DISCOVER Taiwan
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Xin Beitou’s hot springs
attract visitors (inset);
wooden buckets are
best for scooping hot
spring water
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\ soak up the atmosphere at Xin Beitou’s hot springs,
Taiwanese melting pot of old and new, luxury
and mass market, and cultures and cuisines &
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HE AIR was dark and tinged with cool,
old trees struck dramatic poses against
the night sky and below them a near-
naked elderly man waxed lyrical about
the stars. “This is a good place,” he says, a blue
towel twisted jauntily around his head. “Out
in the open air with the stars, the moon. It’s
a very good way to relax.” The scene was a
busy Friday night at a Taiwanese public
hot spring; the place, a sleepy town called
Xin Beitou, just north of Taipei.
Among the traditions the Japanese left
- in Taiwan after World War II are great
j sushi, a penchant for orderly queues
by JO BAKER and onsen (hot springs) or wenquan
in Putonghua. The Japanese have

-] been dunking themselves in steam-

- ing, therapeutic mountain ponds for

- centuries and developments in towns

o like Xin Beitou are long-standing trib-
utes to this love affair.

The minerals dissolved in geo-

thermal springs are widely thought

to have significant health benefits and
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many cultures, from Roman to Maori,
have celebrated the restorative powers of
a good, volcanic soak. Maladies from warts
to wrinkles are supposed to be soothed by
a dip and though science may raise its meta-
phorical eyebrow, few doctors will dispute the
good a hot bath can do for circulation or muscular
pain. Sophisticated complexes feature water of
varying temperatures and pH levels but the water
of each district varies.

With 20 or so semi-dormant volcanoes hem-
ming Taipei’s northern edges, its forested vistas
seethe with wispy puffs of steam. Hot-spring
resorts dot the region and hikers rarely set off
without a towel in order to take advantage of
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WHERE TO GO
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Longnaitang Public Bath
EDERREE

244 Guangming Road
JeBARR24 450

+886 2 2891 2236

WHERE TO STAY
EEEE

The I-Tsun Hotel
RIBAERIE

140 Wen Chuan Road
BR14058

+886 2 2891 2121

Pacific Wellness Spa & Club
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1 Ciyan Road

FEMER

+886 2 2893 1668
www.pacificspa.com.tw

SweetMe Hotspring Resort
KEBRREE

224 Guangming Road
FeBARg2245R

+886 2 2898 3838
www.sweetme.com.tw

Whispering Pine Inn
ISR
21 Youya Road

B B 21 5%
+886 2 2895 1531

Villa 32
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32 Zhongshan Road
thliBg325%

+886 2 6611 888
www.villaz2.com
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those with even the most basic of facilities. But
for a steamy, laid-back mini break less than an
hour from the city — and a pilgrimage to the roots
of Taiwanese hot-spring culture — Xin, or New,
Beitou is the place to go.

While other Taipei spa towns have a polished,
developed feel, Xin Beitou’s revival came later and
ithas a charming, hodgepodge mix of old and new
in which old invariably seems to win. The place
is walkable and very green, its roads hopelessly
twisty and public space is still hallowed.

“That park was designed by the Japanese,” says
Tony Wang, manager of SweetMe Hotspring
Resort, pointing at a central public green in which
old men play chequers and locals splash around
barefoot in a stream. “It’s hardly changed at all.”

The park is just a short walk from Xin Beitou
subway station and a push through the usual
gaggle of chain stores and past the same rocky
stream will bring visitors to the town’s oldest
bathhouse. Longnaitang sits crouched, thatched
and whitewashed in a light cloud of sulfur-scented
fog. Mr Lin on reception will happily chat about
the area, his family home for five generations. As
he speaks, the sound of vigorous slapping keeps
steady pace behind a curtain. Is it some kind of
massage service? “No, they do that to themselves,”
he says. “It’s part of the bathing tradition.”

