
Taiwan by 
lantern  

light
A little-explored part of Asia,  

lee mylne takes her family on a 
Taiwanese adventure filled with  

lanterns, dim sum and Hello Kitty.
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  Information

Taiwan Tourism eng.taiwan.net.tw

 Getting there
Cathay Pacific flies to Taipei via Hong Kong 
from six major Australian cities.  
www.cathaypacific.com
China Eastern Airways flies to Taipei via 
Shanghai from Sydney, Cairns and Melbourne. 
hk.ceair.com. 

   Stay 
The Howard Plaza Hotel Taipei  
www.howard-hotels.com
Grand Hi-Lai Hotel www.grand-hilai.com

  Eat
Din Tai Fung www.dintaifung.com.tw

  Hot tip 
Getting around Taipei is easy on the MRT.  
Buy an ‘Easy Card’ to avoid the need to  
get tickets every time you want to travel.

REPORT CARD
INTERNATIONAL

collections of ancient Chinese artefacts and 
artworks, and is a great place to start your visit. 

Ranked as one of the top four museums in the 
world, it is hugely popular with Taiwanese people 
and the queues are long, but you can find 
respite from the crowds in the Children’s Gallery, 
a free area set aside specially for kids from five 
to 12 years and their families.

It’s all very interactive, but related to some of 
the special exhibits in the museum, and has 
map-guides designed for kids in English. It’s 
also a good chance for your kids to interact with 
Taiwanese children. 

Kids will also like the observation deck  
at the top of Taipei 101, the city’s tallest building. 
After you’ve admired the view, head downstairs 
for dumplings and dim sum at Din Tai Fung.

As baskets of steaming morsels arrive at your 
table, the kids will be entertained by the sight of 
the chefs working behind the glass walls of the 
kitchen. You can press your nose against the 
window to see the detail – and remarkable 
speed – with which they work to create the 

took the train from Taipei, arriving to find a huge 
area of parkland near the Hsinchu railway station 
set aside for displays of elaborately decorated 
lanterns of all shapes and forms made by 
schools and community groups. We arrived in 
daylight and wandered around marvelling at 
these artworks, but it was only when night fell 
that the full effect was revealed. 

In 2013, the Year of the Snake, the main 
lantern display was a 20m-high serpent rearing 
out of water and into the sky. Made up of more 
than 200,000 LED lights, it transformed from a 
massive sculpture in the daytime to a dazzling 
lantern in the dark. Others took on the shapes of 
an elephant, a phoenix and the mythical pixiu 
(something like a cross between a dragon and a 
tiger). Displays depicted characters from science 
fiction, gardens, signs of the zodiac and more. 
My eyes were as wide as any of the excited kids.

But there are other places where kids can 
have a lot of fun while you’re sightseeing in 
Taiwan. In the capital, Taipei, the National 
Palace Museum has one of the world’s largest 

You’ll have no trouble getting the kids to eat breakfast 
— even the toast has Hello Kitty branded onto it. 

04 Hello Kitty room at Grand Hi-Lai Hotel

dumplings that have made this one of Taiwan’s 
most famous restaurants (one of the Hong Kong 
branches even has a Michelin star). All around, 
other families are doing the same; it’s all 
child-friendly and they even have high chairs. 

If you feel like splashing out on accom- 
modation – at least for one night – little girls 
would be thrilled with a stay in a Hello Kitty-
themed room or suite in Taipei’s Grand Hi-Lai 
Hotel. Pink is the dominant colour, of course, 
and almost every aspect of the rooms have the 
Hello Kitty face on them somewhere. You’ll have 
no trouble getting the kids to eat breakfast – 
even the toast has Hello Kitty branded onto it. In 
fact, everything from the room keys to the 
furniture, the sugar packets and tea cups... 
yes, everything. And if you want to go all the way, 
there’s even Hello Kitty cars or bicycles to help 
you get around. 

04Hopes and dreams are soaring 
to the heavens; faces are turned 
upwards as lanterns gently float 
into the sky – little ones with a mix 
of solemnity and glee, older ones 

mostly serious, some hands clasped in prayer.
Following the example of others in the streets 

and in school playgrounds, we’ve taken a lesson 
in lantern-building, and spent some time painting 
messages on them before setting them free. 
Families with toddlers, groups of laughing 
teenagers, grandparents... they’re all here for the 
Sky Lantern Festival in Taiwan’s mountain 
village of Pingxi.

The annual Lantern Festival is a great time  
to visit Taiwan, but at any time of year this is a 
wonderful family-friendly destination. Children 
are catered for and welcomed with smiles 
almost everywhere, and there’s plenty to keep 
them interested and occupied. 

The Sky Lantern Festival, where thousands of 
blazing lanterns are sent into the air 
simultaneously in the evening, is one of the 
many lantern festivals held in Taiwan as part of 
its Chinese New Year celebrations.

All day, people arrive in the village and set 
about making lanterns of all shapes, sizes and 
colours. In the main street, through which a 
railway line runs, easels are set up and families 

crowd around them, painting their names and 
their wishes onto the paper. 

The ‘old streets’ of Pingxi date back to the 
1930s and 40s, with interesting little shops and 
stalls, mostly selling food, but at this time of year 
they are also piled high with lanterns, which 
make great souvenirs.

Traditionally, we’re told, the lanterns were a 
way of people reporting theft – although the 
details of how this ‘neighbourhood watch’ 
programme actually worked are a bit hazy, at 
least to us as visitors. 

Pingxi is surrounded by mountains and is the 
only place where lanterns can be released into 
the sky legally. The town has only 2400 
households, so there is very little light pollution 
to detract from the spectacle created by the 
flaming lanterns soaring overhead. Like so many 
tiny hot air balloons, the lanterns rise into the sky. 
Two thousand are released... so many wishes, 
so many dreams...

But before that happens, there’s entertainment 
from singers, drumming teams and rock bands. 
It’s a festival like no other – but also very 
crowded, and the crush is no fun for adults, let 
alone little ones.

The largest official event to celebrate the 
Lantern Festival is held in a different place each 
year. This year it was the city of Hsinchu, and we 

01 Lantern sculptures, Hsinchu Lantern Festival 
02 The Sky Lantern Festival is a sight to behold 
03 Children preparing the lanterns in Pingxi 
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