Taiwan: The Mystery of the Orient Exposed

By Geoff Carpentier

Over the years, | have been fortunate enough to have visited places like
Malaysia, Vietham, Borneo and Hong Kong and | continue to be enthralled by
the culture, the natural history and the people of southeast Asia.

Last year, | was honoured by being awarded the first Canadian Visa to
commemorate Taiwan's new program to recognize its endemic bird species.
As an adjunct to this, | began to work with the Taipei Economic and Cultural
Office (TECO), Quest Nature Tours and the Taiwan International Birding
Association (TIBA) to develop an eco-tour to introduce Canadians to Taiwan’s
rich culture and wildlife. Simon Liao and Jo Ann Mackenzie (both of TIBA)
provided invaluable insights into what one should do and see when visiting
Taiwan and Jo Hsu and Ken Chiu, of TECO, facilitated a trip to Taiwan last
November to research a proposed itinerary ... and that's where this story
begins.

Geoff Carpentier

November 16, 2009 — 24 hours after leaving Toronto, | arrive in Taipei and my guide, Simon, is there to greet me — all
smiles and eager to go — but | am weary after so many hours in the air. | soon learn that his enthusiasm and character are
not one to let me rest — in fact, he insists that our adventure begin immediately and so it does. A waiting car whisks us off
southward at 6 a.m. (a mere ten minutes after | deplane, honestly!) along an excellent national highway. | catch glimpses
of my first birds and wonder at their identity, but my focus is still unfocussed after the long flight. Simon prattles on happily
about where we're going, what we’'ll do and what we’ll see. | listen intently and drink up the landscape. After a couple of
hours, we turn eastward and head for Dongshih and the Dasyueshan National Recreation Forest. About 60% of Taiwan is
still forested, a remarkable feat in today’s consumptive society. En route we stop at “85 Degrees Cafe”, a chain named
after the ideal temperature to grow coffee beans, where we savour a cup of java that rivals the best North America or
Europe has to offer. Soon Simon has me back on the road and he quickly proves himself to be not only a capable and
personable guide, but also an excellent birder — in fact he’s one of the best in Taiwan. We bird along a 50 km stretch of
highway, through disturbed habitats and eventually into cloud forest which yield 51 species, about 40% of which are lifers
for me. Our first night is spent at Snow Mountain Lodge, nestled into the side of the Syueshan Mountains.

[L to R] Syneshan Lodge, Streak-breasted Scimitar-Babbler, Mona Lou Dow. Photos by Geoff Carpentier.

This idyllic stop finally allows me to rest my weary bones, while | fall asleep to the night sounds of the jungle and dream of
today’'s finds: Crested Serpent-Eagle, Silver-backed Needletail, Black-browed Barbet, Gray-chinned Minivet, Black &
Bronzed Drongos, Black-naped Monarch, Jungle Crow, the rare and endemic Yellow Tit, Green-backed & Black-throated
Tits, Plain Prinia, Collared Finchbill, Light-vented & Black Bulbuls, Brownish-flanked Bush-Warbler, Yellowish-bellied Bush
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Warbler, Rufous-faced Warbler, Rusty-cheeked Scimitar-Babbler, Streak-breasted Scimitar-Babbler, Rufous-capped
Babbler, Rusty Laughingthrush, Hwamei (Taiwan subspecies is endemic), Steere’s Liocichla (endemic), Gray-cheeked
Fulvetta, Dusky Fulvetta, Taiwan Yuhina (endemic), Vinous-throated Parrotbill, Japanese White-eye, Formosan Whistling-
Thrush (endemic), Eye-browed Thrush, Plumbeous Warbler, White-tailed Robin, Brown Dipper, Fire-breasted
Flowerpecker and Yellow-throated Bunting. Wow, what a great first day!

[L to R] Alpine (Formosan) Accentor, Hehuanshan Pass. Photos by Geoff Carpentier.

