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The meanings of travel and “bento” (Japanese for packed meals) are intercon-
nected. If a long journey lacks matching food, the scenery along the way might 
seem less attractive. When speaking about this topic, one would naturally 
think of the packed meals on the train. Sitting on the comfortable seat and 
with a simple wave at the vending staff, one could soon enjoy a tasty bite of 
traditional pork chop deep fried after dipping in cornstarch. At this moment, 
the anticipation of the journey and the excitement of eating bento are 
intermixed. In 1908, the Keelung-Kaohsiung railroad was inaugurated, and 
the distance between the south and the north became measured in countless 
rail sections; hence, the appearance of the “railway bento.” Before, 
Taiwanese people were unfamiliar with the concept of “bento” because fresh 
meals were mostly prepared and delivered by family members for a break 
during agricultural work. Bento was something gradually accepted by the 
public after Taiwan’s modernization during the colonial period. Therefore, the 
dishes that appeared in the railway bento were naturally associated with 
Japanese cuisine. An article in the 3rd year of the Taisho period (1914) 
provided a glimpse of the railway bento contents at that time.

- Taoyuan - 
Rice: Mainland (Japanese) rice
Narrow-barred Spanish mackerel tempura, salt-roasted blue marlin, bamboo 
shoot tempura, Yahata eel roll, Japanese-style cooked beans, pickled turnip 

- Miaoli - 
Rice: Taiwanese rice mixed with Japanese rice
Pork tempura, Japanese egg roll, braised porgy, fish cake slices, Japanese 
cooked beans, braised turnip, yellow pickled radish

- Hsinchu -
Rice: Taiwanese rice mixed with Japanese rice
One whole salt-roasted mullet, fish cake, pork stew with burdock, Japanese 
cooked beans, snow peas, yellow pickled radish

- Taichung -
Rice: Taiwanese rice
One piece of braised fish, braised lima beans, three slices of fish cake, two 
pieces of konnyaku, pickled turnip

Prologue: A Flavor ful Journey 
Text / WANG Li-Ju
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The wrapping paper of Taaichung Railway Station Bentō
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Interestingly, a gap between dishes can be detected in the railway bento 
content in the south and the north. Bento available in the northern regions 
not only used the so-called mainland (Japanese) rice, the dishes were also 
comparatively richer. One can also observe the changing meaning of 
“movement” from the railway bento. Judging from the dishes of “shusseuo” 
(Japanese for fish that are called by different names as they grow larger), 
including mackerels, porgies and mullets, movement no longer meant a 
hardship to endure; instead, movement had begun to signify delightful 
excursions and enjoyment, as it does in the modern times. After all, people 
in the past could never have imagined the way of movement when one could 
sit on a comfortable seat with a packed meal and a sip of hot tea without 
sweating and fussing over the following journey,

In 1914, Taiwan Ri Ri Xin Newspaper had evaluated and graded the railway bentō 
(boxed meal) of Taoyuan, Miaoli, Hsinchu and Taichung
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It was during the period of Japanese rule that the Taiwanese people began 
to know what the entire island of Taiwan looked like through the develop-
ment of railway construction. Because of the Japanese colonization, it was 
also around the same time that the Taiwanese people started to perceive 
how it felt like to enjoy boxed meals (known as “bentō” in Japanese) while 
sitting on rocking train cars with soot smoke slowly rose into the sky. Taking 
a closer look at the dishes in the boxed meals, one would see that the 
Japanese people had not only introduced the form of boxed meal into 
Taiwan, but also their dietary culture. From the culinary techniques to the 
use of ingredients in the boxed meals, many elements only started to appear 
in Taiwan after the period of Japanese rule began. Many vegetables that 
have become very common today, including edible burdock roots, potatoes 
and onions, were grown on specific vegetable farms that Taiwanese people 
cultivated specifically for the Japanese in the past. Even turnips, which are 
extremely common on the dining tables of Taiwanese households during 
winter time, were viewed as something “that farmers would grow due to the 
need of mainlanders (Japanese).” What would happen then if good weather 
led to overproduction and the subsequent slow sales? According to Taiwan Ri 
Ri Xin Newspaper, it was not something to sweat about apparently as 
Taiwanese people would make salt-pickled turnips back then. Today, there 
are people that “follow mainlanders (Japanese) to make pickled turnips with 
sugar.” It is quite clear that the law of supply and demand not only brought 
about diversification in food ingredients, but even the dietary habits and 
methods of preparing food had changed as well. 

