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Abstract: This article examines the development of Hokutō (Beitou) hot spring in colonial Taiwan 
from 1896 to 1916, using it as a lens to explore the interplay between Japanese settlers and colo-
nial authorities in shaping colonial landscapes through tourism and leisure. While existing schol-
arship on tourism in the Japanese empire often centers on metropolitan travelers and the use of 
tourism as imperial propaganda or war mobilization, this study highlights the underexplored agency 
of settlers and local bureaucrats as key actors in the transformation of colonial spaces. Through 
archival research and settler narratives, the article traces Hokutō’s evolution from a restricted mili-
tary recuperation site to an exclusive social hub for elites, and eventually into an accessible leisure 
destination for the public. The analysis reveals how negotiations between settlers seeking profit 
and colonial authorities’ intent on upholding morality and Japan’s image—particularly during the 
1902 mixed bathing controversy—led to compromises that redefined the use and meaning of the 
hot spring. 

In addition, it investigates how Japanese settlers constructed Hokutō’s images in narratives 
that blended the sacred, the modern, and the civilizational, contrasting their achievements with 
both Han Chinese and indigenous populations. The case of Hokutō demonstrates that colonial 
tourism was not solely driven by metropolitan agendas but was also shaped by local actors and 
everyday practices. This study calls for greater attention to the localized dynamics of tourism and 
leisure in empire-building, arguing that settlers were not merely passive recipients of colonial policy 
but active actors in constructing the lived realities and cultural landscapes of the Japanese empire.
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 Imagine stepping onto the soil of Hokutō 北投 (Ch. Beitou) hot spring, a small town in northern 

colonial Taiwan located approximately 12 kilometers from the bustling Taipei train station, in 1916.1 Upon 

disembarking from the only tourist-oriented railway line, the distinct smell of sulfur from the hot spring 

stream would immediately greet the senses. The sight that followed would reveal a cluster of elegant Japanese-

style inns, operated by settlers, offering both Japanese and Western cuisine. Depending on the season and 

one’s luck, it might even be possible to spot prominent politicians or affluent businessmen visiting for leisure 

or business—even the Governor-General himself might make an appearance. One could easily mistake 

Hokutō for Izu, Shizuoka, a renowned hot spring destination in Japan, as a striking two-story Western-style 

public bathhouse, constructed with red bricks and modeled after its Izu counterpart, stood prominently. 

Today, this bathhouse has been repurposed as the Beitou Hot Spring Museum, yet the area remains one of 

Taiwan’s most celebrated hot spring destinations.

This study examines the development of Hokutō hot spring from 1896 to 1916, beginning with the 

establishment of the first inn by Japanese settlers and culminating in the construction of Taiwan’s only 

tourist-oriented railway at the time, which enhanced Hokutō’s accessibility. It uses Hokutō’s trajectory as 

a lens to explore how the interplay between settlers and colonial authorities shaped the colony’s landscape 

through tourism.

Existing scholarship on tourism and the Japanese empire has primarily concentrated on the Japanese 

population in the metropole, exploring how tourist propaganda shaped perceptions of colonial territories 

and how travelers from the metropole recorded and reflected upon their excursions to these frontiers. 

A significant portion of the scholarship revolves around the theme of war and tourism, challenging the 

conventional assumption that tourism thrives solely in times of peace.2 By examining tourism to battlefields 

and heritage sites between the First Sino-Japanese War (1894–1895) to the end of the Second World War, 

scholars have argued that tourism served as a means for colonial authorities to assert control, foster national 

pride, and promote modernization among the Japanese. This nationalistic agenda intensified after the 

Mukden Incident, as Japan sought to mobilize its populace for war by cultivating stronger emotional ties 

and loyalty through tourism. While the war-tourism framework offers valuable insights into the colonial 

agenda behind tourism, it leaves certain important aspects underexplored. For instance, it overlooks the 

role of settlers and colonial bureaucrats as key actors in shaping the physical and cultural landscapes of 

colonies. Kate McDonald’s work expands beyond the theme of war, examining how tourism functioned 

as a tool of spatial politics, enabling Japan to assert possession over and domesticate colonial territories, 

thus legitimizing its governance. Her research also highlights how tourism and empire narratives evolved 

1 This article uses the name Hokutō, the official designation of Beitou during the Japanese colonial period, to maintain historical 
accuracy and reflect the terminology of the time. 
2 See Louise Young, Japan’s Total Empire: Manchuria and the Culture of Wartime Imperialism (Berkeley, Calif: University of California 
Press, 1998); Ruoff Kenneth J., Imperial Japan at its Zenith: The Wartime Celebration of the Empire’s 2,600th Anniversary (Ithaca, N.Y.: 
Cornell University Press, 2010); “Special Issue: War, Tourism, and Modern Japan,” Japan Review, No. 3 (2019); Yamamura Takeyoshi, 
and Philip Seaton eds., War as Entertainment and Contents Tourism in Japan (Taylor & Francis, 2022).
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alongside Japan’s shifting political landscape.3 Yet, much of the focus remains on the perspectives of Japanese 

travelers from the metropole.

This study proposes two ways to broaden our understanding of the relationship between tourism and 

the Japanese empire. First, it underscores the dynamic interplay between settlers and colonial authorities in 

shaping tourism and crafting the image of the empire. While travelogues by influential writers and ordinary 

travelers have long been used as critical sources for understanding the empire’s image construction, an 

exclusive reliance on these accounts risks overlooking the critical roles of settlers and bureaucrats. In the 

case of Hokutō, these groups often had divergent priorities: settlers were largely concerned with generating 

profit, while the colonial government prioritized maintaining the colony’s image, particularly in the eyes 

of Western observers. This tension became evident in 1902, when the colonial government banned the 

use of open hot springs due to the practice of mixed bathing, which was deemed immoral and damaging 

to the colony’s reputation. For settlers, however, mixed bathing attracted visitors and generated significant 

revenue. Settlers, being in a relatively vulnerable position, avoided direct confrontation with colonial 

authorities, but their negotiations ultimately led to compromises that reshaped Hokutō’s landscape. Although 

the relationship between colonial authorities and settlers was collaborative and hierarchical—where the 

government maintained a superior position—both parties often had distinct goals. Their relationship was also 

characterized by mutual dependence: the government relied on settlers to drive the colony’s development, 

while settlers required government patronage, permissions, and resources to implement their plans. This 

case demonstrates how individual tourist sites were shaped not only by overarching imperial agendas but 

also through localized processes of negotiation and adaptation, often involving unexpected outcomes.

Second, this study explores the role of leisure tourist spots in the empire. Unlike the grandeur of high-

altitude mountains or the patriotic fervor of war-themed destinations, Hokutō offered a tranquil retreat for 

a peaceful weekend or even a day trip. Its relatively uneventful development does not diminish its historical 

significance; rather, it provides a unique perspective on how everyday culture took root in the colony. 

Hokutō’s transformation from an exclusive hub for the elite to a more inclusive destination for the general 

public in the 1900s illustrates how public facilities and transportation infrastructure popularized access to 

leisure and therapy. This shift also highlights that the initial development of tourist spots in colonies was 

not always driven by the goal of catering to visitors from the metropole, but rather by the settlers’ need to 

support their everyday lives while generating economic profit. At times, this process required settlers not 

only to adopt but also to negotiate and influence colonial government policies. By focusing on Hokutō, this 

study reveals an understudied dimension of tourism: the everyday life and leisure practices of settlers and 

local populations.

3 Kate McDonald, Placing Empire: Travel and the Social Imagination in Imperial Japan (Oakland, Calif: University of California Press, 
2017).
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The article is divided into three parts. The first section traces the early years of Hokutō’s development 

under Japanese colonial rule, detailing how influential settlers discovered and cultivated the area into a 

therapeutic hotspot and an exclusive social hub for politicians and affluent businessmen. The second 

section examines the 1902 mixed bathing controversy, which marked a turning point in Hokutō’s trajectory. 

Following negotiations between settlers and colonial authorities, Hokutō transitioned into a more socially 

accessible destination, promoted under the guise of public health and well-being. The final section discusses 

Hokutō’s depiction in settlers’ narratives. These accounts framed Hokutō not merely as a leisure destination 

but as a sacred space, interwoven with themes of civilization, reflecting the broader mission of Japan’s 

colonial project.

