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Chapter One

A Choice Made under the Stars

Often, on quiet summer nights in Longshan District,
Liaoyuan, Jilin Province, China, a young boy could
be seen atop Longshou Mountain, gazing up at the
spectacular expanse of the starry sky. The name of

this boy was Nan Rendong.

As a child, Nan Rendong was inquisitive about
everything, especially the night sky. Gazing at
the stars, his eyes sparkled with curiosity as the
immense universe sparked his imagination. He often
wondered to himself whether the stars grew on trees
like apples. Such a unique way of thinking showed
his intense curiosity and great aptitude from an early
age. He loved to read “picture-story books”. Any
pocket money he managed to save, he would spend

it all at bookstalls where he rented comic books to

read. His fascination with the unknown drove him
to read, broadening his horizons and shaping his

character.

Nan Rendong always had good grades, but they
weren’t quite remarkable even after he entered
junior high school. It was his homeroom teacher,
Mr. Zhao Zhensheng, who recognized his potential.
He believed all Nan needed was some guidance and
encouragement to excel. One Sunday, he invited
Nan to his home and had a conversation with him,
encouraging him to aim high and have lofty goals.
He explained that ambition could be a powerful
motivator. Those words had a profound impact on
the boy. He began to work harder than ever before,
and his grades improved steadily. The walls of his
home soon became covered with certificates of the

honors and awards he had received.

In 1963, at the age of 18, Nan Rendong was

about to take the college entrance examination.



At that point, recruitment officers from a famous
military academy came to his school, and the
school authority, in view of Nan’s academic excel-
lence and integrity, recommended him for direct
admission to the academy. This, for most people,
would undoubtedly be exhilarating news, but Nan
Rendong declined the offer. When his parents
asked him about his decision, he replied, “I want
to take the college entrance examination, and
my goal is no less than making it to Tsinghua or
Peking University.” His words surprised his parents.
While they felt proud of him for his confidence,
they were also worried about his choice. After all,
the college entrance exam was filled with uncer-
tainty, and it would take immense courage and solid
performance to take the challenge if he gave up
guaranteed admission. However, his parents opted
to respect his choice in the end. They believed in
him. Nan Rendong did not let them down. With
excellent performance in the exam, he was admitted

to Tsinghua University as the top-scoring science

student in Jilin Province.

Here, however, fate seemed to be playing an
unamusing joke on Nan Rendong. Though he did
make it to his dream university, he wasn’t assigned
to his desired major. Disappointed, this stubborn
young man did something unexpected again — he

ran back home.

“You’ve just started school, and how come you’re
back so soon?” his father asked in surprise when
he saw him suddenly return. As it turned out, Nan
Rendong had applied to the architecture department.
However, since his exam score was more than 50
points above the cut-off point for the architecture
department, he was recommended for radio engi-
neering, a discipline that was completely contrary to his

original aspiration. So, he ran home in a fit of anger.

“Radio engineering is challenging and demands a

lot from students. The university has assigned you



to it because of your good grades. Is there anything
wrong?” his father asked in a mild tone, keeping a

lid on his anger.

“But I wished to major in architectural design,” said
Nan Rendong, looking at his father with his limpid
eyes. From his eyes, the father seemed to read his
mind. He thought carefully and posed a guiding

question:

“My boy, have you ever thought about what kind of

person you want to becomer”

Nan Rendong was about to say “An architectural

>

engineer...” when something flashed across his
mind. It was his childhood dream of the starry
sky. “If I were to become an astronomer, wouldn’t
it be perfect to learn radio engineering?” But he
dismissed the idea instantly and fell into a deep

confusion, unable to find the right words.

Seeing his confusion, the father said sternly, “Then
go back and go on learning radio engineering. If
you’re not yet sure what kind of person you want to
become, pursuing a field of study that the country is
heavily investing in can’t be a bad choice. Wouldn’t
a nation gain more by trading one architect for one

more radio scientist?”’

As father and son stared at each other, Nan Rendong
saw expectations in his father’s eyes. He began to
contemplate his future seriously. Eventually, he
returned to school and devoted himself once again
to learning radio engineering, In his heart, a stronger

sense of mission for the motherland had grown.
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