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			Introduction

			Taiwan’s cultural diversity, natural riches, and its complicated history and continuing geopolitical importance make it a goldmine of potential book material. Sadly, the country’s obscurity – both as a travel destination and as a success story of a poor, authoritarian state becoming a modern, prosperous democracy – is matched by a dearth of English-language books. Although relatively few have been written about Taiwan, the bigger problem is availability: works that should be must-read classics are all too often out of print and long forgotten; numerous others – self-published ones chief among them – die silent deaths upon publication; meanwhile, expensive academic tomes gather dust in a handful of specialist libraries; and even the best selling of Taiwan books written for the general reader are usually considered too niche to be stocked in bookstores. 

			It was these twin frustrations – the relative lack of books, and the fact too many were going unread – that sparked the creation of Taiwan in 100 Books. My hope is not only to encourage people to read more but also to inspire some readers to join the brotherhood of writers and help fill the large gaps in the Taiwan bookshelf.

			Any list is contentious, and I’m sure there will be questions about inclusions and omissions. I aimed for what I think are the best, the most important, and the most influential books; but I’ve also included some quirky forgotten gems and others that have flown under the radar. If you feel strongly about a book I have not included, feel free to write to me (john at camphorpress dot com) and make a case for it being included in the next edition.

			Are there really one hundred books featured as per the title? Yes, more or less, though some are described only briefly. The number of books covered in depth (whose titles are given in bold when they are first introduced) will grow as I add titles to future editions.

			The majority of the entries in Taiwan in 100 Books are non-fiction, reflecting my own preferences. With two exceptions, I’ve not included English translations of Chinese-language books because Camphor Press is going to publish a separate collection on these.

			Rather than just summarize the contents and outline the merits of the selected books, I’ve often included backstories about the works and authors. And it’s worth noting that a few of the titles are not focused primarily on Taiwan; rather, they earned their place by containing unique, fascinating stories largely unknown to even the most diehard Taiwan bibliophiles. Such is the title with which this book opens. Although Taiwan in 100 Books follows a generally chronological approach from the seventeenth century through to the present, we begin our journey to Taiwan in the 1950s, with Secret Fighting Arts of the World. 

			In the interests of disclosure, I should note that I’m one of the three bibliophiles behind Camphor Press, an independent publishing house focused on East Asia. Many of Camphor Press’ Taiwan titles are featured or mentioned in Taiwan in 100 Books, not only because I like and have an intimate knowledge of them, including background information on the works and authors, but also from the simple fact that Camphor is now the leading English-language publisher of books on Taiwan.
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			Mysterious Taiwan

			Taipei in 1957. A poor, bustling city of shopkeepers and soldiers, the once orderly Japanese colonial city now a sprawling settlement accommodating the tsunami of Chinese refugees who had fled to the island after the Communist victory in China. The exodus had brought to Taiwan the wheat and the chaff: the artists and academics, engineers, master chefs, gangsters, warlords, whores, battle-hardened officers, and more often press-ganged village boys. In the shacks that sprung up, in the appropriated Japanese-style houses, in the military villages could be heard the tongues from every corner of China. The exiles carried with them the smoldering embers of Chinese culture in all its diversity – its literature, religions, languages and dialects, cuisines, and martial arts.

			And into this concentration of culture came American millionaire John F. Gilbey, a world-renowned martial arts expert and practitioner. He had been to Taiwan in 1955 and seen gifted fighters of every description, some capable of amazing feats; “men who could lightly touch your body and bring a bright red blood line immediately to the surface,” and others who “could support over a two-hundred-pound weight attached to their genitalia.”

			One art, however, eluded Gilbey. He had heard for years of “the delayed death touch.” Intrigued yet doubtful that it existed, he would see it firsthand on his 1957 trip to Taiwan and describe this experience in his bestselling Secret Fighting Arts of the World (1963), which he wrote at the insistence of Tuttle, Japan’s leading English-language publisher.

			Gilbey was conversing (in Mandarin) with a renowned Shaolin teacher in Taipei called Oh Hsinyang, when the topic turned to the correlation between vulnerable body points and the time of day. Oh explained “that shaolin masters for centuries had been guided in their atemi (strike) by the time of day.” The theory was that blood came close to the surface at different times of the day. “A boxer had only to be aware of the course of this circulation and to attack the appropriate part at the time the blood was near the surface. Injury was certain and death probable then.” But did it really work? Gilbey asked for proof. Oh obliged, demonstrating a light but rapid touch on a student, who immediately collapsed into an incapacitated heap. No need to worry, Oh assured, as fellow students administered some medicine to revive the student.

			Before taking his leave, Gilbey raised the topic of the delayed death touch, asking if it was a variation on what he had seen. Could the impact be delayed? Had Oh heard of it? The Shaolin master remained silent for a moment. A few words to his students and all except a teenage boy vacated the dojo room. Yes, he said, the time strike and delayed death touch were indeed related, though the ability to perform such a feat was beyond all but the very best masters. In Taiwan he alone possessed the skill and he almost never performed it because of the obvious danger, and there were, of course, not many volunteers stepping forward to have it demonstrated on them.

