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My Career as a Separation Scientist:  Part I (Early Childhood, High 
School, and College)   
 

For those of you who are interested to learn about the mundane life of a 

foreign-born separation scientist, carving out a career in American 

industry... 

 
 
My Career as a Separation Scientist:  Part I (Early Childhood, High 
School, and College)   
 
This is a 3-part series of articles on the mundane life of a foreign-born separation 

scientist coming to America as an international student and eventually carving out a 

career in many industries.  It chronicles my early interest in writing, leading to many 

books and articles in analytical chemistry and separation science.  Each article is ~20 

min read.   
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“If people cannot write well, they cannot think well…” ― George Orwell 

 

If this saying is true, then I should be a thinker as I have written four books and over 130 

journal articles. Perhaps, writing is in my genes since our family came from the city of 

Ningbo, Zhejiang Province, China, a place that has a history of producing many famous 

writers, artists, merchants, and politicians.   

 

Shanghai and an Introduction to Ningbo (with a list of celebrities) 

I was born in the City of Shanghai during the ‘Fall of Shanghai’ in 1949.  My mom told 

me that I was a ‘late’ baby, and the People’s Liberation Army was shelling the perimeter 

of the city the night I was born.  We lived in the French-occupied district, and the 

midwife had to climb over the gate to have me delivered since there was a curfew. I 

often wondered what would happen if she decided to go home instead.  The next 

morning, my mom found the Liberty Army sleeping on the sidewalk wearing straw 

shoes.  The citizens were not disturbed.  

 

Our ancestors came from Ningbo, a coastal city 140 miles south of Shanghai, whose 

early residents came mainly from Ningbo.  The Ningbo dialect was the predecessor of 

Shanghainese. Few foreigners are familiar with this remarkable city, which currently 

ranks number #4 as the busiest ports in the world after Shanghai, Singapore, 

Shenzhen, and followed by #7 Hong Kong.  I found it fascinating that my roots are 

intimately tied to some of the busiest ports of the world (#1, #4, #7, and #23 New York 

City). 

Ningbo produced many celebrities who are well-known in China and the world, such as: 

1. Jin Yong (金庸):  #1 novelist in China who pioneered ‘kung-fu’ novels.  He is 

universally adored as a writer,  and perhaps the most popular Chinese novelist 

bar none.    

2. Yishu (亦舒): The most successful romantic novelist of Hong Kong who authored 

300 paperback novels. I am a big fan of her novels and particularly her business 



3 
 

model of making tons of monies by writing.  My friends often laughed at my 

choice because she is not respected as a novelist with much intellectual depth. 

3. Chang Kai-Shek: A protégé of Dr. Sun Yat-Sen, the founder of the Republic of 

China and the general and ex-president of China who lost power to Mao Zedong 

and the Peoples’ Liberation Army in 1949. 

4. Zhou En-Lai: the diplomat and premier of China under Mao and the architect of 

the Ping-Pong diplomacy in 1971 to open up China during the Nixon 

administration. 

5. Tung Chee-Hwa (董建華): A shipping tycoon and the first chief executive of Hong 

Kong after the British handover of the city from the United Kingdom to China in 

1997. 

6. Yo-Yo Ma:  The world-renowned cellist and the son of the famous violinist Hiao-

Tsiun Ma who pioneered playing Chinese tunes with western orchestra such as 

‘The butterfly dream lovers.’ 

7. Run Run Shaw (邵逸夫): Producer and founder of the early film studio Shaw 

Brothers of Hong Kong.  He is perhaps the most influential and famous producer 

in early Chinese filming history.  We grew up watching his film.  He died at the 

age of 107. 

8. Stephen Chow Sing Chi: The famed filmmaker and actor from Hong Kong who 
produced ‘Shalin Soccer’ and ‘the Mermaid.’  I am not a fan of his films whose 
crude humor I fail to appreciate. 

Early Education and Life in the British Crown Colony of Hong Kong 
 
I am the fifth child from a family of seven siblings.  The family emigrated from Shanghai 

to Hong Kong as refugees when I was two years old.  My mom traveled three days by 

train with all her possession and four of her young children to join my Dad there. She 

had to leave my second brother behind in Shanghai because she could only take care 

of 4 children while traveling (I was strapped to her back while she would hold my first 

brother in one hand and all her luggage on the other; my two older sisters would be 

walking behind her hanging onto her shirttail). We rented a single room to carve out a 

living in the British Colony full of struggling refugees from Mainland China. There were 
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no toys in my childhood, and I displayed an early affinity for writing when I requested my 

mom to buy me papers and pencils to learn ABCs at the age of three.  

