The Spirit of Orchid Island

Orchid Island, a jagged volcanic island, lies the coast of Taiwan. Its dense mountain forests are filled with a unique mix of life with varied origins. Orchid Island’s warm tropical waters sustain over a thousand kinds of fish. Sea snakes are frequent hunters here. But this is no deserted paradise. A very special people, the Tao, have long harvested the ocean using hand-made boats. Their culture is now threatened, but many spiritual beliefs that link with nature survive.

Orchid Island is lapped by warm seas and fringed by coral reefs. These provide food and shelter for a huge number and a variety of fish. Nearly a thousand years ago, the Tao people followed ocean currents from the Philippines. Today around three thousand Tao live here, keeping many traditional links with forest and ocean alive. The Tao’s world is changing fast, but these painted plank boats remain central to their unique fishing culture.

The Tao mostly fish from motor boats now. Having a big boat is an important symbol for wealth and status. A lot of elders till inhabit traditional wooden houses. These homes are built largely below ground to avoid the worst of typhoons, which batter the island every summer and autumn. 

Water taro is a Tao staple. It’s grown on a narrow strip of island below the mountain forests on the island’s coastal fringe. In spring, the taro paddies pulsate with the sound of courting frogs and toads. Taro is tended by women. Traditionally men do heavy building work and fish at sea while wives keep the paddies clear of weeds and dead leaves. This remarkable crop can be harvested year around and, after the starchy tubers are cut off, it can be replanted to grow again over the next three or more years. Tao families have long relied on taro to avoid starvation and prize this crop above all others. 

Orchid Island’s wild weather has often limited the Tao’s ability to catch fish at sea. On this tempestuous island, other ways to gather seafood have long been vital. At low tide, shellfish can be collected from the shore. It can take a sharp eye, but there are plenty of lives to be seen along the coast. The Tao mostly hunt crabs at night with torches. By day, they are fast and alert.

In spring, ocean currents bring the cherished migratory fish but the Tao leave other kinds alone. Orchid island’s reefs are richer than those nearby Taiwan, where pollution and fishing with dynamite have wreaked havoc. The boat is ready on schedule and when the weather allows, the boat builder can take his new creation to sea for the first time. In the past, fishing skills were a matter of life and death. Families relied for protein on migratory fish brought back in plank boats. With the flying fish season over, reef fish can be hunted at the right state of tide. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Despite recent changes, Orchid Island retains much beauty and tradition worth fighting for. The future of Orchid Island is uncertain but the Tao’s pride and belief in old traditions may prove crucial.
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