			Oh asked Gilbey if he would be willing to submit. The American stammered out a series of excuses. Oh summoned the boy who had remained behind; his son had never experienced it and, his father said, was badly in need of the education. With his right index finger, Oh touched a point just below the boy’s navel. Turning to Gilbey, Oh explained:

			“That is all, just a touch, the ch’i transmitted very smoothly. Since you leave in a week I have timed the effect of this touch for three days hence. About noon on that day Ah-lin will begin to vomit and must go to bed. So that your Western cohorts will not accuse me of chicanery I make you a present of Ah-lin until that time. I shall meet you in Taipei three days hence at the Union Hotel. Until then, farewell.”

			Gilbey spent the next three days with the boy, who helped him with various chores and errands. When Mr. Oh came to the hotel on the morning of the third day, Gilbey confirmed that Ah-lin had not left his sight, and reported that the boy was in good health. The three of them took a walk around “the disordered, squalid downtown area of the city” then returned to the hotel room. A short time later, the boy suddenly lost consciousness. Gilbey could hardly feel a pulse, and Ah-lin appeared dazed and pale. The father administered medicine and massage treatment. Ah-lin revived but was still weak. From the father there was no hint of triumphant pride or theatrical showmanship, but instead a somberness as if regretting the display and now feeling irked that he had been pushed into proving his martial arts prowess. Oh said it would take three months for the boy to recover, but that there would be no lasting aftereffects. And there was no lasting ill will – when Gilbey departed Taiwan a few days later, Oh Hsin-yang and his son were at the port to see him off.

			“The Delayed Death Touch” was the first chapter of Gilbey’s Secret Fighting Arts of the World, and perhaps the most memorable, though there was plenty of competition. Other chapter titles included “The Ganges Groin Gouge,” “The Macedonian Buttock,” and “The Parisian Halitotic Attack.” Yes, if the insane content was not enough, the very chapter titles themselves should have alerted readers to the fact the book was a hoax.

			The man behind the deception was Robert W. Smith (1926–2011), a real-life Gilbey of sorts: as a teenager he had begun his martial arts odyssey with Western boxing and wrestling, and then moved on to judo, and finally in his mid-thirties, while stationed in Taiwan (1959–1962) as an intelligence officer for the CIA, found his home in the Chinese martial arts training under celebrated masters. On his return to the United States, writing about and teaching what he had learned, he was an important pioneer responsible for bringing East Asian martial arts to the West.

			“Gilbey was a joke, an exaggeration, a fantasy,” Smith says in his 1999 memoir, Martial Musings: A Portrayal of Martial Arts in the 20th Century. “We were sure that readers would be smart enough to realize this. We were wrong.” When Smith wrote “we,” he was referring to the hoax being a joint inspiration: “John Gilbey was born in Donn Draeger’s house in Tokyo in 1961.” Draeger was a World War II and Korean War Marine vet who became an influential practitioner of martial arts. Among his many books, the most important was Asian Fighting Arts (1969), which he co-authored with Smith. To the general public, Draeger was best known as the martial arts coordinator (and actor Sean Connery’s stunt double) for the 1967 James Bond film You Only Live Twice.

			Smith and Draeger’s wild inventions were aimed at lampooning the oft-told legendary feats of superhuman fighters. You have to admire the publisher for being willing to go along with the joke. Charles E. Tuttle Co. (now called Tuttle Publishing) was a respectable publisher, established by American Charles E. Tuttle in 1948. After working on General MacArthur’s staff during the post-war reconstruction of Japan, Tuttle, who was from a publishing family, stayed on and set up his company. Among the wide range of titles published by Tuttle were numerous books on martial arts, especially on Japanese forms; these books would play a significant role in introducing East Asian martial arts to the West. 

			Smith wrote a sequel to his bestselling hoax, called The Way of a Warrior, which contained even more outrageous tall tales – though there were some straight stories thrown in; part of the fun is in trying to distinguish them, though you don’t need to speculate too long to decide which category held Mama Su’s deadly art of spitting betel nuts, and Fotan, an Icelandic martial art drawing on energy from black holes. A third Gilbey book, Western Boxing and World Wrestling (1986), was almost entirely factual. Unlike the earlier titles, it didn’t sell well and was seldom quoted.

			Robert W. Smith’s greatest written contribution was his Chinese Boxing: Masters and Methods (1974). Covering his time in Taiwan training with martial arts masters, it’s a magnificent book; the rich variety of fighting forms then concentrated on the island was exceptional. As Smith wrote, “No national form of fighting approaches Chinese boxing in the diversity and profundity of its forms.”

			In Chinese Boxing, Smith wanted, on top of educating readers about Chinese fighting arts, to offset the sensational way kung fu was portrayed in the media, especially in films. Notice the use of “boxing” in the title rather than the more exotic “kung fu.” Although Chinese Boxing is seemingly matter-of-fact – Smith relays fantastic tales and then dismisses them – this remains the book of a romantic who was a firm believer in that magical life force called qi.

