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有故事的郵票：東南亞傳說與美食

Introducing ten food-related folk legend with stamps from countries across Southeast Asia, 
this book invites immigrants from Vietnam, Thailand, Myanmar, Malaysia, and Indonesia 
to share the stories and culinary cultures of their homelands.

Even though stamps might be small, they don’t just deliver letters to faraway places, they also 

feature illustrations that can tell incredible, unique stories. This book uses stamps as a starting point 

to tell ten folk tales from different countries throughout Southeast Asia. 

Each story in this book was written by an immigrant from the country where the legend originated, 

evoking original flavors from across the continent. The book spans a vast range of stories, from the 

Chung cakes made at the Hung Kings’ Festival in Vietnam, to the rice congee consumed during the 

Songkran Festival in Myanmar; from the Sarawak layer cakes and roti jala in Malaysia, to the fruit 

and vegetable carvings in Thailand, and the wealth of spices in Indonesia. While all the stories take 

food as a starting point, they also span a wide range of other topics, from the sources of myths and 

origins of festivals to amusing fables about animals!

The editor of this book, Chou Hui-Lin, has extensive stamp collecting experience of her own and 

the Stamps Tell You Stories series already consists of five titles, each of which takes on a different 

geographical theme. In addition to The Legends and Cuisines of Southeast Asia, the other titles 

include Taiwanese Children's Stories, Popular American Legends, Slovakian Fairytales, and Japanese 

Folklore and Haiku, with the series still continuing to expand. In addition to the stories, the series 

also contains a wealth of stamp-related knowledge for readers to uncover and explore.  

STAMPS TELL YOU 
STORIES:  
THE LEGENDS  
AND CUISINES  
OF SOUTHEAST ASIA
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Text by Chou Hui-Lin 周惠玲
Chou Hui-Lin is a multifaceted author of children’s literature and a 

collector of fairytale-related stamps from around the world. Not only was 

she the curator of the 2013 World Classic Fairytale Stamp Exhibition at 

Zhongshan Hall in Taipei, but she also planned and co-wrote Stamps Tell 

You Stories. She is the translator of The Alchemist by Paulo Coelho, The 

Chocolate War by Robert Cormie, and Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland 

by Lewis Carroll.
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Text by Wong Lee-Lan 王麗蘭
Wong Lee-Lan has a PhD in Anthropology from Tsing Hua University in 

Hsinchu, Taiwan. She was born and raised in Klang, Selangor (Malaysia) 

and came to Taiwan to study at the age of 18. She has been a university 

lecturer since 2010, teaching Indonesian and Malay, and is committed to 

sharing her knowledge of Southeast Asian languages and cultures. She 

is a producer and host of Happy United Nations on National Education 

Radio, as well as the planner and host of a podcast called Aunty’s Talk. She 

is the author of We Volunteer in Malaysia and Learn Indonesian in One Go.

Text by Nguyen Thi Mai Anh 阮氏梅英
Born in Hanoi in 1983, Nguyen Thi Mai began learning Chinese because 

she was interested in the cultural landscape of Mainland China and later 

immigrated to Taiwan. Currently, she is a host on Happy United Nations 

on National Education Radio and has given talks on Vietnamese language 

and culture in many schools.

Text by Kuang Chun-Chih 匡春芝
Kuang Chun-Chih is the host of a Thai language teaching program on 

National Education Radio and was a member of the review committee 

for the Ministry of Education’s textbook for immigrants. She is currently 

training to become a Thai language instructor.

Text by Ye Bi-Ju 葉碧珠
A native of Mandalay, Myanmar, she came to Taiwan without finishing 

her studies at Mandalay University and later earned her bachelor’s 

degree from National Taiwan Normal University. She has been involved 

in Burmese language education in Taiwan for more than 10 years and 

has been a popular lecturer at National Chengchi University as well as at 

many companies. She is also a highly acclaimed Burmese translator and 

interpreter. She is the author of Don’t Laugh! Learn Burmese with Playing 

Cards: Burmese Flashcards for Life and Travel, My First Burmese Lesson, 

My Second Burmese Lesson, and Burmese in a Hurry.
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Text by Chen Chia-Hsiu 花格子
Chen Chia-Hsiu has a PhD in linguistics and has won the Chiu Ko Young 

Adult Literature Award and the Taitung University Children’s Literature 

Prize, among many other domestic literary awards. She is the author of 

over a dozen titles including, Let’s Set Sail, It’s Gale Force 8!, How Much 

Does Mom Love Me?, Buns and Afros, My Dad is on TV, No.99 Fangchung 

Street, and The Appetizing Avenue.

Text by Chen Yu-Lien 陳玉蓮
She is a senior philatelist and columnist for Oriental Post and Fortune 

Magazine, as well as a guide at the Soka Museum of Art (Taoyuan).

Illustrated by rabbit44
Rabbit44 graduated from the Department of Fine Arts at National Taiwan 

Normal University. She has previously worked in the education industry 

and for magazines, and now specializes in illustration and graphic design. 

She draws for adults as well as children and particularly enjoys humorous 

and life-like content. Her work often appears in newspapers and other 

media.

Text by Sri Handini 丁安妮
Born and raised in Semarang, Central Java (Indonesia), she moved to 

Taiwan alone in 2001 to work as a caregiver. In 2004, she married her 

husband who is Taiwanese, and she has been a resident ever since. Today, 

she hosts the Happy United Nations program on National Education Radio 

(Taipei), and she won the Educational and Cultural Program Host Award 

in 2015. Alongside her job, she is actively involved in social work where 

she helps migrant workers and immigrants resolve their job and life-

related issues. She has served as editor of the multilingual magazine 4-Way 

News, hosted events such as Eid festivities and singing competitions for 

immigrants, and she has also made guest appearances as an actress.
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It All Started with a Hobby:  
An Interview with Editorial 
Director Chou Hui-Lin 
Written by Itzel Hsu

Translated by Sarah-Jayne Carver

the company anticipated that the book might 

be potentially difficult to promote, they chose to 

believe that Chou’s passion would generate sales 

opportunities. 

During the creative process, Chou learnt 

from one of the authors that Chunghwa Post 

(Taiwan’s postal service) had worked with over 

two hundred primary schools to set up stamp 

collecting sessions and trained teachers to help 

promote knowledge about stamps. Since the 

book was published, Chou and the authors have 

received a lot of collaboration proposals from 

schools, libraries, and museums. For example,  

they collaborated with the National Museum 

of Taiwan History to organize two parent-child 

activities which were combined with city tours. 

Chou also showed off the medal that the book 

had won at the stamp exhibition. Thinking 

back to the children and crowds she saw at 

the exhibition, Chou believes that while stamp 

collecting seems like a slightly obscure hobby at 

first glance, there are still definitely a number of 

people who enjoy it today. 

Of course, Chou had the idea for the series 

mainly because she is a stamp collector herself. 

More than twenty years ago, she was editing 

a book series called Selected Masterpieces by 

Winners of the Hans Christian Anderson Award 

and someone she was working with gave her a 

set of stamps featuring American fairy tales which 

When you type “Southeast Asia” into the search 

engine of Taiwan’s biggest online bookshop, 

Books.com.tw, and set the criteria to children’s 

books, you get two results: one is a title that’s 

out of print, and the other is Stamps Tell You 

Stories: The Legends and Cuisines of Southeast 

Asia which was published less than a year ago. 

In other words, it’s the only children’s title about 

Southeast Asia in the current Taiwan book 

market, as well as the only collection of folk 

stories written by immigrants to Taiwan from 

Southeast Asia, and the only book that introduces 

young readers to Southeast Asian stamps. This 

uniqueness wasn’t the result of an intentional 

creative effort but was caused by what Chou Hui-

Lin calls “things coincidentally coming together”, 

with this serendipity facilitated by the shared 

passion to help young readers see the wider 

world. 

The Legends and Cuisines of Southeast Asia 

is actually the fifth book in the Stamps Tell You 

Stories series, which is the first series of children’s 

books about stamps currently on the market to 

be published by a local Taiwan publisher.

