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T a i w a n  i s  u n i q u e .  I t s 

u n d e r p i n n i n g s  i n c l u d e 

dramatic geological scenic 

areas and national parks, a 

vibrant culture filled with festivals and 

celebrations, neighborhoods filled with 

quirky examples of art and cultural 

fusion, and thriving networks that bring 

communities and people together.

On the outskirts of Xindian is a small 

mountainside community called New 

Garden City. Within this culturally 

d i ve rs e co m m u n i t y, f r i e n d s a n d 

neighbors live side-by-side in relative 

harmony. “Garden City,” as it is more 

commonly referred to by local expats, is 

a community where people care about 

each other.

The following story is a touching 

one. It began when news traveled 

throughout Garden City that Algis 

Jurgelevicius, an expat community 

m e m b e r a f f l i c te d w i t h m u l t i p l e 

sclerosis, had been notified that he 

qualified for an advanced stem cell 

treatment program in mainland China.

I m m e d i a t e l y,  t h e G a rd e n C i t y 

community networks were activated. 

Community members and fr iends 

immediately met to see how they could 

help make this medical opportunity a 

reality. News of their efforts to help a 

friend in need has traveled throughout 

Taiwan, touching people’s hearts.

People began to share Algis’ story, 

of his family’s life as refugees. They 

spoke of how his parents survived 

and contributed their hard-earned 

money to give Algis an education; 

how he worked hard at his studies 

and excelled, so as not to let his family 

down; his professional achievements 

and contributions to Taiwan. Then, at 

the height of his career in Taiwan, he 

received the shocking and devastating 

news that he was a victim of multiple 

sclerosis.

Here is his story.

IN THE BEGINNING…
Algis Jurgelevicius’ father, Mykolas 

Jurgelevicius was born in 1926 in 

Lithuania. Little is known about his 

father’s parents except for the fact that 

the mother, Mikalina, came all the way 

from the Kamchatka peninsula, on the 

far eastern edge of Russia, north of 

Japan.

Mykolas, like many young people of 

his generation, was conscripted into 

the Soviet army and fought against 

the Nazi troops during WWII. He also 

saw combat in Berlin, but after the 

war, he never liked to talk about his 

experiences. In fact, the war affected 

him so much, along with the idea of 

living under the Stalin regime, that 

Mykolas fled to Belgium, where he was 

granted refugee status. This was a status 

that he kept for the rest of his life.

Algis 
Jurgelevicius:
a man of strength
TEXT: BERNARD BERGER     IMAGES: ALGIS JURGELEVICIUS

Algis in 1982, with his mother, and with some of his bikes

March 2017 at David Chard’s place
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Mykolas settled in the small city of 

Souvret, a few kilometers northeast 

of Charleroi, in the French-speaking 

part of Belgium. He took a job as a coal 

miner (in the Perrier Mine 6), even 

though he was a professionally trained 

woodworker.

Later, he met and married the lovely 

and very charming Denise, daughter of 

the well-to-do Malien family. They lived 

in Landelies, a suburb of Charleroi. Her 

marriage to someone from another 

country, and a manual laborer too, was 

not viewed favorably by her bourgeois 

family. They immediately ostracized her. 

One occasion that Algis remembers 

from his childhood is when he met his 

grandmother, Madame Malien, for the 

first and last time. Together with his 

mother they met for coffee. Apparently, 

her complaints about everything and 

everyone impressed her six-year-old 

grandson. She complained about the 

cost of things and much more. He was 

polite, quiet and listened carefully 

to her, but her negative character 

remained etched in his memory.

Algis' mother had four children from 

a previous marriage, and they were 

readily accepted into the growing 

family. To care for everyone, she gave 

up her nursing career to stay home, as a 

traditional homemaker.

LIFE IN A MINING COMMUNITY
In the mining community, life was 

modest and even joyful, very unlike the 

misery and revolting spirit Emile Zola 

described in his masterpiece, Germinal. 
There was a sense of solidarity and 

even fraternity that prevailed in the 

world of the coal miners during the 

60s and 70s. There was no feeling of 

segregation or racism, since all the 

miners were refugees themselves, 

coming from various parts of eastern 

or southern Europe and even northern 

Africa, all in search of a better life.

Algis grew up in a safe and nurturing 

environment. He attended primary 

school and was consistently among the 

top three in his class. He loved learning. 

In fact, he and four of his close friends 

even went to free evening classes. 

This “gang” of five friends learned 

valuable trade skills such as metal- 

and woodworking. But it was electrical 

engineering that really fueled Algis’ 

interest. 

During his teenage years, Algis and 

his friends enjoyed fixing and modifying 

old mopeds. Once repaired they would 

race their “new” machines around 

the block. Thus began his love for 

motorcycling and racing.

A lg i s was a teenager when h is 

father was diagnosed with silicosis, a 

debilitating respiratory disease which 

was common among miners. He was 

forced to retire. However, he quickly 

found jobs at construct ion s i tes. 

One morning, he lost his life in a car 

accident. From that point on, Algis’ two 

older brothers began to help to support 

the family. To this very day, Algis is 

grateful to them for helping him to have 

a formal education.

MORE FAMILY TRAGEDY
In 1976, Bernard, one of the elder 

brothers, lost his life on his way to the 

steel yards, when his motorcycle was 

hit by a passing car. He was only 23 

years old. This loss was shattering. The 

family was never quite the same again.

STUDYING HARD 
Algis eventually graduated, majoring 

in electromechanical engineering and 

got his first job when he was sixteen. 

He attended night school, learning 

electronics and logic. Three years later, 

with a new degree in hand, he began 

to work as a computer specialist at 

Cockerill, a large metal conglomerate.

A RISING STAR
While working for Cockerill, Algis’ 

w o r k w a s n o t i c e d b y s o m e B u l l 

Company engineers and eventually 

he was offered a job to join their 

company in Brussels, Not only was 

working for Bull Company a dream 

job, but the company sent him to the 

Université Libre de Bruxelles, a famous 

private institution, to study computer 

system engineering. Three years later, 

with another degree in hand, Algis 

became involved in the development 

o f medica l imag ing systems and 

other internat iona l profess iona l 

advancements that would eventually 

lead him to Taiwan.

CONTRIBUTING TO TAIWAN’S 
SUCCESSFUL MASS TRANSIT 
SYSTEM 

From 1989 to 1995, Algis worked as 

a managing engineer on the first line of 

the Taipei Mass Transit System (MRT). 

His expertise in design and knowledge 

regarding the implementat ion of 

automated electronic systems for 

the project’s construction kept him 

extremely busy.

Today, the Taipei MRT carries more 

than two million passengers daily. The 

MRT system has greatly reduced related 

transportation pollution emissions, and 

has been a catalyst for urban renewal. 

It’s a Taiwan success story.

ROMANCE, MARRIAGE AND A 
FAMILY

Algis fell in love with and married 

Li-ling, a beautiful Taiwanese lady. 

Together, they have one daughter, 

Mikalina. Their lives felt complete 

and b l i ssfu l. Then one day, after 

complaining of extreme fatigue, Algis 

Construction of Muzha Depot, 1992
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