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No longer East Asia's unassuming best-kept secret, record 

numbers are descending on the former Formosa to lap up its rural 

serenity and amble through its cityscapes. Jonathan Evans takes 

a long-weekend jaunt to hyper-modern Taipei, which combines 

capitalist grandeur with a human scale 

One Taiwan
encounter
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Aside from Dubai’s Burj 
Khalifa, it’s hard to think 
of a single building that 

dominates its host city quite like 
the astonishing Taipei 101. Once 
you’ve made your way through 
Xinyi’s tourist throng and a vast, 
high-end mall to the elevator, the 
fastest in the world, you shoot 
to the 89th fl oor in 37 seconds. 
Vaunted as “mankind’s greatest 
engineering achievement”, a rare 
boast from a city that’s played down 
its attractions over the years, for 
once the hyperbole seems deserved: 
it’s suddenly clear that you’re in 
a major city to rival any of the 
region’s urban big-hitters. The view 
at sunset from the observatory deck 
in Asia’s second-tallest building is 
awe-inspiring, and clearly the best 
spot to survey a misunderstood 

Taiwan is posting unprecedented 
tourist fi gures, last year exceeding 
six million. 

It’s true enough that compared 
to Hong Kong and Macau, English 
is not spoken, or publicly written, 
so widely; in fact Japanese 
remains for many locals the 
second language (one bus-stop 
sign I saw carried the description 
“Kiss and Ride” which, comedic 
mistranslation aside, neatly sums 
up the friendliness of the place). 
But as visitor numbers rise, a strong 
infrastructure and fast-growing 
service industry are making it far 
simpler to get around. There’s a 
growing sense of internationalism 
too, evinced most visibly in a boom 
in boutique hotel and Euro eateries, 
Instagram-inducing design shops 
and cafés dotted around town, and 

T A I P E I 

capital: a scene fi lled with brightly 
lit skyscrapers, gargantuan city 
spaces and a keen sense of history 
fused with a very contemporary 
livability. 

Yet while Burj Khalifa feels like 
the natural embodiment of the 
UAE’s vaulting ambition, Taipei 
101’s overbearing grandiosity 
barely captures the modest 
character of this quietly successful 
island nation. Taiwan’s peculiar 
international status as a harmless 
outcast — a result of its complex 
political relationship with China 
— has dented its popularity as a 
tourist draw even as the “Asian 
tiger’s” domestic economy has 
grown in leaps and bounds. For 
nearly 60 years Mainland Chinese 
visitors were denied entry, but now 
the veto on travel has been lifted, 

Towering 
achievements 
Clockwise from 
top: A rainy 
afternoon in 
Ximending; Taipei 
101 dominates the 
city, wherever you 
stand; the view 
from the National 
Palace Museum; 
Taipei 101 from 
ground level P

H
O

T
O

S
 T

P
G

; D
A

N
IE

L
 S

H
IH

; J
O

N
A

T
H

A
N

 E
V

A
N

S

09LKH Smile

DtpSh2

83

www.cebusmile.com

080-090 Feature 3_Taipei_Smile V1.indd   83080-090 Feature 3_Taipei_Smile V1.indd   83 24/10/2013   11:2724/10/2013   11:27



T A I P E I 

84

www.cebusmile.com

Ximending’s hyper-real markets, 
hip food outlets and chi-chi  
pockets of artiness. 

Start your journey at the 
magnifi cent, award-laden palace 
of comfort Regent Taipei (www.
regenthotels.com) — an imposing 
hotel that’s long been a favorite 
among myriad dignitaries and 
celebs — then take a left turn and 
cross the street down to Zhongshan 
Road, where the fi rst building on 
the left makes a delightful spot for 
a lazy morning’s browsing. The 
two-story SPOT-Taipei Film House 
(www.facebook.com/spot.tp) once 
housed the American embassy, and 
has now been converted into an art-
house cinema. But you’ll probably 
fi nd its store, art gallery and café as 
entrancing as any number of Ang 
Lee movies. I spent a happy hour 

browsing through the design-savvy 
gifts on sale as ear-pleasing indie 
sounds fi ltered through the space — 
candle holders shaped like animals, 
paper lampshades — while the café 
(both indoor and al fresco), set back 
from the main road, is a perfectly 
peaceful spot for a jet-lagged soul 
to sip a restorative java in the warm 
city sunshine.