Early efforts for profits: Making a leisure spot for the privileged
Before Japan took control of Taiwan, its understanding of the island’s natural resources was limited. However, 

resource extraction had always been a high priority on Japan’s colonial agenda, even before the establishment 

of a fully functioning political system and administrative order. Shortly after annexing Taiwan in 1895, Japan 

dispatched the military and natural science experts to survey and map the island. These efforts extended 

from the lowlands, predominantly inhabited by Han Chinese, to the largely unexplored central mountainous 

regions, home to indigenous populations. It was within this context that Japanese authorities first explored 

Hokutō. In June 1895, Kabayama Sukenori 樺山資紀, first Governor-General of Taiwan (1895-1896), and 

Fujita Tsuguakira 藤田嗣章, an army surgeon, discovered the hot springs of Hokutō during an official 

inspection. Recognizing its potential, the area quickly attracted interest not only from the mining industry 

but also from the Japanese Army. Realizing the therapeutic value of the hot springs, Kabayama instructed 

the Taipei prefecture to purchase and reserve the land for the construction of a military recuperation center. 

By 1898, the facility, named Hokutō branch of the Japanese Military Hospital, was completed. A portion of 

the land was also designated exclusively for military use.4 To improve accessibility to Hokutō, construction 

of a road connecting it to Dadaocheng 大稻埕, a commercial district in Taipei, began in 1897. 

Japan was not alone in utilizing geographical features and natural resources for therapeutic purposes 

in its colonies. Similar practices were evident in the French and British empires. In the 19th and early 20th 

centuries, French colonial settlers established spas and high-altitude hydrotherapy resorts modeled after 

Vichy in colonies such as Guadeloupe, Madagascar, and Tunisia. These spas were not only promoted as 

scientifically effective remedies for tropical diseases but also served as cultural sanctuaries that evoked 

the settlers’ homeland.5 Similarly, British colonial authorities across South and Southeast Asia created hill 

4 Hirata Gengo, Hokutō onsenshi (Hokutō: Tenguan, 1909), pp. 41-42; Soyama Takeshi, “Nihon shokuminjiki ni okeru Hokutō onsen 
no keisei─Nihon onsen bunka no ishoku to shokuminchi tōchi─ (Taiwan Beitou Hot Spring and Colonial Reign by Japan),” Rikkyo 
University Bulletin of Studies in Tourism, No. 2 (Mar. 2000), p. 28. 
5 See Eric T. Jennings, Curing the Colonizers: Hydrotherapy, Climatology, and French Colonial Spas (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 2006); Bertram M. Gordon, “Reinventions of a Spa Town: The Unique Case of Vichy,” Journal of Tourism History, Vol. 4, No. 1 
(2012), pp. 35-55.
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stations at altitudes ranging from 2,000 to 9,000 feet in regions such as India, Burma, and Malaya. These hill 

stations offered relief from the harsh tropical climate, providing settlers with respite from heat and promoting 

recovery from ailments. Some hill stations even became centers of colonial power, where influential elites 

gathered for social and political events.6 These colonial establishments shared two key characteristics. 

First, they reflected the colonizers’ efforts to adapt to unfamiliar environments by utilizing topography that 

resembled their homeland. By transplanting physical and cultural practices into the colonies, they sought to 

create a sense of home for settlers, fostering both physical and psychological well-being. Second, these sites 

often transformed from therapeutic facilities into multi-functional cultural and social hubs. Over time, spas 

and hill stations became leisure destinations, tourist attractions, and gathering places for colonial elites. In 

some cases, they even evolved into political centers of influence. Moreover, these establishments introduced 

metropolitan practices to the colonies, reshaping their cultural landscapes in ways that persisted long after 

the colonial era. This legacy is evident in the prominent spa resorts of Madagascar and Tunisia, as well as 

the highland outposts of India today. As this study demonstrates, Hokutō followed a similar trajectory. 

Initially a therapeutic site for soldiers and settlers, it gradually transformed into a recreational destination 

that introduced Japanese leisure practices to Taiwan. This evolution, driven by the involvement of Japanese 

settlers, laid the groundwork for the development of hot spring tourism in the region. 

The transformation of Hokutō from a military therapeutic site to a recreational tourist destination 

catering to different social classes was largely driven by Japanese settlers, particularly during the early 

colonial years. Two key figures in this process were Hirata Gengo 平田源吾 (1845–1919), a businessman 

from Osaka, and Matsumoto Kametarō 松本亀太郎 (1874–1918), a colonial official from Tosa. Hirata 

Gengo was born in Buzen Province (present-day Ōita Prefecture in Kyūshū) and moved to Osaka in 

1868 after traveling extensively across Japan and working in one of the mines owned by the prominent 

Sumitomo family. In 1895, Hirata relocated to Taiwan with aspirations of establishing his own mining 

business. However, his ambitions were thwarted when the Keelung 基隆 military administration rejected 

his application, as Taiwan’s mines were classified as imperial property under Japanese control. During his 

time in Taiwan, Hirata suffered from thiamine deficiency and sought out the rumored hot springs of Hokutō 

for treatment. There, he stayed with a local Chinese resident surnamed Chen 陳 and used the onsen as 

a remedy.7 Hirata returned to Japan briefly but revisited Hokutō in 1896. By then, he had observed that 

both Japanese settlers and local Taiwanese were beginning to frequent the hot springs. Recognizing its 

potential, he purchased a house from a local resident and transformed it into an inn named Tenguan 天

6 See Nora Mitchell, The Indian Hill Station: Kodaikanal (Chicago: University of Chicago, Dept. of Geography, 1972); Kennedy Dane 
Keith, The Magic Mountains: Hill Stations and the British Raj (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996); S. Robert Aiken, Imperial 
Belvederes: The Hill Stations of Malaya (Kuala Lumpur; New York: Oxford University Press, 1994); Robert C.M. Weebers and Hanizah 
Idris, “British Hill Stations in South Asia and Mainland South East Asia: British India, Ceylon, Burma and British Malaya: A Compara-
tive Study,” JATI, Vol. 21 (Dec. 2016), pp. 174-189. 
7 Hirata, Hokutō onsenshi, pp. 70-74.
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狗庵.8 This was a groundbreaking step in Hokutō’s development, as it marked the first effort to provide 

accommodations for visitors beyond the military. Without lodging facilities, the hot spring’s use had been 

largely restricted to nearby residents and settlers. Hirata’s entrepreneurial venture thus opened Hokutō to a 

wider demographic, setting the stage for its evolution into a leisure destination. As will be discussed in the 

second section, amid the rising success of his inn, Hirata later took on a pivotal role in negotiating with the 

colonial government, helping to save Hokutō from the risk of decline and steering its development into a 

destination that integrated both leisure and public health elements. At the same time, Matsumoto Kametarō, 

the chief of the Army Finance Section, also recognized Hokutō’s potential as a profitable hub of leisure. He 

established the second inn in the area, Shōtōen 松涛園, which Hirata praised for its impressive furnishings 

and array of facilities. Matsumoto’s contribution further elevated the status of Hokutō as a destination for 

elite leisure and relaxation.9

By this point, the hot spring inns were luxurious retreats far beyond the reach of common laborers. 

Both lodgings and meals were prohibitively expensive for the average person. For instance, a one-night 

stay at Shōtōen cost 1 yen and 30 sen, with lunch priced at 70 sen. For context, the starting monthly salary 

of a Japanese policeman was 9 yen, while a teacher earned 8 yen, and skilled workers like carpenters and 

cabinetmakers made 1 yen and 30 sen per month. A single night at Shōtōen would cost roughly one-sixth 

of a policeman’s monthly income and an entire month’s wages for a carpenter.10 For Taiwanese laborers, 

who earned approximately 40% less than Japanese settlers, staying at these inns was an unattainable luxury, 

rendering the hot spring resorts exclusive to the wealthy and elite classes. Hokutō, at this stage, had firmly 

established itself as a leisure destination reserved for the affluent, reflecting a broader pattern of colonial 

privilege and economic disparity.

