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Is the Factory Better Forgotten?

Department of Cultural Heritage Conservation
National Yunlin University of Science and Technology

Kai-Cheng Yang
Abstract:

For the north part of Pingtung county in Taiwan tobacco was one of the most
important product beside sugar. In 1970s, it was the main plant of Taiwan Tobacco
and Wine Monopoly Bureau for the south of Taiwan. It was processing the tobacco
from all the 16 districts of the areas of Kaohsiung and Pingtung. Following the
rationalization the factory was closed in 2002 and moved to a smaller plant outside of
the city. The most impressive and beautiful spaces of the complex are the machine
rooms. Most of the equipment of the processing chain is well preserved. In this paper
I will differentiate different interest groups who are relevant to the revitalization of
factory and want to know who has what kind of memory to the tobacco factory? Is
Tobacco planting and manufacturing a kind of collective memory to people in
Pingtung City and its surroundings? Who has the idea to how the factory should be

reused now and in the future?

Keywords: Industrial Heritage, Revitalization, Tobacco, Interests Groups

In Taiwan, as in many other countries, industrial heritage has long been
seen as an obstacle to the regional development. However, successful
examples abroad, like the Ironbridge Gorge in the UK or the Ruhr Area in
Germany, showed that industrial heritage had the potential not only to
reinforce regional identity but also foster economic development. But in
Taiwan this new awareness is far from general. At the local authority level
and in the population, the interest is still very limited.

In the case of Pingtung tobacco factory, the situation is getting possibly
even worse. The company always kept a low profile. Still today, former
workers do not like to discuss about their former job. Little do local
residents know about the factory nor have they had special emotional
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attachment to it.

Tobacco was actually one of the most important products of the
Pingtung region, together with sugar, they both fueled the economy and
contributed to the emergence of the modern electronic sector in Taiwan. The
product, its producers and the factories are the witness of the cultural and
economical history of the country.

In the 1970s, Pingtung factory was the main manufacturing plant of the
company in the South of Taiwan. It processed tobacco from all the 16
districts of the areas of both Kaohsiung and Pingtung. Following a
reorganization and rationalization plan, the factory was finally closed in
2002 and moved to a smaller plant outside of the city.

Since then, the factory and its numerous warehouses are abandoned.
The most impressive and beautiful spaces of the complex are the machine
rooms. Most of the equipments of the processing chain are well preserved at
the moment. The regional administration tends to preserve the whole area of
factory and lists 4 from the total 24 buildings as historical buildings, and
starts the process of revitalization. In this paper I will differentiate different
interest groups who are relevant to the revitalization of factory and want to
know who has what kind of memory to the tobacco factory? Is Tobacco planting and
manufacturing a kind of collective memory to people in Pingtung City and its
surroundings? Who has the idea to how the factory should be reused now and in the
future?

In this study the author has conducted several interviews, among four categories
of interests groups who are relevant to the revitalization of tobacco factory. They are
tobacco farmers, neighbors of factory, public servants of Pingtung administration and
last but not least the citizen of Pingtung. I use qualitative method of interviewing with
the above four groups of people and do content analysis along with the project reports
relating to the revitalization of factory.

My concerns about the ill-effects of cigarettes on health complicate the
problem. Tobacco may be seen as a negative part of our heritage, better
forgotten. This situation makes the tobacco factory revitalization particularly
challenging, even to industrial heritage standard. But we believe that this
part of history deserves better recognition.

IL.
Pingtung is the biggest city south from Kaohsiung and the second biggest city in
Taiwan. During the Japanese Colonial period sugar and tobacco factories belonged to

the most important industry in Pingtung. The extensive planting of tobacco is later
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than sugar cane and its history can be traced back to 1930s after the successful
introduction of brightleaf tobacco upon alluvial land beside the Kaoping River. The
Japanese authority established three immigrant villages and financially supported the
Japanese farmers to set up tobacco barns. The cigarette brand name “Jasmine” at that
time made from brightleaf has been well received on the market and correspondingly
the demand for brightleaf expanded. In the year of 1933 the authority set up
“Pingtung Tobacco Experiment Farm”. Then in 1938 the buildings and facilities of
“Pingtung factory of Recurring and Fermenting tobacco” were established. After the
Second World War the northern Pingtung Plain was becoming the biggest area of
tobacco planting. Meinong, Gaoshu, Ligang, Shanlin and Liugui where the Hakka
ethnic group inhabits are the main townships of tobacco farms. As “Green Golden”
the tobacco leaf were widely described. The Pingtung Factory had been the biggest
tobacco recurring factory in Taiwan until its closure.