For people living in the modern time, our memory of boxed meals come from 
mothers’ cooking, which often reminds people of family meals and dishes. 
However, for the Taiwanese people living during Japanese rule, boxed meals 
or bentō came from the Japanese colonizers, and dishes that appeared on 
Taiwanese people’s dinting tables had yet become part of the content in 
boxed meals. The meaning of boxed meals was closely associated with 
modern-day leisure activities and school events like travels and excursions; 
naturally, dishes put in the boxed meals would inherit the Japanese 
conception of bentō, which was quintessential for a relaxing train ride and 
for excursions or outings that required much energy! Through school 
education, the Japanese instilled the idea in people’s mind that making 
excursions was a healthy activity that could ensure a strong body; and 
articles about such excursions were frequently seen on newspapers at that 
time. Unlike the Taiwanese people, who were still reserved about outdoor 
educational activities at that time and would even stop children from 
participating in such events, newspapers during Japanese rule often 
published news about school excursions of all levels and mountain-climbing 
outings organized by governmental organizations. Hiking trips allowed the 
Japanese people at that time to better understand Taiwanese landscape and 
customs. For instance, an excursion called “A Tent Trip with Boxed Meal and 
Rice” in 1927 documented how a group of young people walked from 
Keelung to Taipei via a route that included Jinshan, Shimen, Fuguei Cape and 
Tamsui. Apart from describing the sceneries along the journey, t h e  a r t i c l e  

Taste Buds on Excursions
Text / WANG Li-Ju
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also recorded how they cooked in the wild and had salmon, canned beef and 
yellow pickled radish for meals as well as enjoyed railway bentō when they 
happened to pass by train stations.

One could see that the food that came with the leisure activities brought into 
Taiwan by the colonizers, such as excursions and outings, was more Western-
ized. Dishes served in the railway boxed meals were mostly den-gaku and 
tempura that were commonly seen in Japanese households. However, boxed 
meals prepared for excursions and outings to beaches were quite different. 
Apart from the salmon and canned beef mentioned in the article about the 
tent trip, another piece of news about the opening of Anping Beach 
published on Taiwan Ri Ri Xin Newspaper in 1911 also stated that “boxed 
meals and curry rice were also available at the beach lounge.” Going to the 
beach was already a rather stylish leisure activity; therefore, the food 
prepared for such occasions should naturally be different from daily eats. 
Being able to enjoy curry rice while gazing at the ocean from the beach 
lounge sounded extraordinarily charming indeed. However, such fancy food 
options were not only for beaches. They were also found in announcements 
about excursions and hiking trips published on newspapers, which not only 
served the purpose of informing the participants but also attempted to draw 
more people’s attention. A notice about food for an excursion organized by 
the Bureau of Civil Affairs at that time said that people did not need to bring 
their own boxed meals; instead, it told the joyful news that the event 
organizer would provide two courses of Western dishes and one bottle of 
beer. It goes without saying that such an event would cost nothing less than 
“one dollar”! At the time when a school teacher’s monthly salary was merely 
thirty dollars, only an excursion organized by the Bureau of Civil Affairs could 
provide Western dishes and beer.

Of course, not all excursions were accompanied with high-class enjoyment. 
There were also free but fun hiking trips. One example could be found on an 
event advertisement issued by Shumi (Japanese for “hobby)  
Mountain-climbing Society published in 1938. Each year, the society would 
organize a “Meal Box Festival” at the waterhead area in Shilin. Participants 
were not required to pay any fees but to prepare meal boxes, cooking 
utensils and side dishes for boxed meals. The meaning of this event was to 
express one’s gratitude toward nature and invite people to have an outing in 
the mountains to enjoy the leisurely fun of picnicking on an autumn day. 
Different from the ingredients in railway boxed meals that revealed 
differences between the north and the south, boxed meals needed for 
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Mountain-climbing Society published in 1938. Each year, the society would 
organize a “Meal Box Festival” at the waterhead area in Shilin. Participants 
were not required to pay any fees but to prepare meal boxes, cooking 
utensils and side dishes for boxed meals. The meaning of this event was to 
express one’s gratitude toward nature and invite people to have an outing in 
the mountains to enjoy the leisurely fun of picnicking on an autumn day. 
Different from the ingredients in railway boxed meals that revealed 
differences between the north and the south, boxed meals needed for 
outdoor activities like excursions and visits to beaches included “cooking in 
the wild” and “Western food.” Perhaps, it was because leisure activities like 
these were also foreign ideas for the Japanese people, and consequently 
become assimilated into their imagination of the modern West.