 Matsumoto Kametarō was particularly instrumental in cultivating a network of affluent and influential 

individuals in Hokutō. In November 1901, he founded the Hokutō Club, a social hub for colonial officials 

and prominent businessmen. The club was established with funds Matsumoto raised from Taipei, and its 

official inauguration ceremony took place on May 14, 1902. The event drew approximately 150 guests, 

including members of the club, colonial officials, and Japanese and Western businessmen. Whether Han 

Chinese elites were invited remains unclear. Notable attendees included high-ranking officials from the 

Taiwan Railway Bureau, representatives from the Yoshinaga Japanese wine company, and Fujita Tsuguakira, 

the army surgeon who had been instrumental in founding the army hospital in Hokutō.11  Membership in 

8 Taiwan Nichinichi Shimpō, Jan. 20, 1899; Jan. 21, 1899; Jan. 24, 1899; Sekiguchi Taiki, “Rizhi shiqi Beitou wenquan de fazhan – yi 
naliang hui wei zhongxin zhi tantao – (1902-1945) (Development of Hokutou Hot Springs during the Japanese Occupation Period 
– Discussion from a nouryou point of the view (1902-1945))” (Master’s thesis, National Taiwan Normal University, 2018), p. 50.
9 Hirata, Hokutō onsenshi, p. 50.
10 Matayoshi Seikiyo, Nihon shokuminchika no Taiwan to Okinawa (Okinawa-ken Ginowan-shi: Okinawa Aki Shobo ̄, 1990); Takenaka 
Nobuko, Shokuminchi Taiwan no Nihon josei seikatsushi (To ̄kyō: Tabata Shoten, 1995), p. 205; Huang Yu-Hui, “Rizhi shiqi xiuxian 
jingdian Beitou wenzuan de kaifa yu liyong (Hot Spring’s Development and Exploitation of Peitou during the Japanese Gover-
nance of Taiwan)” (Master’s thesis, National Central University, 2005), pp. 64-65, 74. 
11 Taiwan Nichinichi Shimpō, May 20, 1902, p. 4. 
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the Hokutō Club required a monthly fee of 50 sen, which was slightly less than the cost of lunch at Shōtōen, 

or an annual fee of 5 yen. The club served as a venue for social events where elites could gather, network, and 

enjoy exclusive privileges, including discounted stays at Matsumoto’s Shōtōen inn.12 This initiative not only 

solidified Hokutō’s status as a luxury destination but also reinforced its role as a nexus for colonial power 

and influence.

The Hokutō Club also played a pivotal role in introducing Japanese cultural traditions to Taiwan, 

including the nōryōkai 納涼会, or “cool evening party.” Originating in the Edo period (1603–1868), nōryōkai 

were summer gatherings where people sought respite from the heat along riverbanks, particularly near the 

tea houses lining Kyoto’s Kamo River. By the 18th century, these events had significantly expanded to include 

a variety of recreational and commercial activities, such as dining and watching kabuki performances. The 

advent of the railway system during the Meiji period further popularized the tradition, making it accessible 

to a broader audience across Japan.13 While the nōryōkai in Hokutō may not have matched the grandeur of 

those in Japan’s inner territories, it retained similar elements of entertainment and festivity. The first recorded 

nōryōkai in Taiwan took place in Hokutō on May 26, 1902, just five days after the Club’s inauguration 

ceremony. To facilitate attendance, a special train designated as the nōryō ressha 納涼列車 (cool evening 

train) departed from Taipei city center at 7 p.m. The ticket price included a glass of beer and a dinner box, 

ensuring an enjoyable journey to the event. Although detailed records of the attendees are scarce, the event 

is described as vibrant and bustling, with participants dressed in a mix of Western attire and yukata (light 

cotton kimono). Temporary food stalls and pavilions were set up to enhance the festive atmosphere, and 

some visitors even arrived accompanied by geisha, adding an air of opulence and tradition to the occasion.14  

The organizers of the nōryōkai deserve attention, as their efforts shed light on the role of settlers in 

shaping Hokutō’s transformation. While the Taiwan Railway Bureau held the official title of event planner, 

the actual coordination and groundwork were carried out by the nōryōkai sewaren 納涼会世話連 (nōryōkai 

caretakers), a group founded and led by Matsumoto Kametarō through the Hokutō Club. According to 

Sekiguchi, this workforce, along with the Club, established a network with Japanese settler businessmen 

to monopolize the supply of commodities such as wine and cigarettes. Unsurprisingly, Matsumoto’s inn, 

Shōtōen, dominated the food supply for the event, further reinforcing his influence and ensuring significant 

commercial benefits.15 Building on the success of the first nōryōkai in May 1902, the organizers held four 

additional events in Hokutō between June and August of the same year. These gatherings proved highly 

profitable by broadening the range of participants to include individuals who otherwise could not afford 

the luxury of staying in the inns or dining at high-end establishments. As the scope and scale of the events 

12 Taiwan Nichinichi Shimpō, July 26, 1902, p. 7. 
13 Suzuki Michihisa, “‘Kyōto Kamogawa nōryōdoko’ no hensen ni kansuru kenkyū: Edo-ki no ‘meisho an’nai-ki’,’kikō bun’, ‘kaiga’ kara’ 
(Evolution of the Kamo Riverside Summer Terraces in Kyoto: A study based on Guides to Famous Places (Meisho Annaiki), Travel 
Notes (Kikoubun), and contemporary paintings),” Kyōtosangyōdaigaku ronshū (Social science series), Vol. 35 (Mar. 2018), pp. 54-66.
14 Taiwan Nichinichi Shimpō, May 20 and 24, 1902; Sekiguchi, “Rizhi shiqi Beitou wenquan de fazhan,” pp. 64-66.
15 Sekiguchi, “Rizhi shiqi Beitou wenquan de fazhan,” pp. 64-66.
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expanded, it became clear that Matsumoto’s inn alone could no longer accommodate the growing demand. 

This prompted collaborative efforts with other businesses, marking a shift from a single-inn operation to a 

more cooperative, multi-party endeavor.

The commercial success and cultural appeal of Hokutō’s nōryōkai attracted widespread public attention 

and inspired other towns across Taiwan to replicate the model. Despite this, Hokutō remained the leading 

venue for such events for the next decade. Between 1902 and 1912, approximately 40% of all nōryōkai in 

Taiwan were held in Hokutō.16 This dominance not only solidified the town’s reputation as a premier leisure 

destination but also showcased the settlers’ ability to adapt and expand traditional Japanese cultural practices 

within the colonial setting. By 1909, Hokutō had undergone significant growth, boasting over 13 inns, some 

of which offered more affordable prices to attract a broader range of guests. The establishment of these inns 

played a vital role in promoting onsen leisure and drawing greater attention from the colonial authorities 

to Hokutō’s rising significance. This recognition translated into tangible improvements in infrastructure, 

beginning with the opening of the Hokutō train station along the Hokutan (Beitan 北淡) railway line. 

This rail connection linked Dadaocheng in central Taipei to Tamsui 淡水 in northern Taipei, dramatically 

improving access to the once-remote hot spring town. The railway’s completion was a pivotal development, 

facilitating easier travel for visitors and further integrating Hokutō into the broader colonial network. What 

had started as a secluded military recuperation site had now become a vibrant hub of cultural, social, and 

economic activity, reflecting the dynamic interplay between tradition, commerce, and colonial expansion.

The year of 1902: Turning point to public health space
Since the establishment of the Tenguan and Shōtōen inns, along with the founding of the Hokutō 

Club, Hokutō had rapidly evolved into a thriving leisure and social hub for privileged politicians, elites, 

businessmen, and even Westerners residing in Taiwan. Its proximity to Taipei’s financial center, combined 

with its development into a luxurious tourist destination, evoked comparisons to Nikkō and Hakone, two 

renowned resort towns in Japan. Given its relatively prestigious standing compared to other places in 

Taiwan, Hokutō garnered significant attention from the colonial authorities. In many respects, it served as a 

symbolic space representing Taiwan—not only to Japan’s elites but also to influential Western visitors. This 

heightened visibility, however, also brought scrutiny. In 1901, the police raided the area, and by September 

1902, the Taipei Prefectural Government issued a ban prohibiting mixed bathing of naked men and women 

in the open hot spring streams. Bamboo barricades were constructed to restrict access. Prior to this, apart 

from the bathing areas within the luxurious inns, there were no public bathhouses in Hokutō. As a result, the 

onsen streams had become a popular option for open-air bathing. This practice of mixed bathing, however, 

16 Chen Yuting, “Rizhi shiqi Taiwan de nalianghui – yi “Taiwan Ririxinbao” weizhu zhi tantao (1902-1940) (“Nou Ryou Kai” in Taiwan 
During the Japanese Ruled Period--The Basic Analysis Depends on Taiwan Daily News. (1902-1940))” (Master’s thesis, National Chi 
Nan University, 2011), pp. 22-23.
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had inadvertently fostered a sex industry that catered primarily to Japanese settlers, many of whom were 

unmarried or had left their families back in Japan. Although exact numbers of mixed bathers are unclear, 

newspaper accounts described a growing trend: as the number of visitors to Hokutō increased, so too did the 

number of men and women who freely entered the open streams for bathing. Hirata Gengo himself noted 

that visitors to the open onsen streams contributed significantly to Hokutō’s prosperity, making it reasonable 

to infer that this practice involved a considerable number of people.

