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on the tatami, they enjoy Japanese cuisine and 

Taiwan tea and imagine what went through the 

hearts and minds of the pilots.

The Japanese military also built in Beitou a 

hospital for soldiers wounded during the Russo-

Japanese war (1904-1905). After 1945, it became 

a psychiatric hospital for the Chinese army.

The wooden villa that is now the Taiwan Folk 

Arts Museum was a club for Japanese officers. 

The villa is well preserved, with a Japanese-style 

garden boasting a stream, an artificial hill and a 

waterfall.

Another popular site is the Puji Temple, which was 

built in 1905 by members of a Japanese Buddhism 

sect, in honour of Avalokiteshava, Goddess of Mercy 

and guardian spirit of hot springs. The money was 

donated by Japanese railway employees and the 

building made of high-quality juniper.

Special delivery on a scooter

During the Japanese era, prostitution was an 

important attraction of Beitou. This continued 

after 1945, especially after the establishment of 

two US military bases after 1954 and the start of the 

Vietnam War; thousands of American servicemen 

went to Taiwan for rest and recreation.

Between 1965 and 1970, about 200,000 GI’s 

arrived on leave from Vietnam. The money they 

spent in the coffee shops, bars and houses of 

pleasure was a vital fillip for an economy that 

was still poor. After the end of the Vietnam War, 

they were replaced by Japanese sex tourists.

The ladies of the night were known by a 

euphemism - ‘xianshi zhuansong’ (special 

delivery); after a hotel placed an order, they 

were brought on a scooter.

Beitou was also a discreet venue for young 

Taiwan couples who had to hide their liaisons 

from their parents; they could rent rooms by the 

hour.

In 1979, the government ordered the end of 

prostitution in Beitou. One trigger was a cover 

story in Time magazine that showed a G.I. in 

a bath with a Taiwan lady on each side giving 

him a massage. Government leaders were 

embarrassed by this image which told the 

American public something that was better left 

unsaid.

“The sex business moved to hotels in Zhongshan 

Bei and Changchun Roads in downtown Taipei,” 

said Lin Hsiu-liang, a taxi driver. “It is less visible 

there. This made Beitou a cleaner place. Many 

families go there now.”

40 years a prisoner

One of the most famous residents of Beitou 

was Zhang Xue-liang, the “Young Marshall” 

who kidnapped President Chiang Kai-shek in 

December 1936 to force him to unite with the 

Communists against the Japanese invasion. 

Chiang later arrested him and held him in 

detention, first in the mainland and from 1949 

in Taiwan.

He and his wife were held under house arrest 

for more than 40 years, many of them in a 

large house and garden in Beitou. “It had to 

be large, to accommodate the security detail of 

32 assigned to guard him,” said Henry Tsang. 

“President Chiang was afraid that he would be 

assassinated or escape and that he would be 

held responsible.”

In 1993, Zhang and his wife emigrated to 

Honolulu and died there in October 2011. 

His period of captivity was the longest of any 

political prisoner in the world.Taipei Public Library Beitou Branch
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Range of styles

Today the town offers a range of styles. There is 

the Yitsun Hotel built in 1901, named in honour of 

Dr Sun Yat-sen, who once visited and praised the 

quality of its hot springs. Most of the guestrooms 

are decorated with tatami mats; outside is a garden 

of bonsai trees and an ornate goldfish pond.

There are two sunken pools, one for men and one 

for women, with views through large windows to 

the garden foliage. The water is very hot, up to 60 

degrees Celsius.

You can relax quietly in the boiling water. Or, if you 

wish, you can converse with the other bathers. There 

is a saying in Japanese: ‘In nudity, there is honesty.’ 

This means that, rich man or pauper, baron or beggar, 

we look the same when we’re naked and can talk 

more easily without the pin-striped suit or uniform 

that separate us in the world outside the bath.

The town offers spa hotels old-fashioned and 

modern, with massage, karaoke, televisions and 

many kinds of cuisine.

“Since Beitou is in the city of Taipei, it is very 

convenient for those of us who live in the capital,” 

said Lai Ming-hsiung, a civil servant. “Often my wife 

and I rent a room for three hours on a Saturday or 

Sunday afternoon and enjoy a bath and a meal. It is 

not expensive.”

The town is built in a valley and along the roads 

that lead up to the mountains above. The roads are 

narrow and twisting, with rich tropical foliage and a 

sulphurous mist that hangs over the trees.

It is a good place to forget the troublesome squabbles 

of the office and angry calls of the bank manager 

who wants his loan repaid. You can imagine that you 

are floating in a Chinese water colour painting.
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