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What can I tell you about Taiwan so far? I have learned in three and a half months’ time that New Jersey is much bigger than I once imagined (as it is similar in size to Taiwan), and that shopkeepers, baristas, salesgirls, pedestrians, commuters, church-goers and park-goers here all have lots to say and make for good company and give really helpful advice no matter what they’re doing… and that I will be coming back here again.

Not to disrespect my own home country, but whenever people ask where I’m from and when I’m going back, I either will tell them “America, but I’m not going back.” or “I’m from here now, see, I am a legal alien!” and then show them my alien resident card. 

By all this, I just mean to say that what has most impressed me here so far are the people themselves. As an older student studying abroad, I decided when I landed here that exploring the beautiful sights and landscapes that Taiwan has to offer were secondary to getting a better understanding of its inhabitants. With that in mind, I have done the following: walked around the neighborhood near Guoqing Dormitory (my home) and tried out many of the restaurants; joined a couple of language-exchange groups; made a few Taiwanese friends; joined a music club; attended a couple of concerts; seen what’s going on at the National Palace Museum; sat in Da-An Forest Park watching people and approaching some whenever I had a question and thought they might know the answer; and made a habit of buying one dumpling and five pot stickers from the nice man and young woman who sell them from the back of their blue truck and sat down in the little park there with my lunch, while watching old men chat and play games with their friends, and small children play on the exercise equipment and jungle gym.

From movies by the likes of Hou Hsiao Hsien and Tsai Ming Liang, I had seen that - for a time - people here seemed to be experiencing a large-scale isolation from others, due to daily lives becoming busier and busier. I had thought I might arrive and see people who were fairly detached and caught up in a rat race, much like the one we have in the U.S. As it turns out, the Taiwanese people are terribly beautiful people with big hearts and good manners. Though there is plenty of hustle-and-bustle to be seen, over all I’ve found that even people in a hurry are pleasant and good-natured. In fact, before my plane even landed at the airport in Taoyuan County on September 5th of this year, I had already met a Taiwanese girl over the Pacific Ocean, who was my in-flight seatmate and who gave me her phone number and made plans right then and there to hang out, once we’d arrived in Taipei. If that’s not a clue as to the character of Taiwan’s locals, then I don’t know what is. 

My first month here, I tried to follow the advice I was given during orientation - to not mingle with other English speakers - and spent some days and nights alone. I took to studying in the Student Cafeteria. I attended the Club Fair Day and grabbed many fliers for some clubs that sounded especially interesting, like the Modern Chinese Poetry Club, the Chinese Cooking Club, and the Traditional Chinese Music Club. The Club Fair Day was insanely busy and crowded, with students from every direction inviting me to join this club or that club. It was like being in a night market, only, indoors and they weren’t selling me anything other than the opportunity to make new friends. So I joined the music club (I signed up to learn the yang qin, a sort of zither) and met Wang Wang. He plays the Sheng in the music club, studies Chinese literature, is young and gay, and does not like Taiwanese pop music or Karaoke. I learned from him that Taiwanese and Beijing Opera are not the same thing. I joined him and some of his friends on a trip to Maokong one Sunday and ended up spending the whole day at a tea house overlooking the tea fields while eating snacks and reading and chatting. In that kind of surrounding, being in good company became almost magical. Another night in a second-hand record shop, I introduced him to Western artists while he introduced me to some Taiwanese ones. On still another night, we found ourselves in a small park near a food alley where a crowd of people (parents, children, elderly, young couples, young rowdy guys) all had gathered ‘round a street musician and joined in while he played and sang traditional Taiwanese songs and Japanese folk songs.

The second friend I made here approached me in the cafeteria one day. She studies Japanese for her major, and Spanish for fun, and is my age (28). She thought I would be able to help her practice Spanish, as I am of Mexican descent. Despite her knowing more Spanish than I do, we found we got along quite well just the same. She is one of the more outspoken people I have ever met – from anywhere in the world – and is part Aborigine. She collects chess boards, is tough to beat, practices Judo, traveled the coast of Taiwan in eleven days by bicycle earlier this year, and likes Western movies and music. She is also fairly political, and from her I have learned about the government’s current state, and the woes of a fashion-conscious population where everything is on the surface and inside they’re empty (this kind of person can be found everywhere in the world, though, I must say). We have had funny conversations with a bracelet vendor and two soup-restaurant owners. Her friends often seem to be peripheral/outcast (slightly) members of society. I find that, being with her, I can see life as she sees it - the beauty of the people, their strength and weaknesses - through the eyes of a Taiwanese girl; Maria is kind of my window.

