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​Introduction

[image: ]


Kaohsiung is amazing, and you don’t even know. 
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In the past, Kaohsiung, Taiwan’s third-biggest city, perched awkwardly on the southwestern coast, wasn’t on anyone’s must-visit list. It went by an unpleasant Japanese name: Takao, which in Mandarin means beat the dog. 

Kaohsiung was even less appealing than Taipei. Kaohsiung was known as a land of sugar refineries, shipbreakers, marine scrapyards, chemical factories, and the “uncouth” people — former rice farmers — who worked in them. 

But Kaohsiung was a boom town for the economic advancement of those “uncouth” villagers. They came in droves, from both Taiwan and mainland China, to work in factories and shipyards, as well as on ships. Even ship-breaking — nowadays exclusively done in India — was once a big industry in Kaohsiung. But for tourism, Kaohsiung was about as far down on the list as it is on the Taiwan coast. (How’s that for a laborious metaphor?)

Now, Kaohsiung is rising. The shipbreakers are long gone. The chemical factories and shipyards are in decline and are overshadowed — for most people — by Kaohsiung’s new food halls, museums, technology parks, design houses, and art complexes. The city hasn’t been left behind in Taiwan’s rise from a backwater source of cheap labor into a rich first-world country.
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Kaohsiung is now not only rising as a center of new Taiwanese culture, but is gaining recognition as a storehouse of traditional Taiwanese culture and language. It has less of the mainland Chinese influence that arguably dominates (or dominated) Taipei.

Fifty or even twenty years ago, Kaohsiung was a black sheep because people mostly spoke Taiwanese. Many people didn’t even speak Mandarin. That was back when Taiwan was still strongly the Republic of China, with emphasis on the China. Now that we’re bolder in asserting our own Taiwanese identity, we also cherish the Taiwanese-ness of Kaohsiung, rather than shaming it.

This book is as local as Kaohsiung: all the insider goods. Everything has a Google Maps link, so while browsing the book, you can add destinations to your itinerary. Maybe do what I do and make different Google Maps lists for different days of your trip. Or you do you. 

In this book, I start out with the basics: hotel, getting around, and eating. Then we go into some more unique Kaohsiung experiences, including a day trip to Pingtung County, and finish with a day trip to Tainan.

Let’s get started. Kan poe! (Taiwanese for Cheers!)
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​Hotel recommendations
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Thanks to China’s bullying of the international hotel companies, Taiwan (especially Kaohsiung, which is politically more independence-minded than Taipei) doesn’t have many international-brand-name hotels you’d recognize. That’s why you need my advice. The good news is if you’re not coming during Lunar New Year (and please don’t travel to, from, or in Taiwan during Lunar New Year unless you absolutely have to, or maybe not even then), Kaohsiung hotel prices are very reasonable. Maybe even cheap.

You can get a very workable hotel room — clean, decent location, not a hostel — for $30 USD a night or less. You can get something a bit fun for around $50 USD. And for $100 USD a night, you’re in luxury. 

Some of your best deals in Kaohsiung’s budget hotels ($30 range) will come from places in repurposed office buildings. Most commonly, the 85 building, the tallest building in Kaohsiung, and a few buildings near it, host official and unofficial hotels and Airbnb-type listings. Actually, there are also old office buildings farther from the center that host informal hotels, but those tend to be too sketchy for me to recommend them.

At the high end, there’s an Intercontinental in Kaohsiung. It costs around $400 USD a night. I’ve never stayed there (though I’ve visited), but I can’t imagine it being worth four times the price of my higher-end recommendation: the Han Hsien Hotel (basically a Taiwanese copy of a Hyatt or Hilton: notice the letter H?), which goes for around $100 USD a night. I’m not even including the Intercontinental in my recommended list, because I don’t think it’s worth the price.

