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ZIERLER: Okay. It is March 19th, 2020. This is David Zierler, Oral Historian for the American
Institute of Physics. It's my great pleasure to be here with Dr. Carson Chow. Thank you so much

for being here with me today.
CHOW: Thank you for coming.
ZIERLER: Would you tell us your title, and your affiliation here at the NIH?

CHOW: I am a Senior Investigator in the Laboratory of Biological Modeling in NIDDK, which
is the National Institute for Diabetes and Digestive and Kidney Diseases at the National Institutes
of Health. My section -- I have a section. It has a name. It's called the Mathematical Biology
Section. We get to choose our own name, and I chose that one. It sounds pretentious, but I chose
it for a specific point, because our branch, which is called the Laboratory of Biological
Modeling, fifty years or so ago, was called the Mathematical Research Branch, and then it got

relabeled about 20 years ago.
ZIERLER: Before your time.

CHOW: Slightly before my time. So, I just called my section the Mathematical Biology Section
as kind of an homage to that old name. So, that's where that name comes from, even though I

don't really do mathematical research, per se. It's kind of a little inside joke.

ZIERLER: Good to know. Alright, well let's start well before that. We're going to start right at

the beginning. Tell us about your birthplace, your parents, and your early years.

CHOW: I was born in Toronto, in 1962. My dad is a Chinese immigrant, and my mother is
Chinese, too, although she grew up in Indonesia. There was a Chinese migrant community in
Indonesia, a pretty thriving community, but small. So, she came from that kind of background.
They met in Hong Kong. My mother's sister introduced my dad to my mom. My Dad and Aunt
were in Canada then. My Dad met my Mom, and then they got married, and then they came to
Canada. I'm not even sure when they came. Sometime before I was born, obviously. So, they

came to Canada, and --
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ZIERLER: Your mom was born in Indonesia?

CHOW: Yes, my mom was born in Indonesia. My dad was born in Wenzhou, China. So, my dad

was born in 1929, and my mom was born in 1934. So, they're about 5 years apart.
ZIERLER: Were your mom's parents born in China, or were they born in Indonesia?

CHOW: You know, I'm foggy in that history, but I believe my mom's parents were born in

Indonesia, and maybe her parents immigrated from China.
ZIERLER: What was their business in Indonesia?

CHOW: That's also foggy to me. I think my mom's parents were textile -- either industrialists, or

merchants.
ZIERLER: You never met them?

CHOW: I did meet my mom's mother. I never met either grandfather. Both my grandfathers died
before I was born. So, I met my mom's mother, and my dad's mother before they died, but those
are the only two. But I never really got a sense of the family history of my mother. What I got
was they came from a well-to-do family in Jakarta. So, the Chinese at the time were generally
merchants, or industrialists, and I don't even know what the business was, but supposedly they
were well-to-do. They had a big family. My mom had, I think, in total, it was 9 or 10 brothers
and sisters. Embarrassingly, I don't even remember, because they had an adopted son, too. So, |
think it was like 10 natural born, and then one adopted. So, it might have been 11. She was, like,
the 4th. So, it was daughter, daughter, daughter, and then twins -- my mother and her sister. So,
that's five. And then six, seven - daughter, daughter. Then three brothers were born, so then came
brother, brother, brother. The father really wanted a son to take over the business, so they just

kept on having kids until they had a son.

ZIERLER: Culturally, did your mom feel Indonesian, or was the Chinese community there very

inward facing?
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CHOW: She totally identifies as Chinese, so it was definitely inward facing. Although, she has

Indonesian cultural influence. So, she's not classical Chinese in many ways.
ZIERLER: What language did she speak growing up?

CHOW: So, her family dialect is called Hakka, which is a southern Chinese dialect. In fact, a lot
of the migrants from China in the late 1800s were the Hakka people. That is an interesting
community, because the Hakka -- that's in their language, but in Mandarin, it's Kejia, which is
"the guest house". So, supposedly, what happened was that they were like -- I'm going to get the
history backwards. I don't know. They were like a northern group that got ousted in some
rebellion, many, many centuries ago. So, they moved as a community down to the south, and

they settled in the south. So, they always considered themselves guests.
ZIERLER: And they retained their language?

CHOW: And they retained their language -- well, the language seems more southern to me, but
I'm not really sure. But they have their own language, which is the Hakka language. So, that was
her main language, but she also knew Mandarin. I didn't know how well she spoke, but she could
speak two Indonesian dialects. So, she could speak four languages, and then she learned English

and Cantonese later in life. So, she could speak six languages.

ZIERLER: Now, you said your parents met in Hong Kong. What was the connection? What
brought them to Hong Kong? Was this his first stop from Mainland China?

CHOW: No, actually he escaped on one of the last boats in 1949, the revolution.
ZIERLER: With the Nationalists?

CHOW: Well, it was everyone for themselves. So, he wasn't escaping with the Nationalists, but

he escaped to Taiwan.

ZIERLER: Okay. So, your father's family was not connected with Chiang Kai-Shek, as far as

you know?
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CHOW: Well, his father supposedly fought in the Nationalist Army. My dad, on the other hand,

was a Marxist as a kid. He was a Trotskyist.
ZIERLER: So, he was on the other side?

CHOW: No, see, the thing about the Communist Revolution is that the first people Communists
kill are other Communists. So, the Trotskyists were not Maoists, so my dad -- so, they were in
Wenzhou, which is relatively south. The Revolution is coming from the north. The Nationalists
are retreating from Beijing, because Chiang Kai-Shek, you know, one of the worst generals of
the 20th century -- you know, one of the worst people. He was a terrible human being. Mao was
a terrible human being, but he was a principled terrible human being. Chiang Kai-Shek was an
unprincipled terrible human being. So, he's just bailing, right? He's just leaving everyone behind.