Beyond these two people, I have met and continue to meet a range of locals, each of them willing to share with me whatever I might want to know, in what time they might have to spare. There is Xiao Ming, the girl who sells goods and cooks breakfast for all of us living at Guoqing Dorm. Though she constantly runs around doing this or that, and seems to permanently live in the kitchen for us students, is always smiling and friendly. I have decided that at some point I would like to get her some kind of gift, just for always being there and being so sweet to us all, no matter how difficult we might be. Then there is Cloud, the barista at Starbucks (yes, I guiltily still drink at this chain coffee shop). Still two others are the young woman and older man frying and selling dumplings and egg/onion pancakes on the street from the back of their blue truck while other businesses rest from 2 to 5.

Aside from the people here, though, I do a lot of research online for good food and music, which in turn takes me to ride my bicycle into strange neighborhoods and thus meet more people and see more of the way people live and relax. I also am notorious for getting lost, which – oddly enough – I am grateful for, as that often leads me to end up in interesting situations with people I hadn’t intended to encounter. My favorite experience of this kind thus far is in reading about this local Taiwanese rock band called “Blue Velvets”. I listened to their music online and found out that they were playing at a small café near the school called The Witch House. It ended up being in a small alley and was packed to the brim with board games and art-y customers (art majors, literature majors, theatre majors, etc.). I also ventured down to Wulai one day, but because of the rain was unable to hike around down there, so I must return. 

Other places on the list for next year are Hualien and Taroko Gorge, Alishan, the hot springs I’ve been hearing so much about, and a few more museums and concerts. I’m sure I will encounter more than that. 

For the winter break, I am spending half of it in Hong Kong and the Mainland with my boyfriend and his family, and the other half will be putting on my hiking boots and getting on a bus to here and there in Taiwan.

Thank you, thank you, thank you, a million thank yous for this opportunity which I never dreamed I would have. 
Cristhian Miranda
Wang Family Scholarship Recipient

Taiwan 2008-2009
To say that my experiences in Taiwan have been life changing is an understatement. Taiwan, simply put, has giving me a new perspective, a great deal of experience and a very healthy amount of personal growth that I will carry with me for a long, long time.  From the beginning I’ve wanted to experience Taiwan from the most local point of view as possible. That’s why the moment I got to Taiwan I repacked my things again and traveled the west and south of Taiwan with people I had just met.  On our way, we met many Taiwanese people, got more than just a couple stares from the locals and made great friendships with fellow travelers.  For me, traveling is best when done in small groups  Going to places like Alishan, Kaoshiung, Jiayi and the Penghu islands are just a few of the places I have been to besides all around Taipei county. Taiwan’s railroad and transportation system is so well connected, that it wasn’t so hard to get around with very limited use of the Mandarin language.  When school started, the first thing I looked for was the Tae Kwon Do club on campus. This was my way of connecting with local students with a common interest.  At San Francisco State our team trains very hard; we train to deal with real life situations and we also learn how to play the sport. (Tae Kwon Do is an official Olympic sport full of high power, fast paced kicking and punching). But this is where we differ from the Taiwanese, where we focused on self defense in Taiwan their time was strictly given only to Olympic sparring. The change of pace was strenuous, but I’m not going to lie, I had the time of my life.  Punching and kicking, getting punched and kicked. In Tae Kwon Do very strong friendships are made in this team-oriented environment and atmosphere.  The National Taiwan University is a very high caliber team; they have close connections to the Olympic team and some of the highest ranking players in the nation come train with them, I myself got beat by an Olympic athlete!  