​Agoda

Whether you’re looking for hotels or Airbnb-type deals, the booking website or app to use in Taiwan is Agoda. The mainstream booking platforms, such as Expedia and Airbnb, have stringent requirements for customer service, safety, and English ability that small Taiwanese hotels prefer not to deal with. Agoda has those small hotels. And for hotels that do appear on the bigger platforms, Agoda’s prices are usually significantly lower. It’s sort of a “local pricing” thing, because of the belief that people using the bigger, US-based platforms are business travelers or “rich foreigners” or something like that. (Agoda is actually owned by Booking.com, but it operates separately from Booking’s other platforms.) Non-chain hotels in Taiwan may have websites, but are extremely unlikely to have their own online booking systems — though if your Mandarin is up to par, you can attempt calling them to book directly, but I would guess they still won’t beat Agoda’s price.

​Good deals at the 85 Building ($20-$50 a night range)

The 85 Building, also known as Tuntex Tower or the T&C Building, is Kaohsiung’s tallest building. Its construction may have been a practice run for Taipei 101, since it was built a few years before Taipei 101, by the same architect and developer. 

Shaped like the Chinese character for tall, the 85 Building was supposed to have condos, retail, and offices. It opened in 1997. There wasn’t much interest from tenants or buyers after the initial novelty wore off. 85 closed during the covid pandemic and never reopened. Which leads to the Chinese-speakers’ joke that the building’s representation is not the character for tall, but a vulgar homonym for that character, which means something like f’d up.

The building remains officially closed, but lots of people do go in and out of it, to access their units, or the small businesses sprouting up in the building. There’s even a small police station inside.

Why am I telling you all this trivia about a defunct skyscraper? Because it has many great deals on places to stay.

The owners of residential units in that building are often renting them out on Airbnb and similar sites, or (more rarely) are offering their condos as “hotels” on the hotel sites. If the address of a hotel or Airbnb is 5 Ziqiang 3rd Road, then it’s at the 85 Building:

https://www.google.com/search?q=hotel+5+Ziqiang+3rd+Road
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Many of those “hotels” in the 85 Building come and go. Many were shut down after police raids a few years ago. Don’t assume that every hotel that comes up on that search is still operating.

All the online sources have conflicting info about whether the 85 building is “open” or “closed.” The building’s front entrance is indeed locked, boarded up, and blocked with metal debris dumped in front of it. However, its side entrance — which has now become the defacto front entrance — is still open. And there are many small businesses, including many Airbnb rentals, still operating there. The people who bought the condos at 85 for the most part seem not to be living there, but renting them out on Airbnb. 

There used to be many “hotels” at 85, but after some drug and prostitution busts at those “hotels,” it was discovered that none of them were properly licensed as hotels, nor paying taxes.

If you read or hear warnings about 85 being dangerous, that’s old news. Yes, years ago, when it stood mostly empty, it was a center of drugs, prostitution, and then violent crime. That all ended around 2021 when the government kicked out all the unlicensed hotels, and set up a literal police station in the 12th floor lobby. Yes, there’s a small police station — it looks like a mall security desk — on the 12th floor of the 85 Building.

Why specifically the 12th floor? Because the elevator from the lobby only goes to the 12th floor. Yes, it’s one of those buildings. From the 12th floor, you take a second elevator (keycard-protected) to your destination floor. Actually, if you’d started in the underground parking garage, you’d need to take three elevators: one to the lobby, one to the 12th floor, and a third one to your destination. That’s one of the reasons the building’s novelty quickly wore off.

The multitude of keycard-protected elevators also creates a problem if you’re a non-Chinese-speaking guest at one of these Airbnb or “hotel” accommodations. To check in to the hotel, you have to call and have someone from the Airbnb come down to the 12th floor to get you. Which is easy if you have a Taiwanese phone and speak Chinese — but otherwise can be a hassle. See if you can get Line app set up (often used in Taiwan, especially for hotel bookings, as many tourists are from Japan) to contact them once you’ve arrived. Failing that, see if you can get any of the people hanging around the 12th floor, possibly a police officer, to help you contact your Airbnb and check in. 

Storytime: I once went to the 12th floor of 85 to look for the cafe there (mentioned later in this book). When I was wandering around looking lost, searching for the cafe, a police officer came up to me. He said he can call my Airbnb and have them come down and get me, if I know the Airbnb name or unit number. So obviously they’re used to that situation.