			Smith was based in Taipei, a city he describes as having been built for 250,000 but accommodating six times that population. He counted himself lucky to have a house on “beautiful Yang Ming Mountain,” a short distance to the north. Smith met and trained with an incredible array of masters, packing more into his three-year stay in Taiwan than most expats manage in a decade or two. It was the kind of immersive exploration we like to imagine ourselves doing but don’t get around to. Studying with several teachers concurrently, with hours of practice every day and then hours digesting it all, was mentally and physically grueling: exhaustion and pain were constant companions. Smith’s perseverance was admirable, yet it also reveals a certain selfishness; he was a married father at the time, so his deep dive into martial arts in Taiwan meant ignoring the family.

			Among the masters Smith describes was Liao Wu-ch’ang, known as “the Monkey Boxer” because of his low, crouching style. Nimble and energetic despite his advanced years and four wives, Liao credited his impressive health to getting up at three in the morning for a daily cold bath (which consisted of simply pouring a basin of cold water over himself). Liao was a traditional Chinese medicine doctor and taught Smith about “the esoteric art of attacking vital points,” as well as introducing him to a native Taiwanese boxer, Ch’en Ching-chang, near Keelung, who possessed “one-finger skill.” Ch’en gave a minor demonstration hinting at his power but would not show the one finger fighting application, having sworn not to use it since killing a man with it fifteen years previously.

			Chinese Boxing includes fascinating sections on elite masters Wang Shujin and Hung I-Hsiang; both men were devastating fighters, famed practitioners of the internal martial arts of xingyi (hsing-i) and bagua, which rely on the subtle channeling of qi rather than brute physical force.

			It was the third main internal art, tai chi (taiji), however, that captivated Smith. And the man who won him over to this was Cheng Man-ch’ing – known as the “Master of the Five Excellences” for his skill in painting, calligraphy, poetry, medicine, and tai chi. Smith describes Cheng’s teaching as “the most profound” he encountered and writes of the man with reverence, in many ways taking on the Chinese model of disciple to master. Whereas Smith would increasingly move toward the artistic and spiritual aspects of martial arts – asking what tai chi could do for character – his old friend Draeger disagreed about Cheng’s approach, favoring a more scientific focus on effective violence.

			Shortly after moving to Washington, D.C., in 1962, Smith began teaching tai chi to a Saturday-morning YMCA class, which was to continue for twenty-seven years. In 1964 Cheng Man-ch’ing moved with his family to New York, where he taught tai chi. Cheng and Smith collaborated on a book T’ai Chi, the Supreme Ultimate Exercise for Health, Sport, and Self-defense (1967).

			* * *

			As audacious and successful a hoax as Smith’s Secret Fighting Arts of the World was, it pales in comparison to a 1704 work on Taiwan called An Historical and Geographical Description of Formosa, an Island Subject to the Emperor of Japan.

			The book, one of the most outrageous literary hoaxes ever perpetrated, was authored by a young Frenchman calling himself George Psalmanazar. He claimed to be a native of Formosa who was abducted by Jesuits and carried off to France, where despite being threatened with the tortures of the Inquisition, had bravely refused to become a Roman Catholic, instead finding the true faith of Protestantism.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					“Viceroy’s Lady” from Psalmanazar’s 
An Historical and Geographical Description of Formosa

				

			

			Although Psalmanazar wrote Memoirs of ****: Commonly Known as George Psalmanazar: A Reputed Native of Formosa (1764), a confessional memoir published a year after his death at the age of about eighty-four, he was a close-mouthed man, and many of the details of his life remain a mystery. We do not know his real name (his fake one, Psalmanazar, was inspired by an Assyrian king “Shalmaneser” in the Bible). Psalmanazar was born about 1679 and is believed to have come from southern France. According to his memoir, he attended a Jesuit school, but finding theology too dull, dropped out; a little later, he took to the road in the guise of a pilgrim, first as an Irishman and then as a Japanese converted to Christianity. Discovering that soliciting alms was easier the more exotic his disguise, he decided to pass himself off as a Japanese heathen. He made a little “bible” filled with figures of the sun, moon, and stars, and verses in a language of his own invention that he would chant to the rising and setting sun.

			In 1702 Psalmanazar’s deceit was uncovered by Alexander Innes, an Anglican chaplain stationed with a Scottish regiment then in Holland. Innes had asked Psalmanazar to write a passage in Japanese, and then, pretending to have lost the piece, had him rewrite it. The two samples were different and Psalmanazar confessed. Innes, a greedy opportunist, thought to take advantage of Psalmanazar’s talents and invited him to England, though instead of a fake Japanese identity, the imposter was now to be a native of the even more obscure Formosa.

			Psalmanazar was warmly received in England and soon became a minor celebrity. People were, however, surprised by his appearance, in particular by his fair complexion. This, he explained was because Formosans went to such great lengths to avoid the sun, living underground in the summer and in the shade of thickly wooded gardens and groves at other times.