Making Stamps a Window to the World

When Chou proposed creating the series, Wang 

Jung-wen, the publisher of Yuan-Liou Publishing, 

wondered: do children these days still have any 

contact with stamps? Fortunately, even though 
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helped revive her childhood hobby and embark 

on the path to becoming a more professional 

collector. However, as a children’s literature 

researcher, her interest in stamp collecting is 

mostly tied to her focus on children’s series. Her 

fellow stamp-collecting friend (and one of the 

authors of the series) Wang Shu-Fen observed 

that the story used on each country’s stamp was 

often the story which was most representative 

of that country. This meant that with the right 

illustrations, the tiny postal stamps could be 

windows into foreign cultures for young readers. 

Designing a Journey on Paper

When readers open the contents page of any 

books in the Stamps Tell You Stories series, 

they’re always deeply impressed by the non-

linear graphic design based on the concept 

“What You See Is What You Get”. Chou opens the 

first volume in the series, Taiwanese Children's 

Stories, and points to the small world map with 

Taiwan labeled in red: “First and foremost, I 

wanted to let readers know where we are in the 

world.” In the subsequent books in the series, the 

world map features a blue bird, and readers can 

follow its arrows as it flies so they can understand 

the locations of these stories relative to Taiwan. 

There is a pull-out map on the next page, so in 

The Legends and Cuisines of Southeast Asia for 

example, readers can see a more detailed map 

of Southeast Asia with the region indicating the 

location for each story and its corresponding 

stamp and page number. “ I  wanted to 

incorporate the concept of traveling”, so that 

readers can travel to the stories and regions 

they want to experience without having to read 

the pages in order. Even just the design of the 

contents pages alone let Chou demonstrate 

what she learned during her master’s degree in 

multimedia design. 

As well as the two main content themes of 

stamp stories and folk legends, Chou has 

tried to include other elements in the hope of 

creating more connections with readers. She 

happily shares that a lot of little girls have been 

fascinated by the haiku in Japanese Folklore and 

Haiku, the fourth book in the series. The food in 

The Legends and Cuisines of Southeast Asia was 

inspired by discussions with the author group. 

“The first story we decided to include was the 

‘Watermelon Legend’ from Vietnam, and then I 

asked them if they had any more stories like that.” 

However, adding this new element to the book 

also brought new possibilities to the creative 

process, and Chou, who had previously just 

collected stamps involving children’s stories, now 

had to search for food-related stamps too. 

Additional Puzzles in the Works

The Stamps Tell You Stories series is still in 

progress, but Chou admits the publication timing 

and what theme they go with is still largely down 

to chance since the choice of authors, work 

schedule, stamp content, market trends, and 

company strategy are all factors which can have 

an influence on the completion of the book. 

Pointing to the main illustration on the lower 

half of the cover, Chou explains that the design 

is based on the concept of the classic board 

game Sugoroku. She was inspired by the album 

artwork on one of the records in her shellac 

collection, so she invited the artist, Huang Tzu-

chin, to be the art designer for the book since he 

has an in-depth collection of Sugoroku and has 

conducted research on the subject. The image of 

the Sugoroku is often blocked by the partial dust 

jacket, so readers might not see it on first glance. 

However, Chou perseveres and imagines a future 

where the series reaches ten or more volumes 

so she can put the illustrations from each of the 

covers together and create a giant picture of a 

Sugoroku game for readers. One can’t help but 

wonder what other surprises might be in store 

for readers thanks to Chou’s ingenuity.  
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Chapter 1
Children of the Dragon, Grandchildren of 
the Immortal (Vietnam)

By Nguyen Thi Mai Anh 

The Vietnamese call themselves Children of the 

Dragon, Grandchildren of the Immortal, and 

this stamp tells you why.…

A long time ago in the Lac Viet region, in the 

northern part of Vietnam, there was a dragon 

god. He was the son of the underwater dragon 

goddess, and his name was Lac Long Quan 

(Raccoon Dragon Lord).

Lac Long Quan had great magical powers. 

Sometimes he lived underwater, sometimes 

he lived on land. He helped humans eliminate 

harmful fish spirits, fox spirits, and wood spirits, 

and taught humans how to grow crops, keep 

livestock, wear clothes, and how to live.

Whenever he finished a job helping 

humankind, he would return to the water 

palace to be with his mother until the next time 

he was needed. 

At that time, in the high mountains in 

the north, there was a very beautiful woman 

called Au Co, a descendant of Shennong. She 

traveled a lot and loved to go to places with 

beautiful scenery. Once, she overheard that the 

flowers in Lac Viet were very fragrant and the 

medicinal herbs there were very effective, so 

she went to the region, and happened to meet 

Lac Long Quan. They fell in love, got married, 

and lived together in a splendid palace on 

land.

Au Co soon became pregnant. She 

produced a hundred eggs, each of which 

hatched a son. Miraculously, these hundred 

sons did not need to breastfeed. They grew up 

as fast as you can inflate a balloon, and each 

son was as handsome and as fit and strong as 

his father. 

One day, Lac Long Quan, who missed life 

in the underwater palace, felt he couldn’t live 

the rest of his life on land. He said goodbye 

to his wife and children, and returned to the 

underwater palace. His wife raised the children 

on her own, and waited sadly for her husband 

to come back to land. Finally, she called him 

STAMPS TELL YOU STORIES: 
THE LEGENDS AND CUISINES 
OF SOUTHEAST ASIA
Translated by  Helen Wang
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to the shore, and said sadly, “Why did you leave 

me? Why don’t you bring up the children with 

me?”

Lac Long Quan said: “I’m a dragon from 

deep in the sea. You’re an immortal from high 

in the mountains. People who live on land have 

different temperaments and habits from people 

who live in the sea; it’s very difficult for them to 

live in the same place for a long time. It would be 

better for me to take fifty children into the sea, 

and you to take fifty children into the mountains, 

and each of us manage in our own place. 

Mountain people and sea people can still help 

each when necessary — don’t forget that.”

Au Co took fifty children into the mountains, 

and settled in Phong Chau, in the northeastern 

part of  today’s Vietnam. Lac Long Quan 

appointed his eldest son to be king. He arranged 

for his kingdom to be called the Van Lang 

Kingdom, for the king’s sons to be called Guan 

Lang (officers), and his daughters to be called 

Mei Niang (beauties), and for his eldest son 

always to be heir to the throne.

The Van Lang Kingdom lasted for eighteen 

generations, and each king was called the Hung 

King.

Following the tradition laid down by the Lac 

Long Quan, the eldest son inherited the throne. 

However, the sixth generation Hung King had a 

different way of thinking. Instead of the eldest 

son automatically becoming king, he believed 

that the throne should be passed to whichever 

prince had done the most for his people. But, he 

had twenty sons, all of whom were excellent and 

had contributed in their own fields, so he didn’t 

know who should take his place.

Finally, he thought of a solution. He called 

all the princes to the palace, and announced that 

the following spring, after New Year, he would 

pass the throne to the prince that prepared the 

most precious gift for their ancestors.

Twenty princes went in search of a rare 

treasure in the hope of becoming king. One of 

these princes was Lang Lieu. His mother had 

died when he was an infant, he was of simple 

character, and he had no one to help him. When 

he heard his father’s announcement, he began 

to worry. He didn’t know how to choose the most 

precious gift. 

One night, Lang Lieu dreamt that an 

immortal came to see him and said, “There 

is nothing more precious in this world than 

glutinous rice. Use it to make round cakes 

and square cakes. With the square cakes, fill 

them with a stuffing of meat and mung beans, 

then wrap them in a leaf. These square cakes 

symbolize the earth. They’re called Banh Chung. 

Or you can crush the glutinous rice and boil it 

in water, then shape the soft dough into round 

cakes. These symbolize the domed sky. They’re 

called Banh Giay.”

