business is very important.”
The surroundings are certainly conducive to relaxation and the décor is
decidedly Donald Trump in style, with
black and white marble flooring, walnut,
leather, polished mirrors and a multitude of gold fittings. The dim lighting and
seating arrangements allow for seclusion,
but if more privacy is required there are
VIP rooms too.
Hung and a bevvy of wait staff are on
hand to attend to customers’ every whim
and are on first-name terms with many
of the patrons. Part of the Pacific Cigar
group started by the late Hong Kong
impresario Sir David Tang, the cigar
selection is naturally the best in town.
And if it’s Cubans you’re after, then
you’ve arrived in the right place.
Address: 177 AnHe Rd., Sec, 2, Taipei
Tel: 2377-5778
pacificcigar.com
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GIVING “HIGH TEA” A WHOLE NEW
MEANING
BY ELYSE GLICKMAN
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ea has been the favorite drink of
Taiwanese for hundreds of years,
but previous generations would
be amazed to see the innovative use being
made of it by Taipei’s creative bartenders.
The cocktail lounges at the ShangriLa’s Far Eastern Plaza (Marco Polo
Lounge), Mandarin Oriental (Mo Bar),
and W Taipei (YEN) are perfect places
for both locals and visitors to enjoy the
convergence of high tea and happy hour.
Some of best-selling cocktails at these
properties involve a tea component that
is either steeped and mixed, infused into
a spirit, or blended into a house-made
simple syrup.
There’s something for every palate on
the cocktail menu. Jie Wang, the Marco
Polo Lounge’s lead bartender, is adept
at creating bright and fruity concoctions
crafted with seasonal fruit and rum. Andy
Su of YEN Bar uses teas to enhance the
herbaceous notes in his gin cocktails. The
Mo Bar team (led by Marcus Su) is noted
for its heady, modern riffs on brown
spirits cocktails with Scotch whiskey,
bourbon, and dark rum foundations.
“The bars have gained international
attention thanks in part to the international bartending competitions staged
there annually,” says Su of the W Hotel.
“A big factor in our growth is our relationship with (liquor importer) Diageo.
There’s a wonderful exchange where bartenders from other W sister hotels are
invited to be guest bartenders and bring
new ideas to local regulars and W guests.
However, as Taiwan is a major international tea producer, we feel a responsibility to offer several cocktails, mocktails,
and food items with tea infusions that are
enhancing Taipei’s bar reputation.”
Imbibers interested in trying some
local flavor, inside the glass and out, will
also find inventive surprises at independent bars whose owners and bar chefs
have made names for themselves internationally by combining Taiwanese teas and
various local ingredients with Western
spirits and techniques. Woo Taipei, Dig
Out, Trio, and Ounce all excel at creating
cocktails that serve as fantastic canvases,
utilizing various teas that are as nuanced

visually as they are in taste.
The owners and bartenders also
share a genuine camaraderie, passion for
quality, and reverence for locally sourced
ingredients – tea especially – that can be
adapted for every season. Although the
Taipei craft cocktail scene is still in its
infancy, it is easy to see (and taste) that
the use of teas is adding new steam to
their customer buzz and bar menus.
Yee Hung-Soong, one of the forces
behind Ounce (which has placed at or
near the top of many of Asia’s “Top 50
Bar” lists, and was moving to a new location at press time), describes the whiskeyfocused venue as a “project developed
by a group of friends” who wanted to
infuse a touch of American-style bar culture into the local scene. The bilingual
New Jersey native observes that prior to
the current proliferation of craft bars, Taipei’s watering holes were chiefly influenced by Japanese cocktail culture. This
made sense, as the Japanese occupation of
Taiwan left an enduring culinary influence
on food and drink. But Yee sees a more
defined local bar scene emerging, inspired
by American mixology combined with the
heavy use of Taiwanese ingredients.
“The food is great in Taiwan, and
chefs and bartenders have the advantage
of Taiwan having many micro growing
seasons throughout the year,” says Yee.
“They have access to things that are in
season for just a few weeks and get to
play around with those ingredients. Teas,
naturally, are big as well. At Ounce, we
focus on classic cocktails, and while we
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don’t take the twists too far, we always
find creative ways to work with what
happens to be in season. Right now, passionfruit is at its prime as summer comes
to an end and it’s perfect for this time of
year. It’s fresh, fragrant.
“As I happen to like bitter flavor profiles in my favorite cocktails, I enjoy
playing around with the teas and herbs
available in Taipei,” Yee continues.
“There’s a street near Longshan Temple
where there are numerous shops specializing in teas, herbs, and various botanicals from this area. We bring some of that
in for infusions, garnishes, vaporing ele-

ments, and so on.”
Yee also pointed me in the direction
of Cody Yu, one of the veterans of Taipei’s early craft cocktail scene and owner
of TRIO (a tiki bar with a touch of 80s
influence), and Masa Wang, who holds
court at Dig Out several nights a week.
Yu’s creativity brings a touch of tropical island flair to various drinks on the
menu, including tea-based creations that
go down as smoothly as a summer day on
a Penghu beach.
Wang, for his part, proudly informs
me that he prefers straightforward names
for his creations. What you see is what

you get, and the heady blend of jasmine,
two types of oolong, and whiskey happens to be delicious – and surprisingly
appealing to those who did not think
they could find a brown spirit drink so
refreshing.
The sleek hotel lounges and casual
independent bars may not appear to have
much in common with the swanky tea
lounges catering to the ladies-who-lunch
crowd. However, once you get beyond
the décor, they all share a “high tea”
state of mind – of friends getting together,
slowing down, and sipping on something
conversation starting.
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