About the author
WANG Li-Ju is a PhD candidate at the Department of Taiwan Culture, 
National Normal University as well as an adjunct lecturer at Chihlee Universi-
ty. She specializes in Taiwan literature during Japanese rule, and her latest 
identity is a mother to a newborn child.
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“Bentō” (phonetically spelled as “bien dang” in Mandarin) refers to the 
boxed meal that is convenient to be carried around and is a practice 
commonly seen in Japan, China, Taiwan and Hong Kong. The term first 
appeared during the Chinese Southern Song dynasty, and originally meant 
“things that are convenient; convenience; smoothness in the proceeding of 
an event.” Later, the Japanese equivalent “bentō” was re-introduced into 
China. Bentō is an extremely common and important type of food in the daily 
life of Taiwanese people. Not only office workers and students bring boxed 
meals with them to work or school, there are also exclusive boxed meal 
shops throughout Taiwan and even many choices of microwave boxed meals 
available in convenient stores. This unique dietary habit can be traced back 
to a special imported good: the railway bentō. 

Taiwanese Railway bentō has already had a century of history and was 
mainly influenced by the Japanese railway bentō culture (which has a 
specific name, “ekiben.”) In 1914, there had been various train stations in 
Taiwan that launched bentō with local features. The administrative organiza-
tion, the Railways Division, had evaluated and graded all train stations in 
Taiwan, and the newspapers at the time had also published their evaluations 
of several railway bentō. In 1938, one year after the outbreak of the Marco 
Polo Bridge Incident that triggered the Second Sino-Japanese War, train 
stations in Japan started selling “Perseverance Bentō” to strengthen 
citizens’ resolution in fighting the war. At the same time, the Taiwanese 
Railway Division also sold “Patriotic Bentō” that only had one preserved 
plum on rice in train stations. (The color coordination in this bentō reminded 
people of the Japanese national flag.) This has been a distinctive interlude 
during a period when the railway bentō culture was growing richer. During 
the Japanese rule, Taiwanese railway bentō followed the Japanese practice 
to use cold rice. After WWII, the habit of eating warm rice from Taiwanese 
mainlanders gradually changed this practice. In the present day, no matter 
the railway bentō or ordinary bentō, Taiwanese people all prefer warm food 
in their bentō, which has become a representative culinary product in 
Taiwan. 

Clearly, the railway dining culture that was heralded by bentō and flourished 
in the 1910s not only reflected the influence of Japanese dietary culture but 
also the importance of the railway in Taiwan. In order to efficiently govern 
Taiwan and facilitate industrial development and the circulation of resourc-
es, Japan had re-planned the railway construction left by China in 1898 and 
completed the north-south railway system in 1908, unveiling the moderniza-
tion of Taiwanese railway ever since. The completeness of the railway 
network enabled the Taiwanese people to have a new level of spatial mobility 
and usage. The railway transportation system in Taiwan was a symbol of 
modernization; as Japan continued to increase the number of stations and 
improve infrastructure to display its hegemonic authority, it also enjoyed 
vast economic benefits. Moreover, this fundamental construction that 
embodied a strong sense of “built by Japan” was also incorporated into 
another rising civic activity at the time—tourism. 

The Consuming Tropical Landscapes
Text / WU Chia-Hsuan
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Since the inauguration of the West Coast Railway Line, Taiwan had systemat-
ically developed tourism. In the 1920s, there were extensive tourist software 
and hardware constructions and activities. In the 1930s, a wave of tourism 
among the Taiwanese people swept the island. After we entered the modern 
era, travel began to encompass the meaning of “tourism” that denoted 
enjoyment and pleasure. Moreover, railway had expedited the global 
expansion of tourism industry. Japan became the first modern country in 
Asia in the 19th century and followed the footsteps of European countries to 
foster a tourism industry. Initially, Japan aimed to advertise for foreigners to 
tour in Japan. In the 1920s, they had actively encouraged Japanese people 
to travel and tour abroad. As an important colony of Japan, Taiwan was also 
included in the tourism system at that time. Tourism between Japan and 
Taiwan became a trendy and popular activity and reached the climax in the 
1930s. 