Mixed bathing was by no means a new phenomenon in Japan. However, it became a contentious issue 

as Japan sought to elevate its status on the global stage. As early as 1869, the Meiji government had banned 

mixed bathing in public bathhouses in Tokyo, responding to criticisms from Western travelogues that 

described the practice as “promiscuous” and inappropriate.17 Similarly, the colonial authorities in Taiwan 

condemned mixed bathing in Hokutō as a “corruption of public morals” (fūzoku kairan 風俗壊乱).18 A 

prominent elite from Taipei even took photographs of the practice to draw the government’s attention to 

the issue. In fact, hot springs and swimming areas including beaches often raised moral concerns among 

authorities due to their spatial nature, which allowed men and women to display their bodies and interact 

in potentially intimate ways in public. Before the First World War, gender-segregated bathing remained a 

common practice in swimming areas. Similar concern persisted in the Republic of China. In the 1930s, this 

perceived intimacy in swimming areas in Guangzhou alarmed conservatives, who condemned such public 

interactions as morally problematic and a source of sexual temptation. This prompted the Guangdong 

provincial government to implement a policy of gender-segregated bathing in 1934. However, the policy 

had mixed results, as some areas resisted enforcing the regulations.19  

In Hokutō’s case, the colonial authorities’ concerns extended beyond moral disapproval; they were 

acutely aware of the growing number of Western visitors to Hokutō. There was significant apprehension 

that these foreign guests might witness and critique what was perceived as a shameful custom. The British 

diplomatic presence in the area further heightened these sensitivities. Notably, in mid-June 1902, British 

diplomats and elites hosted a celebration in Hokutō and Tamsui to honor the coronation of King Edward 

VII, even before the official ceremony at Westminster Abbey in August 1902.20 This event brought together 

Japanese colonial officials and civilian elites in a rare display of cross-cultural diplomacy. It is plausible that 

such high-profile occasions intensified the colonial government’s determination to address mixed bathing, 

leading to the issuance of the September ban just three months after the British celebration.

The ban on mixed bathing proved devastating for the Japanese households residing in Hokutō, many 

of whom relied on tourism for their livelihood.21 Among those affected was Hirata Gengo, whose business 

17 Scott Clark, Japan, A View from the Bath (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1994), pp. 34-35.
18 Taiwan Nichinichi Shimpō, Nov. 26, 1902, p. 4; Dec 2, 1902, p. 4. 
19 See Poon Shuk-wah, Xianxia, shenti yu zhengzhi: jindai Zhongguo youyong wenhua (Taipei: National Taiwan University Press, 
2021), pp. 68-91. 
20 Taiwan Nichinichi Shimpō, June 17, 1902, p. 2. 
21 Sekiguchi, “Rizhi shiqi Beitou wenquan de fazhan,” p. 56.
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suffered significantly. Following the ban, the number of visitors to Hokutō declined steadily, causing 

substantial losses for the inns and other local enterprises. Recognizing the urgency of the situation, Hirata 

acted swiftly, initiating negotiations with the Taipei Prefectural Government and the Police Affairs Section. 

He petitioned for the reopening of the streams for public use, pledging to address the moral concerns that 

had led to the ban. After extensive deliberation—requiring 58 visits from Hirata—an agreement was finally 

reached. The government consented to reopen the outdoor streams under the condition that proper bathing 

facilities would be constructed to prevent immoral or inappropriate behavior.22 As a direct result, in 1903, an 

open-air public bathhouse named Yudaki Yokujō 湯瀧浴場 (hot waterfall bathhouse) was built along one of 

the streams. This facility included gender-segregated bathing areas, satisfying the authorities’ concerns while 

allowing visitors to enjoy the hot springs once again.23 This resolution highlighted the complex interplay 

between settlers and colonial authorities, each driven by distinct interests. For the settlers, the priority 

was economic recovery and the preservation of Hokutō’s tourism industry. For the authorities, upholding 

public morality and maintaining Japan’s image as a modern, disciplined nation were paramount. The Yudaki 

bathhouse thus became a product of negotiation, reflecting the compromises between these competing 

priorities.

This research argues that the disruption caused by the ban had far-reaching consequences that extended 

beyond the immediate construction of the Yudaki bathhouse. It marked a pivotal moment in Hokutō’s 

development, signaling a shift toward a dual identity as both a leisure tourism destination and a public 

health space. While the settlers’ adoption of the “public health” label may have been partly performative—a 

claim to be explored later—it undeniably shaped Hokutō’s trajectory. After the reopening of the streams, 

more Japanese settlers became involved in initiatives not only for profit but also under the guise of social and 

public welfare projects. Two notable examples of this trend were the Society of Bathhouses Improvement 

(Yokujō kairyōkai, 浴場改良会) and the Taiwan Women’s Charity Association (Taiwan fujin jizenkai, 臺湾

婦人慈善会, TWCA).

The story of the TWCA begins in 1904, during a period when Taiwan was transitioning from military 

to civil administration. Although this shift officially took place in April 1896, disturbances in the colony 

meant that Governor-Generals continued to be appointed from among the generals of the Japanese Imperial 

Army until late 1919. This period saw the gradual emergence of bureaucratization, social engineering, and 

colonial modernization, developments often associated with Gotō Shimpei 後藤新平 (1857–1929), who 

served as the head of the Civil Administration Bureau (Minseibu) in Taiwan from 1898 to 1906.24 During 

this time, Gotō effectively governed the colony, as the fourth Governor-General, Kodama Gentarō 児玉源

22 Hirata, Hokutō onsenshi, pp. 36-40.
23 Taiwan sōtokufu chūōkenkyūsho, Taiwan no kōsen (Taiwan: Taiwan sōtokufu chūōkenkyūsho, 1930), p. 8.
24 Hui-yu Caroline Ts’ai, Taiwan in Japan’s Empire Building: An Institutional Approach to Colonial Engineering (London: Routledge, 
2009), p. 15; Chang Han-Yu, and Ramon H. Myers, “Japanese Colonial Development Policy in Taiwan, 1895-1906: A Case of Bureau-
cratic Entrepreneurship,” The Journal of Asian Studies, Vol. 22, No. 4 (Aug. 1963), p. 437. 
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太郎 (1852–1906), was frequently absent due to other military responsibilities. One of the hallmarks of this 

era was the rise of social and charitable organizations dedicated to public welfare. The TWCA, founded in 

1904, was among the earliest of these initiatives. It emerged against the backdrop of earlier Japanese social 

organizations in Taiwan, which had primarily catered to the needs of military personnel. Examples include 

the Taipei Branch of the Patriotic Women’s Association and the Red Cross Women Volunteer Nursing 

Association (Taihoku tokushi kango fujin kai 臺北篤志看護婦人会).25 Notably, Gotō Shimpei resisted 

involving his wife, Kazuko 和子, in these military-affiliated organizations, as he sought to avoid entangling 

her in his already fraught relationship with the army. 

The TWCA, in contrast, was founded as a civilian-led social charity, reflecting the broader shift toward 

civil governance. The organization was established by Kazuko, Gotō’s wife with the support of civil officials 

and settlers. Unlike previous organizations, the TWCA did not have much direct military influence, marking 

a significant collaboration between civil officials, settlers, and other stakeholders in the colony’s social and 

charitable development. The TWCA soon became a significant force in advancing social welfare in Taiwan. 