			Not only was Psalmanazar fair-skinned, but he had blond, shoulder-length hair and the facial features of a quintessential northern European. He tried to compensate by putting on a good show, which he seems to have enjoyed doing. As well as his existing habit of chanting gibberish to the skies in prayer, he came up with the ruse of eating raw meat. In his memoir, Psalmanazar writes:

			I fell upon one of the most whimsical expedients that could come into a crazed brain, viz. that of living upon raw flesh, roots and herbs; and it is surprising how soon I habituated myself to this new, and, till now, strange food, without receiving the least prejudice in my health; but I was blessed with a good constitution, and I took care to use a good deal of pepper, and other spices, for a concocter, whilst my vanity, and the people’s surprize at my diet, served me for a relishing sauce.

			Two months after arriving in London, Psalmanazar was persuaded to translate some religious texts into the supposed Formosan language. These translations were so well received that Innes prompted him to write a complete history of Formosa. And so Psalmanazar went to work, creating an untidy mix of Oriental exoticism, fevered imagination, and religious philosophy. In his memoirs he says it was written in great haste: “the booksellers were so earnest for my dispatching it out of hand, whilst the town was hot in expectation of it.”

			Psalmanazar wrote the draft in Latin; this was immediately translated into English, perhaps by Innes. But just two months before it was ready to hit the printing press, every writer’s pre-publication nightmare was realized. Another account on Formosa appeared in the bookshops, and from someone who had actually been there. The book was the second edition of A Collection of Voyages and Travels (1704), edited by brothers Awnsham and John Churchill, which included A Short Account of the Island of Formosa in the Indies by Reverend Georgius Candidius, translated from the original Dutch.

			Candidius, the first Dutch missionary on Formosa, had arrived there in 1627 at the age of thirty and spent the better part of a decade on the island. The Dutch East India Company (VOC) had, in 1624, established a colony in southwest Taiwan in what is now the city of Tainan, built two forts, developed agriculture and trade, and tried to convert the local aborigines to Christianity. It was a profitable colony for the Dutch. Trade consisted of exports of venison, sugar, and rattan to China, and sugar and deerskins (around fifty thousand a year) to Japan. Porcelain was shipped from China through Taiwan on to Europe.

			A Short Account of the Island of Formosa describes the life and customs of the Siraya lowland aborigines. Headhunters and heathens they might have been, but Candidius considered them, all in all, “very friendly, faithful and good-natured.”

			They were, however, certainly a challenge for a missionary: “drunkenness is not considered to be a sin; for they are very fond of drinking, women as well as men; looking upon drunkenness as being but harmless joviality. Nor do they regard fornication and adultery as sins, if committed in secret; for they are a very lewd and licentious people.”

			And a missionary faced stiff competition in the form of the local priestesses, who presided over religious ceremonies with a considerable amount of flair. Candidius describes heavily intoxicated priestesses climbing atop a temple roof, making long orations to their gods, and beseeching them for rain: “At last they take off their garments, and appear to their gods in their nakedness.”

			Rain and nakedness seemed to go together. “At certain times of the year the natives go about for three months in a state of perfect nudity. They declare that, if they did not go about without any covering whatever, their gods would not send them any rain, and consequently there would be no rice harvest.”

			The strangest of the Siraya customs described by Candidius relate to marriage and mandatory abortion. He says husbands and wives lived separately until middle age, and women were not allowed to bear children till they were over thirty-five, and any pregnancies before that were terminated. The reason according to Candidius related to superstitions that a pregnant woman brought bad luck to a man when he was hunting or raiding.

			You can imagine Psalmanazar staring at his desk, the Candidius account alongside his own completed manuscript, and wondering what to do. In the end, he seems to have not altered his text; but he did call out Candidius in the preface, disputing the Dutchman’s claim that Formosa had no central government. And with that, the manuscript was sent to the printer, the Black Swan – in fact, the same printer as had produced Candidius’ account. The Black Swan, (formerly a pub, I assume, converted into a printer at the back and a bookshop at the front, which was a typical set-up at the time) was in Paternoster Row, a publishing street in central London near St. Paul’s Cathedral. The bookshop, along with the others on Paternoster Row, was destroyed during the blitz in 1940. Incidentally, next door to the Black Swan was the Swan, where in 1719, Robinson Crusoe, the greatest publishing sensation of the age, was printed.

			In the sequel that was released later that same year, The Farther Adventures of Robinson Crusoe, the hero of the novel briefly stops in Taiwan.

			And then we steered north, till we came to the latitude of 22 degrees 30 seconds, by which means we made the island of Formosa directly, where we came to an anchor, in order to get water and fresh provisions, which the people there, who are very courteous in their manners, supplied us with willingly, and dealt very fairly and punctually with us in all their agreements and bargains. This is what we did not find among other people, and may be owing to the remains of Christianity which was once planted here by a Dutch missionary of Protestants, and it is a testimony of what I have often observed, viz. that the Christian religion always civilises the people, and reforms their manners, where it is received, whether it works saving effects upon them or no.

