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ountainous national parks are generally distant and
I\/lotherworldly, yet Yangmingshan is an exception.

Located in suburban Taipei, Yangmingshan Nationa
Park has developed a special bond with the citizens, and
its human landscape is just as appealing as the natural
one. The park's headquarters has just presented a new
trip route highlighting the cultural and historical side of
Yangmingshan. A sneak peek introduction is given as
follows by Wu-mei Chen, the route planner, and two
volunteer docents Sheng-jin Cai and Hong-yi Chen.

Hot spring tourism and sulfur mining are the two
industries most often associated with Yangminshan, but
many ex-residents of Beitou actually earned their living
from charcoal production, which is the theme of this
route. The first half of it features a century-old kiln, and
the second half presents a different kind of architectural
beauty of Datun.
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A 160-year-old charcoal kiln is located halfway up Mt. Chungcheng in YMSNP. / by Xiao-xuan Peng
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Taught by volunteer Ms. Cheng-hua Li of YMSNP, children learned how to draw charcoal kiln diagram. These
precious sketches show that the activity is both entertaining and educational. / Photo provided by YMSNR,

illustrated by Yi-jun Chen
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History of Charcoal Industry Revisited

Due to its geographical advantages, this area was
chosen for development very early. Blessed with sun-
facing location and ample water supply, it is also shielded
by Mt. Datun and Mt. Guanyin in the back from the
northeastern monsoon, so its climate is relatively mild
and stable. As the raw materials for charcoal, Taiwan
acacias (Acacia confusa), could be easily obtained there,
the charcoal industry soon prospered, with over 50 kilns
in its heyday. Yet the rise of gas and electricity eventually
pushed it into decline, with its equipment now deserted
and its glories forgotten.

Fortunately, a 160-year-old charcoal kiln, located
halfway up Mt. Chungcheng, was successfully restored
last year through the joint efforts of chairman De-ren Hong
of Peitou Culture Foundation, senior residents and the
entire community.

Charcoal making was a demanding and grueling
process, which often took several weeks. The end
products weighed only a quarter as much as the raw
materials. In order to control the production progress,
workers had to take shifts to watch the fire and stay in a
shack built near the kiln. Husbands and wives on different
shifts might even find it hard to see each other. Stories like
this illustrate how hard it was to obtain energy back then,
and they bear an especially significant message for us at

a time when energy efficiency becomes an urgent issue.
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Thanks to the decay of charcoal industry, Taiwan acacias (Acacia

confusa) could escape being hew down and shield other creatures. /
by Xiao-xuan Peng
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The Amazing Taiwan Acacias

Fast-growing, hard, and long-burning, Taiwan acacia is
ideal for charcoal-making, and some of its thinner branches
could be directly used as fuel. Due to these practical
qualities, rows of Taiwan acacias have been planted
throughout the area. In addition, groves of bamboo have
been grown on both sides of the paths, serving as fences.
In striking contrast to the wild plants seen elsewhere in
the park, these plantations bear distinct marks of human
activities. While the heyday of coal-making has long gone,
and the aging local population gives the area a sense of
decay, many Taiwan acacias, on the other hand, have been
preserved as a result, exemplified by the one towering
beside the newly restored kiln.

A Taiwanese saying about acacias, nicknamed “lovesick
trees,” goes like this: “In a house by the lovesick tree, lay
a girl deeply lovesick; her illness no doctor could treat, the
only cure being the man she missed.”

There is more to learn about acacias. Their long and thin
leaves seen outside are actually fake leaves developed from
the stems to preserve moisture—a characteristic of tropical
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All the early artificial
equipment seen along the
path, such as pavements
and retaining walls, were
constructed with local natural
materials. This picture is the
wall made of andesites with
patterns of “ A (ren).” / by
Wan-ching Lai

plants. Moreover, acacias' roots can interact effectively with
root-nodule bacteria in the soil to help with its fertilization and
preservation. From the social perspective, the introduction of
acacias from the tropics to northern Taiwan was related to its
industrial changes in the late Ching Dynasty. There, acacias
were not only used for windbreaks and firewood to support
tea production, but also for pillars in mine tunnels, which
would produce cracking sounds before breaking, warning
the workers in advance.