It initiated numerous projects and relief efforts, including sending gramophones to schools, donating to 

education initiatives, and providing aid to indigenous women and the impoverished.26 Among its most 

representative contributions to Hokutō was the founding of the Society of Bathhouses Improvement in 

1905, which aimed to improve public health and sanitation. This organization proposed a plan to construct 

a well-equipped temporary public bathhouse accessible to the general public and develop an open park.27 

With these initiatives, Hokutō began to evolve beyond its reputation as a luxurious tourist destination, 

becoming a recreational space where the ideals of public hygiene and accessibility could be promoted. To 

implement the Society’s plan, several challenges had to be addressed. The first obstacle concerned land 

acquisition. Much of Hokutō’s land had been purchased earlier by the army, the colonial government, and 

businessmen at low prices from local inhabitants, who had been unaware of the land’s potential value due to 

its proximity to onsen resources. Securing a suitable area for the bathhouse and park thus became a pressing 

issue. To support the initiative, Gotō Shimpei made generous financial contributions, a move that implicitly 

signaled his endorsement and rallied others to the cause. Prominent businessmen from the Taipei area, such 

as Fujiwara Ginjirō 藤原銀次郎 and Hiraoka Toranosuke 平岡寅之助, followed suit by donating funds, 

land, and even buildings, providing the necessary resources for the project.28 

The second major challenge involved the hot spring water supply, as the proposed bathhouse required a 

steady flow of water from a gushing point located in Shibafen 十八份, approximately 3 kilometers from Hokutō. 

However, the land and natural resources at Shibafen had already been acquired by the Governor-General’s 

25 Tsurumi Yūsuke, Gotō Shimpei den: Taiwan tōchi hen (Tokyo: Taiheiyō kyōkai shuppan-bu, 1943), pp. 52-53.
26 Tsurumi, Gotō Shimpei den, pp. 54-55; Miyoshi Tokusaburō, “Taiwan fujin jizenkai,” in his diary, Oct. 24, 1904, retrieved from the 
Taiwan Diary Knowledge Bank, accessed Aug. 3, 2025, http://taco.ith.sinica.edu.tw/tdk/%E9%A6%96%E9%A0%81. 
27 Hirata, Hokutō onsenshi, pp. 46-47. 
28 Hirata, Hokutō onsenshi, pp. 46-47.
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office through earlier purchases and donations made by influential entrepreneurial settlers in early 1906. 

This presented a logistical hurdle, as access to the hot spring’s water was critical for the facility’s operation.29 

Hasegawa Kinsuke 長谷川謹介, as president of the Society of Bathhouses Improvement and a key figure 

in the Taiwan Railway Bureau, played a central role in securing the necessary resources for the project. His 

petition to the Governor-General emphasized the non-commercial and public health-focused purpose of 

the proposed bathhouse. To underscore the commitment to these goals, the petition included a detailed set 

of operational guidelines designed to ensure the facility’s compliance with public health standards and its 

accessibility to the general population. Among the commitments outlined in the petition was the restriction 

of the hot spring water solely for public health use and the construction of gender-segregated bathhouses, 

each with the capacity to accommodate ten people at a time. The facility would operate without charging 

fees, further emphasizing its public welfare purpose. Hasegawa also proposed strict oversight, requiring the 

Society to seek approval from the Taipei prefectural government for any closures exceeding one week. The 

petition requested a five-year lease for the use of the gushing point, from 1906 to 1911, to ensure a stable 

water supply for the bathhouse.30 These carefully articulated terms reflected the Society’s effort to align its 

goals with the colonial government’s broader agenda of promoting public health and hygiene.

The Governor-General’s office approved the petition promptly, granting the Society access to the hot 

spring resources at Shibafen. This approval not only facilitated the realization of the Society’s plan but also 

signaled the colonial administration’s endorsement of Hokutō’s transformation into a space that balanced 

leisure tourism with public health initiatives. The construction of the bathhouse and the park marked a 

significant step in this evolution, positioning Hokutō as a site where the ideals of modernity and public 

welfare could coexist.

With the necessary resources secured, the next significant challenge was the technical task of channeling 

water from the onsen outpouring point at Shibafen to Hokutō. To accomplish this, the Society of Bathhouses 

Improvement oversaw the construction of approximately 6,000 meters of iron piping to transport the hot 

spring water. This feat of engineering was carried out simultaneously with the construction of the new 

bathhouse, which was named “Tetsu no Yu” 鉄の湯 (lit. hot bath of iron). The facility was completed in 

July 1906 and opened to the public free of charge under the Society’s supervision.31 Alongside this effort, the 

Society also allocated funds to renovate the Yudaki bathhouse, originally built in 1903, which had become 

austere and insufficient over time. To enhance the area’s appeal, residents were encouraged to plant greenery 

around the bathhouses, creating a more inviting and scenic environment that would later serve as the 

prototype for the future Hokutō Park.32 

29 Huang, “Rizhi shiqi xiuxian jingdian Beitou wenzuan de kaifa yu liyong,” p. 54.
30 “Zaidanhōjin Hokutō onsen kairyō-kai yūshutsu-chi muryō shiyō ken,” 1st August,1906, Sōtoku-fu kōbun, No. 4914-5, cited in 
Huang, “Rizhi shiqi xiuxian jingdian Beitou wenzuan de kaifa yu liyong,” pp. 54-55. 
31 Taiwan sōtokufu shokusan-kyoku, Hokutōseki chōsa hōbun (Taiwan: Taiwan sōtokufu shokusan-kyoku, 1915), p. 10.
32 Lin Grace Fen-Yuh, “Gongyuan．Yuchang: Xinbeitou zhi wenhua dijing quanshi (Park and Bath: An Interpretation of the Cultural 
Landscape of New Beitou),” Journal of Geographical Research, No. 62 (May 2015), p. 31.
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These developments not only improved the town’s infrastructure but also set Hokutō on a transformative 

course toward becoming a public recreational site. The introduction of hot spring bathing to a broader 

audience marked a significant cultural shift, as onsen culture, previously reserved for the elite, began to 

reach local inhabitants. While Japanese settlers initially comprised the majority of visitors—roughly 70%, 

compared to 30% Taiwanese—this demographic balance would shift dramatically over the following decade 

as Hokutō’s public facilities became more accessible and appealing to a wider population.33 In 1910, a pivotal 

moment in Hokutō’s development occurred when Imura Daikichi 井村大吉, the magistrate of Taipei 

prefecture, recognized the inadequacy of the Society’s bathhouse in accommodating the growing influx 

of visitors. Seeing the potential of Hokutō as a premier recreational destination, Imura initiated the most 

ambitious project the town had ever seen: the construction of a well-furnished public bathhouse and a 

grand park. This project represented a significant leap forward, building on earlier efforts by the Society of 

Bathhouses Improvement and private developers. However, it also marked a shift in scale and vision, as it 

was now spearheaded by government authorities rather than private or semi-private organizations.

The new public bathhouse and park served two primary purposes. The first was to enhance the town’s 

leisure facilities and recreational environment, elevating Hokutō’s status as a model onsen destination for 

both Japanese settlers and Taiwanese residents. Unlike earlier efforts, which were limited by the resources and 

scope of private developers and social organizations, this project benefited from the broader administrative 

and financial support of the colonial government. The second objective was to promote hot spring bathing 

through official channels, solidifying its place as a key element of Hokutō’s public identity. Until this point, 

onsen development had largely been driven by private entities—such as businessmen and elites with official 

titles—who were acting in a personal capacity. By taking direct control, the colonial administration sought 

to institutionalize hot spring culture and further integrate it into the broader framework of public health 

and recreation.

The newly constructed bathhouse in Hokutō, modeled after the Izu hot spring facilities in Shizuoka, 

Japan, became a hallmark of the town’s growing reputation. Its Western-style architecture, coupled with the 

surrounding amenities, elevated Hokutō’s status as a premier destination for leisure and health. However, 

the construction of this bathhouse was a costly and logistically complex endeavor. As with the Society’s 

earlier bathhouse, the first significant challenge was land acquisition. Although the onsen gushing point had 

been purchased by the government, much of the land within Hokutō still belonged to the army, a legacy of 

Kabayama Sukenori, the first Governor-General, who had reserved the area for military use in 1895. The 

army’s involvement in Hokutō’s development complicated matters, as tensions between the military and 

civil bureaucrats were well-documented. This fraught relationship was one of the reasons Gotō Shimpei 

had avoided involving his wife in army-related charitable organizations, such as the Red Cross Women 

Volunteer Nursing Association. 