My dad comes down, he starts to panic, and he's a high school kid, so he doesn't know anything.
ZIERLER: Where is he developing his ideological foundation from?

CHOW: I don't know. Communism was just flourishing in the 30's, when he was growing up.
The thing was, the Chinese Civil War -- what happened was my dad's father was supposedly in
the Chinese Nationalist Army, as an officer, supposedly. Although, we can find no trace of him,
so we don't know what's going on. But according to my dad, he was a high-ranking officer,
supposedly. Then, during the Civil War, and when the Japanese invaded -- so, the Japanese
invade China in the '30s. So, the war in China has been going on in the '30s. Then there's a Civil
War, and the Nationalists, there's a split. The Civil War is on hiatus when they're fighting the
Japanese, but my dad's father took the family to the countryside for safekeeping.

ZIERLER: In the response to the Japanese invasion?

CHOW: Yeah, to the war. But he leaves my dad behind with the grandparents, because my dad's

a sickly child. He's too sick to travel.
ZIERLER: What's his illness?

CHOW: I don't know. He just kind of was a sickly child. So, he was two brothers, and a sister,

and his mother, and my grandfather. So, my grandmother, grandmother, my two uncles, and my
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aunt, they go to the countryside. My dad, meanwhile, is being raised by his grandparents. He
really loved his grandparents. He's much closer to his grandparents than his father. He never

really liked his father that much. He wasn't close to his father, I should rather say. In Chinese

culture, there's no "like". That concept doesn't exist.
ZIERLER: You're either all in, or you're not in at all.

CHOW: Yeah. It's like he was not that close to his father. Personal preference is not part of the
deal. Anyway, he was very close to his grandparents. So, he went to this local school, and at that
time, all over the world, young intellectuals were all embracing communism. It was like the

fashion of the time, so my dad is like caught up in this.

ZIERLER: So, he had a sort of international worldview? He was aware of what's going on

globally.

CHOW: Yeah. Oh, yeah. They're reading stuff -- the Russian Revolution was really highly
influential in China. Mao was highly influenced. A lot of his lieutenants were educated in Russia
after the Russian Revolution. So, at that time, the world is -- it's unclear whether Communism is

going to work. We don't know it's a massive failure until much later, but in the 1930s --
ZIERLER: It's an exciting experiment.

CHOW: Americans were -- there was a big Communist movement in the United States.
Everywhere. England is a big hotbed. Nobody comes out of Oxford in the '30s that's not

Communist. That's a joke.
ZIERLER: Okay, so his first move was not to Hong Kong?

CHOW: He goes to Taiwan in '49, penniless. Somehow, he survives seven years. He gets a

degree.
ZIERLER: No family?

CHOW: No family.
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ZIERLER: What's his move? Why does he go to Taiwan? Just because everyone's fleeing, he

jumps on board.

CHOW: Yeah, I think it was like you can go to Hong Kong or go to Taiwan. Some of his friends

went to Hong Kong. He just happened to be -- Wenzhou is across the strait to Taiwan.

ZIERLER: Right. But '48, '49, he's fleeing for his life? This is not in search of a better future,
kind of thing?

CHOW: No, no. He's fleeing to get away. His mom gives him some money and some jewels, and
they go. He has to bribe some guy and gets on a boat. He sneaks in there, and he has to hide on

the boat when they dock, because he's not even officially there.
ZIERLER: How old is he at this point?

CHOW: 19. He's 19. He sneaks out, and he's in Taiwan, and he's on his own. But at that time,
because so many people come, and then there's a big -- Taiwan was a province of China at that
time. Chiang Kai-Shek just comes and takes over. He's a tyrant. He's terrible to the Taiwanese
people that were there. There's massive resentment towards China in Taiwan because of the way
the Nationalists treated them. My dad kind of just is there. He somehow enrolls in college. He
enrolls in a teacher's college there, where the tuition is free, but then the agreement is you'd
become a teacher afterwards, so he goes through college. He then serves in the Taiwanese
military for a few years, and then he starts applying for grad schools in the West, which is what
people his age were doing. So, they're trying to immigrate to the U.S. and Canada. Somehow, he
gets in -- my dad was in math, but he wasn't really passionate about math, and he wasn't that
great of a math student, so he doesn't really get into that -- he's not getting into Harvard, or
anything. So, he gets into -- I think he gets into some college in the U.S. Oregon, maybe?
Something like that. But there's an immigration hold-up, where he can't come up with -- he had
to buy something, or -- I don't really remember the story. Then he gets into the University of

British Columbia. So, he goes to the University of British Columbia.

ZIERLER: How's his English at that point?
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CHOW: I don't even know. I don't know.
ZIERLER: But no English training in Taiwan, as far as you know?

CHOW: He probably took it in college. I think, at that time, English was starting to become
lingua franca, so I think he might have learned English. You know, it's probably poor. He goes to
University of British Columbia, and he's in the graduate program. So, he's taking a masters. He
does that for two years, maybe? Three years? He tells me his advisor goes to him and -- you
know, my dad's name is Jih-ou Chow, but at that time, he adopts Jerry, just so that people can
give him a name they can pronounce. So, he just goes by Jerry as his nickname. He says that his
advisor took him, as he's finishing his master's and he goes, "Jerry, you're just not PhD material."
My dad knew that. He had no passion for math, really. He was pretty good at it, but he knew it
wasn't his thing. So, he goes, and he finds out that the Canadian Federal Government is looking
for people to do stats -- I guess, the precursor to Stats Canada. So, they're starting to compile
mortality tables, and things like that. Basically, actuarial work. So, he applies for that job, and he
gets the job. So, he moves to Ottawa. When he's in Ottawa, I joke that there are ten Chinese

people in Ottawa at the time. Whatever, there's a small number.
ZIERLER: But in British Columbia, there's plenty of Asians, even then.