Back then, the Railway Division was in charge of tourism-related affairs in 
Taiwan, and the private sector was also supportive. In 1937, the Division 
issued travel vouchers to Taiwanese residents, along with corresponding 
promotional programs that were very well-received among people. In 1932, 
Hualien launched the moon-viewing train that welcomed an incredible 
number of over six thousand participants. During the summertime, discount 
train tickets to the three beaches in Keelung, Tamsui and Suao (Nan Fang 
Ao) were available, which also became an incentive for nearby shops to 
launch a program of night-time sails. Each year, these tourist sites received 
a massive number of visitors, which showed how much Taiwanese people 
had enjoyed the tour package that combined transportation discount and 
tourist programs. 

In terms of advertisement, the Railway Division also strategically construct-
ed a unique Taiwanese landscape that seemed “worth-watching” and was 
“incorporated into visual consumption” through publication and large-scale 
activities to engage the public. Published by the Division during 1930 and 
1942, Taiwan Railway Tour Guidebook was the most essential tourist 
publication of the time. It introduced sceneries around each station on the 
railway route as well as provided detailed and practical information, such as 
route planning, transportation and shopping suggestions. In particular, the 
guidebook placed an emphasis on Japan’s construction of these Taiwanese 
tourist spots. In 1930, it issued an article that discussed the Taiwanese 
society and described Taiwan as “exotic” (using the Chinese characters, “異
國”) in the article title. Moreover, the guidebook also came with an appendix, 
which was a special introduction to the local products in Taiwan. These 
features revealed that the guidebook was conceived for Japanese readers or 
tourists rather than local Taiwanese. Another publication by the Division was 
a photo book published in 1939, entitled Landscape in Taiwan, which 
included around ninety images of Taiwanese landscape. Some of the images 
even included the visual mechanism of using models to present Taiwan’s 
“alluring sceneries.” Notably, when the photo book was published and 
became an advertisement to Japanese tourists, the Japanese-Sino War had 
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already broken out. Therefore, one could see that the pressure from the war 
was not yet present in Taiwan at the time.

A similar propagandist strategy was targeted at Taiwanese residents in 
another two large-scale events. The most influential newspaper in northern 
Taiwan at that time was Taiwan Ri Ri Xin Newspaper. In 1927, the newspaper 
held a public voting program for people to select “the Eight Views of Taiwan,” 
“the Twelve Natural Sceneries” and “the two sacred sites,” which were of a 
higher level. The Eight Views of Taiwan included Rising Sun Hill in Keelung, 
Tamsui, Basianshan, Sun Moon Lake, Alishan, Shoushan, Cape Eluanbi and 
Taroko Gorge. The Twelve Natural Sceneries were Caoshan, Xindian, Dasi, 
Jiao Ban Mountain, Wuzhi Mountain, Lion’s Head Mountain, Bagua 
Mountain, Wushe, Hutoupei, Qishan, Dali and Taiping Mountain. The two 
sacred sites were Taiwan Shrine and Niitakayama (literally translated as 
“new high mountain”; today’s Jade Mountain). Although there were 98 
million votes by the Japanese people and 360 million votes from the island 
of Taiwan, the final results were eventually determined by the official 
committee. In 1935, the Taiwan Exhibition of the Fortieth Anniversary of 
Governance lasted for fifty days, during which these scenic spots were the 
highlights in the advertisement. Most of the 2.5 million tourists that visited 
the exhibition were locals from around Taiwan. This approach to construct 
the landscape image was the cultural product stemmed from Japan’s 
assimilation policy, which not merely enhanced Japanese people’s 
impression of Taiwan, but it also more importantly demonstrated Japan’s 
administrative results in its governance to the Taiwanese people while 
fostering their identification of Japanese culture as well as that of the 
national territory.

Apart from its savory, nostalgic taste of a time gone by, the railway bentō has 
also epitomized an intriguing part of history that has had a profound impact 
on contemporary Taiwan; and this is the reason why it is special and precious 
in Taiwan. 
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“Hot Spring, Sea, Mountain, and Tourist Spot National Tour Guide Map 
” in Woman Club Magazine, 1934. (Source : The Map and Remote 
Sensing Imagery Digital Archive Project)

Taiwan Tour Map, published by Taiwan Tour Guide Society, 
1932. (Source : Design Creativity – Taiwanese Art 
Design under Japanese Rule Guidebook)