November 17, 2009 — Rested (well sort of), Simon has me up early in search of the endemic Mikado and Swinhoe’s
Pheasants (which we never find), but we do have better luck birding around the lodge as we find Malayan Night-Heron,
Ashy Wood-Pigeon, Spot-necked Dove, Ashy Drongo, Formosan Magpie (an endemic that is featured on my new visa),
Gray Treepie, Striated Swallow, White-whiskered Laughingthrush, Taiwan Barwing (endemic), Streak-throated Fulvetta,
Flamecrest (endemic) and White-eared Sibia. | also witnessed a very interesting and clever interpretive display that the
staff built which involve “stick” insects ... giant woodroaches, praying mantids, spiders and the like, fashioned from real
wood, dot the landscape — an attractive and informative presentation that piques the interest of children and adults alike.
That evening we hear Mountain and Collared Scops-Owls, Brown Wood-Owl and Collared Owlet right outside my cabin.
Mammals are hard to find in Taiwan, but we do have glimpses of the Formosan Red-bellied and Formosan Striped
Squirrels, both found only on this remote island. Simon’s enthusiasm is not waning as he talks at length about eco-
initiatives in Taiwan and abroad, for he is also an advisor to St. Lucia on their eco-tourism programs. He tells me that
much research is being done on Taiwanese birds and the promotion of Taiwan’s rich resources. He also speaks fondly of
the government’s involvement in and commitment to wildlife. It is a refreshing story to hear.

November 18, 2009 — It's time to move on, so we head for the small town of Puli, where
we search unsuccessfully for Painted Snipe in the rice fields, but we do have excellent
looks at Brown Shrike, Zitting and Golden-headed Cisticolas and Striated and Yellow-
bellied Prinias. We stop briefly at Kau Hsin to study a monument built to honour Mona
Lou Dow, a legendary aboriginal, who led an uprising against invading Japanese troops
during WWII. And so, late in the day, we arrive at Huisen Lodge, another jungle
outpost, set on nicely manicured grounds. It has been mostly about birding so far on
the trip, which is okay although I'm anxious to sample more of the culture. Time will
ensure that happens, as I'm soon to find out. Today's better birds include Maroon
Oriole, Oriental Turtle-Dove, Fork-tailed Swift, White-bellied Yuhina and four species of
wagtails (Eastern and Western Yellow, Gray and White).

November 19, 2009 — Today promises to be very exciting as our itinerary will take us to
another region of Taiwan. En route, we spend time birding the agricultural fields around
Chingjing, where we are rewarded with excellent views of Chinese Bamboo-Partridge
and Black-faced Bunting. Later, as we near Taroko National Park and climb in elevation
along the Central Cross Highway to the Hehuanshan Pass (at 3275m, it is the highest
road pass in east Asia), we find Yellow-browed Warbler, Pygmy Wren-Babbler, Alpine
(Formosan) Accentor and Bevan’s Bullfinch. The cold clear air reveals a landscape not
soon forgotten as the mountainous slopes unfold before us — a definite Kodak moment.
It's hard to comprehend how many wonderful things we have already seen as we head
north towards Taipei, but more is to come. En route, we stop at San Xiu Temple, where
we study the exquisite bird carvings built into the structure of the temple and where |
ask Buddha to answer a life-impacting question — luckily, | like his answer! It is also

San Xiu Bird Temple.
Photo by Geoff Carpentier.
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here that | meet K. K. Kuo, a noted businessman and self-taught photographer, who annually publishes a coffee table
book on Taiwan’s birds. He generously donates all of his proceeds from the sale of the book to eco-tourism initiatives in
Taiwan. | am honoured when he gives me a signed copy of his most recent edition. It is also here that | leave Simon
behind and continue the journey, focussing more on culture than wildlife.

[L to R] Marble Gorge in Taroko National Park, Taroko Aboriginals. Photos by Geoff Carpentier.

November 20, 2009 — My new guide, Luis Fong, was provided by the Taiwanese Government Information Office (GIO).
He proved to be a wealth of information and an excellent companion. His knowledge of the area and organizational skills
hint that the balance of the trip will continue to be both informative and enjoyable. We start off with a short flight to
Hualien, near east central Taiwan, our jumping off point for a trip to Taroko National Park, where we visit the wonderful
Marble Gorge. This was to be the start of the cultural adventure | have been anticipating — but first a bit more nature —
rocks, not birds this time. It must be a Taiwanese thing, for like Simon, he keeps me busy all the time! Today’s itinerary
includes a great presentation by Sandra Yu (a guide at Taroko), a wonderful traditional lunch at the Blue Blue Restaurant
(which by the way is not blue at all) and then hiking — lots of it — the Shakedang Trail (which follows part of the gorge and
treats one to spectacular views of the beautiful marble outcrops that give the area its name), the Chang Chun (Eternal
Springs) Shrine, the Swallow Grotto (no swallows here — what's up with these guys?) and the Tunnel of Nine Turns (well
finally - there actually are nine turns). A busy but rewarding day! The best was yet to come for our place of residence for
the night was the beautiful Leader House Lodge, situated in an idyllic forest setting and run by the local Taroko aboriginal
tribe. Their dance and song troupe offered a wonderful presentation of traditional dance, “shouting” songs and bamboo
harmonics after dinner. The presentation opened with a challenge to the audience “Ma Lu Su” (How are you?) — and we
answered “Ma Lu Ku” (We are fine!) — and so we too became part of the tradition for we were instantly involved. It was
inspiring to see the youth so engrossed in this wonderful cultural presentation. There aren’t many birds today but | do find
several Plumbeous Water Redstarts to add to my list, some beautiful butterflies and the biggest orb spiders I've ever
seen, including the Human-faced Spider, which is almost big enough to actually have a human face. It is here that | see
my first and only Formosan Macaques of the trip, another endemic species.

