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B A Day That
Changed My
Life
- On September
4% 1985, I arrived in Taiwan. [ was traveling around

the world and Taiwan was "new country #46"! 1
remember it was a warm and cloudy day... nothing spe-
cial; the bus journey from the airport into Taipei took me
swiftly past apartment blocks and factories... nothing
unusual; downtown Taipei was busy and noisy... nothing
remarkable. I really had no idea what a major turning
point in my life this day would come to be.

Actually, I came to Taiwan for a party! A good
friend of mine, from university days, was working for
a British engineering company on the planning of the
MRT system. We'd got in touch when I was in
Bangkok, and he'd invited me to join this party he was
hosting for some friends. Well, the party was fun and I
discovered many English teachers among the guests.
They suggested I could stay in Taiwan for a while and
look for a teaching job. The thought of earning some
money to boost my onward travels sounded good.
Little did I know that there weren't going to be any
more onward travels!

Within a week, I was fortunate enough to be
hired as an instructor by Ming Chuan College, and
over twenty years later, I am still a full-time faculty
member of Ming Chuan (now) University.
found a small apartment in Peitou as my new home,

I soon

and over twenty years later, I am still a resident of the
northern suburbs of Taipei. My friend has left Taiwan,
the MRT system is up and running, but over twenty
years later, I am still living in Taiwan.

My students are very curious about this transition
in my life. They will often ask me questions such as:
—"Why did you decide to give up traveling and stay

here” ?
— " Why have you stayed in Taiwan for so many years” ?
— " What is it that you like so much about Taiwan " ?

Until now, I've never really attempted to give a
complete answer to these questions. But I think that this
article offers a very good opportunity for me to explain
why I've become a long-term resident of Taiwan. So,
I'm very happy to share with you the seven reasons why
Taiwan has become my second home.
| Reason #1: Food, Glorious, Food ]

Not long ago, the Tourism Bureau of Taiwan car-
ried out a survey of overseas visitors to Taiwan in
order to better understand why tourists would choose
this island as their vacation destination. And do you
know what emerged as the #1 reason to visit this coun-
try? The answer was: food!

Now I didn't come to Taiwan with any such con-
cept in my mind, but I soon found myself in complete
agreement with everybody else: the food is amazing!
Primarily, of course, I'm talking about Chinese food
and all the different and delicious styles of Chinese
cooking that can be found throughout Taiwan. Apart
from chou-dofu (which I don't think I'll ever come

around to liking), I've contentedly eaten my way
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through just about everything that's been put into my
bowl, and it's astonishing that after twenty years, I still
get introduced to totally new dishes sometimes! What
a most enjoyable testament to the diversity of Chinese
culture and cuisine.

When talking about eating out in Taiwan, [
shouldn't focus on the food alone: the ambience in
equally important. Whether seated with friends at a
round table in a high-class Cantonese restaurant, or
"grazing through" a night market, the experience is
entirely different from anything I'd come across in my
native country and never fails to delight. Food, and
how it's consumed, definitely constitute an important
reason for living in Taiwan.

[ Reason #2: Weather Watch]

If you know that I come from the U.K., you'll
probably understand that the weather plays an important
part in my life. But let me ask you a question here;
which place has the higher annual rainfall figures:
England or Taiwan? You'd be wrong if you thought it
was England; Taiwan's annual rainfall is about double
that of England! But England certainly feels wetter!!

This is because the U.K. has a lot of grey, cloudy
days with showers/light rain (doesn't that sound terri-
ble?). In Taiwan, there are many more clear, sunny
days, and just a few days with very heavy rain. In
other words, a lot of that extra rainfall in Taiwan is
concentrated into a shorter period of time... especially
when we have a typhoon.

England doesn't have typhoons. In the first year
I was in Taiwan, Taipei didn't receive a direct hit from
a typhoon and thus I remained largely ignorant about
the power of typhoons. When some friends from
England visited me in summer, 1986, we decided to
visit Ali-shan. From ICRT we learned of an approach-
“We
could expect a little wind and rain... nothing to worry

ing typhoon, but I reassured my friends, saying,
about’ . So, we happily boarded the train to Chiayi;
but that night, Typhoon Wayne paid a visit to Chiayi,
and my friends and I watched in horror and disbelief
as trees, roads and homes were damaged and
destroyed in front of our eyes. We never got to Ali-
shan, but I did learn what a typhoon can do!

However, typhoons don't occur that frequently in
Taiwan, and what I do enjoy are all those other days,
which are dry with clear blue skies and sunshine.
Great weather for getting out and doing things!
Taiwan is also about 10° hotter than England,
throughout the year, and T like that extra 10° .
country, you can't live without heating; in Taiwan, I
don't need a heater. And I much prefer wearing a T-

In my

shirt to putting on coats, scarves and gloves. So, as
long as global warming doesn't affect the climate here,
Taiwan's great weather provides another reason for
staying on this island.
[ Reason #3: Scenery, Sights, Sports |
When I describe Taiwan as a beautiful island, my
students' faces will usually reflect their surprise or
doubt. That's probably because they're sitting in a
classroom in Taipei, with city sights and sounds all
around. But outside Taipei and most other urban /
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industrial zones of Taiwan, it's a different story!