			Publication of the first edition of An Historical and Geographical Description of Formosa was announced in the London Gazette of April 17–20, 1704, with the highlighted aspect being the author’s conversion from paganism. This emphasis was reflected in the book too, with the conversion story and related attacks against the Jesuits accounting for a good third of the text. In the Formosa sections Psalmanazar described a rich land of good government, prosperous towns, and grisly customs. The inhabitants were wealthy enough to eat with utensils and dishes “made of Gold and China Earth.” The typical breakfast doesn’t sound too appetizing though: “first they smoke a pipe of tobacco, then they drink bohea, green or sage tea; afterward they cut off the head of a viper, and suck the blood out of the body; this, in my humble opinion, is the most wholsom breakfast a man can make.”

			The most shocking claim in Psalmanazar’s book was that eighteen thousand young boys were sacrificed to the gods each year; and in the second edition, published in 1705, cannibalism was added to the mix.

			A few individuals came forward to challenge Psalmanazar – even before his book was published – but their critiques were ignored. Psalmanazar benefited enormously by being such a champion of the Protestant church and by doubling down on the fraud. He did a good job of refuting the charges. Psalmanazar appeared before the Royal Society to address doubts about his outlandish description of Formosa. It’s hard not to admire the pluck needed to do this. Here was a young foreign man going head to head with heavyweight intellectuals and men of standing — the likes of astronomer and mathematician Edmond Halley and French Jesuit priest Father Jean de Fontenay, who had lived in China (and had spoken with priests who had been in Formosa). In a later enquiry (1707) into the veracity of Psalmanazar’s claims, the blond Formosan produced a surprise witness by the name of John Albert Lubomirski, a supposed Polish prince and former missionary of decades to China and Formosa, who corroborated the tales of child sacrifice, the natives’ fair appearance, and other details. Not unexpectedly, Lubomirski had never been seen or heard of before his testimony and disappeared after the enquiry.

			Psalmanazar addressed criticisms of his book in the preface to the second edition. He dismissed differences between Dutch accounts of Formosa with his own as them describing different regions. The Dutch had possessed a colony in southwestern Taiwan; however, Psalmanazar said, this had been on remote islands, a wild region unlike the more civilized Formosan heartland. In the preface to the French edition (September 1704) he gives the analogy of Japanese coming to Europe and thinking the Scottish Hebrides were representative of England. In a remarkable piece of boldfaced jujitsu, he tried turning the differences between the Formosa of his imagination and the real one to his advantage; a fraudulent account, he explained with some logic, would surely have been more wisely based upon the existing materials. Psalmanazar also attacked the veracity of Candidius’ account, joining others in ridiculing the Dutchman’s claim that women not yet in their late thirties were forced to have abortions.

			Looking back upon the fraud during his later years, Psalamanzar would write that his critics erred in not targeting his weakest point: the fake language he had invented. A simple test along the lines of the one Innes had originally used would surely have exposed the hoax.

			Though not conclusively exposed, Psalmanazar was losing his novelty and credibility, which he countered by taking his Formosan show further down-market; he added excessive drug taking to the repertoire, consuming huge amounts of laudanum (opium in liquid form) and tobacco. After all, Formosans were hearty smokers, and, as he told people, even the women on the island smoked pounds of tobacco in a day.

			By 1711, the impostor’s credibility largely gone, we see him being ridiculed for the sensational gore in his stories. That year, in the very first edition of the Spectator, the newspaper ran a fake advertisement for an upcoming play featuring Psalmanazar:

			On the first of April will be performed at the Play-house in the Hay-market, an Opera call’d The Cruelty of Atreus. N. B. The Scene wherein Thyestes eats his own Children, is to be performed by the famous Mr Psalmanazar, lately arrived from Formosa; The whole Supper being set to Kettle-drums.

			The tales of child sacrifice and cannibalism in Psalmanazar’s account made an impression on Gulliver’s Travels author Jonathan Swift, who references the Formosan imposter in his satirical essay A Modest Proposal (1729). Swift writes in the proposal – which suggests that the Irish poor could ameliorate their economic woes by selling their children as food to the rich – had been inspired by a conversation with “the famous Salmanaazor, a native of the island Formosa, who came from thence to London, above twenty years ago.”

			A lesson of the Psalmanazar fraud is in that the truth was out there for those who wanted to find it; some people chose to believe the lies for their own reasons, either through unenquiring, gullible ignorance or from alignments of prejudice. It’s important to stress that Formosa was obscure but hardly unknown. There was English-language material on the Dutch settlement (1624–1662), such as Candidius’ account mentioned earlier. Originally published in Dutch in 1666, and in English in 1704, the book also became a source for Atlas Japannensis (1670) and Atlas Chinensis (1671), both English-language works.