CHOW: There are Chinese people left over from when they were building the railroad and the
Gold Rush. So, there's that community, and then there's the new immigrant community. There's a
divide. They don't really -- my dad doesn't really interact with them. He mostly interacts with the
expatriates, like himself. People that come over, the graduate students. Kind of like that
generation. So, those are most of the people. So, he goes to Ottawa. He meets a group of these
people. One of them is my aunt, whose husband has a PhD in electrical engineering, and he
happens to be in Ottawa. I don't even know why he's in Ottawa. He's either working, or doing a
post-doc. Anyway, so my aunt says, "Oh, [ have a sister." Meanwhile, my mom has now moved
to Hong Kong. So, my mom's family was well-to-do, and her three sisters got sent to Europe for
college. So, the way it worked would be the well-to-do -- their kids would go to Europe for
university. The oldest goes to England, the second one goes to Holland, the third one goes to

England, and my mom's turn, my grandfather dies. I don't know what happens, but somehow, the
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family fortune is gone. I don't know what happens. So, anyway, the option of my mom going to
Europe is gone. My mom was not a stellar student anyway, the way she said it. So, it wasn't clear
what she would have done anyway. So, she goes instead -- I think she runs a sewing school in

her house.
ZIERLER: In Hong Kong?

CHOW: No, in Jakarta, still. They're still in Jakarta, so she teaches sewing for a few years. Then,
I think the sister -- yeah, so I think what happens is that then she goes to Hong Kong, because the
sister -- so, my dad meets her sister, and then the sister then goes to Hong Kong, because her
husband takes a job at a university in Hong Kong. So, he already knows my -- and then, when
my mother's sister is in Hong Kong, she says, "Oh, my sister," which is my mom, "is now in

Hong Kong. You should come and meet her." So, he flies out to meet her.
ZIERLER: Like, as a potential wife?

CHOW: Yeah. And then, I don't know how long it was, but then they get married in Hong Kong.

So, this is after a courtship of I don't know how long. Several months, or something.
ZIERLER: But your dad's only going there for the marriage, not to move his life there?

CHOW: No, my dad goes to visit my mom, and then I don't know if he goes back to Canada, and
they write letters, or -- I don't know how it happens. Anyway, at some point they get married,

and then they immigrate to Canada. So, my mom is now with my dad.
ZIERLER: Right. Does your dad have citizenship at this point? What's his status?

CHOW: He doesn't have citizenship at this point. He has some kind of landed immigrant,

permanent resident kind of status.
ZIERLER: Okay. So, is he a citizen of China, PRC, Taiwan? What does his passport say?

CHOW: Yeah, good question. I don't even know what his passport says at that time. I guess,

Taiwan. I mean, it's unclear because at that point, Taiwan is China. PRC, after the Revolution,
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does not exist. It has no status in the world. So, I think he's a Chinese national with a China

passport. But China is the Republic of China, which is Taiwan, at that time.

ZIERLER: Right, but coming and going from Hong Kong is not an immigration and border issue

for your father, as far as you knew?

CHOW: Well, he's able to do it based on his Chinese passport. Hong Kong is officially part of
China. Hong Kong never leaves China, ever, right? So, even when it was under British rule, with
a 99-year lease, it was still China. So, Hong Kong is China. Taiwan is China. Then, maybe some
other small islands are China. Then, there's the mainland of China, which is communist, and

that's not recognized by any country other than the Soviet Union, and the Eastern Block.

ZIERLER: Right. So, they meet, and they're married in Hong Kong. Your father has a life for

himself setup, and this convinces your mom to go with him to Canada.

CHOW: Right. So, she just takes the risk, they go to Canada. Meanwhile, he finds a job in an
insurance company in Toronto, and he moves to Toronto. So, then, my mom and my dad are
living in Toronto. They have a small apartment in Downtown Toronto. I am born in 1962. So,
somehow between '56 and '62, this happens. Then, I'm born, my sister is born two and a half
years later in '65, and we move, basically, from one apartment to another apartment, to another

apartment, to a little townhouse, to a house. We live a fairly modest, middle class life.
ZIERLER: Your father is still in the insurance company?

CHOW: My dad is in the insurance company until 1985, where he gets an eye disease and
becomes effectively blind. So, then he retires at a relatively young age, in 1985, and then he does

not have a job after that.
ZIERLER: Your mom is a homemaker growing up?

CHOW: My mom is basically a homemaker until we're in high school, and then she takes jobs,
like a salesperson. Never a career. She does work for a few years. She has jobs. My mom likes
working. My mom is a very gregarious kind of person, so for her being out and working and

interacting with people as a salesperson, she had a lot of fun doing it, and she liked doing it. My
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dad is a Trotskyist till the day he dies. He holds out that there's going to be the fourth

International Revolution till the day he dies.

ZIERLER: He probably kept this to himself among his colleagues?

CHOW: No -- yeah, his colleagues don't know this, but he --

ZIERLER: Like, he goes to meetings, and that kind of stuff before the internet?