 

Moving on 
 
When I turned five, our young family added two more members (my younger brother 

and the kid sister), and we moved into a 700-square feet 3-bedroom apartment in 

Kowloon City.  We had a real kitchen, running water, our own flush-toilet bathroom, and 

a large balcony overlooking a wet market.  Initially, we rented the two extra bedrooms to 

two single men who worked with my father as artists.  The apartment was right in the 

descending flight path of the newly built Kai-Tak Airport, and we would see many planes 

with their extended landing crafts roaring overhead at all times of the day.  Living 

arrangement for the large family was tight, and my brother and I would share a canvas 

cot set up in the living room every evening for a few years until we had our own bunk 

bed in a bedroom vacated by the renter.   

 

I looked back with fond memories of my childhood years from 5 to 19, growing up in the 

top-floor apartment until I left for America.  We were not rich by any global standard 

though life was exciting and fun in our large family.  My parents from Shanghai, who 

hardly spoke any of the local dialects of Cantonese, managed to provide a decent 

environment for the seven siblings.  Our living conditions were infinitely better than 

those later refugees who lived on the rooftops of our building in tin-roof sheds without 

any running water.   

 

Surviving and Thriving the Education System in Hong Kong 
 

I was a product of the British Educational System catering to the academical elites. 

Elementary school was first to sixth grade, High School - 7th  to 11th, and Matriculation 

Class for those college-bounds was 12th -13th.  There was only one university (The 

University of Hong Kong or HKU) at that time, which could accommodate ~2% of the 

student body.  Entrance to the better high-schools (the best ones were subsidized 
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parochial schools run by Churches), and the single university was by competitive public 

examinations at 6th and 11th grade.  All the kids studied hard to have a chance for a 

better life. Otherwise, they might wound up toiling in a sweat-shop factory making ‘ninja 

turtles’ for the rest of their lives. 

 

There was little pretense of democracy in Hong Kong under the British Empire.  The 

Brits were the over-lords, and the other 98% of the Chinese residents were all second-

class subjects. The majority was living in abject poverty (under 2 USD per day). The 

regular working hours of a grocery worker was a 12-14-hour day, seven days a week, 

with two days off during the Chinese New Year.  There were no welfare, social security, 

or safety net for the huddled mass living in deplorable sheds or tiny apartments.  

 

I skipped kindergarten at age five and went straight into a free Buddhist elementary 

school.  We did Buddhist chanting during morning assemblies.  I was an average 

student in the first few years, and there was plenty of homework even for a young child.  

My mom took good care of her many children but was no ‘tiger mom.’  She was upset 

and complained about the teacher giving excessive homework when she saw me 

working late at 11 pm in the third grade.  Empathy or not, I still needed to complete the 

assignment that late evening. 

 

I enrolled in a Jesuit Catholic School (Tang King Po) by repeating the 4th grade and 

started to shine academically, placing second-place in a class of 40 students in grades 

4th and 5th.  We sang hymns every morning and attended religious classes and masses. 

My mom, who had a second-grade education, was always pro-active in the academics 

of her off-springs. I recalled receiving a cash prize of 5 HK$ from my mom as an 

incentive for being second place in my class.  The incentive was a considerable sum as 

our daily allowance was 10 cents a day, which hardly supported any habits such as a 

movie ticket, soda pop, or ice popsicle.  Still, we were taught to be thrifty and 

encouraged to save monies in a piggy bank provided as the Hang Sang Bank.  I was a 

miser in those days as all Chinese youths were masters in delaying satisfaction in 
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preparation for a better future. In contrast, my big brother always ran short at the end of 

the week and resorted to borrowing from the siblings. 

 

My mom took an interest in my exceptional academic ability and wanted me to get into a 

better parochial school.  She hired a paid tutor though the family could hardly afford the 

extra expenses.  She also made a risky move and deliberately placed me for one year 

at a Government School for sixth-grade (Li Cheng Uk School located in the poorest 

resettlement districts of Kowloon). The benefit was better preparation for the upcoming 

public entrance examinations to the more selective high schools. It was an unusual 

move though I came in first place in my new sixth-grade class.  