For those who worry about the perils of
wenquan etiquette, the local coun-
cil has published a sheet of
“Prohibitions and Matters
for Attention” in English,
which Lin distributes. Many
of the rules — do not take pets
into the baths; stay away if you

have an infectious disease —are common sense. But
it is worth noting that immersion should be limited
to 15 minutes and that a full body wash is expected
before entering. Other potential pitfalls, such as
whether to be clothed or not, or how best to brandish
your little wenquan towel, will usually come from
other local bathers, happy to show newbies the ropes.
Still, if being nude with an egg-smelling roomful
of strangers pushes your pleasure threshold to the
max, alternatives beckon.

Not far along Xin Beitou’s steep, narrow
alleyways, flanked by little houses are two old
bastions of its hot-spring history, with baths of the
communal and in-room variety. The I-Tsun has
been in the hands of the Lee family for decades and
both building and hostesses are ageing but grace-
fully hospitable. I-Tsun’s interiors are a fascinating
mix of eras; architectural Kyoto-style detailing in
wood and stone from the turn of the 1gth century;
curtain and sofa fabrics from the late 1980s.

Further up the hills, Whispering Pine Inn is more
polished with koi carp ponds and tatami rooms,
although still rather dated. At night the nostalgic
sounds of traditional nakashi bands waft up from
its popular function rooms below, bolstered by an
electronic keyboard. You'd be forgiven for mistaking
the renditions of Please Release Me for salarymen’s

karaoke, rather than, as we were told
severely, professionals charging
NT$2,000 (HK$514) an hour.
Xin Beitou does have its
modern side. Smart real-
estate offices, brash new

Wooden bath clogs
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Photos. Geothermal Valley: JTB Photo/ArgusPhoto. Clogs: George Flynn — Sinopix. Previous spread, main picture: George Flynn — Sinopix. Inset: ArgusPhoto
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hotels and international burger chains suggest
that once the economy picks up again, the town’s
landscape could see further changes. But while a
few Las Vegas-inspired options let the side down,
others offer affordable weekends away in taste-
ful three- and four-star comfort. Hotels such
as Pacific Wellness Spa & Club and SweetMe
Hotspring Resort combine decent breakfast buf-
fets with sleek design and modern hot-spring spa
complexes covering whole floors.

One place in particular has dramatically hoisted
Xin Beitou’s chic credentials. Villa 32 was built
by Taiwanese millionaire Chiu Ming-hung on
a secluded side of the town’s primordial Geo-
thermal Valley, a popular tourist site. Villa 32
was originally designed as a luxurious guest-
house but Chiu later spent years and millions of
Taiwanese dollars converting it into a boutique
hotel. He kept many of the personal touches
of a wealthy home. Hip, modernist hot spring
complexes lie under century-old camphor and
maple trees and the villa’s five suites — three
split-level suites in a European style and two with
tatami mats and fusuma sliding doors, both with

GETTING THERE Fif¥5i&

The drive to Xin Beitou takes about 8o minutes from
Taoyuan International Airport, 30 minutes from Taipei’s
main train station, and less by Taipei metro system.
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Photos. Top: JTB Photo/ArgusPhoto. Bottom: Chris Stowers — Panos
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sweeping private spas — are served by about 70
staff. The place rivals Taipei’s top luxury hotels,
and for those unable to book a room, the Italian
restaurant offers a fine lunch.

Diversions tend to be limited in Xin Beitou,
but hiking trails, a museum of hot-spring history
and another of indigenous crafts, as well as mod-
est night-market dining adventures all can pull

C'athay Pa.qﬁc Airways visitors out of the bath. Access to busy Taipei is
Flies ToS. times a week easy. But once the pace of life in Xin Beitou has
to Taipel got to you, it can be hard to let go. You'd be much
EIZRRLZ==AH 108 better advised to surrender, lay back and sample
HREAIL the delights of a holiday in hot water. ®
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