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the Buddha’s teeth still in existence.

Shih and I have been walking around
the massive Buddhist monastery in south-
western Taiwan for a few hours, and she
remains enthusiastic to show me its gar-
dens, shrines and gold Buddha statues.

As we enter the silent sanctuary, a
woody scent of incense wafts through
the air. I follow Shih’s lead, squinting
through the thick glass and blinds to see
a stupa protecting the tiny, sacred, nearly
2,500-year-old tooth.

Over the course of my tour with this
monastic charmer, I learn to expect the
unexpected. She gives me lessons in cal-
ligraphy and Buddhist scripture. Then she
shows me the monastery’s modern media
centers, which publish a daily newspaper
and produce enlightening programs for
the monastery’s TV station, Beautiful Life
Television. We meditate in silence in the
Great Hall before stopping to sip what
just might be the best latte I've ever had.

I smile when I hear how members of
Taiwan’s tackwondo team stopped here
for a retreat on their way to the Olympics
in Beijing last year, and played basketball
with the monks to loosen up.

I love a place with surprises, and
Taiwan continues to impress me. Its peo-
ple are humble enough to say “thank you”
after doing a favor for someone, yet bold
enough to construct the world’s tallest
building, Taipei 101.

While Taiwan might be better known
as a hub for high-tech manufacturing, it is
also lushly landscaped. Rugged mountains
cover 65 percent of the island, with nearly
150 peaks soaring above 10,000 feet. In
some cases the peaks are so close to the
coast they practically rise right from the
ocean. Rivers have carved dramatic gorges
into some of these mountains, most nota-
bly Taroko Gorge, a national park in
northeast Taiwan with stunning marble
walls. Along the north coast, red sand-
stone formations and jade-green algal
reefs offer painterly landscapes.

While many consider Taiwan to be an
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independent
state, the Peo-
ple’s Republic of
China, 100 sea
miles to the
west, considers
it a province. To
further confuse
matters, the
country answers
to two names:
Taiwan, which
the world
knows it by, and
the Republic of
China, or ROC, the country’s official and
preferred name. Except, it seems, when
locals call it Taiwan. While about 85 per-
cent of Taiwanese are of Chinese heritage,
and most speak Mandarin, they claim an
identity distinct from mainland China.

Taiwan’s close ties to the mainland are
apparent, however, in the National Palace
Museum, nestled in a verdant hillside in
the northern capital city of Taipei. The
museum displays about 600,000 pieces
representing approximately 8,000 years of
Chinese art history. Many of the authentic
Chinese treasures were brought to Taiwan
when Chinese Nationalists fled from the
mainland Communists in 1949.

“Jade was used to communicate with
the gods; these objects are still speaking
their messages to you today,” a museum
tour guide whispers dramatically. The
museum’s crown jewel is the 7-inch-long
AV KXY XN\ nT K@\ 4§—one of the
most beautiful and famous pieces in art
history, complete with a tiny grasshopper
carved into its leaves. There are many
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other treasures to explore here, as well.
Two of my favorites are an inch-long stone
boat resembling an olive pit with a
300-character poem carved on its back,
and an ornate “puzzle” ball with 17 con-
centric layers skillfully carved from a
single piece of ivory.

After getting the long view of history at
the Palace Museum, I head to Taipei 101
for a long view of the city. My ears pop as I
ride the world’s fastest elevator from the
fifth floor to the observation deck on the
89th floor in 37 seconds. It’s especially
gorgeous at sunset when lights begin to
blink on across the cityscape, a lovely mix
of angular skyscrapers and rolling hills.

Taiwanese architectural firm C.Y. Lee
& Partners Architects/Planners designed
this tower and modeled it on the natural
world: Taipei 101, which was completed in
2004, was built to look and act like bam-
boo, rendering it flexible enough to with-
stand earthquakes and typhoons. Several
buildings under construction in other
countries will vie for the title of tallest
building once they are
completed; however,
Taipei 101 is the tallest

* W building currently in use.
I can't resist buying a
K8 @\ 8 E  stuffed “damper baby”

from the building gift
shop. Taipei 101’s cuddly
alien-looking mascots
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are the creative offspring of the building’s
gigantic “damper,” a massive steel ball
suspended from wires that counterbal-
ances the sway of the building in rough
weather. I pick up Smart Silver, “a quick
and curious kid who is bright and a big fan
of high-tech stuff.”

Famished from wandering the many
floors of Taipei’s two main attractions, I
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am ready to explore some Taiwanese cui-
sine. As someone who prefers to graze
during the day rather than sit down for
three square meals, I delight in Taipei’s
night markets. The savory scents of oyster
omelets, fried chicken and steamed dump-
lings meet the sweet smell of an ice
cream-stuffed crepe topped with roasted
peanuts, and I try it all.

The crowded markets are also great for
people-watching, as Taiwanese of all ages
come here to stroll, snack, shop or play
games of chance, such as the popular
Mahjongg Bingo. The markets are also fun
places to hunt for colorful and kitschy
T-shirts bearing offbeat slogans, such as
“Happy Marbles,” that are popular with
local youths.

The next day, I slow my sightseeing
pace in order to relax in some hot water.
Located on the Pacific Rim’s “ring of fire,”
Taiwan is blessed with a wealth of natural
hot springs, and one of the legacies of
Japan’s 50-year rule of Taiwan—from 1895
to 1945—is bathhouses. Within 20 min-
utes of Taipei’s Main Station, I'm in
Beitou, a quiet mountaintop suburb and a
favorite spot for springs both hot and cold.