This whole stretch — the less 
hectic, hipster-friendly end of 
commercially oriented Zhongshan, 
which towards the rear of the 
Regent is more redolent of Kowloon 
or Bangkok — seduces with its 
tranquility and understated 
trendsetting cachet. Just a short 
hop away is The One Shop (www.
theonestyle.com), another haven 
of lifestyle-oriented retail and 
relaxation, while Eurocentric 

fashion designers and artisanal 
coff ee shops with names like Earth 
Tree Fair Trade and Eco Shop, 
Zakka Club, Ppaper Shop and 
Mélange Café line the whole street. 
In a similar vein, the Museum 
of Contemporary Art (MoCA, 
www.mocataipei.org.tw), further 
towards the main train station 
and the centre of Taipei, off ers 
cheap admission and a bewildering 
rotation of high-concept 
exhibitions from Asia and Europe. 
For comfort food in a vibrantly arty 
environment near to the university, 
enjoy an informal bistro lunch at 
Just Italian (www.justsleep.com.tw/
NTU/en/restaurant), a warehouse-
like space that in recent months 
has become a major hit among 
students, gourmets and savvy 
young curiosity seekers alike. 

Right in the 
art of town 
Clockwise from 
top left: The 
Regent Taipei's 
lobby; city 
transportation 
often fuses 
pragmatism with 
creative verve; 
anthropomorphic 
distractions at 
the Museum of 
Contemporary Art    

There's a growing sense of 
internationalism, evinced in a 

boom in boutique hotels and Euro 
eateries, design shops and cafés, and 

chi-chi pockets of artiness
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But there’s only one area 
in Taipei to truly satiate your 
contemporary yearnings, and 
Ximending in Wanhua District 
— an area now as synonymous 
with pop-cultural signifi cance 
and liberal-leaning fashionistas 
as Tokyo’s Harajuku — is one 
glorious mess of perma-activity. 
Rewarding repeated intrepid 
forays up its many back alleys, the 
pedestrianized zone — immediately 
identifi ed by its giant neon 
billboards similar to New York’s 
Times Square — off ers all manner 
of curios of the edible, wearable 
and photographable kind. Take a 
bewildering wander through its 
marketplace, which brims over 
with garish façades that front 
juice stalls, faddish outfi tters and 
brightly colored little eateries that 
have become namedrop-worthy 
purveyors of such distinctive 

local specialties as bubble tea and 
pineapple tarts.

Away from the main confl uence 
of modern shopping streets, The 
Red House (www.redhouse.org.
tw), built in 1908, could just as 
easily be in London as Taipei: 
a groundbreaking feat of low-
rise architecture and a cultural 
epicenter that’s helped Ximending, 
and Taiwan itself, become a much-
envied pivot of culture, design, 
creativity and fashion since its 
inception. It’s been the backdrop 
for all sorts of entertainment over 
the century, from markets to movie 
watching and arts exhibitions, and 
now also houses design stores and 
cafés. If there’s no event taking 
place, it’s just as much fun to lose 
yourself in the warren of ogle-
worthy displays and enjoy the 
people watching from the outside 
café, a relatively sane vantage point 

T A I P E I 

Taipei 
personality  
Clockwise from 
above: Silks 
Palace more 
closely resembles 
a contemporary 
museum than 
a restaurant; 
The Red House; 
Ximending burns 
brightly by night

When 
in Taipei
Whether you’re out to live 
large in the big city, or bent on 
soaking up the local culture, 
these stops are all must-sees on 
your map

The Splurge 
REGENT TAIPEI 
The Condé Nast-approved 
grande dame of Taiwanese 
hotels, muted tones and 
discreet personal service go 
hand in hand at this monument  
to luxury and taste, complete 
with eight (eight!) restaurants 
and a 50-store high-end 
emporium. If it’s good enough 
for Tom Cruise, Bill Clinton, 
Michael Jackson and Beyoncé, 
it’s good enough for you. 
Rooms start at TWD13,600 
(PHP20,000) per night. www.
regenthotels.com/EN/Taipei

The Scrimp
JUST SLEEP
If you need a more streamlined, 
fuss-free, cred-boosting base, 
try this trendy new budget 
option with three venues in 
Taipei (Ximending, NTU 
university area, Linsen) and 
more dotted around the 
country. Single rooms go 
for upwards of TWD4,400 
(PHP6,445). www.justsleep.
com.tw/main/en
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in this most frenzied of the capital’s 
inner districts. 

