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Taipei Entering Globality:
In Search of Chinese Sea Culture
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The year 2005 marked the 600th anniversary of Zheng He's first epic maritime voyage, a highly
significant moment which the world enthusiastically commemorated, through celebrations, retrospective
studies, exhibitions and seminars. The fleet commanded by Zheng He set out to explore the “Western
Oceans” in 1405. This feat of navigation predated the voyages of the great European explorers. His
navigation techniques, the scale of his fleet, and the distances he covered all vastly exceeded the
achievements of the Europeans of his time, and in terms of encouraging interactions among communities
and cultural exchanges, he far surpassed the plundering and exploitation of the Western imperialism
that began nearly a century later. His achievements represent the apex of the Chinese maritime culture
that began in the Song Dynasty; they are unquestionably a precious cultural legacy in which all Chinese

people share.

In order to promote this alternative maritime culture that has flourished outside the purview of the
West, Taipei held a series of commemorative events that joined in the international chorus of celebration,

but were also distinguished by their deeply rooted local content.

Firstly, Zheng He's maritime explorations created the vision, sea lanes, knowledge and techniques
that the people of China’s southeast coasts would require to emigrate to neighboring regions. The
settlement of Taiwan by Chinese people was one part of this wave of immigration. At the same time,
China’s maritime culture (including the faith in Mazu, who was deified as a “heavenly empress” after
being credited with protecting Zheng He's fleet) set down roots in Taiwan along with its Chinese
immigrants. Some 256 years later Zheng Chenggong (also known as Koxinga) directly facilitated Chinese
immigration to Taiwan in large numbers, continuing the Chinese maritime culture of gentleness, honesty
and integrity that had begun with Zheng He. In 1661, 25,000 troops led by Zheng Chenggong landed at
Lu’ermen, near the Dutch Fort Providentia (in present-day Tainan City), laying siege on Dutch troops
for more than nine months. After gaining victory, Zheng Chenggong chose not to massacre his prisoners.
After a short period of negotiations, he instead achieved peace, ended the conflict, and let the Dutch leave
with their lives. Afterwards Zheng Chenggong adopted the policy of allowing his soldiers to become
farmers. On the one hand, Zheng Chenggong stationed soldiers in various places in Taiwan, where they
could defend and open up the land. At the same time, he encouraged new immigrants from China to come

develop Taiwan.

Both Zheng He and Zheng Chenggong were Chinese maritime pioneers. Either directly or indirectly,
they influenced the social structure and politico-economic conditions of Taiwan, and had a very long-

standing and close relationship with the development of Taiwanese culture and history.
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The birth of Taipei occurred against just such a backdrop. During the Song and Yuan dynasties, the
prosperous maritime trade along China’s southern coasts and the waters of Southeast Asia became known
as the “Silk Road of the Sea,” and gave rise to the “Glorious Metropolis” of Citong (today’s Quanzhou).
Even after the Ming Dynasty sealed China’s borders, the country’s traditional ocean culture survived and
continued to develop in various forms along the coast (especially the area of Fujian south of the River
Min), including the area s maritime commercial culture that once dominated trade in East Asia, of which
the Yan Zheng trading group was the most representative example. Taiwan, surrounded by sea, followed
in the wake of this tradition and directly consolidated its most essential features. This was because most of
its earliest settlers were from southern Fujian, but also because the many successive waves of immigrants
produced a diverse and vibrant culture, and spurred a heritage of external trade that spread around the
world. The subsequent emergence of Taipei City was the critical turning point in the development of

Taiwan.

Chinese immigrants began settling the Taipei Basin in large numbers around 1709, after Chen
Laizhang gained permission to develop the area of Dajiala (today’s Wanhua District). Up through the
middle of the reign of Emperor Qianlong (1736-1796), increasing numbers of immigrants from Fujian
and Guangdong arrived in Taiwan, opening up the plains of northern Taiwan along the Danshui River and
its three main tributaries. Hamlets and harbors quickly took shape. Shipping routes were established to
the harbor towns of Xinzhuang and Mengjia (now Wanhua), and commerce flourished. In 1860, Danshui
Harbor opened, and foreign trade increased dramatically. Freighters connecting the area with other parts
of Taiwan Island further increased the prosperity of these inland river harbors. And because of burgeoning
foreign trade, throngs of ships crowded the docks of Dadaocheng (now part of Taipei City), which swiftly
became a key distribution center for commercial goods. Afterward, Taipei moved on to ever greater glories,
becoming the political, economic and cultural center of Taiwan, and transforming the face of its originally
agrarian society. It was not long until the bold and ambitious ventures of Dadaocheng’s businessmen put

Taiwan on the world map, through Taipei's burgeoning overseas trade in tea.

Certainly, at this important historic juncture Taipei must not forget how much it owes to this heritage
of maritime culture. Illuminated by the oceanic spirit that Zheng He and Zheng Chenggong exemplified,
the Taipei City Department of Cultural Affairs held a series of events tracing back the historical origins
of Taipei and its maritime civilization and presenting the spirit of Chinese ocean culture, which has
thrived since the Song and Yuan dynasties and proudly flourishes in Taiwan today-a spirit that is great-
hearted, all-embracing, gentle, sincere, tolerant, adventurous and generous. At the same time, as Taiwan

strives to return to its maritime heritage after many years of turning its back on the sea, we look forward