During the Japanese Colonial period and after Second World War until 2002 the
tobacco industry had been monopolized by the state authority. Under such political
and economic circumstances the tobacco factory seemed a very closed institution. The
tobacco farmers have never been in the factory according to our interviews. There
were 16 stations where the farmers “sold” (sell is not the good expression, because
there is no chance choosing buyers and bargaining the price ) their dried tobacco to the
factory. The farmers do not know how their products were going to be manufactured,
and became millions of cigarettes lastly. But some of them do have mixture feeling to
the past labor memory. One interviewed female farmer said : “It was a hard work by
tobacco flue curing process. You had to take care of it day and night, to measure the
temperature, to give new firewood from time to time. At that time the tobacco had
good price, but the work 1s hard.” (ZW02) Her husband very proudly showed us his
certificate awarding in 1968 from the factory for his skillful work. He emphasized he
was only one in the neighborhood to receive the award and how difficult it was.
Obviously the memory of hard working is mixed with sweet feeling of fruitful result.
When we asked the farmers about the revitalization of tobacco factory, most of them

did not have any idea about it.

1.

The tobacco factory situates on the “Tobacco Street” which is crossed with Ming
Shen road. Around the Ming Shen Road there were 7 Universities. Two years ago one
university was closed while until one year ago another two universities, the National
University of Education and National Pingtung Institute of Commerce, has merged

into National Pingtung University which is just 500 meters away from Tobacco
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Factory.

Maybe considering this geographical characteristics the policy decision maker —
ex-commissioner of the Department of Cultural Affairs tends to set up a Cultural
Creative Park. Between the year of 2010 and 2012, there were three projects
commissioned on the revitalization planning of the area. The first two projects set the
Creative Park stimulating new cultural enterprises as the main strategy of
revitalization. Following the same direction, the third planning project asserted that
the factory should be reused as place for small creative enterprises. It argued further
that the Creative Park should congregate music, handcraft and lifestyle industry and
create a new cluster. This strategy seems to follow the European models like
Sheffield’s cultural industries quarter in England and Essen’s Zollverein in Germany.

Nevertheless, this top-down policy decision calls skeptical opinions among many
of administrative staff. They challenged the suitability of the planning that the planers
find the target first and then shot the arrow. “How can he (planner) sets up the thesis
from the beginning, he wants to reuse the factory as cultural and creative park...I
think that there is no market basis for the thesis and there is no data of survey which
supports this thesis just because (planner or decision maker) wants to do it...” (C001)
Who wants to reuse the factory as Creative Park? “The decision makers who have the
power want to do this, so they use the thesis to support this policy.” (C001)

In 2010 Cultural and Creative Industry Development Law in Taiwan was
enacted. Early before the law enactment revitalization of unused architectural space
was becoming an increasingly attention-getting tool for urban development. In the
recent decade there have been five oldest unused distilleries and wine factories around
Taiwan being revitalized as cultural and creative parks. Around Taiwan there should
be more than 40 cultural and creative parks or the similar. (C002) Along in Pingtung
City there are Tson Ren and Shen Li, two former Japanese military dependent
communities with total 72 unused houses, to be revitalized as creative industry. In
fact, the 40 functionally equivalent cultural Parks compete for the cultural and
creative enterprises. One interviewed civil servant expressed her worries.

Launching new creative enterprises seems to be a well accepted strategy for the
regional economic revitalization starting from Europe and widespread to the other
continents. However, this strategy encounters skeptical voices in the Pingtung’s case.