CHOW: No, he doesn't do that anymore. In fact, his citizenship in Canada was held up. The three
of us, my sister, and myself -- [ was automatically a Canadian citizen at birth. My mother
become a Canadian citizen pretty quickly. My dad is held up until, I don't know, the '70s, or late
'70s, because of his Communist affiliation. In fact, he has trouble crossing the border in the U.S.
He gets held up because he's a known Communist. My dad is like a dangerous Communist. But
what he does is that he spends the rest of his life studying Marxist doctrine by these obscure
Trotskyist scholars, he translates them from English into Chinese, publishes in some pamphlet in
Hong Kong to be distributed to the 12 Trotskyist -- you know, whatever. Like, there's this 4th
International of Trotskyists. I think they still exist, this small fringe group that nobody pays
attention to. My dad's part of this community, and he's actually held in high esteem by this
community, because he's doing this volunteer work where he's translating all these articles, and
this is his life's work. He loves it. Every day he's in his study at home. He has reduced vision, but
he can blow up letters to the size of the screen, so there will be one letter, and he'll read one letter
at a time on this screen, blown up to that size, and he'll translate. He can write, sort of, by putting
his face this far from a piece of paper, and he can write. So, he'll translate into Chinese, and he

does this. Because it's so slow, he'll do like one article in several months. This is his life's work.
ZIERLER: Now, as a father, was he inculcating you in this ideology?

CHOW: You know, he never really did. He just said he wanted me to have a social conscience.

He wanted me to have a sense of social justice and conscience.

10
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ZIERLER: What did you think about his activities growing up? Did you think it was a weird
hobby he was into? Did you see this as connected to a bigger purpose? You didn't really think

about it that much?

CHOW: I admired my dad for having this passion and drive. I never had one the same way for
politics. I actually had one for science. I loved science. But I think that he was a role model in
the sense that you hole up in your study, and you just bash away. My dad was tireless. He could

just work for hours, and hours, and hours.
ZIERLER: What kind of patience did your mom have for this activity?

CHOW: My mom didn't care at all. She didn't care. She was not an emotionally needy person, so
my dad would be doing his thing, and she would do her thing. She thought it was the greatest

thing ever.

ZIERLER: Now, growing up, was your identity, like, assimilated Canadian? You were a regular

Canadian kid? Did you have an immigrant identity, even though you were born there?
CHOW: That's interesting. I always had an immigrant mentality.

ZIERLER: You're speaking Chinese in the house?

CHOW: Only until I was about 5 or 6.

ZIERLER: Okay. Then you're speaking English back to them, kind of thing?

CHOW: In fact, the teacher said, "Oh, his English is poor." I actually show up in kindergarten
without the ability to speak English. I speak only Chinese at home until at 5. I go to public
school in Canada, and I'm struggling for two years. So, in first grade, I'm learning English, but
I'm speaking broken English, probably, through kindergarten. I guess, I'm a kid, so I pick it up
pretty quickly. But even by first grade the teacher said, "Oh, you should speak to him in English

at home."

ZIERLER: Is this a diverse school? Not really?

11
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CHOW: No. I mean, there's, you know --
ZIERLER: Are you the Asian kid, or are there more?

CHOW: I think I am the Asian kid. I'll have to check my school picture. No, there was one friend
of mine. He was a Japanese boy. I still keep in contact. He lives in Japan now. I think his father
was a scholar, or something. He was only in kindergarten. I had my one friend, the Japanese
friend, Masa -- Masahiro Onodera -- and then he goes back to Japan. But I had English,
Canadian, white friends growing up. Mostly, I had no Asian friends, most of my life. Most of my
life, I would say, I had no Asian friends until middle school, where -- there was an Asian
Exclusion Act in Canada until Trudeau, so '67, or something like that. So, then, the immigrants
start to come. So, there were very few Chinese that were Canadian born, like myself my age. But
the younger generation, now you go to Toronto, and it's all Chinese, right? It's probably one of
the largest Chinese cities outside of Asia. But it was very different from when I was growing up.
But there was a small Chinatown. We would go have Chinese food. On the weekend we'd go
down to the Chinese restaurant. So, I felt very much like an outsider my whole life. I always feel
like an outsider, even to this day. No matter where I am, I feel like an outsider. In any group, I

feel like an outsider.

ZIERLER: Because you're not entirely American, you're not entirely Canadian, you're not

entirely Chinese?

CHOW: Exactly. I'm not entirely a physicist, I'm not entirely a biologist.
ZIERLER: Well, you did that one to yourself.

CHOW: 1 did. I think it's probably because of my outsider feeling.

ZIERLER: So, when do you start to develop, or when do your teachers start to realize that you

have this aptitude for the sciences and math?

CHOW: I don't think they ever did. In kindergarten, I decided I wanted to be a scientist, or even
before that.

12



Interviewee: CARSON CHOW March 19, 2020
By: DAVID ZIERLER National Institute of Health
Bethesda, Maryland

ZIERLER: Before kindergarten?

CHOW: I think so. I know that in 2nd grade, I wrote a little thing. "What do you want to be?"
And I wrote, "I want to be a scientist teacher." But I meant scientist. What I did is I said, "How

do you spell scientist, teacher?" And she literally said scientist teacher.

ZIERLER: So, what did that mean as a 7-year-old to you? What did it mean to be a scientist?
CHOW: I'm not sure, but I --

ZIERLER: Like tinkering?