A short drive of 30 minutes or so from downtown
Taipei will transport you to a different environment: of
woodlands, fields, mountains or coasts. All that beauti-
ful countryside is really on our doorstep and I love that
proximity to nature. If you want something even more
majestic, then just keep driving... to the east coast, to
the central mountain range, to Kenting, to the Southern
Cross-Island Highway or to one of the outlying islands,
When I did finally get to Ali-shan (in 2004, eighteen
years later!) it was - as I knew it would be - truly beau-
tiful, just like the rest of the countryside in Taiwan.

If you're really not willing to travel too far, then
there seem to be features of interest in almost every
neighborhood: parks, temples, hiking trails, play-
grounds, hot springs and all kinds of local sights. Near
my home in Kuan-du is the famous Kuan-du Temple,
especially exotic and exciting during Lantern Festival,
and always a good place for a picnic in the temple
grounds. We can also visit the Kuan-du nature reserve,
cycle along new bike trails to Dan-sui and other loca-
tions, visit museums, take a boat trip on the river or
play a family game of tennis, soccer or cricket (eliciting
the curious stares of other park visitors) in the extensive
parkland which is part of Taipei Art School.

So, both locally and nationally, Taiwan has some
wonderful scenery and sights, and despite its recent
economic development, still lives up to the meaning of
its former name of Formosa.

[ Reason#4 : Culture and Customs |

I mentioned earlier that I stopped traveling when
I arrived in Taiwan, but perhaps it would be more
accurate to describe it as the beginning of a different
kind of journey: a journey into Chinese culture. And
to foreign eyes, that can appear to be a journey which
is either interesting and educational or complicated
and arduous. The latter group would include the for-
eign couple who'd already been finding it difficult to
adjust to life in Taiwan. The final straw came when
they found water leaking into their home from the
apartment above theirs, and were told by the neighbor
upstairs that nothing could be done about it for several
months as his wife was pregnant; repairs would have
to wait till the baby was born. They left Taiwan.

Other foreign residents find means of dealing
with those "different ways of thinking" and enjoy the
challenge of integrating into a new culture, myself
included. But it is a long-term project and does
require a lot of re-examination of one's values and cul-
tural assumptions. And just like those new dishes I
find I've never tried before, I still encounter, quite fre-
quently, some new cultural feature or custom I never
knew existed before!

I met my Taiwanese wife fifteen years ago, and
having already lived here for five years, I felt [ was fair-
ly knowledgeable about the local culture (ha, ha!) Then
came the day when she wanted me to meet her older
sister. After thirty minutes of polite conversation, in a
coffee shop, her sister turned to me and asked, *Why
do you think you can marry my sister?’ I can't remem-
ber how I replied, but I know I was in shock for quite a
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few days after this event. After all, my wife (then girl-
friend) and I had never discussed the subject of mar-
riage, and that should be a private affair between a cou-
ple... shouldn't it? But then it dawned on me: I was
about to marry a family, not an individual, and there-
fore, this question was perfectly acceptable in a Chinese
context. It was me who had to change my thinking!
And then, one week before the wedding, my mother-in-
law" re-arranged" our carefully-prepared wedding day
plans according to the auspicious times at which things
should and shouldn't be done on that day. Another
thinking adjustment required! And just last week, my
brother-in-law mentioned that the birth of his second
daughter, one month ago, had brought good luck to his
family and had helped them to avoid some ill-fortune.
I'd never realized before that new born babies could
bring luck... ..and so I keep on learning. It's that re-edu-
cation in a new culture which is one of the most fasci-
nating things about my life in Taiwan. The challenge of
living life a whole new way is a very important factor
which keeps me here.

[ Reason # 5:People Power |

The Tourism Bureau survey which found that
people visited Taiwan for its food, asked overseas vis-
itors departing the country another question: What has
surprised you most about your visit to Taiwan? The
answer was: friendly people. For anyone who has
lived here for even a short time, this answer should
come as no surprise! Taiwanese people are without
doubt amongst the world's kindest and friendliest. I
have far too many instances of the helpfulness of local
people to really do justice to this subject here, so I'll
just have to choose a couple of examples of uncondi-
tional kindness I've received in Taiwan.