Black-faced Spoonbills and Gray Herons. Photo by Geoff Carpentier.
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November 21, 2009 — Luis now shuttles me southwards along the wave-swept coast of eastern Taiwan to Taitung County.
The wonderful drive along this picturesque shore introduces me to more cultural marvels, including the Seven Star Pond
(that neither has seven stars nor is it a pond (huh??)), the Buddha’s Cave (a roadside chapel carved out of the hillside)
where | was greeted by soothing music seemingly emanating from the rock walls, the Terraces of the Three Immortals
(where the locals honour the gods and where many go to pray for the future and to wed), and then on to Taitung, well
south of the Tropic of Capricorn. It was here that | was treated to one of the most

moving presentations of the trip. Another aboriginal troupe, from the Bunun tribe,

performed an inspiring song and dance demonstration. The lead singer, was

spellbinding to say the least — her voice was captivating. As it turns out she was the

winner of an aboriginal singing contest, akin to American Idol — her singing proved her

to be a deserving champion. The day ends at the Wetland of Chipen, an International

Birding Area (IBA), where a local birder joins our party to share his knowledge of local

avian life. Amongst our finds are Spot-billed and Ferruginous Ducks, Indian Black

Eagle, Red Collared-Dove, nine species of shorebirds, Gray-capped Woodpecker,

Oriental Skylark, Javan Mynah and Daurian Redstart.

November 22, 2009 — Back in Taipei, after a late flight, we boarded the Fast Train to
Tainan City, travelling at over 300 km/h. Luis had arranged an interesting itinerary for
us, that included a tour of an old oyster kiln at National Anping Harbour Park, Fort
Provintia (Chih Kan Lou), and the Confucian Palace — and that was only the morning!
After lunch we boarded a small boat, where our guide led us to oyster growing pans,
crab pot fishing stations and finally to another IBA at a large desalination pond. The
significance of the latter is that this is where about 10% of the world’'s population of
Black-faced Spoonbills overwinter. About 200 of them were feeding and resting in the
shallows. What a wonderful sight, but it is unnerving how fragile the future is for these
magnificent birds. This was also where | saw my only Japanese Bush-Warbler of the
trip.

November 23, 2009 — The trip is winding down now as we return to Taipei, but two

more treats were in store for me. The first was a visit to the Handicraft Centre in Taipei,

where local artisans displayed their wares. And the second was a visit to the Yeh Liu

Geopark. This is another IBA, but is more famous for its carved sandstone outcrops.

Thousands of figures, including the Queen’s Head, the Fairy Shoe, the Ginger Rocks

and the Sea Candles, will awe any observer. Above this display of wave-carved rocks,

lies a three-tiered forest that abounds with birds. It was here that | added Pale Thrush, Traditional Bunun Aboriginal
Japanese Robin, Siberian Rubythroat, Siberian Bluetail, Blue Rock-Thrush, Bull-  gancer. Photo by Geoff Carpentier.
headed Shrike and Elegant and Tristan’s Buntings to my trip list — what a finish!

And so my journey ended — eight action-
packed days that afforded me the
opportunity to see and share in Taiwan’s
beauty and wildlife. All told | saw 135
species of birds, about 77 of which were
life birds for me. More important than
the list was the adventure, the people
and the experience of seeing Taiwan
and its natural heritage. What a
captivating adventure!

For more information on trips to visit
Taiwan, contact Quest Nature Tours in
Toronto (416-633-5666 or
www.worldwidequest.com).

[L to R] Siberian Rubythroat, Queen’s Head at Yeh Liu Geopark.
Photos by Geoff Carpentier.
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