CHOW: I would do science as a living. I would read stories about Newton and Einstein. I didn't
know that you could get a job at a university. I didn't really understand jobs, even. I just knew
that I was going to do science. I didn't even know what science meant. I just knew that I liked
reading about science in books. My parents bought me these little science books, and I would
just -- I think I still have them. I don't even know if I do. But there was this one book I had called
Let's Experiment. I remember I had that as a kid, and it had little experiments that you would do.

You know, like baking soda and vinegar, and I would do them at home.

ZIERLER: But in terms of aptitude, you're not stand-out material in primary school, middle

school?

CHOW: I guess, I was. I mean, I was the class valedictorian in 8th grade, so I guess [ was. But I
never thought of myself as the best student. There was always one kid smarter. I always thought

there was always one kid smarter than me. Especially in high school.
ZIERLER: One same kid?

CHOW: No, there would always be a kid who's --

ZIERLER: Some other kid.

CHOW: Yeah. I remember when I was in junior high, or maybe middle school, my dad was

saying, "Yeah, your sister is better at math than you." So, there was always someone smarter

13
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than me. My sister was smarter than me in 1Q, definitely. Always did better than me in IQ tests.
Always did better than me in chess tournaments. She's two grades behind me. So, she would
always outdo me at every stage. Like, I have the smarter sister, but we were different in the sense
that she had zero passion for anything. She was just a smart kid who didn't care about anything.

She just had no interests.
ZIERLER: Where did her life --

CHOW: She's a physician. My mom bribed her into medical school. I think she said, "I'll pay for
a European vacation in college if you go to medical school." So, she went to Europe, and then
applied to medical school, and got in. She kind of just coasted through medical school not caring.
She became a family doctor, I think. Now she's retired. This year I went to visit her at Christmas,
and she said, "Yep, Carson, this is it. I said I was going to retire at 50. I'm 5 years late, but I'm
retiring." So, she travels the world. Unfortunately, she can't do it now, but she travels the world.

She enjoys her life. She has tons of hobbies.
ZIERLER: She might get pulled into an ER one of these days.

CHOW: Yeah, she hasn't seen patients in a while. She was actually doing counseling. Like,
psychological counseling. She was doing sports medicine for a while. She's just an eclectic
person, my sister. As an adult, she would be doing skating competitions, and dance, and she'd
always be doing something crazy. She'd get into crossword puzzles, or something. So, that's the
way she always was. She didn't care about having a career. She didn't want to cure cancer, or
anything like that, even though she had the higher 1Q. I always think that if I had her 1Q, I could

have done so much better.
ZIERLER: That's a big combination.

CHOW: Yeah. I had the passion, and she had the IQ. I had the ability to grind. I could grind

longer than her. She didn't really care to work that hard, because she was just faster.

ZIERLER: So, toward the end of high school, University of Toronto, is this your spot? You're

applying to a lot of places? You wanted to stay close to home?

14
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CHOW: Yeah. My wife, who is a way, way over achiever. She's a super achiever. [ was not ever
the super achiever. I always had it inside me that I was going to be a scientist, and I was going to
do okay. Maybe even do great things. I had this inner conceit, or confidence. Whatever you want
to call it. But I don’t think I was picked as the kid most likely to succeed ever in life. I was a kid
who was known as the kid who was good at math and science. Kind of the nerdier kid. Although,
I wasn't the nerdiest kid. Like, I wasn't even the nerdiest -- like, I wasn't even that good at being

nerdy. I didn't do Dungeons and Dragons. I didn't do any of that.
ZIERLER: You didn't even excel at being a nerd.

CHOW: No, I was a very gray kind of kid. My daughter thinks I'm the nerdiest person alive.
"You must have been the super nerd." No, I wasn't even that good at being nerdy. I was kind of a
gray kid. I would still go to occasional parties. I wasn't the total social outcast. I would actually
be middle. I was just a normal, gray kid. I would go to parties occasionally. We would play
sports. I played sports. I wasn't a super athlete, but I played sports, and I had still played -- well

not anymore. I had a lot of hobbies that were non-academic kind of hobbies.
ZIERLER: So, what was the draw to University of Toronto?

CHOW: Well, so the thing was, in Canada, the way that it was, it's not like the U.S. Colleges are
not like, you have this grandiose thing where you visit universities, and things. You literally have
one form, and you filled out your three top choices, and you mail that in. Then you would be told

which one you got.
ZIERLER: So, what were your three?

CHOW: So, I didn't even know what I was going to do, but in the fall of my senior year, we
actually got presentations from universities. They would actually come and say, "Oh, this is what
we offer." So, these were just Ontario universities. In Ontario, there was University of Toronto,
Waterloo, Queens, McMaster, University of Ottawa, and Carlton. So, they all come, and they
pitch their programs. So, University of Toronto comes and says, "Oh, we have this thing called
Engineering Science." So, there's an engineering school, but there's this actual major called

Engineering Science, which is like the super elite engineering. They only take one in whatever it
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is. The starting class is 200, but the graduating class is 100, because they weed out half of the
students. Don't bother applying unless you have a GPA of 4.0, even though we didn't have GPA.
So, the equivalent of 4.0 in Canada would be like 90%. I'm like, oh, I'll apply to that. Sounds

good.
ZIERLER: You were attracted to the eliteness of it, more than the engineering?

CHOW: Yeah, the challenge. So, the way it would work is that in regular engineering, there'd be
electrical engineering, civil engineering, and things like that. But in engineering Science, there'd
be options. So, one of the options was the physics option. So, instead of doing a physics degree,
which is what [ was going to do, but then my dad actually took me aside one day and said, "You
know, you should probably be an engineer, because you can make more money. I don't know a

single person that's a physicist with a job." So, I'm like, "Well, dad, I don't like engineering."
ZIERLER: What a capitalist piece of advice for your dad to be giving you.

