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Tamsui

– a Town for Photographers,
Travelers and Hopeless Romantics
TEXT & IMAGES: KENNETH DICKSON

I

f I could name just one place in
Taiwan that would absorb a visitor's
entire day, that'd be Tamsui in New
Taipei City. So let me introduce the
town to you, experience a taste of its
cultural heritage, and find out why it's
creating a real buzz for visitors!
Arriving in Tamsui, most people head
straight for the waterfront on Huanho
Street, which runs along the harbor
front to the old wharves. On Sundays,
holidays and in summer, there will be
throngs of people on this street, so
walking will be slow. If you prefer a
faster pace, take the Old Street then
thread the narrow side streets, then
come back to the Old Street/harbor
front later in the afternoon. You may
even catch some golden hour sunsets
over the water if you do that!

GETTING THERE
Go to any MRT station then catch
a train to a transfer station for the
Red Line to Tamsui. You won’t have
to wait more than six or seven
minutes for your train. From Taipei
Train Station, the journey is about 40
minutes. Arriving at Tamsui, exit the
MRT station, turn left and Old Street
and the waterfront are both 2-3
minutes away.

TAMSUI TRADES IN GOODS AND
PEOPLE
From the Qing dynasty period, Tamsui
was the busiest port in Taiwan, and
a major center for trading tea, gold,
camphor, sugar, wood, and opium. In
the late 19th century, the river started
silting up, eventually restricting large
trading ships from going upstream.
Since then industry, fishing and tourism
have sustained the town.
Nowadays, Tamsui Wharf has several
ferries to Bali on the opposite shore
of the river, to Fisherman’s Wharf,
and occasional excursions elsewhere.
The trips to Bali are the most popular,
so on busy days there can be a wait.
Elsewhere, you'll see small fishing
v e s s e l s m o o r e d, a l o n g w i t h t h e
occasional dragon boat used during
the annual Dragon Boat Races. The old
trading harbors further up are worth
checking out, including the recently
r e s t o r e d Ta m s u i C u s t o m s W h a r f
buildings at 259, Zhongzheng Road
(open daily 9:30 am ~ 5 pm, entry is
free).
Trading still continues since Taipei
Port opened across the Tamsui river,
and trade has recently grown robustly,

mostly between Taiwan and China,
effectively re-establishing centuries-old
trading patterns. If you stand at the
seafront or harbor, you will see clearly a
dozen large cranes hovering over ships.
More large vessels can be glimpsed
offshore waiting to drop off or pick up
goods.
WAREHOUSES: PAST AND PRESENT
S eve ra l wa re h o u s e s h ave b e e n
restored to tell that story of trading:
including the British Tea Merchants
trading houses and the Douglas Lapraik
Warehouse at the harbor. The former
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ROUTE PLANS
I suggest the following route:
Longshan Temple >>> Qingshui Temple
>>> Presbyterian Church >>> Head to
the Waterfront >>> Douglas Lapraik
Warehouse >>> Old Street pt. 1 >>> Fuyou
Temple >>> Old Street pt. 2 >>> Shell Oil
Yard >>> MRT.
Please treat these as way-points; you'll
find lots of other places to explore. It’s not
a long walk, but stopping to explore and
buying snacks will extend your time quite
a lot. I recommend you bring an umbrella
and/or hat, sunscreen, decent walking
shoes, and lots of fluids, especially water.

British Tea Merchants warehouses
were purchased by the Royal Dutch
Shell Company for oil storage. In 1944,
they were bombed and destroyed.
Since then, they have been restored as
Tamsui Culture Park, with exhibitions,
shows, and events. They’re right next to
the MRT station on the river front, at 22
Bitou Street, and are open from 9 am ~
6 pm. Entry is free.
When you go, remember to take
photos looking out over the river. Don't
forget to check out the original railway
tracks nearby, remnants of the sidings
from the old railway that used to run to
Taipei.
If you've ever seen the movie The
Sand Pebbles with Steve McQueen,
y o u’l l s e e s h o t s o f t h e o r i g i n a l
warehouses, before they burned down.
While the original warehouses are
gone, you can still enjoy the location
and a cup of coffee at Starbucks which
now occupies the site. Behind the
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warehouses sit the renovated offices of
Douglas Lapraik & Co, which operated
steamship routes around East Asia.
After Taiwan became a Japanese colony
in 1895, Douglas Lapraik & Co withered
away, though one of their buildings
has been restored at 316 Zhongzheng
Road.