			Closer to home, there was Notes on Formosa, by Scotsman David Wright, a former employee of the Dutch colony in Formosa. When we refer to the Dutch presence in Asia, it’s actually a shorthand way of saying the Dutch East India Company (or VOC). Arguably the world’s first international corporation, the VOC was strikingly multinational – with Dutch nationals accounting for only half the staff; the last VOC governor in Taiwan, for example, was a Swede, and the traitor who helped ensure the governor had no successor was a German. Wright spent more than twenty years in Formosa; around 1655 (the timing is based on a plague of locusts he describes) he wrote a detailed, wide-ranging account of the island. Wright’s description was superior to Candidius’, in part because the Dutch had greatly expanded their control and knowledge of the island at this later time. Although Wright’s Notes on Formosa is a lost work, we have significant quoted material from it in Atlas Chinensis (which was available in England in Psalmanazar’s day).

			Wright’s account describes a wide range of topics, from Formosa’s eleven political dominions, to agriculture, fishing, hunting, brewing, taboos, and religious ceremonies. Of the latter, like Candidius, he expressed his disapproval at the rampant and unbridled fornication during religious festival days.

			And, if Wright’s account wasn’t enough proof of Psalmanazar’s hoax – and surely there were oral ones from other former VOC employees – remarkably, there had even been a direct English presence on Taiwan; from 1670 to 1685 – well within living memory at the time – the British East India Company had a trading post (called a “factory”) at the old Dutch settlement. This was during the short-lived Kingdom of Dongning (1661–1683), established by Ming loyalist Koxinga just a year before his death. It was Koxinga’s son who extended an invitation to the British East India Company’s regional headquarters in Bantam, an English enclave on the island of Java. The first English ship arrived in Taiwan in 1670, hopes high that the British could fill the vacuum created by the expulsion of the Dutch. The post, however, was a failure. The rulers’ monopolies on sugar and deer-hide exports kept competitors out, and English expectations of trade with China rested largely on the unreasonable hope of Koxinga’s heirs retaking the mainland. The company sought to establish trade in the region, especially with Japan, whose cooler climate was seen as making it a better market than southern China for the woolen goods they were selling. One ship was dispatched to Japan; but it was sent away and the English didn’t try again – Japan was then off-limits to Europeans, except for the Dutch in Nagasaki.

			The Englishmen at the factory had a lot of free time for writing letters outlining their plans and frustrations. These can be read in The English Factory in Taiwan: 1670–1685, an 808-page behemoth by Chang Hsiu-jung et al., published by National Taiwan University in 1995.
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			Early Formosa

			But we have skipped over the story of the Dutch in Taiwan much too quickly. We should return to the early 1620s. The VOC, having failed to take Macau from the Portuguese, denied permission to establish a post on the Chinese coast, and having been told by the Ming authorities to move from the Penghu Islands to Taiwan, founded a settlement in southwestern Taiwan.

			Although there were only about two thousand VOC employees – about half of whom were soldiers – the Dutch radically altered the course of the island’s history by opening it to the outside world and bringing in Chinese settlers (mostly males) to work the land. By the end of Dutch rule, between forty and fifty thousand Chinese lived in Taiwan.

			Dutch rule was both harsh and exploitative, with onerous taxes on almost everything: growing rice, trading, fishing, butchering pigs, and even hunting deer. A poll tax provided the catalyst for an uprising of Chinese settlers in 1652, which was brutally suppressed. Over a period of two weeks Dutch troops and two thousand aboriginal allies slaughtered about five thousand poorly armed peasants. These Chinese immigrants would have their chance to extract revenge a decade later.

			On the morning of April 30, 1661, a massive fleet of Chinese war junks and transport ships carrying about twenty-five thousand men appeared off the coast. It was Koxinga, son of a Chinese merchant pirate and a Japanese mother, a Ming loyalist who came to Taiwan to establish a base from which to keep resisting the Manchus and their newly established Qing dynasty.

			Koxinga landed his troops a little to the north of Fort Zeelandia in Anping, and was welcomed by the Chinese inhabitants as a liberator. The Dutch, trying to prevent the invaders from grabbing a strong foothold, threw a force of 240 men against an advance party of four thousand Chinese troops. The Europeans soon found they had underestimated Koxinga’s men. This time the Dutch weren’t fighting lightly armed farmers. Musket fire was answered with a rain of arrows and such a ferocious attack that the Dutch fled in terror, some flinging their weapons aside in haste to escape. Only half the force made it back to the fort.

			Koxinga gave the Dutch an ultimatum: leave now with all their goods or stay and perish. The situation for the Dutch was hopeless; there were only about twelve hundred men and limited ammunition. Nonetheless, they decided to stay and fight. The Chinese attacked several times but were driven back with heavy loss of life. Koxinga, deciding to give priority to housing and feeding his troops and followers, chose to lay siege to the stronghold and wait. A terrible fate befell the Dutch who were caught outside the fort. Charged with inciting the locals to revolt, the men were killed, some crucified or impaled; and the women were killed, divided among the commanders, or sold off.

			The Dutch held out in Fort Zeelandia for nine months before a traitor provided valuable advice on overcoming the defenses, which, combined with new, persistent attacks, made their position untenable. The stubborn defenders, now reduced by fighting and especially disease to just four hundred, had earned the grudging respect of Koxinga, who let them surrender on generous terms: they could leave on their ships, and even take some of their cash and possessions with them. Furthermore, they were given the honor of being allowed to leave their fort marching, fully armed, bearing banners, and with drums beating.