CHOW: My dad was a practical Asian man first. Trotskyist idealist, second. He ran his family,
although, he was not a Tiger Dad at all. They didn't push me at all, which was like major conflict
in my family now, because my wife, who is also a Chinese American, grew up very much in the

stereotype, and she became the super achiever. She wants her kids to be achievers.
ZIERLER: So, serious Tiger Mom going on?

CHOW: Yeah, although if I say this on tape, I'm dead. Let's just say, she hopes her kids achieve,
and I'm more that direction than being slack, but I grew up in a family where my mom is like,
"Oh, you know, you're doing well. It's good enough." And my dad is in his Trotskyist -- you
know, the Revolution is coming next year. Even though, on the other hand, he's like, "Be an

engineer."

ZIERLER: So, in high school, you're definitely more on the physics/math/engineering track, and
not the biology/chemistry track?

CHOW: Yeah. I would say in high school, I'm 100% interested in physics, 75% interested in

math, and 0% interested in chemistry and biology. I'm more interested in English literature,
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which I actually flirted with actually becoming an English major, because I actually like to write,
and I like to read literature and poetry in high school. But I had no interest in chemistry and
biology. To me, that just seemed like stamp collecting. In fact, I didn't even do that well in

biology and chemistry. I think I got a good grade, but I didn't do well.

ZIERLER: You didn't push yourself there. And this is public school through high school?
CHOW: Public school my whole life.

ZIERLER: Good quality education, looking back?

CHOW: Oh, yeah.

ZIERLER: Good teachers?

CHOW: Great teachers. We had this one teacher who was -- I think he might have had a PhD or
something, but he was a really great teacher. He was like this mythic teacher, because he had this
long hair, long beard, and he's kind of like in Birkenstocks. He had the whole cool physicist,
math guy going. He played guitar.

ZIERLER: Do you remember his name?

CHOW: Yeah, Steve Kusnir. He was a legend at our school. He was just the coolest guy. He
taught us really advanced math. It was great. We had great math teachers. Canada was really
great. There was this national math competition -- there was a senior math competition, and a
junior math competition. So, all the 10th grade and under would take the junior math
competition, and everything 12th grade and under would take the senior math competition. I
never did well. My sister did much better than me. But some of my classmates would be ranked
in the country. They'd be in the top 25, or something. So, I had some really brilliant classmates.
One classmate was brilliant, and unfortunately, he decided it was more important to be cool. So,
he got into drugs and I don't know what happened to him. I lost track of him after high school. I
hope he -- you know, he was, like, brilliant.

ZIERLER: So, Toronto is your spot? This is it? This is where you're going to --
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CHOW: Yeah, so I applied to Toronto Engineering Science, I put, and then maybe I put physics
number two, and I put University of Waterloo, number three, which was legendary as a -- you
know, has a great reputation as an engineering school. There was something called "systems
engineering", which was the equivalent of engineering science at Waterloo. So, I put those three

down. That was it. I apply to those three, and I get into Engineering Science.
ZIERLER: Now, the physics is part of the program? It's like a minor in Science Engineering?

CHOW: Yeah. You actually take all the same courses as the physicists do, plus two extra courses

per term. So, six courses per term you take.
ZIERLER: That's intense.

CHOW: Really intense. It was unbelievable. I was in shock. I go there, coming from high school,
I barely do homework. I'm dying. I'm like barely struggling. I'm barely surviving. I'm struggling.
I somehow eek through. I make it. I survive the first year, when half the class -- so, the option is
you start Engineering Science, and you get the choice to go to another one after one year if you

don't want to do it. So, half the class disappears. Literally, one half of the class.
ZIERLER: Right. Just like they said.

CHOW: Yeah. They decide to do other things. So, they either go into the actual Arts & Science
school. So, they do physics, or something, or they'd go do electrical engineering, or civil
engineering. So, half the class disappears. I'm a survivor, which is what I've always been like. |
always called myself "The Badger." I'll just badger away. I'll just survive. So, even though I'm
not the best student, I'm surviving. Then, I start to percolate up the rank. We're ranked from 1 to
200, and then 1 to 100. I think I actually made it to the top 10 one year. I think I managed to
creep my way up. I'm in the 50s, I'm in the 40s, I'm in the 30s. I creep my way up. And then by

the time I graduate, I --

ZIERLER: Same major? You stay in engineering science?
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CHOW: Mhm. Physics option. So, there's only four of us, I think -- three or four of us -- four of
us choose physics option. Most of the people choose electrical engineering option, or computer

science option. Those are the biggest. Then, four of us choose physics option.

ZIERLER: Now, the physics option, does that mean that the physics classes you're taking are

geared specifically toward engineering science?

CHOW: No, they're the physics classes the physicists take.

ZIERLER: Oh, so you're getting a theoretical physics education as well?

CHOW: I'm getting the same physics education as my colleagues in physics. So, what happens is
I do two years of engineering science courses. So, there you're taking physics for engineers, kind
of thing, which is not that different. The first two years you're just learning thermodynamics,
classical mechanics, which is the same physics. Then, I'm also taking electrical engineering
classes, I'm taking chemical engineering classes, chemistry classes, no biology. Zero biology. I'm
taking all these different kinds of classes. I get one option, which I take English, as my option.
Nobody else takes English. They all take something else. So, I'm like trotting over, I hang out
with the Arts & Science types, thinking maybe I made a mistake. I kind of like English. I plow
through, and then starting in the third year -- we don't call "juniors" in Canada, but the junior or
third year, then I'm just taking physics classes with the physicists who went through physics. So,

we're taking the same classes: quantum mechanics; statistical mechanics; electrodynamics.
ZIERLER: Do you develop close relationships with any physics professors as an undergraduate?

