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people on the island, of which about 2,600 are ethnic Tao people.
People on the Lanyu Island came from the Batan Islands in the
Philippines around 800 years ago. After they had arrived there,
they remained in contact with their home islands and exchanged
animals and plants with them. Lanyu had remained unknown
to the outside world for hundreds of years. The residents of the
island had lived peaceful lives without wars. Because of the small
number of inhabitants, people on Lanyu were always solving
problems without violence. Even when they had fights with each
other, they fought only until one person fell down, never killing
the adversary.
In the 16th century, the Lanyu Island was discovered by
Japanese military officers and during the Japanese occupation
in the 19th century, the government decided to use Lanyu as an
ethnographic survey area and closed it to external visitors.
The culture of the Tao tribe is largely based on all the cyclical
changes in nature and seasonal changes of the Pacific. Summer
is the period of catching flying fish, and winter is the time of
typhoons, so people quite often cannot go fishing. The flying fish
– Feiyu – is one of the main elements of the Tao tribe culture. The
flying fish is worshiped as a sign of peace and happiness, and as a
gift of the Goddess of the Sea. It was this goddess who taught the
Tao people how to fish and how to eat the flying fish. Not every
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here are many places on the Earth that are worth visiting
because of their pristine nature and indigenous cultures.
Sometimes you do not even have to travel far, but we
found that kind of place on the other side of the globe. We went
to National Cheng Kung University (NCKU) in Tainan, Taiwan,
as exchange students in the spring semester of the 2017/2018
academic year. We knew that Taiwan was a really special place
to live in, but we did not know much about Tainan. Maybe just a
few facts from the Taiwanese history, and we had heard about the
Tree House that was located in Tainan, but the city was hiding a
whole range of unique spots, waiting to be discovered.
We had several reasons for going that far, and one of them
was to practice Chinese (the official language of Taiwan is
Mandarin Chinese, but it is a bit different from the Chinese in
the Mainland China because of its writing system, pronunciation
and vocabulary). Another was to conduct research necessary for
our master and PhD theses. We also chose Taiwan because of
the beauty of its nature and the fascinating mixture of cultures
and traditions. A very interesting fact is that Taiwan is inhabited
by local indigenous communities as well as people who are
ethnically from China – the Han Chinese who came to Taiwan
much later than the Aborigines. Several indigenous tribes
constitute a colourful mosaic of cultures in that country. Some of
these tribes live in the mountainous area in central Taiwan, but
the majority of them inhabit the eastern coast of the Island. There
is only one tribe that is completely separated from the Taiwan
Island – the Yami tribe, living on the Lanyu Island. This was the
place that we were particularly interested in, mainly because of its
unique traditions, language and religious accommodation.
The Lanyu Island (‘Ponso no Tao’ in the local language,
which means ‘Island of the people’ or Orchid Island in English)
is a small volcanic island located in the Pacific Ocean, about 60
kilometres from the south-east coast of Taiwan. Today, there are
six communities on the island, and the majority of local residents
are the Tao (also called Yami) people. There are about 4,000
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subspecies of flying fish is suitable for consumption. Depending
on the colour, size and gender, they are also designated to be
eaten by men or by women. Women receive healthier and
tastier ones. The best fish go to women who are pregnant. The
knowledge was obtained, according to traditional beliefs, from
the Goddess of the Sea and is cultivated to this day. Fishing boats
are still produced using traditional methods and are still in three
colours: white-red-black, and their shape resembles a canoe.
Fishing takes place at night and a fire is set on the boats to lure
the flying fish. A net is attached between two boats that allows
the fish to be caught in flight. Fish can fly up to about 200 meters
in a straight line. Boats are traditionally decorated with a ‘boat
eye’ – an eye that can see where a fisherman should go to fish; a
symbol of waves and a symbol of a person – to protect fisherman
from evil on the ocean.
The creation of humans according to the Tao tribe took place
on a mountain and people were created by the god named SimoRapao. The God placed the seeds of a man in a rock, and of the
women in a bamboo. One day, when he sent a storm to the Earth,
a lightning struck both the rock and the bamboo. Thus, the
woman and man received the freedom of life and the opportunity
to settle in the paradise on Earth, that is the Orchid Island. And
here too, Christianity already had a certain amount of prepared
ground for its grains, which explained in a more precise way
what Tao people had already believed in. Creating a clay man
in the image and likeness of God is also a very important and
strongly integrating element of local syncretism. The element
that particularly strongly influenced the belief of the Tao people
in Christianity was undoubtedly the teaching about the mercy of
God. Tao people are characterised by a great fear of death. In the
old days, when twilight was coming, no one was allowed to leave
their houses because when it was dark outside, Anito walked on
the earth – Anito, the evil spirit that everyone on the Island was
afraid of. Anito is the incarnation of everything that Tao people
were afraid of; everything that is bad and evil. What he touched
and where Anito appeared was cursed and was not allowed to
be approached. The fear prevailing and paralysing the Tao was
somewhat neutralised by the Christian God who protected
everyone and was greater than the evil. In the end, the Tao people
had someone who stood up for them to fight Anito and thanks to
him they could live without fear. Nowadays, the majority of the
local community is Christian.
Great nature, amazing history and the proximity of the Pacific
Ocean make that place unique and worth visiting. Many people
who go to Taiwan do not even hear about Lanyu, and never get
there. But if you consider spending some time on the island as an
exchange student, consider visiting Lanyu. You will be amazed by
the local people, their lifestyle and many stories that happened in
the past on that small piece of land.
All in all, going to Taiwan was definitely the right choice.
NCKU’s staff was very friendly and helpful with solving any kind
of problems. The campus is located in a very nice neighbourhood
just by the train station, so it is also convenient to travel around
Taiwan. And travelling on this small island is definitely a must
for everyone who cherishes nature, because it looks just like
paradise!
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