			The deadly fight for Taiwan centered on Fort Zeelandia is Taiwan’s single greatest story. Other events in Taiwan’s history are missing some narrative ingredients and a certain X factor. For example, the Japanese takeover in 1895, which was the result of Peking ceding the island as war reparations for events in Manchuria and Korea; although some Taiwanese resisted the Japanese fiercely, the sporadic, drawn-out, one-sided fighting doesn’t lend itself to a gripping storyline. Likewise, the end of the Japanese colonial period was determined by events elsewhere (e.g., the dropping of the atomic bombs in 1945); and the Chinese Nationalists didn’t arrive in Taiwan as liberating heroes. Furthermore, the Cold War defiance against Communist China was a prolonged standoff with relatively few hot flare-ups.

			The best account of the clash between Koxinga and the Dutch is history professor Tonio Andrade’s masterpiece Lost Colony: The Untold Story of China’s First Great Victory over the West (2011). It’s gripping from start to finish, filled with fascinating details, explanations, and cliffhanger chapter endings. Even in the sections covering the middle of the long siege, where you’d expect a lull in the tension, there are incredible side stories, such as an epic long-distance sailing feat that almost turned the battle, or an amusing, equally “what if” accidental encounter that could have led to Manchu–Dutch cooperation in defeating Koxinga.

			Lost Colony has a profile of “characters” at the start of the book. This dramatis personae is useful and funny, though at times slightly jarring in its flippancy. For the Chinese general “Chen Ze” we get: “Brilliant commander on Koxinga’s side. Defeated Thomas Pedel with clever ruse. Defeated Dutch bay attack with clever ruse. Was defeated by Taiwanese aborigines in clever ruse.” For traitor Hans Radis we get: “German sergeant who defected from Dutch to Koxinga with vital military advice. Liked rice wine.” Entries for three of the Dutch leaders end with a suggestive observation about the last governor, Frederick Coyet: “Coyet hated him. He hated Coyet.” History has treated Coyet kindly, portraying him as a courageous, dogged, and intelligent leader, a hero who was badly let down by incompetent Dutch leaders in Batavia and then unfairly made a scapegoat. This picture was partly of Coyet’s own making; he wrote an influential memoir blaming the loss of the colony on Dutch political and military leaders. Historians through the centuries have accepted and repeated his accusations. Near the end of the book Andrade suggests the fault for the personal animosity and feuds – and the negative consequences that resulted from them – lay with Coyet. Though there’s no doubt what Coyet achieved was remarkable, Andrade says the last governor seems to have been “a difficult man, indignant, quick to avenge perceived slights.”

			Lost Colony has the overreaching subtitle: The Untold Story of China’s First Great Victory over the West. While the story of the battle for Fort Zeelandia in 1661–1662 is little known to those unfamiliar with Chinese or Taiwanese history, it’s hardly untold. Nor can it be called a “great victory over the West,” seeing as it involved a small Dutch outpost holding off a numerically superior force of battle-hardened Chinese troops for nine long months. In the acknowledgements, author Tonio Andrade, a professor of history at Emory College, explains that the title was the publishing team’s idea and he agreed to it only after their insistence that it would give the book wider appeal.
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					A painting of a Formosan native by the German East Asia traveller 
Caspar Schmalkalden (c. 1650)

				

			

			At the end of the day, the title and cover of a book are the publisher’s call, so I can’t fault Andrade for backing down. The overreach in the title, however, does extend a little into the book itself. The problem for Andrade is that he is interested in comparing the military technology and techniques of Europe and China; but before the First Opium War of 1839–1842 there were very few conflicts to gauge the relative strengths. This lack of Chinese–European military clashes raises the importance of the Zeelandia episode for comparative purposes. Andrade’s conclusions are that Dutch technology proved superior in several important areas. Although Chinese cannons and muskets were just as good as the Dutch ones, and Koxinga’s soldiers were well trained, disciplined, and experienced, the Renaissance fortress and the broadside sailing ship gave the Dutch an advantage. Koxinga had lain siege to Chinese cities with walls that dwarfed those of Fort Zeelandia, but he was thwarted by the Dutch fort’s ability to deliver deadly crossfire, and “it wasn’t until he got help from a defector from the Dutch side ... that he finally managed to overcome it.”

			Andrade says that “Coyet, with his twelve hundred troops, might well have won the war.” Koxinga prevailed because of superior leadership and men: “His troops were better trained, better disciplined, and most important, better led than the Dutch. Bolstered by a rich military tradition, a Chinese ‘way of war,’ Koxinga and his generals outfought Dutch commanders at every turn.”

			Though this is a reasonable assessment, it’s important to remember we’re not comparing like with like; Koxinga was the experienced military leader of a large force, while Coyet was a colonial administrator for what was essentially a trading company. Though the VOC had pseudo-governmental powers, the bottom line was profits. The Dutch were in Taiwan first and foremost to trade with China and Japan, not to conquer territory, and this fundamental point affected their willingness to spend blood and treasure in defense of the colony.

