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When I think about the Zengwen 

River, I  think about how my time 

in Taiwan, since  December of last 

year, has been ruled by water; the 

ub iqu i tous  and  e s sent ia l  l iqu id 

t h a t   f o r m s  t h e  b a s i s  o f  e v e r y 

living organism including me, and 

including you.  

When I think about the Zengwen 

River, I  think about how water is 

a master of  transformation, from 

solid ice, to liquid, to steam.  

When I think about the Zengwen 

River, I think about how water is a 

master escapologist  running out 

of my grasp but also away from my 

understanding. 

When I think about the Zengwen 

R i v e r,  I  t h i n k  a b o u t  t r a v e l i n g 

from Tainan to Balin on the  train 

every Friday and crossing over the 

Zengwen River on the rail bridge 

and  look ing  down  a t  a  c lu s te r 

of excavators, heavy construction 

equipment, which are there every 

t ime,  shovel l ing earth from the 

river banks into their buckets and 

onto the  back  of  t rucks  but  for  

what purpose I have no idea.  

When I think about the Zengwen 

River, I think about the bus journey 

to the Zengwen  Reservoir and to 

being shocked by the depth and 

weight of the water and then to 

arriving in  Dapu and picking and 

pickling plums. 

When I think about the Zengwen 

River, I think about how I learnt that 

the Zengwen  Reservoir is partly a 

military defence, storing up survival 

in the case of attack.  

When I think about the Zengwen 

River, I think about how the water in 

that reservoir is  carried by the river 

to the sea and that some of it, a lot 

of it, is syphoned off to irrigate the  

fields, wash cars, make beef noodle 

soup, flush toilets, brew tea.  

When I think about the Zengwen 

River,  I  think about being in the 

N C K U  g y m  w h e r e  I  g o  t o   t a k e 

exercise and staring down through 

the  la rge  g la s s  w indows  to  the 

sw imming  poo l   be low and  the 

feel ing of  yearning to dive into 

tha t  inv i t ing  wate r,  to  fee l  my 

body  submerged,  and rea l i s ing 

that  i s  exac t l y  how I  fe l t  when 

I  was  s tand ing  on  the  banks  of 

the  Zengwen Reservoir but that 

swimming there was forbidden and 

anyway at the same time knowing 

t h a t  I’m  a c t u a l l y  a  p r e t t y  b a d 

swimmer. 

When I think about the Zengwen 

River,  I  th ink about  the leaking 

roof in my top f loor  apartment 

t h a t  d r i p p e d  s t a i n s  o n t o  t h e 

parquet until ,  over several visits, 

t h e  l a n d l o r d’s   b u i l d e r s  c a m e 

and injected foam into the roof 

cavity, diverting the water to some 



100 Stories of Zeng Wen River

unknown  other place. 

When I think about the Zengwen 

River, I think about the filtering and 

then boiling and then  refrigeration 

of  the  tap  water  that  I  have  to 

remember to plan in, so that I can 

remain alert

to the constant entreaties to stay 

hydrated: “ It’s scorching hot, so 

make sure that you drink  enough 

water”. 

When I think about the Zengwen 

R iver,  I  th ink  about  the  sudden 

torrential rains that are  welcome 

b e c a u s e  t h e y  f i l l  t h e  Z e n g w e n 

R e s e r v o i r  b u t  t h a t  c a t c h  y o u 

unawares when you  are on your 

e lec t r i c  s cooter  in  shor t s  and  a 

t-shirt and soak you in seconds as 

you try to find  a 7Eleven to buy 

(another) ‘disposable’ rain jacket.  

When I think about the Zengwen 

River, I  think about the men and 

the women who ride their  scooters 

in the rain barefoot so that they 

don’t get their shoes wet and to 

experiencing a  kind of envy as I see 

their soles touch the footrest, or 

the road when they stop at traffic  

lights, but not somehow believing 

that I too could take my shoes off 

and ride my scooter  barefoot in the 

rain.  

When I think about the Zengwen 

River, I think about the showers that 

I wanted as hot as  possible in the 

surpris ingly cold days of January 

when the lack of indoor heating 

made me feel  colder here than I 

ever did in London, or even, for that 

matter in the dark Nordic winter  

of the Arctic Circle, but that now I 

can’t get the water cold enough, 

d e s p e r a t e  t o  t r y  a n d   c o o l  m y 

sunburnt skin.  

When I think about the Zengwen 

River, I think about the mangos and 

the oranges and the  pomelos in 

the fields of Guantian and how they 

are irr igated by an underground 

n e t w o r k  o f   c a n a l s  a n d  h o w  a 

mango is itself 79% water, and an 

orange is 86% water, and a pomelo 

is  89% water, and how good that 

water tastes. 

When I think about the Zengwen 

River,  I  th ink about  the s t range 

hydro-engineered water   porta l 

at the incongruously named Little 

S w i t z e r l a n d ,  t h a t  c o n n e c t s  t h e 

Zengwen River with  the Wushanto 

Reservoir and funnels the water into 

the canals and ultimately into fields 

and  how this giant swirling water 

funnel appears to me so much like 

gateway to another  dangerous but 

thrilling unknown world and also 

at the same time it somehow seems 

to be a  kind of accidental public 

artwork (though how accidental 

I  can’t be sure) but that nobody  

that I speak to about it really seems 

to match my enthusiasm.