Postcards of “The Eight Views of Taiwan,” created by 
Hatsusaburō Yoshida, 1927-28. (Source : Design 
Creativity – Taiwanese Art Design under Japanese 
Rule Guidebook)
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Eastern Taiwan tour visiting route suggestion, in 1942 Taiwan Railway Tour Guidebook
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In 1940, if the Japanese wanted to visit Taipei, the official travel brochure 
Taiwan Railway Travel CaseTour Guidebook would suggest:

Taipei Railway Station (Now Taipei Main Station. Bus for 15 mins) –Zoo (Old 
Yuanshan Zoo. Walk for 20 mins) –Taiwan Shrine (Now The Grand Hotel. Walk 
for 20 mins) –Jiantan (Walk for 20 mins) –Zoo (Bus for 10 mins) –Taipei 
Bridge (Bus for 10 mins) –Dadaocheng Market (Bus for 10 mins) –Ximen 
Market (The Red House. Bus for 10 mins) –Lung-Shan Temple (Bus for 10 
mins) –Botanical Garde‧The Kenko Shrine (Now National Taiwan Arts 
Education Center. Bus for 10 mins) –New Park (Now Th 228 Peace Memorial 
Park) ‧Museum (Now National Taiwan Museum. Bus for 5 mins ) –Taipei 
Railway Station

Image Source : The Postcards of Taiwan Landscape under Japanese Rule, 
Nangangshan Culture Office, 2017. 
 

Taipei One Day Tour Guide, 1940
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Taiwan Shrine (Now The Grand Hotel. Walk for 20 mins)

Taipei Bridge (Bus for 10 mins)

Dadaocheng Market (Bus for 10 mins)

Taipei Railway Station (Now Taipei Main Station. Bus for 15 mins)

Start
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Lung-Shan Temple (Bus for 10 mins)

Museum (Now National Taiwan Museum. Bus for 5 mins )

Ximen Market (The Red House.Bus for 10 mins)

Botanical Garde‧The Kenko Shrine (Now National Taiwan 
Arts Education Center. Bus for 10 mins)

the end
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Landscape in Taiwan Photo Book
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Taichung Parl

Beitou Hot Spring
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New Park (Now The 228 Peace Memorial Park)

Tamsui Beach
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Currently lives and works in Taipei. She received a degree from the Taipei 
National University of the Arts, and later obtained a MFA degree in plastic 
arts at the Tainan National University of the Arts. 

Combining embroidery with digital images and video are HOU’s main 
medium, her works express the possibilities of image through variable 
mediums. She has been profoundly explored the female labor condition 
under social and economic system from past to today. Her works often 
feature the human body in the changing days like today. Through her 
practice, she tries to expand the discussion of body field in a broader way. 
The body under the social society in public indicates and proves itself a field 
of history. 

HOU has been invited by major art museums, art centers to participate in 
various exhibitions across Asia, Europe, and America include: 
APT9–Asia Pacific Triennial (Queensland Art Gallery/ Gallery of Modern Art, 
Brisbane, Australia),  Narratives of Exchange / Exchange of Narratives （
Instituto Alumnos, Mexico City, Mexico）,Citation From Craft-Contemporary 
Textile Art Taiwan/Kanazawa interchange, （21st Century Museum of 
Contemporary Art in Kanazawa, Japan）, Faint Light Dark Shadows (Taipei 
Fine Arts Museum, Taipei, Taiwan), The Testimony of Food: Ideas and Food 
(Taipei Fine Arts Museum, Taipei, Taiwan), KUSO Poject, (Donna Beam Fine 
art Gallery, College of Fine Arts, Department of Art, University of Nevada, Las 
Vegas, USA), Sewing Fields (Tina Keng Gallery, Taipei, Taiwan), Preliminary 
Study: RSI – T project (Muskegon Museum of Art, Muskegn , USA), Wonder 
Women (University of Minnesota, Minnesota, USA), Light of women (Gwangju 
Museum of Arts Kumnam-ro Wing, Metro Gallery, Korean).

HOU I-Ting’s White Uniform is a work which had launched when she had an 
artist-in-residence project at Tokyo Wonder Site (now is Tokyo Arts and 
Space) in 2016, addressing complex labor issues concerning the production 
line structure, gender and history in Taiwan. As its side story, this pamphlet 
conveys the recreation-generated flavor (bentō) and sight (travel and 
scenery) endemic to the time when Taiwan was under Japanese rule, and 
cherished memory of mass culture largely determined the shape of Taiwan 
nowadays. 
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