CHOW: I do, with one particular one I did my senior thesis project. His name was Richard
Azuma [00:43:14]. He just passed away recently, in the last ten years. I wrote a little obituary in
my blog for him. Great guy. He took me under his wing. He got me a summer fellowship out in

the west coast at an accelerator lab.

ZIERLER: Which one?

CHOW: TRIUMF. Are you a physicist, or a historian?
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ZIERLER: I'm a historian of physics.

CHOW: Okay. You've got both. So, TRIUMF was a Meson Lab in Western Canada, in

Vancouver. So, I got to spend the summer there. So, he was a great mentor. Great guy.
ZIERLER: What was his field? What did he work on?

CHOW: He was a nuclear physicist. He was kind of disappointed I didn't go into nuclear
physics. He wanted me to stay at University of Toronto and go into nuclear physics, but I left the
country. So, in Engineering Science, when we're in our third year, we start to hear about the
legendary fourth year kids, who are getting into Harvard, Stanford, MIT. Suddenly, I'm like --

this is not even like really --
ZIERLER: On your radar?

CHOW: Radar. It kind of is. I remember when I was a kid in the '70s, we did a West Coast trip.
We didn't go on very many vacations when I was a kid, but we went on one trip. We went to
California, and I thought California is the greatest state. I still, to this day, love California. My
whole life, my goal is to move to California. I've never quite achieved it, but... And then I see

Berkeley, and I'm like this is it. I want to go to Berkeley.

ZIERLER: Now, on your trek, are Engineering Science kids going into industry, or everyone's

headed to graduate school? That's just where everyone's flowing?

CHOW: That's a good question. I don't even know the stats. I think -- this is all made up, but I

would guess three quarters go directly into industry, and maybe a quarter go to grad school.
ZIERLER: Now, would that be correlated with the higher achievers and the lower achievers?
CHOW: No, no. There are some really brilliant kids who went into industry.

ZIERLER: Okay. They just want to get right to it and make some money.
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CHOW: Yeah. In fact, in the physics option, there were four of us in physics. Victor Bocking,
Arif Babul, Peter Jay, and myself. I hope I'm not missing someone. I would say, I was the
weakest of the four. Victor, Arif, Peter Jay were super strong students. I don't even know how
they ranked. I think Arif ranked maybe higher, but it was close. They were ranked in the top 10.
They were really brilliant. Victor is now an executive. He went to IBM for many years, and now
he's an executive. I think he was an executive at IBM, but he might be at a different company
now. [ haven't checked LinkedIn lately, so I don't exactly know. He's had a highly successful
career in industry. Arif is a professor at the University of Victoria. He is a very well-known
cosmologist. Peter Jay, I lost track of, but I don't think he went to grad school. He was brilliant.
They were so much stronger than me in everything. Like, in everything. They were better than

me in math, physics, chemistry, everything. I was the weakest student by far.
ZIERLER: So, it sounds like you liked Berkeley before you liked graduate school.

CHOW: I think I knew that Oppenheimer was at Berkeley, or that famous physicists were.

Alvarez was at Berkeley. I knew Berkeley was a hotbed of brilliant physicists.
ZIERLER: Yeah, but there are a lot of brilliant physicists in a lot of places.

CHOW: Yeah, of course. I knew Princeton was also a place with brilliant physicists. I knew

Stanford, Harvard -- I knew there were brilliant physicists at these places.
ZIERLER: Staying in Canada -- you're thinking beyond Canada at this point?

CHOW: Even as a little kid, I thought, oh, it would be great if I could go to grad school in the
United States. I didn't know how I was going to realize this. Like, I just didn't know. I had no

plan, but fortunately, Arif --

ZIERLER: So, there's no program in Canada that ranks on the par with the elite physics

programs in the United States?

CHOW: As a graduate program?
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ZIERLER: Yeah.

CHOW: I would say University of Toronto begs to differ. I think they consider themselves an
elite program. Realistically, I think --

ZIERLER: That didn't compel you to stay?

CHOW: I don't think they would even say that we're like Harvard, or Princeton, or Berkeley. But
they're a very good department.

ZIERLER: They might say they're the Harvard of Canada.
CHOW: They would say they're the Harvard of the North, yeah. That's what they would say.
ZIERLER: Okay. So, what happened to your big plan to go to Berkeley?

CHOW: Yeah, that's a sad story. So, in third year, I'm finding out that these legendary kids in
fourth year were getting into Stanford, and Berkeley, and Princeton. And then Arif, my classmate
who is still my very good friend, he's like the most organized kid. He has the mission. He's going
to Princeton. Then, one day, I'm talking to him and, I'm like, "Why should I work really hard?"
And Arif was like, "Well, if you want to go to grad school, you need good grades. And you have
to take this thing called the GRE, and you have to do well on that. And you have to do this." And
I'm like, "Oh. That makes a lot of sense." So, that's when I really started to kick it in gear, in
third year. My ranking got up. It didn't get up that high, but it got up higher. So, I started working
really hard, although I never could get that great of a GRE score. I never could get that great of a
-- you know, I was just not that good. Anyway, Berkeley's deadline was October, I think, or
something like that. It was earlier than the other schools, and I was too disorganized to apply to

Berkeley. So, I didn't get my application out to Berkeley.
ZIERLER: And this is '88, '89?