When Lang Lieu woke up, he did as the fairy 

said, and made square cakes and round cakes.

Finally, the day of the ritual came. The 

princes brought rare treasures from all over 

the world. Lang Lieu brought two simple kinds 

of cakes. At first, everyone looked down on 

his gift, but when the king tasted the cakes, 

he thought they were special, and asked Lang 

Lieu about them. Lang Lieu told his father 

about his dream. 

The king was moved by what he heard. 

“That’s right, ordinary people think of food as 

heavenly, and want to share good food and 

drink with their ancestors. This is the most 

precious gift.” He decided to pass the throne 

to Lang Lieu. Since then, every Spring Festival 

holiday, Vietnamese families always make Banh 

Chung and Banh Giay as offerings to their 

ancestors and to heaven and earth.

 

The story on stamps

This story is Vietnam’s creation story, and tells 

us about history and belief. Although the first 

half of the story about the dragon god Lac 

Long Quan and the beautiful Au Co, and the 

Van Lang kingdom (2879-259 BC) is mythical, 
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the Vietnamese people call  themselves 

Children of the dragon and grandchildren of 

the immortal.

The legend of  Lac Long Quan and Au 

Co is the pride of the Vietnamese people. In 

2000, the Vietnamese Post Office issued a set 

of stamps titled “The Legend of Lac Long Quan 

and Au Co”, with six stamps arranged like a 

comic strip, telling the main story (Fig. 1-1). This 

set of stamps was painted by Hoang Thuy Lieu. 

The eldest son of Lac Long Quan and 

Au Co was the first generation Hung King of 

the Van Lang kingdom. Although this ancient 

country no longer exists, the Vietnamese still 

venerate the Hung Kings, and every year on 

the 10th day of the 3rd month of the lunar 

calendar they hold a special Hung Kings’ 

Day that includes a variety of  traditional 

Figure 1-1 “The Legend of Lac Long Quan and Au Co”, Vietnam, 2000. From left: the marriage, Au Co produces 100 eggs that hatch 100 

sons, Au Co taking 50 children into the mountains, Lac Long Quan taking 50 children into the sea, Lac Long Quan’s eldest becomes the first 

Hung King, the Vietnamese peoples are all children of the dragon, grandchildren of the immortal. (Chou Hui-Lin Collection)

Figure 1-2 “Worship of Hung Kings - Intangible Cultural Heritage of Mankind”, Vietnam, 2015. This 

set comprises a stamp-sheet, and three stamps, of which the third stamp shows people making Banh 

Chung and Banh Giay, which they will offer to the Hung Kings. (Chou Hui-Lin Collection)
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ceremonies, with various offerings, incense, 

and folk performances that have been passed 

on for many generations. They express their 

respect for their ancestors, thank the Hung 

Kings for their service and virtue, and call on 

the people to maintain national unity.

Banh Chungs are an essential part of 

the offerings on Hung Kings’ Day. It is also 

obligatory to eat Banh Chung at Vietnamese 

New Year. As mentioned in the story, it is 

because they symbolize the most previous 

gift offered to the ancestors. Vietnamese Banh 

Chungs are similar, but different, to the zongzi 

commonly eaten by people in Taiwan. Banh 

Chungs are square, and the filling is made of 

meat and mung beans.

In  2012, the  Hung K ings ’  Day  was 

recognized by UNESCO as an “Intangible 

Cultural Heritage of Humanity”. The Vietnamese 

Post Office issued a set of three stamps and a 

souvenir sheet titled “Worship of Hung Kings 

— Intangible Cultural Heritage of Mankind”. 

This set of stamps was designed Vo Luong 

Nhi and Vo Kim Lien. The last stamp shows 

Banh Chung, Banh Giay, and the Vietnamese 

people preparing to make offerings to the 

Hung Kings. 

Chapter 2: 
Lake Toba (Indonesia)

By Sri Handini & Wong Lee-Lan 

A fisherman caught a fish. When it turned into 

gold coins, he was surprised and asked, “What 

about my dinner?”

 

A long time ago, on a mountain on the 

Indonesian island of Sumatra, lived a farmer 

called Toba. He was hardworking and willing 

to endure hardship. After laboring in the 

fields every day, his biggest pleasure was to 

go fishing in the river. Surprisingly, he always 

returned with a full catch, so he always had a 

variety of fish for his dinner, and his life was 

very comfortable.

One evening, after finishing his work in the 

fields, Toba went fishing as usual, but this time 

he waited a long time and still could not catch 

a single fish. Toba scratched his head and said, 

“Strange! No luck at all today!”

“Boom!” Suddenly, the sky filled with dark 

clouds. Seeing that it was about to rain heavily, 

Toba quickly packed up his fishing gear and 

prepared to go home. All of a sudden there 

was a tug at his fishing rod — he had hooked a 

big fish! It was a beautiful fish with glistening 

scales. He took the fish home carefully, looking 

forward to a good meal.

When he got home, Toba put the fish 

on the kitchen chopping board, and was just 

about to stoke the fire when he realized he had 

run out of firewood. He ran outside to fetch 

some wood, and when he came back the fish 

had disappeared. There were some gold coins 

in its place! Toba was worried. He turned the 

place upside but still could not find the fish.

“That’s strange! Fish don’t have feet, so 

where can it have gone?” That evening he 

had to make do with a simple dinner of plain 

rice with a little dried fish and some chili 

pepper. All of a sudden, he found himself 

staggering forward, and discovered a girl 

with long flowing hair standing in the kitchen 

doorway.
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水鴨南渡大隊

Each year, the northern-born water ducks make a long, arduous journey to the warm shores 
of Taiwan for the winter, but it’s a perilous trip where they must do everything in their 
power to survive natural disasters and evade the threat of humans. 

For the water ducks born in the north, they must escape the harsh winter by migrating to the warm 

southern country of Taiwan even though it requires them to fly for several months each year. Just 

as a large flock is setting out, they unexpectedly run into a storm and many of their group are 

sacrificed in the process. After resting and recuperating, they set out again but this time they hear 

a young girl on the sea crying for help. This suddenly puts them in a dilemma: they are afraid of 

humans but at the same time they can’t bear to leave her. What should they do? Will they set aside 

their fear of humans and help the young girl?

The book presents the process of the ducks’ voyage south in an anthropomorphic way, profoundly 

portraying the reluctant farewells between the ducks and their family members, as well as the 

heroic sacrifices they make on their arduous journey, and the friendship that blossoms between 

the animals and the humans. The author’s powerful, emotionally charged writing reflects his deep 

compassion for nature and his hope that young readers will treat animals and the environment with 

more empathy after finishing this book. 

THE DUCK 
MIGRATION 
BRIGADE

Text by Chen Cheng-En 陳正恩
Originally from Pingtung but now living in Tainan, Chen Cheng-En is 

a retired elementary school principal. He enjoys creating stories that 

children can read and listen to, and he is also deeply passionate about 

nature and protecting the environment.
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Stirring the Hearts of  Children: 
An Interview with Chen Cheng-En
Written by Itzel Hsu

Translated by Sarah-Jayne Carver

think of something cute and comforting. Since 

the concept had been in the works for some 

time, it took him under a week to actually write 

it and you could say it was quite a smooth 

process. The only two obstacles were the word 

limit and the fact that he was human. 

When he wrote the first draft, he had to keep 

the word count under 6,000 Chinese characters 

to qualify for the short story category in various 

children’s literary awards. This meant that he 

had to leave out some interesting real-life 

details and focus on the plot, for example 

he couldn’t mention how the ducklings use 

moonlight and stars to orientate themselves 

when flying at night, and he couldn’t go 

into too much detail when describing the 

landscapes, is lands, and incidents that 

happened along the way. To help readers 

quickly get to know the important characters, 

he even named each of the characters directly 

after their respective characteristics. 