33 Taiwan Nichinichi Shimpō, April 25, 1928; Lin, “Gongyuan.Yuchang,” p. 34. 
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In this context, the intervention of Miyoshi Tokusaburō 三好徳三郎, a prominent tea merchant and 

influential businessman, proved instrumental. Having relocated to Taiwan in 1899, Miyoshi had established 

a thriving tea trade in Taipei and had forged connections with various powerful actors, including the 

Governor-General’s office and the army.34 Leveraging his extensive network, Miyoshi successfully negotiated 

with Yuasa Gitarō 湯浅儀太郎, the chief of the army’s accounting department, to secure a lease for the 

necessary land.35 After conducting a land inspection with Imura and Yuasa, Miyoshi ensured that a suitable 

plot was allocated for the bathhouse project. The second issue, though less significant, was funding. The 

estimated construction cost was approximately 70,000 yen, of which the Governor-General allocated 30,000 

yen from the public health fund. Given the project’s government-led nature, additional funds were raised 

relatively easily, thanks to the cooperation of Japanese entrepreneurs who recognized the economic and 

cultural significance of the initiative.36 

Both the bathhouse and the grand park were completed and officially opened on June 17, 1913, a 

symbolic date marking Japan’s sovereignty over Taiwan. The bathhouse itself was an impressive two-storey 

structure, spanning approximately 776 square meters. The lower floor, constructed from brick, housed the 

male and female bathing pools and lounges, while the upper floor, made of wood, featured a dining hall, a 

kitchen, and an open tatami-matted space for activities such as chess, tea ceremonies, or simply enjoying the 

scenic views.37 The bathhouse was situated in a prime location, with the onsen stream flowing behind it and 

the grand park stretching out in front. The facility’s scale and sophistication were said to be unparalleled, 

not only in Taiwan but also in comparison to many public bathhouses in Japan. Its pricing structure made 

it accessible to a wide range of visitors: the cost of using the bathing pools was 5 sen for adults and free for 

children, while access to all facilities, including the upstairs tatami area, was 20 sen for adults and half-price 

for children. These fees were significantly lower than the rates charged by the nearby inns, making the 

bathhouse an attractive option for both Japanese settlers and Taiwanese residents. With its completion, the 

temporary “Tetsu no Yu” bathhouse was decommissioned, having fulfilled its purpose.38  

The grand park, spanning 33,058 square meters, was no less remarkable. Its design drew inspiration 

from Tokyo’s Ueno and Asakusa parks and featured extensive landscaping efforts. Improvements to the 

water channels enabled the installation of a large fountain, while pathways were lined with sakura, gum 

trees, maples, and acacia confusa, creating a scenic and tranquil environment.39 The park’s aesthetic and 

functional design further solidified Hokutō’s reputation as a premier recreational destination. To enhance 

34 Miyoshi Tokusaburō, “Imura Daikichi Taipei-chō-chō,” in his diary, retrieved from the Taiwan Diary Knowledge Bank, accessed 
Aug. 3, 2025, http://taco.ith.sinica.edu.tw/tdk/%E9%A6%96%E9%A0%81; for more details about Miyoshi, see Namigata Shōichi, 
Minkan sōtoku Miyoshi Tokusaburō to tsujiri chaho (Tōkyō: Nihon Tosho Sentā, 2002). 
35 Miyoshi Tokusaburō, “Hokutō no kōshū yokujō,” in his diary, June 17, 1913, retrieved from the Taiwan Diary Knowledge Bank, 
accessed Aug. 3, 2025, http://taco.ith.sinica.edu.tw/tdk/%E9%A6%96%E9%A0%81.
36 Miyoshi Tokusaburō, “Hokutō no kōshū yokujō”; Huang, “Rizhi shiqi xiuxian jingdian Beitou wenzuan de kaifa yu liyong,” p. 114.
37 Taiwan Nichinichi Shimpo ̄, June 15-18, 1913; Huang, “Rizhi shiqi xiuxian jingdian Beitou wenzuan de kaifa yu liyong,” pp. 115-116.
38 Taiwan sōtokufu shokusan-kyoku, Hokutōseki chōsa hōbun, p. 10.
39 Taiwan Nichinichi Shimpō, June 19-20, 1912; Huang, “Rizhi shiqi xiuxian jingdian Beitou wenzuan de kaifa yu liyong,” p. 116.



HKJJS Lau, “Negotiating Leisure and Empire.”

15

accessibility, the Taiwan Railway Bureau completed a 1.2-kilometer branch line in 1916, connecting Hokutō 

Station to the newly constructed Shin Hokutō Station (lit. “New Hokutō”) located adjacent to the park. This 

branch line, the only one in the colony dedicated solely to tourism and sightseeing, eliminated the need 

for visitors to walk or take a rickshaw from the main station through an uphill terrain. It symbolized the 

growing institutional commitment to promoting Hokutō as a model of modern leisure and a showcase of 

Japan’s colonial achievements.40 

The non-profit nature of the new public bathhouse and park symbolized Hokutō’s transformation 

from a luxurious retreat reserved for the army and influential elite settlers into a public leisure destination, 

accessible to a broader demographic through affordable recreational facilities and improved transportation. 

This shift reflected not only the changing priorities of the colonial administration but also the broader 

social and cultural changes taking place under Japanese rule. By the 1930s, the public bathhouse remained 

a highlight in Hokutō’s reputation, described in Taiwan jijō, the Governor-General’s official yearbook, as the 

most well-furnished public bathhouse in the colony.41 The bathhouse and park were not merely practical 

facilities; they embodied the colonial administration’s efforts to cultivate a new lifestyle in which leisure was 

recognized as an essential element of modern living. The popularity of these new facilities was immediate and 

widespread. Within two weeks of the bathhouse’s opening, nine primary schools in Taipei organized school 

trips to Hokutō, bringing a total of 3,000 students to experience the town’s amenities. Schools from outside 

the Taipei area soon followed, signaling Hokutō’s growing prominence as a destination for recreational and 

educational excursions.42 The town also became a popular site for photography, spurred by the efforts of a 

tailor shop owner who staged advertising photos in Hokutō, inspiring a broader trend of photo-taking in the 

area. Meanwhile, the Taiwan Nichinichi Shimpō, the leading colonial newspaper, published frequent updates 

about Hokutō’s onsen facilities, further amplifying public interest and supporting the government’s vision of 

Hokutō as a model leisure destination.

This deliberate promotion of Hokutō as a recreational hub aligned with the colonial government’s 

broader agenda of reshaping the region’s image. The settlers’ framing of the bathhouse project as a public 

health initiative was especially significant in this context. By emphasizing the concept of public health 

(kōkyō eisei 公共衛生), settlers and authorities sought to rebrand Hokutō, distancing it from its earlier 

reputation as a leisure spot tinged with eroticism and reframing it as a space that contributed to the well-

being of society. This strategic use of public health rhetoric allowed settlers to present their efforts as aligned 

with the colonial government’s broader mission of modernization and moral reform. The invocation of 

public health in Hokutō’s transformation is particularly noteworthy given its role in colonial governance. 

Across colonial empires, public health was a central theme in asserting colonial superiority and legitimacy. 

40 Soyama Takeshi, “Shokuminchi Taiwan ni okeru “kindai kankō” no keisei (The formation of modern tourism in Taiwan under 
Japanese colonization),” China 21, Vol. 29 (Mar. 2008), pp. 239-240.
41 Taiwan sōtokufu, Taiwan jijō, pp. 531 (1916), 21 (1917), 268 (1935).
42 Taiwan Nichinichi Shimpō, June 24, 1913; Huang, “Rizhi shiqi xiuxian jingdian Beitou wenzuan de kaifa yu liyong,” p. 117.
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By applying the theories and practices of modern science to local populations, colonial authorities sought to 

establish hygienic standards that reinforced their authority and underscored the perceived inadequacies of 

indigenous practices. The process often began with the identification of local customs deemed problematic 

or unhygienic, followed by the implementation of what were regarded as scientific solutions to replace them.