			* * *

			At times Lost Colony reads like a novel, which raises the mystery over the long absence of fictional works about Koxinga and his fight with the Dutch. That it was only in 2018 with Joyce Bergvelt’s Lord of Formosa that we saw a novelized examination of the conflict is a reminder that there are still big stories out there awaiting a willing writer. Dutch-born Bergvelt gives us a complete story of Koxinga from his birth in Japan in 1624 – conveniently the very same year the Dutch founded their settlement in Taiwan – to his battle of wills with Governor Coyet. She also cleverly gives the VOC interpreter He Ting-bin an important role in the novel. Not only does He Ting-bin provide the spice of treachery and intrigue, but as a character moving between the worlds of the Dutch and the Chinese, he helps weave the two streams of the novel together. And he truly was one of the most important figures in the real historical drama.

			He Ting-bin was a middle-man playing multiple sides, telling both Koxinga and the Dutch what they wanted to hear, and whatever would work best for his own private squeezes. When his Dutch employers discovered that he had been secretly extracting heavy tolls from Chinese merchants, he was arrested, tried, and found guilty. He was fired and fined. We next find him in Xiamen with a map and dishonest sales pitch for Koxinga: that Taiwan was an Eden of vast fertile fields and enormous potential – perfect as a new base. Weakly guarded by the Dutch, it could be taken “without lifting a finger.” Had it not been for He Ting-bin’s assurances of riches and easy victory, Koxinga may well never have attempted to oust the Dutch.

			Of all the Taiwan novels I’ve read, Lord of Formosa stands out for its great cinematic potential. As yet, no English-language work set in Taiwan has made it to the big screen, though several big-budget American film adaptations of novels set elsewhere have been shot on the island; in Sand Pebbles (1966), from the 1962 novel by Richard McKenna, locations near Keelung stood in for the Yangtze River in the 1920s, and in Martin Scorsese’s Silence (2017), based on Shusaku Endo’s 1966 novel of the same name, Taiwan was transformed into seventeenth-century Kyushu. Taiwanese director Ang Lee won the Academy Award for Best Director for his 2012 film adaptation of Yann Martel’s Life of Pi. Much of the film was shot in Taiwan, though this was largely done in a specially built giant wave tank. 

			* * *

			For history buffs looking to track down the vestiges of the Dutch period, there’s a guidebook dedicated to the task: The Real Taiwan and the Dutch: Traveling Notes from the Netherlands Representative (2010), by Menno Goedhart and Cheryl Robbins.

			My first impressions of this Dutch-flavored guidebook were decidedly mixed. Beautifully printed and lavishly illustrated, it looked, however, with its multitude of pictures of the author and local food specialties, like a cross between a Tourism Bureau publication and a typical Taiwanese Facebook feed.

			I admit I’ve always had a curmudgeonly attitude toward Taiwanese food-tourism culture and especially its elevated reverence for traditional local dishes. In our hyper-interconnected world there’s a reason a food is only a local specialty: it’s probably not good enough to spread beyond that particular place. If a dish is sufficiently tasty (beef noodles, for example) or even middling (the likes of Chiayi turkey rice), then it will spread. As a result of this natural sorting, the “famous” local specialties you encounter are usually worse than normal, everyday fare. Although the nondescript cookies, noodles, sticky rice balls, and other offerings provide nostalgia value for Taiwanese customers, for Johnnie foreigner they are consistently underwhelming. And it’s not because the modern versions are inferior to the originals. Let’s face it: most of these dishes were never that great; what constituted a treat for an impoverished peasant in the 1950s and before – when even white rice was something of a luxury – is going to struggle to impress in our current age of 24/7, all-you-can-eat overabundance.

			Happily, The Real Taiwan and the Dutch proved more substantial than I thought it would be. It’s a delightful resource for travelers, residents, and history enthusiasts, a 270-page guide focused on getting off the beaten path to explore Taiwan’s contemporary aboriginal cultures and the old Dutch heritage. The book contains hundreds of photographs, some maps, lots of practical travel information (complete with addresses, phone numbers, accommodation recommendations), and, as I mentioned earlier, a Taiwanese-level dedication to eating; restaurants and signature regional dishes are given a lot of space. 

			The book’s main author, Menno Goedhart, was, from 2002 until his retirement in 2010, the Netherlands’ representative at their Trade and Investment Office (i.e., the de facto embassy) in Taipei. Goedhart stayed on after his retirement, settling in Xinhua, Tainan, to further his investigations into Taiwan’s Dutch heritage and continue his work promoting Dutch–Taiwan cultural ties.

			The Real Taiwan and the Dutch covers the core Dutch area of Tainan, the Penghu Islands (strategically located midway between China and Taiwan, the Dutch had settled there briefly), the East Coast, Chiayi, and Pingtung, and includes a chapter on “Other Places” (including Danshui and Keelung, northern outposts where the Dutch built forts).
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