Do I recommend the lodgings at the 85 Building? It’s so highly variable. There’s nothing wrong with the building itself. Sure, the building is almost thirty years old, but that’s not a problem if that condo that you’re renting out has been maintained — and who knows if it has.  Having to take two elevators might be a hassle, but on the other hand, it might be cool to explore all the other businesses in that weird old skyscraper, and the views are pretty much unbeatable. If you do book a place in this building, find out what floor it’s on, and definitely work out in advance whether your room has a window — some rooms rented out here are windowless.

Public transit access is excellent, with bus stops all around the building, and the subway a short walk away.

I’d say you can stay at one of the places in the 85 Building as long as you know what you’re getting into: a weird old semi-closed building, and a “hotel” that’s probably just some person who’s renting out a condo or office they own there as “hotel rooms.”

All the bigger and more “official” businesses at 85, such as the Grand Formosa Hotel and the view deck, have closed down.

​Lyu Jie Business Hotel (aka LJ Hotel) ($30)

https://maps.app.goo.gl/Eh5vn9MhVTzFeNtD9
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Lyu Jie is one of those usual Taiwanese budget hotels that occupy a floor of a former office building. It’s in a building right across the street from the 85 building: on the 17th floor of the slightly older and rattier (compared to 85) building at 31 Zhonghua 4th Road. That building’s ground floor is also home to some great hole-in-the-wall restaurants, and possibly Kaohsiung’s nicest FamilyMart convenience store (it has an onsite restaurant and laundromat!), called the Love Store. 

​FamilyMart Love Store (convenience store)

https://maps.app.goo.gl/CyvqS1QHqhMvqNfU9
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On the other hand, the building is very “local,” and until you get to the hotel, you might be a bit skeeved out: it’s middle-class Kaohsiung life, with aunties drying laundry on windowsills, guys squatting in the stairwells to smoke and gamble, and so on. Note that unlike 85, this building does allow you to go directly to the 17th floor from the lobby. Also unlike 85, this building doesn’t put up any pretense of being upscale.

I like Lyu Jie over the other hotels in that building because it’s not run like a hostel, and it’s clean and professional, and the customers are quiet adults, rather than the groups of boisterous teenagers that many similar hotels attract. 

Lyu Jie’s rooms have huge windows and amazing views. The view-to-price ratio is unbeatable. On the other hand, a “hotel” in a run-down old building will always feel sketchy to me. As with most hotels in old buildings, you can’t even flush your toilet paper in the toilet but have to use a gross trash can next to the toilet. (Ever been to Chungking Mansions in Hong Kong? Or seen the movie Chungking Express? Lyu Jie is not nearly as sketchy as Chungking Mansions, but it leans in that direction. But maybe for the $25 USD a night Lyu Jie asks on Agoda, we shouldn’t complain.)

​City Suites Pier 2 ($40)

https://maps.app.goo.gl/ryJQJAXnzSr6jUhd6
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City Suites is a Taiwanese hotel chain, and a pretty good one. This location is at Siziwan (near the Cijin ferries and the piers), with usually a decent view out onto the water. It’s right in the middle of the Pier 2 art area, which can make for some interesting wandering-around, even at night after it’s closed. And being near Pier 2, rather than farther west at Siziwan, also makes it more convenient to get around. The windowless rooms go for about $30, and the with-window rooms for about $40-$50, at least on weekdays. It is, of course, more expensive on weekends, and whenever else the crowds from Taipei pour in. Note that the “free breakfast” here is actually at another City Suites hotel that you have to walk a few minutes to. But who wants a hotel breakfast when there’s amazing Kaohsiung food all around?

​Legend Hotel Pier 2 ($35)

https://maps.app.goo.gl/7u7HRumAQP5Q1bFu7
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This place, you might notice from the street: the building is bright and colorful. It looks like a hostel. It’s conceptually very similar to the City Suites above, and located right next to it at Pier 2, with slightly lower prices, and a slightly younger feel. The basic rooms do have windows, but the windows only look out onto a wall. There are also actually windowless rooms, as well as views with an actual view. Even if you splurge on those rooms with views, this place doesn’t go much higher than $40 per night on weeknights. There’s a lot of emphasis on shared areas and a shared lounge — which even has free laundry machines, and a shared refrigerator — so you can see how it’s kind of like a hostel, but the rooms themselves aren’t shared (nor are the bathrooms). All around very solid.