A compelling comparison can be drawn with the case of British Hong Kong. Following the establishment 

of political authority on Hong Kong Island in the 1840s, the British colonial administration targeted a range 

of practices among the local Chinese population that were perceived as threats to public health. Key issues 

included the lack of proper sewage systems, cohabitation with pigs in unsanitary living conditions, reliance 

on herbal medicines deemed ineffective, and burial customs, such as shallow graves that could lead to the 

resurfacing of bodies during heavy rains, creating public nuisances.43 To address these perceived problems, 

the colonial government enacted ordinances to regulate these aspects of daily life. In extreme cases, such 

as the bubonic plague outbreak of 1894, the administration resorted to forceful measures, including the 

demolition of homes and the relocation of entire communities.

 The case of Hokutō deviates from the typical colonial practice of targeting local customs as unhygienic 

or problematic to justify public health interventions. Unlike the British colonial government in Hong Kong, 

which criticized practices like cohabitation with animals or burial customs, the Japanese settlers in Hokutō 

did not frame any local Chinese or indigenous customs as threats to public hygiene. Nor did they attribute 

the absence of hot spring bathing in local traditions to any form of public nuisance or health crisis. Instead, 

the settlers’ invocation of public health in relation to the bathhouse and the town appears to have been less 

about addressing specific health concerns and more about rebranding Hokutō to align with the colonial 

state’s broader ideological goals. One of the few connections between Hokutō’s bathhouses and the narrative 

of public health might lie in the scientific surveys conducted by Japanese experts, who analyzed the spring 

water and found its mineral composition to be effective in alleviating certain diseases. However, even this 

discovery did not assume a central role in settlers’ writings about Hokutō. As later discussions on settlers’ 

narratives will elaborate, their portrayal of Hokutō focused less on its therapeutic properties and more on its 

transformation into a model of modern leisure and public welfare. The adoption of the term “public health” 

by settlers thus seems to have been a strategic move, aimed at reconstructing the town’s reputation rather 

than addressing any pressing hygienic or medical concerns.

More than leisure: Depictions of hokutō in settlers’ narratives
In settler narratives, Hokutō’s allure extended beyond its therapeutic hot springs and scenic beauty. The 

settlers intentionally imbued the town with a sacred and spiritual aura, drawing on imagery that blended 

43 Studies of public health in colonial Hong Kong see Moira M. W. Chan-Yeung, A Medical History of Hong Kong: 1842-1941 (Hong 
Kong: The Chinese University of Hong Kong Press, 2018); Yip Ka-che, Wong Man Kong, and Leung Yuen Sang eds., A Documen-
tary History of Public Health in Hong Kong (Hong Kong: The Chinese University of Hong Kong, 2018); Lau Tsui Shuen, “Caring the 
Remains and Souls: Death Arrangement by the Tung Wah Hospital on Hong Kong Island, 1870s to 1930s” (MPhil thesis, The Chi-
nese University of Hong Kong, 2013). 



HKJJS Lau, “Negotiating Leisure and Empire.”

17

the mysticism of its natural environment with the transformative effects of Japanese intervention. This 

dual narrative not only emphasized the exoticness of Taiwan as a colony but also reinforced the ideological 

framework of civilization and progress, which was central to Japanese colonial discourse. By contrasting the 

Japanese settlers with the Han Chinese and indigenous populations, these narratives sought to highlight the 

achievements of Japanese governance in transforming Hokutō into a symbol of civilization and refinement.

The natural beauty of Hokutō, particularly its signature smoky hot springs and surrounding mountains, 

was a recurring theme in settlers’ descriptions. The steam rising from the springs and the dense mist shrouding 

the area lent Hokutō an air of mystery and sacredness, often described in terms that evoked a sense of 

otherworldliness. This perception was heightened by Hokutō’s proximity to Taipei. Visitors were frequently 

struck by the stark contrast between the bustling, modern city and the serene, mystical environment of 

Hokutō, despite their geographical closeness. The experience of traveling from Taipei to Hokutō was often 

likened to stepping into a different realm, a sentiment that became one of Hokutō’s defining characteristics 

in the eyes of many settlers. 

One particularly evocative account by a Japanese settler, who had lived in Tainan for three years before 

moving north to Tamsui, captures this sentiment vividly. Having heard much about Hokutō’s reputation for 

serenity and mysticism, he longed to experience it firsthand. His visit in 1906 fulfilled this desire. Staying 

at an inn and hiking the surrounding mountains, he was deeply moved by the graceful peaks, deep valleys, 

and unbroken forests, which he described as a melody of nature’s delight. Reflecting on his years in the 

unchanging landscape of Tainan, he praised Hokutō as a rare and transformative place, far removed from 

the secular world. “Oh, beautiful Hokutō,” he wrote, “let the poets sing of you, let them sing and elevate 

your name. The season is nearing the blazing heat of summer—polish your beauty, apply your makeup, 

adorn yourself, and call forth the men and women seeking respite from the summer.”44 For him, Hokutō 

was not just a physical destination but a spiritual retreat, a place where one could momentarily escape the 

mundane and reconnect with the sublime. This sentiment was echoed in other travel writings that referred 

to Hokutō as “senkyō” 仙境, or the immortal realm. The morning mist and the steam from the hot springs 

were frequently described as evoking a sense of transcendence, allowing visitors to step outside the confines 

of the everyday world.45 Such descriptions reinforced Hokutō’s reputation as a place not only of leisure and 

health but also of spiritual renewal.

Besides its natural beauty, Hirata Gengo sought to enhance Hokutō’s sacred atmosphere by erecting a 

stone statue of the hot spring guardian Kannon in 1905, the same year the Society of Bathhouses Improvement 

was established. The process involved collaboration across various Japanese networks in Taiwan. In March, 

Hirata approached the Railway Bureau and the Taipei prefectural government for financial support and 

official endorsement. While the latter remained indifferent, several officials from the Railway Bureau showed 

44 Senju, “Hokutō no ichinichi,” Taikan, No. 3 (July 1906), pp. 21-26. 
45 Kinko Gakudō, “Shumi no Taihoku,” Taiwan, No. 11 (Jan. 1912), pp. 67-68. 
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enthusiasm and actively participated. A businessman from Taipei also contributed, funding the construction 

of a structure to house the statue. Settlers in Hokutō similarly joined the effort with their support. However, 

Hirata also had to seek permission from the Navy, as the land designated for the statue was under their 

jurisdiction. After protracted negotiations with the Taipei prefectural government and the Navy—facilitated 

by the Railway Bureau officials—the location was finally decided. Regarding the purpose of the statue, Hirata 

himself explained: regardless of whether it was Eastern or Western culture, human settlements often shared 

the tradition of establishing a guardian deity to ensure protection, prosperity, and the spiritual elevation of 

the community. He was dissatisfied with Hokutō being regarded solely as a therapeutic site and argued for it 

to embody a higher spiritual purpose.46 While Hirata’s personal religious beliefs remain unverifiable, this act 

may have also been influenced by Hokutō’s earlier reputation for indulgence and the police ban on entering 

open streams in 1902.

From the initial proposal to fundraising and the eventual consecration ceremony, Hirata navigated 

and engaged with various networks of Japanese colonial authorities, businessmen, geisha operators from 

Taipei, and multiple Japanese Buddhist denominations in Taiwan. On October 17, 1905, the consecration 

ceremony became a focal point for these groups, uniting them to witness the unveiling of the Kannon 

statue. Monks from nine temples conducted the ritual, lending a solemn spiritual dimension to the event. 

At the same time, the ceremony retained the festive elements seen during the Hokutō Club inauguration 

ceremony in 1902, featuring geisha performances, kyōgen theater, and Chinese plays, alongside food stalls 

selling confectionery, rice cakes, and sushi. The event attracted a sizable crowd, hosting approximately 1,000 

Japanese settlers and 500 locals.47 While the Hokutō Club inauguration had showcased the town’s role as 

a social hub for the wealthy and influential, the consecration ceremony conveyed a different message. It 

emphasized that Hokutō, in addition to its leisure-oriented character, could also serve as a sacred site for 

spiritual enrichment. This shift in narrative likely reassured colonial authorities at a time when Hokutō was 

transitioning from a luxurious retreat to a public space framed around public health and welfare.