 

During elementary schools, emphases were placed in writing (including Chinese 

calligraphy by small and large brushes with permanent carbon ink) and writing 

compositions.  I recalled for the Public High School Entrance Examination, the 

composition test was to write three two-page articles in 90 minutes (themes in 

informative, argumentative, and creative writing) with titles selected from three given 

options in each category.  This format was repeated for English and Chinese 

languages, which were required subjects to pass for the graduation of an elementary 

school in Hong Kong.   

 

Towards the end of the sixth grade, I was busy taking additional entrance tests from 

other high schools just if I did not place well in the public exams.  I applied to six high 

schools and managed to get accepted to all of them, including the Pui Ching Middle 

School, the best Chinese School, who accepted 24 out of the 1000 applicants that year.  

I was the envy of our next-door neighbor, who worked in a large publisher with three 

girls and a single boy, who applied to the same school but did not do well in the 

entrance exam. 

 

Diocesan Boys’ School (DBS, Grade 7th  to 13th ) 
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In May of 1960, every sixth-grader was anxiously waiting for their fate when the Sing 

Tao Newspaper published a massive list of students’ names and their assigned high 

schools.  My mom’s risky plan apparently worked well, and we were elated to find my 

name in the list of the most selective High Schools in Hong Kong (Diocesan Boys’ 

School, 拔萃男書院).  The prestigious school was founded in 1869 by the Anglican 

Church of England and had an excellent reputation in academics, arts, music, and 

sports. We had a statute of Dr. Sun Yat-Sen (孙中山), the founder of the Republic of 

China, who overturned the Qing Dynasty in 1911.  He was a former DBS boy for just a 

few months and clearly the most famous alumni.   

 

DBS was located in Mongkok at a vast campus on top of a flattened hilltop, which was 

nicknamed Mt. Olympus in the school magazine.  It had a beautiful campus with a full-

size, grass-turfed soccer field surrounded by a 400-meter running track.  DBS 

eventually built an Olympic-size swimming pool after I left there in 1968.  I usually 

walked one mile along Boundary Street and climbed a long flight of 192-steps. I did this 

journey four times a day to save monies by going back home for lunch. 

 

I spent a total of seven years at DBS from Form 1 to Form 5 (high school) and two 

years of Matriculation Class (Lower Six and Upper Six Science).  We started to 

specialize in Science, Arts, or General (business) in Form 4.  I selected Science.  By the 

time I finished Upper Six, I had four years of Chemistry, Physics, and Pure /Applied 

Mathematics.  Taking SAT or Achievement Tests in Chemistry and Physics to enter US 

College was considered an effortless task.  My weakest subject in Achievement Tests 

was English Composition, where I score 460/800 or about 50% percentile.  It was still 

tough for a non-native person to excel in a foreign language.   

 

An Accident with Chlorine Gas 
I acquired a serious chemistry set from my sister’s boyfriend and had a hobby of making 

various gases such as hydrogen and chlorine in our kitchen during a few Sundays at 

Form 5. I learned the concepts of limiting reagent, stoichiometry, and calculating the 

volume of gases by trapping the poisonous chlorine gas in an inverted measuring 
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cylinder filled with water over a bubble plate.  I was quite confident and knew what I was 

going in the 10th grade.  Something went wrong that Sunday since I found chlorine 

gases still spewing out from my reaction after filling all my trapping jars.  I made a split-

second decision and did three things immediately.  I opened the kitchen window, turned 

on the faucet to run water over the brewing flask (conc. nitric acid and potassium 

perchlorate) to kill the reaction, and evacuated from the room. I held my breath during 

that time but still managed to have a good whiff of the poisonous greenish gas.  I 

thought I was going to die panting on the sofa.  I managed to survive,  told no one of the 

accident, and vouched to double-check my calculation from now on. 

 

During the first year at DBS. I played catch-up and struggled with my English Language 

at Form 1 since all classes except Chinese were taught in English.  I remembered that 

the first page of the book for my Biblical Study class called ‘The Chosen Race’ was half 

full of unfamiliar words.  My pocket English Dictionary was very worn after Form 1 from 

overuse.   