The result of reuse of former military dependent houses is highly controversial.
Recently the nostalgia to Japanese wooden houses seems to be very well-received by
consumers in Taiwan. Most of these houses are refurbished to become restaurants and
very popular districts to hang out. Now the local political power wants to interfere in
the profit making and involve in the influence-peddling by decision making. Two

problems are coming into view: first of all the majority of enterprises belongs to the
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dining and drinking commercial entities. The diversity of creativity is relatively low.
Secondly, the majority of people who moves to these two districts are not coming
from the youth innovation and undercapitalized circle, but from the established and
well capitalized class. Generally speaking, the entrepreneurs do not use the local
culture as creative resource, but use the restored houses as spectacle’s objects for

visual and entertaining consumption.

IV.

Pingtung Government wants to copy the idea from the other cities like
Kaohsiung since the latter reused some warehouses of harbor area and created a new
leisure and exhibition center. “I think Pingtung’s culture is like a reassembled car.
This car can’t move at all. The wheels are not its own wheels, the body is not its own
body, the doors are not its own doors. The government servants think, it looks good
with this door ... But the problem is whether you can drive with this reassembled car
or not? No, it doesn’t drive! What is the cultural basis in Pingtung? Do you know
what local people need here?”” (A0O1)

The government servants believe evaluation and planning from expert teams
most of which do not come from Pingtung and are not familiar with local society. The
interviewee doubts whether these experts and their analysis can be helpful for the
local situation? “The reports from expert teams floated in the air, all about the
superficial things. When these floating ideas come back to the reality, they are
probably not practicable? Where are the local associations? It is the real problem.”
(A001)

In Taiwan, people’s popular perception of Pingtung City is a small to medium
size city. Pingtung County is famous for its beautiful beaches and sunny sub-tropical
weather. Especially the beach area Kenting is becoming the magnet of attracting more
than ten millions of tourists yearly. The annual rock music festivals add extraordinary
attractiveness for the young generation and make a pilgrimage to Kenting.
Nevertheless, from this globalization of beach mass tourism Pingtung City does not
make any profit because the city does not rest immediately on the route to Kenting.
Besides, Pingtungness does not yet develop mature civil culture and their
self-confidence. The asymmetrical relationships between the government and the
local cultural civil associations reflect this lack of civil self-confidence. Our
interviewee criticizes the closeness of government’s decision makers of cultural
affairs in relationship to communication with local cultural civil groups. The decision
makers want the civil groups to do what they want and to follow their standard and
bureaucratic way.

In contrast to the spatial strategy, our interviewee takes the strategy of grass root
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empowerment. He initiates a platform to help the culture interested young people who
returned to the hometown Pingtung to establish their first existence. He abandons
applying projects by local government to get fond. He puts his priority in promoting
“software (that means human resources not the space as hardware, people, and teams”
(A001). “Even you restore the spaces (of tobacco factory), you still have to face the
problem of lack of artists and performing teams” (A001) He believes that the
asymmetrical relationship with government will be overturned when the local civil
cultural initiatives are getting strong enough. When there are many local cultural
initiatives, automatically, their demands on spaces will be stronger and the problem of

idle tobacco factory will find its own solution into the future.

V.

When the factory was built in 1938, around the factory building complex was
still farmland. The factory gate was on the right side of factory near Kui-Ren Road.
After the Second World War the factory gate was changed to Tobacco Factory Road
which was newly created and led directly to Min-Shen Road. The city expanded along
Min-Shen Road from the core of downtown to the direction of Freeway. As a result,
Ming-Shen Road and Kui-Ren Road expands and becomes very crowded. On the left
and south side the factory is separated from the city by the high raised wall.

In front of the factory along the Tobacco Factory Road, there are two rows of
residence. These houses are designated for faculties of the National Pingtung Institute
of Agriculture which has been upgraded to the National Pingtung Polytechnic Institute
in 1991 and moved to a new campus 20 kilometers south of Pingtung city. We
conducted some interviews with these residents and wanted to know whether they have
contacted with people in the factory and how they think about the future of the
industrial buildings. According to our random qualitative interview results, most of
the interviewees except one do not have any contact with the workers in the factory.
One interviewee was professor in the National Pingtung Institute of Agriculture and
he kept contacts with certain workers in the tobacco factory because they were his
former students. On Kui-Ren Road, a few shops exist there for more than a decade.
During the day from time to time workers of factory leaning on the high wall ordered
bread from the bakery or goods from the grocery stores. Neither the baker not the
grocer has had deeper social relationship with the factory workers.