the statue of Mazu with extraordinary
eyes and ears.
Religion was important to the early
arrivals to Taiwan. There are temple
foundation stories all over the island
that trace their roots back to ancient

TEMPLES AND CHURCHES
Harbors traditionally are places
where products are traded and
travelers visit. But ideas, cultures, and
religions also traveled through harbors.
So it's not surprising that Tamsui has
so many religious sites and temples.
Not far away at 200, Zhongzheng
Road is Fuyou Temple, which faces
Guanyin Mountain. Fuyou Temple was
consecrated to the Goddess Mazu in
the 1720s and rebuilt in 1796. The
intricate stone structure and wood
carvings were built by the fishermen
and townspeople of Tamsui. Check out
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As an aside, you can check out his
grave in the old Foreigners' Cemetery
n e a r t h e O x fo r d C o l l e g e, w h e r e
you can’t fail to notice the large
commemorative statue, too. His legacy
is quite impressive, especially when you
consider that in the first few years the
hurling of stones would often greet his
arrival in a new place.

temples in China. Longshan Temple in
Fujian Province in China has inspired
five local Longshan Temples around the
island for the worship of Guanyin. Of
course, Tamsui has a Longshan Temple
which can be found in the old market
area at 22, Lane 95, Zhongzheng Road.
Not far away is Qingshui Temple, at
87, Qingshui Street, dedicated to the
god Qingshui Sushi. There are plans to
restore the temple steps, so one day it
will look even more dramatic.
Tamsui is also an important center
for the development of Christianity,
medicine & education. On New Year's
Eve 1871, a missionary from Canada
a r r i ve d w h o wo u l d h ave a m a j o r
impact. The Rev. George Leslie Mackay
from the Canadian Presbyterian Mission
in Taiwan left an important legacy
of churches, hospitals, schools, and
universities for the people of Tamsui.
The Tamsui Presbyterian Church
(founded by Rev. Mackay) sits on a little
alley at 8 Maxie Street, just behind the
main thoroughfare through the town.
Its spire gracefully reaches for the sky,
while the red bricks glow in the sun.
It's one of the few places here that has
stained glass visible to the street. Built
in 1932, this building imposes itself
even now on the local surroundings.
Check the bulletin board for opening
hours.

OLD STREET: LITTLE SNACKS AND
SOUVENIRS
From the church, you can return to
the MRT station along the Old Street.
This is the famous market area for
visitors that starts beside Starbucks
at Tamsui MRT station. Its official
name is Gongming Street, and it runs
to Zhongzheng Road, the main road
through Tamsui town center. There are
actually two parallel roads to explore
here: the shore front (Huanho Road)
has more restaurants and edibles, while
the Old Street itself sells tourist knickknacks, street food, and souvenirs.
For those of you eager to try the
famous local delicacies, iron eggs
(literally translated) are small, edible

42 Gongming Street, which has been
making local specialty and wedding
cakes for over seventy years, plus a
range of traditional Taiwanese cakes
and special pies.
You will also find vendors selling
deep-fried shrimp rolls, pepper pork
buns, freshly made cakes, and much
more, and plenty of drink vendors
with freshly made tea, coffee, and
juices along the street. By the time you
finish snacking, dinner will be an afterthought as you head back to Taipei.
LOOK OUT THE WINDOW
As you leave Tamsui on the MRT,
don't forget to look out of the window
across to Bali and Guanyin Mountain
across the river. Perhaps you'll ponder
for a few moments how generous the
Goddess of Mercy has been to Tamsui
and its people. Perhaps one day, she'll
even entice you to come back!

nuggets of dark weirdness; try them!
Another local delicacy is a-gei, deepfried tofu stuffed with bean noodles,
which can be and eaten with a little
spicy relish. Tamsui fish balls are a
popular snack, made from ground fish
and garlic, served in a simple stock.
As you walk further up the main
street, you'll come across a wide
range of tasty things to eat, both
s a v o r y a n d s w e e t. F o r i n s t a n c e
there's Shinjiencheng Cake Shop at

Kenneth Dickson bought
a camera many years ago
to take photographs of his
trav els around Taiw an.
Twenty thousand photographs later, he
finally joined Photowalkers in Taipei, a
group that encourages everyone to get
out and take photographs wherever they
are. You can visit his other photography
at http://www.lookthroughthelens.com
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