Wise Use of Local Materials

All the early equipment seen along the path, such as
pavements and retaining walls, were constructed with local
natural materials, proving that the eco-friendly requirements
of our time has long been met through ancient wisdom. Walls
of residences here, whatever the pattern, were all made
of andesites —volcanic rocks from Mt. Datun itself. And
everything used in the charcoal production process, such as
kilns, raw materials, wood-covering leaves, shell flower leaf
blades used to tie things up, and Blow Pipe Bamboos for
building a fire, came invariably from local sources.

The 7-km new trip route, planned by the park's
Interpretation and Education Section, is located on the
southern side of Mt. Datun and Mt. Chungcheng. Shaped
like an inverted 'U," it starts with a steep stone stairway. One
doesn't have to worry about scorching sunlight, as there are
plenty of shades along the way. The mid-section of the route
is even and smooth, with various plants waiting to greet the
hikers.
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The chirping of Muller's Barbets (Megalaima nuchalis)
and Crested Serpent Eagles (Spilornis cheela) can even be
heard from the sky.

Near the halfway point of the route, one can choose to
reach the top of Mt. Chungcheng, with nothing around to
block the view. Yet one can also choose to go to the open
field by the parking lot, where, on a clear day, Mt. Guanyin,
Tamsui River and Keelung River, and Taipei 101 tower all
come into view. Looking up, one may get a glimpse of
eagles gliding by; looking down, one may see the little
temple nearby built with andesites and have a spiritual
moment.

Old Residents, Old Trees, Old Houses

Past the parking lot, the route goes downhill. In this
section, hikers' path crosses with the main road, and some
parts are especially steep or slippery. At this time of the
year, blossoming Taiwan Cherries spread like pink flames
from both sides of the green path. Behind the cherry groves
lies an abandoned tangerine orchard. In the early days,
tangerines had to be transported downhill through cages
on a cable, and the relics of the system can still be seen
today.

On either side of the mountain gully stand two
settlements: Yongchunliao and Cukeng, which were
developed quite early in Datun. A regular guest of the
community, the tour guide Wu-mei Chen is on very friendly
terms with the senior residents. Here, a century-old house
with a tile roof still exists, which is unique since most
other ancient houses have already been fitted with new
tin roofs. Doorplates of different ages are all kept on the
wooden door, bearing witness to the history of household
registration.
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Profile of the Tour Guides
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In the early times, goods were transported downhill through cages on a cable
and the relics of the system can still be seen today. / by Jia-jun Lan
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BEELE
Old doorplates of different ages are left in a century-old house in Yongchunliao,
bearing witness to the history of household registration. / by Jia-jun Lan
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Climbing the steep stone stairway is comfortable because there are plenty of
shades along the way. / Photo provided by YMSNP, taken by Xiao-xuan Peng

On the opposite side, the larger settlement of Cukeng also
boasts of century-old houses. Stone houses here seem to
spread organically on the slope, surrounding Datun Elementary
School. Cukeng has many old trees, including Camphor Trees
(Cinnamomum camphora), Marabutans (Ficus microcarpa)
and Common Elaeocarpus (Elacocarpus sylvestris). But the
most extraordinary are a Mountain Fig (Ficus nervosa) and
a Red Ceder (Bischofia javanica), aged over 100 and 200,
respectively.

Datun Elementary School is a mini forest school with two
privileges: a national-park-caliber environment, and a unique
holiday (on May 17 of lunar calendar) that no other school in
Taiwan has. It turns out that the school properties were once
owned by a temple, which later donated them for education on
the condition that the school be used for religious activities once
a year. The story of such a lovely school marks an ideal ending
of our historical tour of Yangmingshan.

March comes in the wake of the Chinese New Year, and it's
perfect for mountain climbing! Please do so at a leisurely pace,
and remember that all the caterpillars you see along the way are
harbingers of the upcoming butterfly season.
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Ms. Wu-mei Chen(middle), the route planner, now serves at the Interpretation and
Education Section of YMSNP. Mr. Sheng-jin Cai (left), senior volunteer docent of
YMSNP, is a retired elementary school teacher. Mr. Hong-yi Chen (right), senior
volunteer docent of YMSNP, is a doctor of Taipei Veterans General Hospital. All
three of them are nature lovers.
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