In the meantime, ICLP courses were going at a pretty good pace. You can feel your Chinese Improving all the time.  All you have to do is use it.  I also made good friendships with other California students; at the end of the day, it’s not a bad thing to come back to the dorms and be able to have someone to relate to back in the dorms. When the NTU students were too busy to go out because they had exams or their schedule did not match mine, California students and the other foreign students are good people to hang out with.  In the end, the pace of training with NTU Tae Kwon Do team was too hard on some previous injuries I developed when I was training in California, so I had quit. But it’s good to know that I can always go back and people remember that foreigner from California that liked doing the fanciest kicks. During the semester, I was also co-MC for this international concert, and it was a blast! Foreign and local students get to show off their musical talents and it was so much fun presenting them.  Also living expenses in Taiwan can be very affordable so I was able save up some money and made a quick trip to Japan and Hong Kong for Christmas and new years, it was an experience that I will never forget.  I got so much from it. 

One of my most favorite experiences while in Taiwan happened right at the beginning of my travels. I was in this small island named Penghu in this traveler’s hostel. One night while coming back from a night market we met up with a group of local Taiwanese University students hanging out in the lobby of the hostel.  We began to make small talk (my Mandarin was not good at all at the time) so I made big hand gestures and funny reenactments it made the experience all the more pleasant.  At first the local students were a bit shy but next thing you know it, we were talking politics, pop culture, what it’s like to live in a city like San Francisco, race, gender and I even got to teach them a little bit of Spanish!  We talked for hours, and after, they let us ride their scooters and took us to their favorite beaches at night, we played in the sand at night and to cap the night off they treated us to midnight sushi. If that isn’t hospitality I don’t know what is.  Another memorable experience that I’ve had was when my good friend visited me, she is American born Chinese, and only knows how to speak Cantonese dialect.  I remember people would approach her, she would tell them she didn’t speak Mandarin and I would speak but people still spoke to her.  I found it funny to be the completely foreign-looking person and yet be the translator for my Asian friend!  It was a nice blow to conventional wisdom we had some people really confused.  At the end of her stay she told me she was applying to Taiwan to come learn Mandarin.

Before coming to Taiwan I remember doing a lot research, everything from the history, to the culture to even looking at Google maps to look at the view of Taipei city from satellite images.  I came to Taiwan with a very open mind and with as few presumptions as possible.  Everything I learned I took as new, even if I’d read about it or heard of it somewhere before. What I could not pick up from a book was the extent of friendliness the people of Taiwan have.  As a traveler, asking for directions, or asking for help in general is so crucial and people in Taiwan genuinely go out of their way to help you.  Something I would have never learned until coming here and actually being in the situation.  The importance of asking politely and stepping out of your own comfort zone to reach your goal or destination has really been imprinted on my mind, because the worst that could happen is people will say ‘no’ and all you need to do is move on to the next person.

In one semester in Taiwan, I believe I have seen myself grow more mature than most of my peers back home, it might take some of them years and years to catch up to even see or experience half the things I have seen or experienced.  Taiwan in many ways has re-energized me in my goals and ideals, to go to law school, practice law and eventually become a public servant.  Taiwan has given me a new sense of self, of pride in my heritage, of newfound respect and pride for the country that has given me the opportunity to be here:  America, of the people of Taiwan for who they are, and what it is like to see the world through their eyes.  To say that Taiwan has changed my life so far is an understatement.  I will go back to the United States with new tools in the form of a language, a better sense of identity, a more mature personality thanks to all my experiences and a new sense of purpose; to give back to my community and make the place we live in a better place for those of us who live in it today and for those who will inherent it in the future.  I will also be able to see American politics (I am a political science major after all) not just from the Left or Right point of view, but from a more human point of view, an International Point of view, in the end we take for granted how influential American politics can be to people outside our borders, on every corner of the globe.  Taiwan has so far been an unforgettable experience. I will be forever grateful for this new person I am growing up to be.  I will be forever grateful to people who helped me get to Taiwan and all their support but most importantly I will be forever grateful to the people of Taiwan.  Truly, a beautiful people.