Indulge all you like in the modern 
trappings of Taipei, but this is a 
city that wears its historical heart 
on its sleeve, and there are two 
must-visit sights to soak in before 
you can say you’ve truly seen 
Taipei. Shilin district’s National 
Palace Museum (www.npm.gov.
tw/en) might be busier than ever 
now that PRC citizens are fl ooding 
into Taiwan – on the day I visited, 
6,000 mainlanders decided to do 
the same – but the 700,000-strong 
stash of artifacts here, the biggest 
hoard of Sino-centric art in the 
world, merits the trip not just for 
its cultural value, but for a fantastic 
view across to the sort of landscape 
that defi nes this country, all rolling 
mountain vistas covered in thick, 

broccoli-like woodland. 
The age of many exhibits might 

surprise viewers of this collection 
that’s been relocated four times 
since the 1930s. Amusingly 
enough one of the key focal points 
is Jadeite Cabbage, a gleaming 
carved vegetable of unknown 
provenance dating from the Qing 
Dynasty, replete with grasshopper 
and locust. In the absence of a 
museum café, you should take 
lunch right next door at the brand-
new, four-story Silks Palace (www.
silkspalace.com.tw), where this 
and other masterworks such as 
the Meat-Shaped Stone have been 
re-created in edible form for your 
sensory pleasure as part of the 
Imperial Treasures Feast. The 
entire restaurant is a work of art in 
itself, conceptualized by Japanese 
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The Carbo Craving
JUST ITALIAN
A Just Sleep brand off shoot 
that’ll make you wonder why 
you need Jamie Oliver in your 
life, this is about as satisfying as 
Western food gets in the capital 
without reaching deep into your 
pocket: designed with space, 
comfort and aesthetics in mind, 
the buff et-style bistro will keep 
you going back for more – even 
when you really don’t need it. 
www.justsleep.com.tw/NTU/en/
restaurant

The Artful Indulgence
SILKS PALACE
An extravagantly detailed 
gourmet companion piece to 
the treasures of the National 
Palace Museum, this is “the art 
of Chinese cuisine” in more 
ways than one, transcending 
the traditional limitations of 
museum dining to become, 
well, a museum in itself. www.
silkspalace.com.tw/en

The Asian Flavor
SPICE MARKET 
One price covers all at this 
lively, buff et-style Thai with 
communal seating, perfect for 
an informal night out with a 
group of friends. The red curry 
here tastes considerably tangier 
than your average foreign 
imitation, while the range of 
food on off er, from seafood to 
exotically lurid desserts, ensures 
every possible Thai craving 
is satisfi ed. www.regenttaipei.
com/#/dining/outside_dining 

Capital assets 
Clockwise from 
above: Entrance 
to Memorial 
Hall Square; 
Silks Palace's 
interior; the 
eatery's succulent 
cabbage delicacy 
is based on the 
neighboring 
museum's 
masterwork  
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interior-design avatar Yukie 
Hashimoto to refl ect elements of 
Chinese culture from across the 
aeons — and its basement food 
court’s reasonable prices ensure 
it’s not just the high rollers and 
business kingpins who can aff ord 
to wallow in its sumptuous decor, 
but also the tourists who might 
otherwise be snacking at the city’s 
legendary night markets.

Cebu Pacifi c fl ies to Taipei 

from Manila. 

           www.cebupacifi cair.com

If you can drag yourself away 
from all this splendor, zoom over 
to Zhongzheng District to pay 
your respects to Taiwan’s revered 
nationalist leader at Chiang Kai-
shek Memorial Hall. Uncluttered by 
tourist-haranguing tat merchants, 
this uncomplicated building, with 
its simple bronze statue of the 
former president and stunning, 
blue-tiled octagonal roof, is the 
crowning glory of a perfectly 
manicured square that’s fl anked 
by the National Concert Hall 
and the National Theater. The 
enormous space has morphed not 
just into a nexus of culture but also 
a venue for large-scale political 
gatherings; my visit fortuitously 
coincided with a dress rehearsal 
for Taiwan’s National Day (October 
10), where under minimal security 
and a blazing sun, military bands 
performed the melodious national 

anthem in their full military regalia. 
It’s something of a mystery why 

Taiwan remained overlooked by 
other nations for so long — with 
the exception of near-neighbors 
Japan, South Korea and the 
Philippines — since its stable 
political status, year-round warmth, 
abundance of ravishing country 
landscapes and low crime rate have 
combined to make it one of Asia’s 
most accessible, family-friendly 
countries. For adventure seekers 
with more time to spare, its true 
treasure lies further south at 
trekking paradise Taroko National 
Park, near Hualien; but you could 
barely wish for a more welcoming 
port of entry than its vibrant, 
character-laden capital.
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Built to last 
(Above) Soldiers 
stand permanent 
guard at the statue 
of Taiwanese 
leader Chiang 
Kai-shek; (below) 
the imposing 
building as seen 
from Memorial 
Hall Square
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