On the surface, his inability to really think like a 

duckling might have seemed like a hindrance 

to his writing, but looking at it another way, 

it was also a position of freedom. Chen was 

able to incorporate his favorite form of flight 

diary so that readers could gain a greater 

understanding of  the protagonist Flying 

Southward Hsiang’s feelings. He incorporates 

a lot of human behavior into the ducklings’ 

group dynamic, imagining their conflicts, 

Several decades ago when Chen Cheng-En 

was a child, he went with his father who’d gone 

to work in Cape Eluanbi at the southernmost 

tip of Taiwan. There were a lot of stalls beside 

the highway that smelt of  barbecue, but 

they weren’t selling the sausages that are 

common these days, back then they were 

selling roasted birds – mostly brown shrikes 

that migrated there in winter. In a time of 

material scarcity when people had no concept 

of wildlife conservation, it was a low-cost way 

to supplement their protein or make a profit. 

While eating them was by no means heinous, 

Chen still couldn’t bear to see a whole road full 

of dead birds. 

Now, after years of advocacy, the roads and 

areas that were once known for roasting birds 

have been cleared of the “shrike killer” stigma. 

However, many of humanity’s actions towards 

nature still can’t be considered kind, and the 

unbearableness of it is a sentiment that Chen 

frequently recalls in his writing, saying: “the 

little water ducks represent those suffering 

animals.”

Imaging Himself as a Water Duck

Chen chose a water duckling as the protagonist 

based on his own personal preference since 

the Taiwanese term “duckling” is synonymous 

with “duckweed” and both the pronunciation 

and the metaphorical image always made him 

72



bravery, and compassion. He also doesn’t 

shy away from the fact that the ducklings 

inevitably lose their lives, nor does he sugar-

coat mankind’s attitude towards animals. These 

approaches ultimately make the story far more 

moving. 

The Difficulty of Survival

Chen likes to draw inspiration from observing 

daily life and has a notebook where he collects 

lots of things that intrigue him. He believes 

that when he’s writing notes it seems like he’s 

recording other people when in fact he’s really 

observing himself. Thus, we should also say 

that when he’s writing about animals, he’s also 

writing about people. In his writing, there is no 

hierarchy between humans and animals which 

can be traced back to his experience growing 

up in the countryside. 

His rural childhood is full  of  interesting 

memories: working in the fields with his parents 

during the holidays; finishing his homework 

then going across the embankment to swim in 

the stream; receiving fruits from his neighbors 

as he passed by their orchards…memories 

filled with green scenery and warm interactions 

that could easily seem like something out of 

My Neighbor Totoro. Ultimately though, the 

reality of life in the countryside is nothing like 

a Studio Ghibli movie. The dead bodies of 

drowned animals who inevitably appear in 

streams; the wholesalers who use low prices 

to mercilessly squeeze hardworking farmers; 

the unscrupulous factories who discharge 

wastewater into the aquifer when no one is 

looking.…

Regardless of whether these various aspects 

of the countryside are beautiful or brutal, 

Chen believes that “the natural world forgives, 

accepts, and educates us.” He observes that 

both humans and animals suffer a lot of pain 

and setbacks during their lives, and that 

animals “have to exert a huge amount of effort 

and courage” just to survive, as seen in The 

Call of the Wild by Jack London. He attempts 

to show the difficulty of survival, but at the 

same time, he doesn’t want the dark side of 

the world to scare young readers, so he writes 

children’s stories that feature animals as the 

main characters in a way that he hopes is 

lighter and more positive. 

Illuminating Readers  
with a Little Girl’s Kindness

After retiring as an elementary school principal, 

Chen focused on developing his interests 

and writing was something he kept doing 

on a whim. He rarely publishes books partly 

because he doesn’t want to repeat topics that 

he’s already covered, and also because he 

doesn’t want to write content where printing 

it would be a shameful sacrifice of trees which 

would defeat the purpose of creating the 

stories in the first place. When he picks up his 

pen, he thinks of the young students who used 

to surround him and see him as a grandfather 

f igure, especial ly  now he sees his  own 

newborn grandson among their small faces. 

If they read the story and think “the ducklings 

are so cute” rather than “the ducklings are 

delicious”, then they’ll be more likely to treat 

the world with kindness. When he wrote about 

the unnamed girl in the story who responded 

to the ducking’s actions with kindness, Chen 

did so with the belief that every child has the 

potential to become her.
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Chapter 1
Tearful Instructions

The bone-chilling north wind blew across the 

land. Dry leaves heavy with cold dew streamed 

like tears to the ground.  

The ducks were busy by the side of the 

lake, preening their wings, or still looking for 

food in the cold marsh, hoping to fill their 

bellies before the annual migration to the 

south.

This  year ’s  f l ight  leader was Fly ing 

Southward Hsiang. After careful consideration, 

he had f inal ized the name-l ists  for  the 

Vanguard Early Warning Team. In order to 

protect everyone else, these outstanding 

young team members would have to put 

themselves in unpredictable danger, fly at 

the front of the team, look out for all kinds of 

unexpected situations, and alert everyone else 

at any time. Just thinking about it made Flying 

Southward Hsiang felt tense.

As he looked at the thick flight log with the 

yellow threads tied around it, Flying Southward 

Hsiang could hear his father’s instructions as he 

handed the log book to him:

“… at least 30 out of each 100-strong 

Vanguard Early Warning Team must return to 

the south safely, or else… you must also tie 

a yellow thread around the log book.” Flying 

Southward Hsiang could almost see his father’s 

deep moist eyes and his trembling body.

“Each yellow thread represents 70 young 

lives, and these overlapping ones, alas…” 

Flying Southward Hsiang couldn’t bear to go 

on.

For Flying Southward Hsiang, these yellow 

threads were not only markers of grief, but they 

were also a deep reminder that he could never 

forget.

The ducks lined up by the lake and waited 

for the Vanguard Early Warning Team name list 

to be called out. It was so quiet you could have 

heard a pine-needle drop.

“Clear  Vis ion Chao.”  At  last , F ly ing 

Southward Hsiang read out the first name. 

“Aagh!” Chao’s mother gasped, tears 

welling in her eyes.

Chao’s father spread his wing around his 

son and said hoarsely, “Keep your eyes open, 

son! And don’t fly into a bird net, they’re fatal.”

“Ears Alert Chien.” Flying Southward 

Hsiang didn’t dare look at the Chien family for 

fear the final parting would leave him unable 

to continue reading, but he could still hear 

the wavering voice of Chien’s elderly father, 

“Son, I am proud of you. You must always listen 

carefully, and if you hear a human voice, don’t 

go anywhere near it.” 

“Smart Mouth Sun.”

“Don’t eat anything without checking it 

carefully. Humans put poison everywhere!”

THE DUCK  
MIGRATION BRIGADE
By Chen Cheng-En

Translated by Helen Wang
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“Quick Mover Li.”

“Watch out for bird-traps, grandson! Don’t 

be like your uncle, I can still remember the look 

of despair in his eyes when he was hanging 

upside down in the trap.” 

“Beat the Wind Chen.”

“…”

“Face the Rain Lin.”

“…”

Each name he read out was like a hard 

rock in his heart. He could almost feel the 

mood of his ancestors as they tied a yellow 

thread around the flight log book. All because 

of humans.

Every duck has a line of yellow feathers 

above its eyes. It’s a symbol found on all the 

duck family, a declaration of unity in life and 

death.

Flying Southward Hsiang used his foot 

to smooth the yellow feathers above his eye. 

When they came back from migration last 

year, all the surviving ducks had plucked a 

few yellow feathers from each other to make 

a yellow thread, and that scene came to mind 

again very clearly. Yellow feathers can grow 

back, but sad memories never disappear.

Flying Southward Hsiang prayed with 

all his heart: Please let us not need a yellow 

thread this year!

Flying Southward Hsiang spread his wings, 

checked which way the wind was blowing, and 

decided that they would set off the next day. 

He looked at the flight log book, then casually 

opened it to the first page, which had yellowed, 

and read the log for the first migration since 

records began. 