Beitou boasts a range of options for

enjoying the springs, from simple bath-
houses to five-star spas. I choose Shann
Garden, which boasts Chinese-style gar-
dens, lovely trees and dark wood deck. I
could easily linger all afternoon in Shann
Garden’s milky open-air pool, soaking up
the view of the green valley below, as the
water temperature is just right and the
lightly sulfur-scented breeze refreshing.
However, Shann Garden’s celebrity
kitchen is cooking up other plans for me.

While the restaurant offers a daily Mon-
golian barbecue buffet, I had put in an
advance order for the chef’s special nine-
course feast inspired by Xueliang’s favorite
foods. Each course is a culinary sculpture
so artfully presented I am torn between
wanting to admire it and taste it. The
Hong Kong-style abalone with the irides-
cent shell is a Buddhist lesson in imperma-
nence: It took two days to cook, and two
minutes for me to devour. My favorite dish
is a simple appetizer—the divine buttery
crunch of sautéed lotus root.

To complete my Taiwanese spa experi-
ence, I head back into town for a reflexol-
ogy massage. This ancient healing art uses
pressure points on the feet, hands and ears

corresponding with various parts of the

7 %7=; <EJEIJE9A

@ x<KIJ; H7

zd d]

1 d W kd]

JNi reHZAWE eki Zcfbd] ‘eki[" em
Y BXyd] i}~ wAl[HVO" [iH[i K
Yec \elj &eZ BVM[i[ joljO K2 f bd]i"
deezlfi WZ jiVe[Z kdi$ M :d W
«d] ¢ dWZ PH W\ Biree] & W
Yeead]#.b Mef" | _AWidY FHVZ g
eYWedi d d ¥kdih[i$ &)(#/(.1
mmn iz dj Wikd] Sec $nPpd¥dZ] ndif $

<<_@dj[cfehwho 9 d[i[ %.id[
<< ggcfelto 9d[i[ Xid"
\ekdZ[ Z o ebVi W~ ed ijWiVeDl Md"
ioel & W[E [[#dZ#[[d [Hjw#
hWejiis M MW Z J[ c[dk it fh
cej [l Evhd] @ Wehj[ W|AW

Y A7reez ZM[i$ < idE o tec
ALY i ZA[ KY AT VEW Z
YN Bdd YBf[ff[h WY WZ W by~
fIff[h jK\[Z i cdfZ éhes$
&(#-("#/-&1 mmi WD #{ d$ec %
m dOC

| bai FOWT W[ DY edWo

FWW Cki[ke

Ef[d[Z phj 2eh ¢ [ Died W V@
Cki[kc Wj k@[" Ni pijvehadj i W
mehe e W di Z[ AZ k$ i? X z#
1oV WA i ceZ[thZ Wh A Mj[Hd
e\j[di[[dedled] Zod oY He Y "WdZ
AL bijvehadj [H[i W EX4 pf bYW \e
"L Ve eki @z_[] RXY[ m?T (i
Zift[Z d [ cki[kc Zh[Z %thcf
ijWZ d_ éh N[ WWireff[h $ A Y[
AN Zild[z Wi hri# @) c[dk ¢
d¥kzZ] kY~ [BYW[i WH FEiE cn[Z
fHI[H[Z kji" oMdWZ fi fejj[h
mj® M¢ Xee teeji" M \WHjolh rhcf
c[VixVih MZ Y ai®©eki$ (&.. (#
1)) Immm$_kai f VAN Sec $ndfed] bi 2%
dZ[n®jc $

body. It’s a thin line between pain and
pleasure, and reflexology treads it well.
My reflexologist—an older gentleman
with forearms like Popeye’s—starts out
easy, wrapping my feet in a warm, wet
towel and giving me hot water to drink.
Before long, I am feeling nerve endings I

didn’t know were there, as he digs his
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knuckles into my soles, presumably
improving the function of my pituitary
gland or whatever organ he discovers is
weak.

I leave the clinic energized and ready
for a night on the town. I soon discover
how Taiwanese youths spend their Friday
nights: singing to karaoke and dancing the
night away to hip-hop.

The next morning I leave Taipei to
explore the island further, enjoying the
ease of the country’s high-speed trains to
beam from one end of the island to the
other. I skirt the coastline, sharing a boat
with Taiwanese tourists who squeal each
time dolphin ballerinas leap in the air. I
experience part of the monthlong Ghost
Festival, featuring lanterns on the water;
sacrifices of whole hogs, fake money and
junk food; and a boisterous, neon parade
of groups competing for the best float—all
with the benevolent aim of helping ghosts
of the deceased find their way out of the
netherworld and into heaven.

During my stay it becomes clear that
Taiwan has much to offer in the way of
art, architecture, cuisine and natural
beauty. For me, though, the personal
connections are what make the deepest
impressions.

While I was still at my hotel in Taipei, I
received a pleasant surprise from Shih, my
guide from the Buddhist monastery. The
ever-thoughtful nun had sent the elegant
black-and-silver chopsticks I'd admired
over our lunch together, as a parting gift.
It’s a small token from a big heart that I
will remember fondly as one of Taiwan’s
many happy surprises. Ak
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