Watermark Hotel ($40)

https://maps.app.goo.gl/xuWPMSM5QKbXcmKX8
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I like The Watermark. It looks a lot fancier than its $40 price range.  It’s in the same price range as the Legend Pier 2, but it looks much more expensive. The Legend looks like a hostel, while the Watermark really looks like a luxury hotel. The downside of the Watermark is that it’s inconveniently far from anything other than Siziwan Lookout and the Cijin Ferry. It’s farther west than the two Pier 2 hotels above. It’s quiet and almost secluded, for contemplating the views over the harbor at night. But it’s a bit annoying trying to get home from anywhere other than the Cijin Ferry. You have to walk across the bridge even to get to the nearest bus stop. But if you’re an Uber fan, or go to Cijin all the time, that won’t be a problem. 

​Sunlight Garden Hotel (aka Sun Hotel) ($40)

https://maps.app.goo.gl/qx3uPVwyuqcEm6vL7
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Sunlight Garden is a bit northeast of the central city, in an area not very popular with visitors, out toward the science museum. It’s still a good central location, but walking to anywhere “popular” will be a hike. On the upside, the location has great access to public transit, as well as to the slightly gritty old business center of Kaohsiung. And what do you get in return for being in this slightly out of the way location? You get a very spiffy looking business hotel that could pass for a three-star or even four-star Hilton or similar, for around $40 a night. This place punches way above its price range. The other downside is they’re not set up for foreign guests and most everything is in Chinese. They’re going to happily welcome you, but just be used to whipping out your Google Translate camera for tasks like reading signs and menus. Which you should be used to anyway in Kaohsiung.

​Guide Hotel ($90)

https://maps.app.goo.gl/96aHsbsfRUdohhmK8
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The Guide Hotel — with four-star accommodations and five-star service, right in central Kaohsiung — is a screaming bargain, as it’s usually available for under $100 USD a night. There’s a nice big swimming pool. The location is great for business-oriented sightseeing, but a bit far from the Cijin and Siziwan areas (as all centrally located Kaohsiung hotels are). The only downside here is the building is from the 1990s and sort of shows its age. Guide is a Taiwanese hotel chain. This location is at the back side of the main Kaohsiung police station. That might be good or bad.

​Han Hsien Hotel ($100)

https://maps.app.goo.gl/2zdmicJwJ9gr73He7
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I admit: I love the Han Hsien. I love it because it’s such a great under-the-radar bargain. It’s a bonafide five-star hotel for around $100 a night. The service is amazing. The free breakfast is glorious. The views are always excellent. The location is central, especially for business (not far from the 85 building area). It’s an old building, but it’s been kept up well. The only downside, and a way in which the hotel shows its age, is there aren’t many power outlets in the room. The hotel has been updated and renovated, but I guess it’s not easy to add power outlets for our charging-everything era. If you haven’t noticed, the double Hs in the name are meant to evoke Hilton and Hyatt. It’s basically a Taiwanese copy of a Hilton or Hyatt. Note that there’s no MRT stop within an easy walk, but there’s a free hotel shuttle to the nearest MRT station.

​Kaohsiung Grand Hotel ($80)

https://maps.app.goo.gl/7N3gPnTUTEatmJsx9
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The Grand Hotel is certainly grand. Yes, it’s the sibling property of the Grand Hotel in Taipei. Like its Taipei sibling, it is far from the central city, and it’s a big, ostentatious property in a beautiful natural setting on a lake. The downsides are that it’s not walkable to anything, and even getting to a convenience store will involve an Uber or taxi ride. There are bus stops sort of nearby, but considering the distance, you’ll be spending a lot of time on buses (and walking to and from the stop). Also, the building very much shows its age, and is past its prime — but still nice, I think
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