One happened a long time ago, after I'd been in
Taiwan for about a year. I had some possessions
shipped over from England and I had to go to C.K.S.
Airport to collect these goods. What a scene of chaos
met me at the airport! People rushing around, waving
sheaves of paper, harassed-looking officials trying to
deal with as many as thirty customers crowded around
their desks, and all the signs, paperwork, etc. in
Chinese! I almost gave up there and then, but fortu-
nately, a young man came up to me and showed me
that he wanted to help me. We didn't really have a lan-
guage we could communicate in, but he just took me
under his wing and led me around to sixteen (yes, I
counted!) different offices, pushing through crowds,
presenting papers for inspection, collecting official
stamps at each station, etc. and finally - four hours later
- I had my boxes! It would have taken me (on my
own) four days!! Of course, I thanked him profusely
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and offered him some reimbursement, but he refused
any payment... just smiled and bade me farewell.

The other is a recent story (to show that kindness
has been a constant feature of my many years in
Taiwan) and happened in Linkou this summer, when
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my car died in the middle of the road as I was on my
way to Ming Chuan's Gwei-shan campus. People liv-
ing nearby and seeing my plight, helped me push my
car to the side of the road. Then, after a neighborhood
discussion, they called a local repairman, who was
quickly on the scene. However, he said that he'd need
some time to fix the problem. I explained that I had to
be in Gwei-shan for a class starting in twenty minutes,
and the next thing I know, someone offered to drive me
to school! When my classes were over, there was my
car, outside the classroom waiting for me - repaired of
couse! And the bill was only NT$800! In the UK.,
the mechanic would have charged more than that just
to leave his repair shop and look at the car; then the
cost would mount for parts, labor, delivery, etc.

Who wouldn't want to live with such kind and
friendly people?

[ Reason # 6: The Classroom and Beyond |

Before I came to Taiwan, I'd worked in a few
different jobs, including six years in the British civil
service, but I'd never been a teacher. And I had never
wanted to be a teacher, because I thought it would be a
boring job. Well, in Taiwan, I had the chance to find
out how wrong I was about that!

I discovered that teaching was an interesting and
challenging profession and that I really enjoyed being
in the classroom with students. It was also very satis-
fying to see that as I gained more experience over the
years, I could help my students more and more.
Whereas at first, I thought that Chinese students were
reluctant to speak English, I learned that if I found the
right approach and methods, they were actually eager
to try to use English and I could see that I was assist-
ing them in gaining English proficiency.

And beyond the classroom, I've been able to get
involved in other educational fields which have also
brought me a great deal of pleasure and a sense of
accomplishment. I've staged many English plays,
directed and acted in language videos, produced a TV
program, written textbooks and joined in many other
fascinating projects during my stay in Taiwan.

I 'am, in fact, very grateful to the educational system
in Taiwan for having been given the chance to participate
in all these instructional endeavors. Taiwan is really a
land of opportunity and I never cease to appreciate that.

[ Reason # 7: All Change! |

My final reason for living in Taiwan is all about
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social dynamics. In the U.K., things don't change very
much. Institutions, values, cities, habits, travel, the
whole fabric of society in fact, is comfortably estab-
lished, and any changes that might occur tend to be
minimal and gradual.

Recently, I recommended a certain hotel in the
British countryside to a Taiwanese friend who was
planning to visit my country, letting her know how
much I'd enjoyed staying there ten years previously.
'Ten years ago!' she replied, 'Are you sure it's still
there? Now that was a Taiwanese question... as that
hotel had been in business for five hundred years, it
was undoubtedly still there! But that wouldn't neces-
sarily be the case in Taiwan, I know.

The word I would use to describe Taiwan's socie-
ty is "vibrant". Things can, and frequently do, change
quickly. When I arrived in Taiwan, it was under mar-
tial law, few people had traveled overseas, entertain-
ment was restricted, there was a 51/2 day working
week, no credit cards, three TV stations and a serious,
conservative attitude to study and work. How much it
has changed in twenty years!

And it's still changing! Maybe not all of those
changes are good ones, but I have a lot of respect for
all that dynamism that has turned Taiwan into a mod-
ern, democratic, knowledgeable and prosperous socie-
ty in such a short time-span. I think the people of
Taiwan can mostly take pride in the results of their
efforts, and I certainly enjoy being both spectator and
participant in the ever-changing development of this
island. For me, it's been a chance to live in a very dif-
ferent kind of social environment from the one I was
brought up in, and this has been one of the highlights
of living here over the last twenty years or so.

And Finally

So, there they are: the seven reasons which
explain why Taiwan has become my second home.
These are, of course, my personal opinions. I don't
know whether other foreign residents would agree
with me on every point, or not. Perhaps I should share
this article with them and gauge their reactions!

For me, at least, my life in Taiwan has been a very
positive experience, and I've enjoyed over twenty very
special years on this island. As to the future, well... |
might just continue those onward travels one day. But
not right now. After all, there's still: a lot of good food
to taste, great weather to enjoy, beautiful places to visit,
culture and customs to learn about, friendly people to
meet, new classes to teach and significant social changes
to observe. Looks like it will be "home sweet second
home" for quite a while yet.
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