 

Later on, I progressed well, going from Form 1C, 2B, 3A, 4A, and 5A with the A classes 

for the better students academically.  We later found out that most of the ‘A’ students 

eventually worked for the ‘C’ students because the less successful students would excel 

better in the business world. 

 

A Broken Arm in the First Year 
I managed to break my forearm in the first year while playing soccer.  It was a freak 

accident during a slight drizzle, and I was trying to score a goal when I slipped on the 

slippery turf and stumbled.  When I got up, I found my left forearm broken with a z-

shaped overlap.  There was no pain, and I was taken to Kowloon hospital, where I 

stayed two nights to recover from an open reduction surgery.  The operation seemed to 

be performed by an intern because it left two considerable scars in my forearm.  The 

next three months found my left arm in a full cast resting on a sling, which lasted from 

April to July of 1962.  It was actually manageable since it was my left arm, and I could 
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resume normal activities and studies.  I received a lot of extra attention and sympathy 

and learned how to manage everyday life in these few months. 

 

Early Promises as a Writer at the 8th Grade or Form 2B? 
 
The teaching staff at DBS were generally outstanding.  In Form 1, there was an Art 

teacher who taught us the concept of a two-point perspective, and a music teacher who 

taught us to sing various songs in their original languages of German, French, and 

Mandarin.  My interest in Chemistry was inspired by my first Chemistry teacher, who 

taught us with great enthusiasm for the art and science of performing a quantitative 

titration.   

 

There were many notable exceptions.  One Chinese teacher we all remembered well 

was Mr. Kang. His uncle was a very famous scholar, philosopher, and politician, Kang 

Yuewei (康有為), much responsible for the May-fourth Reform Movement at the end of 

the Qing Dynasty.  Every lesson, he would mention his famous uncle at least twice 

without fail.  All the kids would secretly laugh behind him though he was a 

knowledgeable scholar in ancient Chinese text and language.  

 

One incident I remembered vividly of Mr. Kang was the remark he wrote at the end of 

one of my compositions on the devastation of Typhoon Wanda to Hong Kong in 1962.  I 

guessed he liked my writing style and the content but did not care much of the tepid 

ending.  So, Mr. Kang wrote (江郎才尽) which came from a parable of a very talented 

scholar who did not have a promising career because he had used up his talents.  I was 

secretly pleased with the accolade coming from a severe teacher, albeit the negative 

intonation since the piece did run out of steam towards the end. 

 
Joining Boys Scouts in the 9th grade 
 
DBS had an active Boy Scout Troop (the 6th Troop of Kowloon), and I was sworn in as a 

Tenderfoot during the 9th grade.  Before joining, everyone must read ‘Scouting for Boys’ 
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by Robert Baden-Powell, the founder of the organization who made his fame during the 

Boer’s War by Britain in South Africa.  I was paired with a senior scout who trained me 

in the history of scouting, the goal of the organization, and the safe use of an axe and 

knife.  I learned how to recognize the various trees around the school campus like 

mountain pines, banyans, willows, oaks, and shadow trees.  I was a curious kid and 

soaked up all these interesting facts with enthusiasm.  Before long, we planned our first 

overnight camping trip where practiced the skills of packing a rucksack, pitching a ridge 

tent on a groundsheet, handling an axe to cut firewood, lighting a fire, digging latrines, 

building a kitchen fire pit, cooking meals, and washing dishes with running water from a 

brook.   

 

We always wore a full uniform with a beret, leather belt, shorts with long venturing 

socks, scarf, and all kinds of colored patches, insignia, and badges.  We carried a staff 

when camping or hiking.  The Boy Scout Association was a para-military outfit, and we 

were no symbols of ‘coolness’ even in the 1960s and were often jeered by 

neighborhood kids.  Nevertheless, the opportunities for a 14-year city dweller to go 

camping and see millions of stars in a pitch-black night and the smell of burning woods 

provided endearing memories that made up for these funny looking uniforms. 