Duck Migration Log Book

Duck Flight: Journey no.1, day 67

"Attention!" My voice trembled with 

excitement, like the autumn reeds swaying 

in the wilderness. 

Using the V-formation, of which they were 
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most proud, the Duck Brigade swept over 

the strange but attractive green marshes. 

That’s right! The marshes in the legendary 

waterbirds’ paradise: Formosa.

As the winter haven of our dreams opened 

before our eyes, we forgot the hunger in 

our guts, and our wings battered by the 

sea winds, and for a long time we were too 

excited to make a sound.

Enjoy! Close your eyes and feel the warmth 

on your face. Enjoy! Slip your beak slowly 

into the water, and let the food flow in.

“Oh, what a wonderful country!” Flying 

Southward Hsiang muttered, intoxicated by 

what he had read. 

He closed the logbook gently, afraid of 

shattering the beautiful scene he had 

painstakingly woven in his mind. He 

wanted to take this image with him to 

the south. He understood that the ducks 

needed ideals to give them the courage to 

cross foreign seas. 

Chapter 2
Ducks Devote Their Lives to Flying

The ducks set off and flew over the bright blue 

sea.

To escape the cold, they raced against the 

north wind. For a short break, they chased and 

caught up with cargo ships. To boost morale, 

they raced against other cheering geese and 

ducks. Only the wide-open sea encouraged 

them, painting a cheerleading scene with 

the waves’ white spray. The island was kind 

too, providing them with a place to rest and a 

source of calories. 

Duck Migration Log Book

Duck Flight: Journey no. 119, day 45

Brave ducks devoted their lives to flying. 

Today, we lost 12 companions, including 1 

from the vanguard.

When pioneer Guide Lu decided to stay 
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behind on the island with his injured 

mother, the brigade’s eyes filled with hot 

tears.

When ten companions’ strength was 

depleted, and they lost speed and fell 

into the sea, the brigade paid the highest 

respect. 

Remember! The ducks devote their lives to 

flying.

The ducks never doubted the direction 

they were flying in, however, a storm about to 

break on the horizon worried Flying Southward 

Hsiang.

In order to grasp the weather situation, he 

sent Beat the Wind Chen and Face the Rain Lin 

ahead as scouts.

At first, the sea breeze was surprisingly 

calm, and the migration brigade advanced 

silently towards the nearest reef.

Suddenly, it seemed as though a spell had 

been cast on the sky: a dark shadow hung all 

around.

Then, the dull roar of the wind in the 

distance brought heart-stopping news.

“The storm’s heading this way!” a voice 

filled with terror shouted in the distance, 

though they could only hear the voice faintly.

“It ’s Beat the Wind Chen, the storm’s 

heading this way!” Ears Alert Chien quickly 

pulled in his wings and turned around to report 

to brigade chief Flying Southward Hsiang.

Before Flying Southward Hsiang could 

react, he heard Clear Vision Chao shouting 

urgently, “Agh! Beat the Wind Chen and Face 

the Rain Lin are caught in the storm!”

“Quick! Take cover in the leeward side of 

the reef!” Flying Southward Hsiang issued an 

emergency order to the Migration Brigade.

At the same time, Quick Mover Li swerved 

and flew out about 10 meters, shouting: “I’m 

going to save Beat the Wind Chen and his 

group!”

“It’s too dangerous!” Flying Southward 

Hsiang yelled instinctively.

A strong gust of wind halted Quick Mover 

Li’s momentum, and sent him somersaulting 

through the air, back to where he’d come from.

The rain fell loud and hard, and the storm 

arrived at lightning speed. The curtain of wind 

and rain covering sky and earth shook not only 

the reef, but the grieving souls of the ducks on 

the leeward side of the reef as well.

Duck Migration Log Book

Duck Flight: Journey 119, day 55

After the Storm

Sunlight intensity: scorching

Losses reported: 

(1) Deaths: 20, including 2 members of the 

vanguard

Cause of death: Fell into the sea

(2) Wing damage: 36.

Estimated distance to next resting place: 6 

duck flying days

Special note: Ducks are helpless in a storm, 

but a storm will not affect the luster of life. 

Journey 119 will be great because of Beat 

the Wind Chen and Face the Rain Lin.

Chapter 3
A Little Girl is Crying

In preparation for the next six days of flying, 

the ducks were busy searching for food in the 

crevices of the reef. Even the noisy youngsters 

were unusually quiet that day — perhaps 

they were tired, or held back by the solemn 

atmosphere. 

At dusk, Flying Southward Hsiang looked 

up into the distance, spread his wings, and felt 

the rise and fall of the wind.

“We can set out again tonight,” he thought 

to himself.

“Someone’s crying for help!” Ears Alert 

Chien suddenly shouted.
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江湖，還有人嗎？
* Winner of the 2020 TiBE Book Prize
* Winner of the 2020 Golden Tripod Award
* Winner of the 2020 White Raven Award

As an orphan who has grown up in a cobbler’s house, all Tsu Hsiao-Pi really wants to do is 
lead an ordinary life, but his best friend dreams of someday becoming a warrior. However, 
given that they live in a tiny village where all the warriors have disappeared, how are they 
going to find their own wuxia world to be a part of?

The martial arts tournaments at NiuTou Village used to draw vast numbers of warriors who traveled 

there from far and wide to compete, but it lost them all thirty years ago when the large iron pillar 

engraved with the names of various heroes disappeared. Now with the warriors gone, is there 

anyone left who’s willing to take up the mantle and fight for what’s right? 

For two thirteen-year-olds who grew up in NiuTou Village, they’ve spent their entire lives hearing 

stories about that world. While the adventurous Kang Liang dreams of finding a way back there and 

becoming a warrior, orphan Tsu Hsiao-Pi just wants to stay with his master and toil away repairing 

shoes.

Then, one day an infamous fugitive appears and ruthlessly declares that for the wuxia world to 

return, the chief constable of the village has to die. What follows is a steady stream of strangers 

coming to NiuTou Village who possess a myriad of physical and mental skills, but what kind of 

chaos will they create as they try to reclaim the old world? And what does it all hold for Tsu Hsiao-Pi 

and Kang Liang?

Combining fantasy elements and coming-of-age themes which have long been Chang Yeou-Yu’s 

specialty, Jianghu, Is There Anybody There? marks the first time that the veteran children’s author 

has used wuxia as a backdrop and is an exciting new novel deep-rooted in a distinctive style that 

blends wuxia and fantasy. 

JIANGHU,  
IS THERE  
ANYBODY THERE?
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Book Report:  
Jianghu, Is There Anybody There?
By Rachel Wang Yung-Hsin

as the outcomes of training one’s body and 

mind based on the disciplines of particular 

clans, schools, or sects of martial art. Written 

for tweens, this work centers 13-year-old Tsu 

Hsiao-Pi, who is kindhearted, reserved, and 

industrious. Abandoned as an infant and 

raised by the master cobbler of NiuTou Village, 

he becomes highly skilled at shoe repair 

and design, and is poised to take over the 

workshop as the story begins. Unlike his Kong-

Fu-obsessed neighbor and childhood friend 

Kang Liang, who at age 13 is keen to leave 

his family’s steamed bao (buns) business in 

order to explore the Jianghu and compete for 

fame and glory as a martial artist, Tsu Hsiao-Pi 

is content to cultivate his craft and care for his 

aging mentor whom he considers his father. His 

other close friend Mai Tien, a compassionate, 

clever, and quick-witted 14-year-old, also 

compels Tsu Hsiao-Pi to stay put, although he 

does not readily admit it to himself.

Strategical ly  s i tuated along an ancient 

thoroughfare, NiuTou Village supplies essential 

services for travelers on their way to more 

prominent destinations. When suspicious 

circumstances bring a questionable visitor 

to the cobblers’ workshop, Tsu Hsiao-Pi is 

suddenly gifted with amazing Kong Fu he had 

not sought. Soon, he is forced to confront a 

complicated Jianghu and struggles to make 

tough decisions, such as whether to tell 

anyone about his newfound superpowers. 