CHOW: No, this is '85. Well, I graduate '85, so this is like '84 that we're applying. We're
applying the fall of '84. So, I applied to something like ten schools. Princeton, I think I applied
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to, MIT, Stanford, Illinois maybe -- I don't even remember. And Stony Brook. State University

of New York at Stony Brook. Stony Brook actually was a hotbed for String Theory -- like,
supersymmetry and stuff like that. So, I only get into Stony Brook.

ZIERLER: Of all the schools?

CHOW: Yeah. I get waitlisted at MIT, and I get into Stony Brook. Arif gets into Princeton. He's
ready to go to Princeton. So, he's all set. Victor -- oh, actually, Victor did go to grad school. He
goes to Toronto, because he gets married right after college. He has a girlfriend all the way
through college, his high school sweetheart. He marries her, and he's like, "Well, Sandra doesn't
want to go to the U.S." So, even though Victor could have gone to Harvard, or whatever, he
decides to go to University of Toronto. He's also a practical person. He does experimental atomic
physics, which was not fashionable like it is now. This is pre Bose-Einstein condensation. Pre-
quantum -- now, atomic physics is the thing, right? Quantum computing, and all of that. This was
like in the '80s. It was not the hippest thing in the world. So, he's doing this, and then he goes to
IBM after that. So, he actually got his PhD. I forgot that he went. But he never intended to really
be a faculty member. He was like, "I'm going to do a PhD, and then I'll look around. I think
about whether I'll be faculty." I think Sandra was saying, "You got to start making money." They
had a family. So, he was a practical minded person. Arif heads to Princeton. He's going to be a
plasma physicist, he says. There's irony here, because he doesn't become a plasma physicist. I'm

headed to Stony Brook, because I'm going to be a string theorist, or whatever.
ZIERLER: How did you fall off the applied track from engineering? I mean, string theory --

CHOW: Well, I never intended to be an engineer. My secret trick was to do engineering science,
because I knew that these guys were going to physics grad schools, and then I was going to go to

physics grad school and be a theorist. So, that was always my secret trick.
ZIERLER: That's a lot of applied science and math you're learning to go a theoretical route.
CHOW: Yeah, which I had to relearn it all. I realized I should have learned all this stuff when I

had the chance.
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ZIERLER: So, were you thinking maybe grad school is not -- [ mean, if you're getting rejected

from everywhere except for Stony Brook, are thinking maybe grad school's not right for me?

CHOW: No, I'm like, "Yeah! I got in somewhere! I'm going to Stony Brook!" I go to Stony
Brook.

ZIERLER: So, industry was never even a thought in your mind?

CHOW: No, I didn't even know how to get --

ZIERLER: You had the option to go to some graduate school, you got in someplace, full steam
ahead.

CHOW: When I got to university, I said, "This is where I belong." I love the university. I love it.
I love English lectures, and Northrop Fry was at University of Toronto, and Margaret Atwood

would show up. It was the greatest thing ever.

ZIERLER: You wanted to stay on the quad.

CHOW: I wanted to stay in the university. [ hated engineering. I wanted to be -- I don't know if
you've been to Toronto and seen University of Toronto. It's this beautiful ivy covered -- but the
engineering block looks like 1960s East Germany. The other part is like Oxford. I'm like, "Why
am I stuck in East Germany? I want to be at Oxford." I was really upset about that. But I'm in
engineering, and I'm like, "Okay, I'm going to finally go to a great U.S. college." I get into Stony
Brook, which looks like East Germany again. It's like 1960s --

ZIERLER: Maybe even worse. I don't know how much --

CHOW: Even worse. That is the ugliest university ever. I show up there, and I'm like, "Oh my
God, it's awful here." I didn't even visit. I get a phone call from the chairman; I think his name
was Ron Fox -- something Fox -- super nice guy. He's like, "You got in! Congratulations!" I'm
like, "Wow, I got in!" "Do you want to come visit?" I'm like, "No, I'm coming! It's the only

school I got into, so I'm not visiting. I'm going. I don't have time to visit." I show up there, and
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I'm like, "This is horrible." I'm in Long Island. I had no idea. I grew up in a city. I grew up in
Toronto, and suddenly I'm in Long Island.

ZIERLER: Suburb of Suburbs.

CHOW: I'm depressed. I'm really depressed. So, midway through, I apply to MIT again. I said,
HMIT __"

ZIERLER: Midway through what? First year?

CHOW: Yeah, at Stony Brook. By fall, I'm like, "I'm not staying here. I'm either going back --"
So, I apply to Toronto, and I apply to MIT. I'm leaving. I'm not staying here. I get into MIT as a
waiting list again, but I'm like, "I'm coming anyway." I'm just going to fund my way. My mom

says, "You know what, we'll just pay for the first year." She had a good friend of hers who said,
"You know what, just go to MIT, because they'll find him funding after like a year."

ZIERLER: So, they said you can come but no funding?

CHOW: No funding, right. So, I got in -- actually, the first time I got in the same way. You can
get in, but no funding. You have to pay your own tuition. So, I said, "Fine, I'll just go." My mom
said, "You know what, we'll pay tuition." Back then, tuition was steep, but wasn't like now. A
middle-class family could afford tuition. But then they came through with funding anyway. So, I

show up --
ZIERLER: Different world than Stony Brook.

CHOW: Yeah. I get to MIT, and it's great. It's better, but I'm still depressed. I'm really depressed,

because I can go, and I 