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Aged 17, Venus Tsai (蔡慧蓉) hitchhiked around 
Taiwan solo with NT$2,000 in her pocket. She 
completed the journey in 13 days and a total of 25 
rides and on finishing found herself in the national 
news. The Yunlin County native — a Taipei 
vocational school student at the time of her trek 
— wrote a book about her experiences.

Locus Books in Taipei released A Gift for 
Adulthood (十八歲的成年禮) on June 1.

“It’s a dream come 
true,” said Tsai in a 
recent interview over 
fried rice and tofu in 
Chiayi City. “I always 
wanted to hitchhike 
around Taiwan, and I did 
it … I am very excited 
and psyched, and this 
is just the beginning. I 
plan to travel around 
Malaysia this summer, 
and then go to Australia 
on a working holiday 
visa for a year.”

When asked why she wanted to hitchhike 
around Taiwan by herself at such a young age, 
Tsai, who grew up in Yunlin County’s Peikang 
Township (北港), said she had watched The Most 
Distant Course (最遙遠的距離), a film in which a 
young sound recordist circumnavigates the country 
recording its natural sounds.

“That movie inspired me to go on my own solo 
hitchhiking adventure … ” she said. “I wanted to go 
out and find my dream, to make my dream come 
true, and also I wanted to learn more about who I 
am and what I can do by myself, on my own, so I 
did it. I just wanted to leave the real world behind 
and embark on my own adventure. My father 

wasn’t very happy about what I planned to do, but 
he trusted me enough to let me go, reluctantly.”

Having completed her second year at Shilin 
High School of Commerce in Taipei, Tsai is taking 
a hiatus from studying and leaves for Malaysia on 
July 26. “I plan to finish [my] senior year … later 
on, when I come back to Taiwan,” she said. “I’m 
young and full of life, and I feel that this is the time 
to travel, so I am doing it my own way.”

When asked how 
she caught the travel 
bug, Tsai said: “My 
parents both work in 
the tourism sector, my 
father is a bus driver 
and my mother is a 
tour guide, so I guess I 
have the travel bug in 
my genes maybe.”

Tsai was 
“discovered” by a TVBS 
camera crew and an 
Apple Daily reporter 

by complete chance, she says, setting her on the 
path to becoming a teenaged published author.

“I was on the final leg of my hitchhiking trip 
when I found myself at a traffic light in Taichung 
and saw a car that had stopped at the intersection. 
I decided to knock on the window of the car and 
ask for a ride north,” she said.

“The three people turned out to be television 
reporters, and when I told them what I was doing, 
thumbing my way around Taiwan, they said this 
would make a great news story,” Tsai explained.

Tsai noted that because she was a minor when 
she signed on with Locus Books, the publisher 
asked her father to sign the book contract for her.

“I’m still young,” she said.

P
et Airways, a new US airline for dogs and cats, took 
off on its maiden flight on Tuesday from New York. 
It was to make stops in Washington, Chicago, Denver 
and Los Angeles.

Pet Airways will fly strictly pets — initially only dogs 
and cats — and is completely booked for the next two to three 
months, airline spokeswoman Aly Tognotti said.

The only people on board will be the pilot and a flight 
attendant who will be dedicated exclusively to the comfort of 
the precious freight. Better stated, the precious passengers. That’s 
because Alysa Binder and Dan Wiesel from Delray, Florida, who 
founded the airline, consider the description “freight” unacceptable 
for their four-legged guests.

They decided to start the airline because they felt animals often 
suffer when traveling and are typically treated like pieces of luggage.

Not all airlines accept house pets on board, and those that do 
usually put them in the cargo hold in the belly of the plane, where 
it can get hot or very cold. The only animals allowed in the cabin 
have to be small enough to fit in a cage that can be stored under 
the seat.

Pet Airways has started small. Initially, the airline will fly pets in 
a converted Beech 1900, secured in their own cages placed on fitted 
shelves instead of the rows of seats in standard passenger airplane.

The airline, which claims to be the first in the world dedicated 
to transporting pets, is operated by Suburban Air, which has a 
reputation for being experienced and dependable and is one of the 
few allowed to transport certain radioactive materials. Normally, 
the propeller planes seat 19 passengers. As Pet Airways planes, 
they will offer space for up to 50 cages for cats and dogs.

Pet Airways will fly once a week, and initially the destinations 
will be New York, Washington, Chicago, Denver and Los Angeles.

A one-way ticket starts at US$149. Once the airline establishes 
itself, more cities will be added and up to 20 planes will be put 
into service. Over the next two years, the airline has plans to 
expand services to 25 cities, given the “enormous interest from pet 
owners,” spokeswoman Tognotti said. Binder is confident that the 
airline will reach that level.

That’s no surprise in a country where there are 90 million cats, 
73 million dogs, 16 million birds and 22 million reptiles as pets, 
according to a survey conducted by an association for the makers 
of animal products.

Annually, an estimated 70 million dogs and cats travel with 
their owners on vacation, mostly in cars, Pet Airways says, quoting 
statistics compiled by an association of US veterinary clinics. The 
San Francisco Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals says 
of the 2 million animals that fly annually in airline freight cargo 
holds about 5,000 are injured.

This is not likely to happen at Pet Airways, which lists the US’ 
largest Internet pet pharmacy as one of its partners. Binder and 
Wiesel promise that their guests will be offered the same careful 
handling and stress-free travel they would want for their own dog, 
Zoe. A trip the terrier made gave Binder and Wiesel the idea for 
starting the airline.

“She once had to fly and arrived totally distressed, and planning 
vacations was often complicated. So we started thinking and Pet 
Airways was born,” said Binder.

Owners will have peace of mind, the founders say, when they 
check their animals in at an animal lounge up to 72 hours — but 
no less than two hours — before the flight. During the flight, the 
attendant will check the animals every 15 minutes.

After arriving, pets will be available for pickup from a special 
waiting room, rested and at the same time “relieved,” because Pet 
Airlines also guarantees sufficient toilet breaks.

A pilot walks with a pet dog after stepping off a Pet Airways flight. The first pet-only 
airline, specifically designed for the safe and comfortable transportation of man’s best 
friends and on which “passengers” travel in the main cabin and not the hold, began 
operations on Tuesday.  Photo: afP 

Right: Taking inspiration from the movie The Distant Course, Venus 
Tsai, right, set off on a hitchhiking voyage of discovery at the tender 
age of 17.
Above, above left and top: Photographs taken by Venus Tsai during 
her trip around Taiwan.   Photos: taiPei times
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When 17-year-old Venus Tsai 
embarked on a round-the-

island solo hitchhiking trip, it 
landed her some national TV 
publicity and a book contract
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