As this book’s title suggests, Jianghu refers 

to a locale. Literally translated as “rivers and 

lakes”, the term Jianghu has rich connotations, 

encompassing natural and human geographies 

as well as alternate universes with distinct 

codes of conduct, choices, and consequences. 

At the same t ime, Jianghu is  a generic 

expression and a quintessential component 

of the Wuxia genre in Sinophone literature, 

film, theater, and other popular entertainment 

including comics and online games.

Depending on the context, modern references 

to Jianghu are found in fantasy, realistic 

fiction, poetic or prosaic descriptions of social 

environments or professional arenas, and even 

individual interior worlds as experienced in 

this Wuxia novel for tweens. In fact, Jianghu 

can define both the setting and the conceptual 

construct shaping the narrative lens: where 

the stories occur as well as how they are told. 

Adopting this milieu indicates the presence of 

alternative – sometimes intersecting – realities 

that occupy diverse dimensions of existence 

and realms of imagination.

Jianghu, Is There Anybody There? by Chang 

Yeou-Yu embodies the distinguishing features 

of Wuxia novels, beginning with a colorful cast 

of characters possessing different types and 

levels of Kong Fu, a euphemism for honing the 

requisite skills for one’s pursuits. In the Wuxia 

genre, Kong Fu refers to the practices as well 
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While witnessing Tsu Hsiao-Pi’s character 

development and evolution as a reluctant 

hero, readers learn of the region’s legendary 

martial arts competitions and the champions 

whose names were inscribed on an iron pillar 

that once upon a time stood by the village’s 

LiangCha Pavilion. The whereabouts of that 

pillar becomes the point of contention as 

conspicuous characters stream into NiuTou 

Village and fill up the local inns, much to the 

dismay of the police chief-cum-village head 

Chien Chih. 

Recal l ing the senseless  v iolence often 

accompanying martial arts competitions in the 

past, Chien Chih has outlawed them by decree. 

Meanwhile, he has put in place a separate iron 

pillar inscribed with the names of the officers 

who had perished while protecting innocent 

bystanders and inexperienced contestants 

as the competitions had grown increasingly 

deadly over the decades. Challenging Chien 

Chih’s one-sided representation that privileges 

strict law enforcement over respect for the 

Jianghu’s chivalric ethos and values, the 

proponents of the martial arts competitions 

rally to re-stage the tournament in order to 

restore their honor and reputation. Moreover, 

they insist on reinstalling the missing pillar and 

are willing to take extreme measures to make 

that happen. 

Against this backdrop of adult-world disputes 

and imminent threats to the community, 

readers zoom in on the lives of the main 

characters and their everyday activities. 

We observe intricate details of Tsu Hsiao-Pi 

working on special shoes that help Kang Liang 

with his Kong Fu practice, Mai Tien weaving 

lifelike animals and tiny shoes with the straw 

she freely collects from the workshop, and 

Kang Liang delivering stacks of bao-filled 

steamers while improving his balance and 

agility. We also witness adolescent angst and 

increasing tension between best friends as 

misunderstandings arise and loyalties are 

questioned.

Like i ts  counterparts for adult  readers, 

Jianghu, Is There Anybody There? establishes 

an atmospheric Wuxia story world featuring 

landscapes with provocative place names, 

such as Twenty One Peaks, Laklak River and 

Ancient Road. Sketches by Lin I-Shian reflect 

traditional Wuxia illustration styles and flesh 

out the key characters. Author Chang Yeou-Yu 

distills the genre’s epic themes – individual and 

collaborative quests that involve navigating 

treacherous surroundings, lingering memories 

of old scores to be settled, plus conflicts that 

arise from the ambiguities inherent in rules and 

regulations vs. justice and truth – into intriguing 

narrative strands, spinning them into an action-

packed plot with reveals and twists that are 

age-appropriate and relatable for the target 

audience. Through the sympathetic characters, 

Chang not only demonstrates some of the finer 

points of Kong Fu practice, but also outlines 

various philosophical approaches to life in the 

Jianghu.

The result is an engaging and entertaining 

journey through a Jianghu that welcomes 

anyone who wishes to visit.
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Chapter 1
NiuTou Village and the Ancient Road

“Jianghu, is there anybody there?”

The boy’s cry echoed round the Twenty 

One Peaks, scaring a few birds from the trees.

Two teenagers in turbans stood on the 

highest rock in the rocky part of the forest. The 

stockier of the pair, in a gray turban, cupped 

his hands around his mouth, and shouted into 

the distance again: “Jianghu, is there anyone 

there?”

The smaller boy jumped down from the 

rock, and pulled a basket of firewood onto his 

back. He looked up at the other boy and said, 

“Come on, Kang Liang, we should go home!” 

“Tsu Hsiao-Pi, we could leave NiuTou 

Village and go and see the Eastern City for 

ourselves,” said the stockier boy, “what do you 

think? There must be a jianghu there.”

“But I like NiuTou Village, I like spending 

time with Master Tsu.” Hsiao-Pi adjusted his red 

turban as he spoke.

“Jianghu, are you there? Is anyone there?” 

Kang Liang roared again from the rock. A 

grasshopper leapt up from the grass and 

landed next to Hsiao-Pi’s foot. Hsiao-Pi watched 

it with interest. “Well, there’s definitely an 

animal jianghu here, with frogs, flies, crickets 

and chickens. This grasshopper’s jianghu is so 

lively!” 

Kang Liang jumped down from the rock, 

and bent down to look at the grasshopper. 

“Hsiao-Pi, you forgot about us! We’re here too. 

Humans are also part of the grasshoppers’ 

jianghu. They eat our corn, and we send them 

off to the Western Skies. Better to be in the 

grasshopper’s jianghu than no jianghu at all, 

right?” 

Kang Liang reached out to grab the 

grasshopper, but it was too fast, and its sickle 

leg slashed his hand.

“Wow! That grasshopper’s fast, it's really 

something, a jianghu master!” Kang Liang 

shook out his hand and peered closely at the 

grasshopper. It was the color of dry grass. He 

reached out again, ready to grab it. This time 

he could see what happened: as soon as his 

hand went near the grasshopper, its back leg 

shot up, and he could see the row of spikes 

that had scratched his hand a few moments 

earlier. This time, Kang Liang whipped his hand 

back.

“So this is your weapon? Wait till you 

see mine!” Kang Liang took off his shoes and 

prepared his counter attack. As he raised his 

shoes high in the air, he heard a man’s voice 

coming from behind the stone: “You’re so loud 

they can hear you in LeiEr Town.” A middle-

aged man with a slightly bulging belly walked 

out from behind another rock. 

Kang Liang and Hsiao-Pi pulled themselves 

JIANGHU, IS THERE 
ANYBODY THERE?
By Chang Yeou-Yu

Translated by Helen Wang
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up straight, and looked at him. They’d never 

seen this man before. In his bright blue robe, 

with his long hair tied up in a small bun on 

top of his head, he looked the very image of a 

scholar.

The man looked at Kang Liang and asked, 

“Just now, why did you say there’s no one in the 

jianghu any more?” 

“The village’s jianghu has disappeared.” 

Kang Liang pointed to NiuTou Village as he 

put his shoes back on: “There used to be one, 

but then it disappeared, and now only the 

grasshoppers have a jianghu.”

“You're mistaken,” said the man. The 

jianghu has always been there. Why else 

would it be on people’s lips all day long?” He 

continued, “It’s like… the water tank is still a 

water tank, even when there’s no water in it. 

The jianghu is always there.”

The man looked up at the sky, and as 

though thinking aloud, said, “It looks like it’s 

going to rain. Then there’ll be water in the 

water tank again.”

Kang Liang and Hsiao-Pi both looked up 

at almost exactly the same time. The sky was so 

blue! There wasn’t a cloud in sight, so where 

was that rain going to come from?

“May I ask where you have come from, Sir? 