Regarding the cultural creative park as a revitalization strategy, most of the

interviewed community residents are skeptical to this planning.

“The Creative Park as well as auditorium will be a ‘Hall for mosquitoes’.”
(GMO001)
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“Probably the new auditorium will be ‘hall for mosquitoes’ ultimately. Really
the cultural standard at Pingtung is not so high. The old auditorium has already
become the hall for mosquitoes now. Is there really artist who holds concert there
and will the concert attract audiences? ... The government should reused the
building here as auditorium.” (GMO005)

Although some residents agree to set up a cultural creative park they doubt whether

the market is big enough for the new cultural businesses.

“There is so much space there. The government should rent it and attract
businesses and establish their presence here. Since many years ago these
buildings have been desolated. The government builds many halls for
mosquitoes, does not make full use of them, and is afraid of the corruption with
business. Like the auditorium it costs so much money building such a huge hall.
It is not yet clear whether it will be another Mosquitoes hall.” (GM006)

“it’s not a bad idea to ground a cultural and creative park. The park can promote
local economy and enhance the art standard, nevertheless, I don’t know whether
it will become a hall for mosquitoes or not. If there is an art exhibition there

people might visit it, but I personally don’t want to visit the place.” (GW002)

Some interviewed residents refused the idea of Creative Park and made their own
proposals for the future from their local needs.

“...it would be best to build a department store. (But) It is useless to build

department store because there are not many people here.”(GMO002)

“They should build up a seniors’ center, not for the disable elderly but for old

men and women to have a leisure place.” (GMO005)

“...here is residential district where we don’t need a creative park... A creative
park will disturb our life. The normal tourists don’t behave well and park their
cars as they wish. It doesn’t matter if the tourists follow the rule and they don’t
care if they would disturb the life of people here... it’s not good to plan parking
places there. The road is too narrow, it would be better to have a green park. Our

small community does need a park. The people lives so densely and doesn’t live
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happily. Everyone looks superficially rich but in reality undertakes huge mental
pressure. (GWO001)

Whatever the suggestions of setting up warehouse, seniors’ center, or community

park, these ideas will not be heard and serious considered.

VI

According to this preliminary study the memory to tobacco history seems
fragmentary and lack of understanding the whole context of tobacco history from the
land to the factory and even to consumers. The imaginary strategies of revitalization
are different in the 5 interest groups. The local government does have the dominant
power and wants to follow the global trend and to establish another cultural creative
park. This global strategy finds it enthusiastically backed up by the outside experts
and decision makers of local authority. Nevertheless, this strategy encounters skeptics
and critics not only from the citizen associations but also from some public servants.
The demand of the communities around the factory is very solid and has to do with
their demands in everyday life. These have no direct consonance with the cultural
imagination.

Under the nationwide anti-tobacco wave the history of tobacco planting and
producing seems to be negative and not to be recalled pleasantly. The factory is
discussed with reference to space reuse and machine conservation as well as
exhibition. Jones etc. (2001) emphasize that “more successful industrial heritage sites
effectively combine original artefacts, mentefacts and sociofacts.” In the case of
Pintung tobacco factory, the mentefacts and sociofacts are under-emphasized from
different interest groups. Although the spirit of place has become a glorious concept,
there will be no spirit of place “as a living entity from the past, in the present, and for
the future” (Pendlebury etc. 2009), if the life history of tobacco farmers and factory

workers is not preserved.
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Interviews List:

code Interviewees
A001 Association
Co001 Public servant
C002 Public servant
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GMO001 |Retired professor
GMO002 |[Baker

GMO003  |Resident of community
GMO004 |Resident of community
GMO005 |Retired professor
GMO006  |Owner of food store
GWO001 |Resident of community
GWO002 |Resident of community
GWO003  |Resident of community
GWO004 |Resident of community
TP0O1 Office employee of factory
ZMO001  |Farmer

ZW001 [Farmer

PO1 Note of Field research
P02 Note of Field research
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