 Michael Vatcher
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A Couple's Adventure in Taiwan
A little over four months ago my wife and I packed up out apartment in Daly City, quit our jobs, moved our things into storage, and flew off to Taiwan where we felt we would be living on the most unstable circumstances. To our great joy, the past four months have been such a thrill and loaded with moments of great learning.
When I decided to study in Taiwan, I knew where I was going and what Taipei would be like. I lived here for two years as a missionary. Although I had had this wonderful experience as a missionary in Taiwan, my purpose in Taiwan was solely to preach the gospel. My two year journey was completely planned by the church and I was under daily care of fellow missionaries and church leaders. Though I got a taste of Taiwan, I felt I missed so much of it! I never talked with the people about politics, their favorite movies and places to hang out. All the Chinese I learned while in Taiwan was for teaching people about the church. Although I had this history with Taiwan, I was still a bit nervous about being over here with all my main support back in the states. What has made this such a nice experience is being a part of such a great family. Sure I mean my immediate family and relatives back home who often check in with my wife and me through instant messaging and have been extremely supportive in many different ways, and I also mean the close friends of my who have been so generous in their support, but when I say family, I mean it on a much broader scale.
As soon as we arrived in Taiwan, we had someone waiting at the airport for us. Unfortunately he had the wrong terminal and we somehow forgot to pack his phone number. Even if we did bring his number, we didn’t have a Taiwan cell phone to call him and the pay phones didn’t accept coins. Suddenly I thought to see if we could get on WIFI internet from my phone in the airport. Sure enough, I was able to get on. We found my wife’s mother on MSN and had her look up my Taiwanese friend’s number. I then realized I brought a couple pretty Taiwanese pay phone cards I took home as a missionary that were in my business card binder. I dug them out of my suitcase and with my friend’s cell phone number in hand raced over to the Taiwanese phone. Suddenly the joys of calling different people on the phones as a missionary came back. My friend arrived and took us back to his home. He had agreed to let us stay in a small studio apartment he was renting out. When we arrived he told us all we needed to pay was the electricity and gas! This has been the greatest help in our life here in Taiwan. They have taken us in as a part of their family and we are so grateful for their sweet kindness. We have celebrated every Chinese holiday with their family, relatives, and friends.
Some of the more interesting and unique experiences I have had are with my wife. Never in my life did I picture myself and my future spouse studying in Taiwan. These past few months have been life enhancing. We have learned so much about planning, patience, budgeting, and just getting out there and living and enjoying life!
Right after we arrived in Taiwan, school started for me, which left Michelle, my wife, home alone. She doesn’t speak Chinese, didn’t know her way around, and didn’t have anything to do. There were some dark days I would return home with a very sad wife at home. With time we found people for her to visit during the day, she learned her way around, and now she has more planned for herself than I do! She even directed the Christmas Pageant that our church puts on every year here.
Aside from the lack of social contact my wife was feeling, we also had to deal with Visa issues. Before we came to Taiwan, the Taiwan embassy told my wife she’d only be able to come for 60 days. Later we found out she could come for 60 and renew the Visa twice for a total of 180 days. After 180 days she would have to leave the country and re-enter and start the process all over. After getting to Taiwan, the immigration office here said if we could get the correct stamp on our marriage certificate, on an American criminal record report, and get Michelle a health exam, she could get an ARC (Alien Residency Certificate) card and not have to leave the country till we go home. We did everything with just a couple weeks to spare before her second Visa extension expired. Unfortunately, the California state stamp and seal of legitimacy wasn’t the stamp they wanted. The documents needed to go to the Taiwan Embassy over the city that issued our documents. We also needed the marriage certificate to be stamped and translated by the embassy in order to extend her Visa again. I can still remember the lady at the desk saying that Michelle will most likely need to leave the country the following week. I raced around trying to find other solutions but the answer was the same, she needed to leave. I was able to talk to someone with more authority at the immigration office though who, thankfully, was able to extend Michelle Visa another month without proper documents. We will leave for our mini trip to Hong Kong sometime in the middle of January. 
During my time here, I have talked with people who have been through similar experiences as I am having now, and now they work for the State Department and are here in Taiwan, work for American companies here in Taiwan, are professional translators visiting Taiwan on assignment, and many other interesting individuals with lives impacted by their study in Taiwan.
It has been a wonderful semester and now that things have settled in a bit, I am certain this next semester will be even more rewarding.  I have never experience such fast growth in the Chinese language and I have never been able to experience another country as I am now. It has been wonderful and I owe a great gratitude to all the people that have supported my wife and me in this adventure, especially the generous support from the Wang Family.