And where you are going?” Hsiao-Pi had never 

seen this man before. Most of the traders who 

passed through NiuTou Village were in a hurry 

and didn’t have time to wander in the forest 

and enjoy the scenery.

“Not to worry, we’ll meet again soon.” As 

soon as he’d finished speaking, the man turned 

around and walked off into the forest. He’d only 

taken a few steps before he suddenly stopped, 

and glanced back at the two teenagers: “What 

you just said, about the grasshopper’s jianghu, 

hmm, interesting. I like that, the grasshopper’s 

jianghu. Haha, very interesting!”

The two teenagers watched as the man 

disappeared into the forest.

An eagle was circling the Thirteen Peaks, 

observing everything that moved. It glanced 

at the two boys, walking towards the village 

with baskets on their backs. But they weren’t 

what it was looking for. The eagle had its eye 

on NiuTou Village, which, as its name implied, 

was the shape of a bull’s head, with a large 

pond on its right horn, and a flock of ducks on 

the pond. The eagle circled in the air, looking 

for an opportunity. It had almost caught one 

– it had swooped down just as a duck was 

taking flight, but an old man sitting nearby had 

thrown something at the eagle and hit its wing, 

and it had had to drop the duck. He was sitting 

by the pond again. Today wasn’t a good day.

Mr. Liu, the duck-farmer, was sitting on a 

deckchair by the lake, leisurely drinking tea, 

looking at the mountains and the people who 

passed by.

He enjoyed watching people coming and 

going.

NiuTou Village was at the foot of the 

Thirteen Peaks.

An ancient road connecting TaYi Town, 

NiuTou Village and LeiEr Town formed a trade 

route, which many people relied on for their 

living – small businesses and small traders 

– buying everyday items for others, running 

errands and delivering letters, making dozens 

of trips a year. 

The Twenty One Peaks was a mountain 

range that stretched from TaYi Town to NiuTou 

Village and LeiEr Town, with the last peak rising 

from Mirror Lake in the outskirts of LeiEr Town. 

On the other side of the lake was ZhaoYao 

Mountain. If you took a boat across the lake, 

then walked round ZhaoYao Mountain, and 

through a forest, you’d come to the bustling 

Eastern City. From there it was three day’s walk 

east to the capital where the Emperor lived. 

Who was the Emperor now?

No one knew! NiuTou Village was just a 

small mountain town beyond the Emperor’s 

control. 

It didn’t matter who the Emperor was, life 
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just went on, didn’t it?

If you were going from LeiEr to TaYi, you 

have to pass through NiuTou Village on the 

way. Once you’d reached TaYi, if you continued 

walking for another half day, you’d come to the 

Western City, which was almost as big as the 

Eastern City.

NiuTou Village nestles quietly in the 

mountains by the Laklak River, and over the 

course of several dynasties, has remained 

much the same, with no major development or 

decline. Whether you’re coming from TaYi or 

LeiEr you have to pass through NiuTou Village, 

and you can only do so on foot. You can bring 

a mule or a donkey to carry your goods, but if 

you tried to ride a horse on the ancient road, 

you’d get your head smashed in. 

Originally, people had just wanted to 

make a road, and had carved one out of the 

cliff. On one side of the road was the mountain 

wall, on the other was the sheer drop down 

to the rapids of the Laklak River that rushed 

past on its way to the Mirror Lake at LeiEr. The 

surface of the road was bumpy and uneven, 

with low odd-shaped rocks that had been left 

because they were too hard to cut through, 

so you had to watch your feet all the time 

and walk carefully. Trees growing out of the 

mountain side fought for space, their branches 

stretching horizontally over the road. The 

whole road was like that, bumpy and uneven 

underfoot, another natural stone wall shooting 

straight up to the sky, another branch sticking 

out over the road. The sky was so vast in those 

parts that as soon as you looked up, you could 

see a flawless blue sky, though the sun shone 

so brightly it hurt the eyes. Yet, on the road it 

was dark and damp, with the sun out of sight. 

This ancient road carved out of the rock 

was the only direct route to TaYi or LeiEr. It 

was hard work walking on this road, and it 

was painful on the legs. People were always 

complaining: If only the road was a little wider! 

If only you could ride on horseback it would 

be so much faster! But, the strength to carve 

this road out of the rock had been exhausted 

hundreds of years earlier, and nowadays no 

one had time to carve into the rock any more, 

everyone was too busy! 

And that ’s why the ancient road has 

remained unchanged for a thousand years.

NiuTou Village resembled a bull’s head, 

with its horns curling towards the jagged 

mountain range, and the vil lage houses 

densely packed on the ox’s face. Beyond the 

ox’s lower jaw was a big steep slope, down to a 

large sheer cliff, and at the bottom of the valley 

was the Laklak River.

NiuTou Village had more character than 

TaYi and LeiEr. It was small, and could not 

expand into a town even it wanted to because 

there was no more land on which to build 

houses. But there were twenty inns in the 

village, the same number as in TaYi and LeiEr 

combined. That’s a lot of inns for such a small 

place, but NiuTou Village needed them. Those 

long distance journeys meant traders heading 

for TaYi or LeiEr had to stay overnight in NiuTou 

Village. To walk from TaYi Town to NiuTou 

Village took a whole day. If you set out at dawn, 

you’d arrive at NiuTou Village when the sun 

was slipping down the mountains. You had to 

walk all the next day as well to reach LeiEr, and 

then get a boat to the Eastern City. 

What kind of business needed two days of 

hard walking?

Where there are roads, vil lages and 

people, there will be business. There were 

porters, because the people of these two 

towns and one village needed others to run 

errands for them, and buy goods for them. 

The porters went back and forth all year round 

in order to sustain their families. There were 

people who sold medicine, and flour, and 
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all kinds of materials, all of whom depended 

on the ancient road to make a living. Over 

time, people stopped thinking of themselves 

as passers-through, as they had friends 

everywhere in NiuTou Village. They stayed the 

night, ate a meal, drank wine, chatted, and 

made new friends. 

Besides its well-developed guesthouse 

industry, NiuTou Village had another thriving 

industry. As it took a day to walk on ancient 

road from TaYi to NiuTou Village, and another 

day to complete your journey, it’s not surprising 

people wore out their shoes.

There were three shoe repair shops in 

NiuTou Village. Two of them - CleverHands 

Shoe Repairs and SuperResistant Shoe Repairs 

were located on the bull’s eyes, which were 

conspicuous positions at the entrance/exit to 

the village. But neither of them could match 

the reputation of Old Tsu’s Shoe Repairs. [Lao 

means old. Tsu is a surname, but it also means 

tough. So you could think of the shop name as 

Tough Old Shoe Repairs]. Old Tsu’s shop was 

on the bull’s jawline on a road called Hanging 

Cliff Road, because when you walked to the 

end of the road there was a hanging cliff.

On Hanging Cliff Road there was a shoe 

repair shop, two inns, a shop selling baozi 

(steamed buns) and a barber’s shop.

Hanging Cliff Road wasn’t a main street, so 

you might wonder if a shoe repair shop could 

do well there?

It certainly could! Because Old Tsu was a 

veteran shoe repairer. The owners of the other 

two shops had previously been his apprentices. 

The elder one, Tien Kuei, had opened the 

CleverHands shop, and the younger one Ai 

Chi had opened the SuperResistant shop. 

Out of respect for Old Tsu they had not stolen 

his customers, and sometimes even passed 

business to him. Old Tsu had not only taught 

them his skills, he had also taught them how to 

behave.  

How often had they heard the words 

that hung on Old Tsu’s lips: “If you want to 

earn money, stitch a good pair of shoes for 

someone. If you want peace of mind, don’t be 

greedy. If you want to sleep at night, don’t say 

bad things about people.”