Apart from its sacred and mystical image, Hokutō was also portrayed within the narrative of civilization, 

or more specifically, the transformation from backwater to civilization. In 1906, a Japanese settler recounted 

his unique and indescribable experience in Hokutō. Having lived in Taiwan for five years, the anonymous 

writer admitted that he had not visited every renowned hot spring in the world, nor could he define what 

an ideal hot spring experience should be. However, in comparing Hokutō to famous Japanese hot springs 

such as Hakone, Izu, and Atami, he was struck by how fundamentally different it felt, though he could not 

articulate exactly why:
I was completely astonished by how far removed it was from what one would expect. If this were before 
the Meiji Restoration, it might be understandable, but in this modern, civilized era—when Japan is a 
world-class country and a leading power in Asia—this is truly shocking. And this is not some remote 

46 Hirata, Hokutō onsenshi, pp. 7-12.
47 Hirata, Hokutō onsenshi, pp. 16-17. 
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backwater; it is close to Taipei, the leading city of this island of Formosa, which is now our territory. The 
location is so near Taipei that one could almost consider it part of the city itself.48

One of his chief complaints was the persistence of mixed bathing, a practice that had already faded in 

Japan. The writer remarked that, while the Japanese had vivid memories of this custom, it was now considered 

outdated and inappropriate. He expressed disappointment that the colony’s hot springs still followed this 

tradition, describing it as “lagging behind in progress.” By this time, mixed bathing was officially banned in 

Taiwan, but the writer noted that remnants of the practice seemed to linger, lamenting, “I couldn’t help but 

let out a sigh, wondering if, despite the efforts to reform, things were starting to regress once again.” Despite 

his critiques, the writer did not clearly explain what specifically made Hokutō feel like a “backwater” to him. 

This sense of backwardness persisted in his observations, even as he stayed at Shōtōen, a Japanese-style inn 

founded by settlers, and admired the scenery of its hot springs. It remains ambiguous whether his judgment 

stemmed from tangible differences in infrastructure or simply from the colonial imagination of Taiwan as 

inherently backward.

Nonetheless, as Hokutō developed with improved infrastructure and leisure facilities such as public 

bathhouses, it gradually came to symbolize civilization and progress. A 1917 article in a Japanese magazine 

published in Taiwan recounted the folklore of Hokutō, framing its history as a journey from savage wilderness 

to modern refinement. The writer highlighted the area’s transformation, beginning with the arrival of the first 

civilized person, Yu Yonghe 郁永河, (1645–?), a Chinese traveler who extensively explored Fujian before 

coming to Hokutō to mine sulfur in the 1690s. The article then credited the next wave of “civilized pioneers” 

to the Japanese settlers, specifically Matsumoto Kametarō and Hirata Gengo, who were crucial in Hokutō’s 

development.49 Drawing on Yu Yonghe’s writings, the author depicted Taiwan as a largely undeveloped, 

primitive island, with the exception of a military barrack in Tainan. The land was described as populated by 

indigenous communities and abundant wildlife, and the writer expressed sympathy for the hardships faced 

by early Chinese adventurers. By categorizing the Japanese and Han Chinese as “civilized” and contrasting 

them with the allegedly “uncivilized” indigenous population, the article reinforced the narrative of Japanese 

superiority as innate and self-evident, requiring no further justification. The account further emphasized the 

merits of Japanese intervention in Hokutō. It described the indigenous people’s misunderstanding of the hot 

springs, believing them to be poisonous, and painted a vivid picture of the area’s past:
One can imagine the scene of the indigenous riding in dugout canoes along the Tamsui River. It is easy 
to envision the Hokutō area as it was in ancient times, untouched by the Chinese settlers, with dense 
forests and lushly growing tall grasses. Comparing this to the present-day Hokutō, a paradise with 
public bathhouses reputed to be the best in the East, parks, and tea houses, one cannot help but be 
astonished anew by the immense power of time and human effort.50 

48 Wendy Laura Belcher, Writing Your Journal Article in Twelve Weeks: A Guide to Academic Publishing Success (Chicago: The Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 2019), 336.
49 Kikū, “Densetsu no Hokutō onsen (jō),” Shin Taiwan, Jan. 1917, pp. 37-41; “Densetsu no Hokutō onsen (ka),” Shin Taiwan, Feb. 
1917, pp. 41-46.
50 Kikū, “Densetsu no Hokutō onsen (jō),”, p. 40. 
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The folklore account concluded with an anecdote. The writer noted that during his years in Taiwan, 

he had only seen snow on Mount Daitun, near Hokutō. While snowfall was a near-annual occurrence, the 

accumulation of snow was exceedingly rare. In the late 1890s or early 1900s, an unusual event occurred 

when snow accumulated on Mount Daitun. Believing they could capitalize on this phenomenon, the local 

Chinese in Hokutō decided to collect the snow and transport it to Taipei to sell, as they knew Japanese 

settlers would pay high prices for ice. However, unaware of the properties of snow, the locals transported 

it without proper insulation, only to find that it had melted into water by the time they reached Taipei.51 

According to the account, the locals lacked knowledge about natural resources, contrasting it implicitly with 

the ingenuity brought by the Japanese pioneers.

Conclusion
The year 1916 not only saw the construction of the rail line to Hokutō but also the Taiwan Pacification 

Commemoration Event (heitei Kinen-kai 平定記念会) and the Welcome Reception for Kabayama Sukenori, 

the first Governor-General of Taiwan, who had utilized the therapeutic resources for the Japanese military. 

Kabayama attended the gathering organized by influential settlers—industrialists, bankers, and politicians—

in the Western-style public bathhouse. Approximately 150 Japanese participated, with the nearly 80-year-

old Kabayama delivering a one-hour speech recounting the challenges and triumphs of subjugating Taiwan 

in 1895.52 For Kabayama and his old friends, the event was an occasion to reminisce about the early days 

of local resistance, disease, and the sacrifices of their late comrades. Comparing Taiwan in 1895 to 1916 

must have felt surreal, especially in Hokutō, which had undergone drastic transformation. By 1916, Hokutō 

had become unrecognizable from its 1895 state. The inns, public bathhouses modeled after their Izu 

counterparts, the grand park, and the train station all spoke to the settlers’ efforts to build the area. Initially 

driven by the dual motives of health remedies and business profits, settlers eventually expanded Hokutō’s 

appeal to include broader public use, encompassing both the settler and local populations on the island. 

For settlers, it represented a familiar, homely retreat; for locals, it offered a novel way and space for leisure.

Hokutō’s prosperity and its influx of visitors obscured earlier tension brought by the police ban on 

mixed bathing in 1902. This did not necessarily signify the eradication of behaviors that deemed immoral, as 

newspaper accounts from the 1910s and 1920s hinted at an underground sexual industry and unregistered 

prostitution in this land of leisure.53 During the colonial period, there were designated brothel areas that 

required registration, including Keelung and Tamsui. However, Hokutō was never one of them. Instead, 

Hokutō was officially framed as a leisure tourism destination—civilized enough to host social gatherings 

51 Kikū, “Densetsu no Hokutō onsen (ka),” p. 46.
52 Taiwan Nichinichi Shimpō, May 16, 1916, p. 7; Kimura Tadashi, “Kabayama-haku o mukau,” Jitsugyō no Taiwan, No. 78 (May 1916), 
p. 26.
53 Details of sexual industry in Hokutō in the colonial and postwar periods see Syue Ming-Jyun, “Zhengfu zhengce xingsu xia de 
tese change: Beitou de ‘wenquan xiang’ yu ‘wenrou xiang’ (1894-1979)” (The Contest of Hotel Industry under Government Poli-
cy-“Hot Spring Villa” and “Sexual Paradise” in Beitou (1894-1979)) (Master’s thesis, National Chi Nan University, 2014). 
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for elite politicians and businessmen while remaining open to the general public. The sexual industry in 

Hokutō lies beyond the scope of this article, which focuses on the interplay between leading settlers and 

colonial authorities in shaping Hokutō’s development. However, this study proposes the need to look beyond 

the official tourist propaganda targeting Japanese audiences in the metropole and the travel writings they 

produced. Such materials, while highly valuable, offer only a partial view. Further case studies of colonial 

tourist spots can illuminate the critical role settlers played in shaping colonial landscapes, their dynamic 

interactions with colonial authorities, the limitations of colonial governments in regulating new territories, 

and the various agendas within Japanese empire-building. This broader perspective carries the potential 

to underscore the dynamics of colonial tourism and demonstrates how settlers were not merely passive 

recipients of imperial policies but active actors in the construction of colonial spaces.
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