Old Tsu’s full name was Tsu Ta-Chuang 

[Tsu means coarse, Ta-Chuang means big and 

strong] which was the exact opposite of his 

physical appearance. He was dark-skinned 

and thin, and had kept a beard the length of a 

finger joint for years. He’d lost all his hair, not 

that any of the men in NiuTou Village cared if 

they were bald or not, because they covered 

their head all year round with either a turban 

or a fur hat, and the only thing they cared 

about was whether their turban looked good 

and whether they had style. Wearing a turban 

had been a tradition in NiuTou Village for who 

knows how many generations. Young and 

old, the men kept their hair short or shaved it 

off, and wore a turban, replacing it with a fur 

hat when it snowed in winter. The turban was 

such a special accessory that you could be in 

the remotest corner of the world and people 

would know at a glance that you were from 

NiuTou Village.

What about the women of NiuTou? They 

tied a headscarf around their waists, which was 

not so different to the men wearing a turban, 

and some women tied their hair up with a 

headscarf. 

“Your village is so weird. You have perfectly 

good hair, why do you go and shave it all off?”

“We think hair looks ugly. And it gets in the 

way,” every man in NiuTou answered the same 

way.

“What do you mean, it gets in the way? 

Hair just grows quietly. What does it get in the 

way of?”
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城市裡的數感素養課： 
環遊世界，發掘大都市的數學方程式！
Have you ever wondered how major international cities became the glamorous tourist 
destinations that they are today? This book combines mathematics and history to take 
readers on a journey through the fascinating stories and context behind city planning.

Today, the ancient Japanese city of Kyoto is a favorite destination for tourists from all over the 

world, but did it really used to be a jumbled mass of tall buildings and shop signs? Is it possible 

that London, which is known for its abundance of green parks and trees, was once a hotbed of 

pollution and disease? And was transit-oriented Taipei previously a pedestrian nightmare? Perhaps 

what’s most surprising is that the secret behind the transformation of these amazing global cities is 

something that many people find boring: mathematics! 

This book introduces five cities, each with their own chapter: London, Barcelona, Paris, Kyoto, 

and Taipei. Each chapter starts by presenting the city as it is today and highlighting its famous 

landmarks, then describing the city’s history and culture. This is followed by an explanation of the 

reasons the government has embarked on its process of urban planning and regeneration, as 

well as how the designers of these cities have used interesting math to create friendly, convenient, 

people-oriented living environments. Analogies are also used throughout the book to explain 

complex numbers with simple concepts. The chapters conclude with mathematical stories and 

discussion questions to review and supplement the knowledge of both the city and the math 

covered in that section. 

The authors take a thematic approach to the writing and goes into depth on the historical and 

cultural context behind each city, using fun, simple math to combine interdisciplinary topics and 

knowledge to demonstrate the creative thought that goes into city planning and design. They hope 

to encourage readers to explore how mathematics solves life’s problems and shapes the world 

around us. 

NUMERACY IN  
GLOBAL CITIES: 
LONDON, BARCELONA, 
PARIS, KYOTO, TAIPEI
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Illustrated by Chen Wan-Yun 陳宛昀
Originally from Kaohsiung, Chen Wan-Yun graduated from School of 

Visual Arts Illustration (SVA) in New York. She is a freelance illustrator 

and graphic designer, and her work has been featured in books and 

magazines, as well as design projects for businesses. She has a diverse 

range of styles and enjoys using different materials in her creative work.
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Text by Lai I-Wei 賴以威
Lai I-Wei is an assistant professor of Electrical Engineering at National 

Taiwan Normal University, and is the co-founder of  the popular 

mathematics literacy platform Numeracy Lab. He is also the author of 

several works of fiction including the romance novel Ring of the Day which 

was adapted for television and aired on HBO in 2020.

Text by Benson Lee 李瑞祥
Benson Lee graduated from the Department of Japanese Language and 

Literature at National Taiwan University. With some help from Numeracy 

Lab’s mascot NumNum, he’s out there spreading the word on just how 

much fun math can be. He also runs a YouTube channel called “Purpnight” 

where he reviews Japanese books, music, and television.
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A Fun Universal Language  
for Kids
Written by Lu Yu-Shiou (Editor)

Translated by Sarah-Jayne Carver

The same thing happened in Paris, Kyoto, and 

London. These cities used to represent filth, riots, 

danger, disease, and get-rich-quick schemes, 

but through mathematics they have become the 

charming and livable global metropolises that 

they are today. 

The Creative Challenge: 
Balancing History and Math

Although the history and mathematics of 

these cities were both very interesting, it was 

a challenge to strike a balance between them 

and make it relatable to children who had never 

traveled abroad. We decided to start with the 

history of each city and how its appearance is 

widely recognized today, then look back at the 

various problems it had in the past and use these 

contrasts to create a sense of fun and disbelief. 

How has the city changed so much? It turns out, 

it’s math! We ended each chapter with a short 

story about history and math. For example in 

Paris, we looked at how Napoleon wasn’t just a 

politician, he was also a mathematician which is 

why the math of the city became so integral and 

balanced. 

“Is this really math though?” was the most 

common question I kept asking Lai as I read 

about the mathematics behind each city. I think 

I had a deep-rooted negative impression of 

math, but editing this book was like taking a 

math class all over again. It turned out that math 

could be demonstrated through curves, colors, 

shapes, time, religion, medicine, and all sorts of 

Mathematics is probably the most despised 

and misunderstood subject among elementary 

school students. It’s the “most despised” because 

as far as kids are concerned, it’s just solving 

problems over and over again, and it’s the “most 

misunderstood” because it’s always equated with 

numbers and formulas. 

A Source of Inspiration: 
Math Problems in Japanese Shrines

Author Lai I-Wei discovered the answer to this 

conundrum while on a trip to Japan. Japanese 

shrines have a culture of mathematics that 

goes back several centuries. There used to be 

mathematicians who traveled across the country 

drawing elaborate calculations on ema (small 

wooden plaques) and presenting them as 

offerings to the gods. This made him realize that 

he could actually reverse how children dislike and 

misunderstand math by getting them to interact 

with the cities they live in, both in the present and 

by looking at the cities’ long histories. 

By looking at the various metropolises he’d visited 

and their architectural histories, Lai managed to 

unearth how math can shape the character of 

a city. Take Barcelona for example, which you 

could say was the most mathematical city. The 

neatly arranged octagonal buildings of manzana 

and Avinguda Diagonal in the Eixample district 

weren’t the result of a sudden flash of inspiration by 

passionate Spaniards, but the work of the rational 

architect Ildefons Cerdà who used math to overturn 

the discrimination and injustice of the Old Town. 
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other elements, so I stopped 

obsessing over this need to 

include more numbers and 

formulas in the book just to 

conform with this this so-called 

idea of mathematics. 

This diversity was also great at 

sparking creative inspiration 

for illustrator Chen Wan-Yun. In 

addition to math that needed 

to be present in the book, 

there were written words that 

didn’t look like math and there 

wasn’t any stereotypical math 

in there, instead the illustrations 

were filled with more room for 

imagination. Chen created her 

illustrations directly from the 

feelings she had while reading 

the text, which frequently 

produced the best results. 

Not Just Numbers:  
The Benefits for Young Readers

Many cities around the world have such long 

histories that even local residents struggle to 

grasp the whole picture. The hope is that this 

book can make residents and visitors not only 

appreciate the city as it currently is, but also learn 

why and how it has changed throughout history. 

City planning isn’t just a huge mathematical 

puzzle, it’s also tied to the planners’ heartfelt 

desire to make the place where they reside more 

thoughtful and livable. By including his own city, 

Taipei, at the very end of the book, Lai hopes that 

it’ll make young Taiwan readers care more about 

where they live, or even be inspired by other 

cities around the world to make their hometown 

better. 

Math isn’t actually that difficult after all. Anyone 

who understands numbers and mathematical 

symbols can communicate with each other 

across different countries and ethnicities, just 

as Lai was able to understand the ema by the 

ancient mathematicians despite not knowing 

Japanese. By the end of the book, not only is Lai 

already looking for math in other fields such as 

art, science, and technology among others, but 

also anticipates that this common language will 

help children realize once again just how fun 

these subjects can be. 
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