 

I learned many useful life skills from my five years of Scouting such as cooking, sewing, 

tying knots, swimming, camping, and other hobbies/sports such as map reading, using 

a sighting compass (backtracking your own location by triangulation), rock climbing, 

astronomy, fire-fighting, meteorology, and basket weaving. I could tie a rope around my 

waist with a single wrist action in five seconds.  My best knots were the ‘packers,’ the 

fisherman, and the hangman knots.  I became a more self-reliant teenager, if not a 

better leader later in life through my Boy Scouts training.   

 

I am often saddened when I read the news in recent years on scouting being dominated 

by lawyers soliciting businesses for sexual abuses in the Boy Scout Organizations.  I 

am convinced that there are some bad apples in any organization. However, our 

society’s obsession with social injustices and the relentless pursuit of monetary 
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compensation often painted an imbalanced portrait of some of the best-meaning 

organizations.  No one appeared to want to speak up for the benefits of the Scouting 

organization and its lofty goals to promote good deeds, self-reliance, love of nature, and 

public community service by the American youth. 

 

Extra-curricular Activities (Music and Sports) 
 

DBS wanted to educate young boys to be all-rounded adults to excel in academics, 

sports, arts, music, and other activities.  It promoted competition using a house system, 

internal competitions, clubs, and extra-curricular activities.  The track and field stars 

were revered as the true heroes in the prestigious school.  Every year in spring, we 

would travel across the harbor to the enormous Hong Kong Stadium with a 30K-seating 

to root for our school teams in all three age-groups (Grade A, B, and C) for the 

Interschool Athletic Competition Finals.  DBS often emerged the Grand Champion in all 

three categories. Our archrivals were La Salle College (a Catholic high school) and King 

George V High School, catering to kids from English parents or international students. 

Other highlighted events were the Interschool Swimming Competition, Music Festivals, 

and the annual School Fete for charity fundraising.    

 

I was not a strong athlete though I participated reasonably well in sprints and 

breaststrokes.  My best time for a 100-m sprint was 12.9 s with paled in comparison 

with the record set by our  6’3” superstar William Hill of 10.8 s who ran in the Asian 

Games later on. It was with great sadness that I learned of William’s untimely passing 

from our Old Boys’ WhatsApp group in July of 2020.  
 
Starting a Diary at the 10th grade or Form 4 
 
In 1964, I bought a diary and regularly wrote a daily journal in both English and 

Chinese.  I found the process fulfilling as it gave me a chance to record my inner 

feelings and mundane happenings of the days, which included some insights or 

discoveries.  Unfortunately, the excellent habit only lasted about one year.  
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Nevertheless, the good feelings towards writing and the joy of a finished creative 

product was somewhat ingrained in my mind. 

 

Religion, Book Club, and the Hong Kong Youth Council   
 

During my Lower Six year, I started to attend weekly religious services on Sundays and 

participated in the youth group retreat of the church I visited.  I was never a religious 

person but had the unique opportunities to attend schools affiliated with Buddhism, 

Jesuits, and the Anglican Church.  I have studied the Bible for seven years and was 

familiar with the Old and New Testaments.  I was intellectually curious about religion 

and wanted to learn more.  I never found my religious calling or took the leap of faith 

and considered myself more agnostic or humanist.  

 

Since the 7th grade, I started going to the library at the Hong Kong side every two weeks 

to borrow books on science, nature, novels, and subjects that captured my fancy.  One 

book I adored was “The Psychology of Adolescence.”  In the same year, I also started 

tutoring younger students for pay up to twice a week.  I commanded an excellent salary 

since all parents liked to have private tutors from very selective schools.  In the 10th  

grade, I started German lessons at the Goethe Institute associated with the German 

Embassy.  This lasted for about one year.   

 

From 1967 to 1968, I became quite intellectual curious and participated in book clubs to 

discussed books and social issues.  One of the books that sparked interest was called 

“Hong Kong: Borrowed Place and Borrowed Time” by Richard Hughes.  The book 

described the awkward political situation and the past, present, and future of Hong 

Kong.  It was a topic rarely discussed openly, and this eventually led to a Youth 

Conference interested to promote a better understanding of social issues. Afterward, 

many of these like-minded youths decided to form a group called ‘the Hong Kong Youth 

Council’ to promote the social consciousness of their peers.  Our first project was a 

survey to measure social consciousness using a questionnaire.  Later on, the Youth 

council signed onto a debate/discussion forum sponsored by the Hong Kong Radio 
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Station.  I recalled I participated as a panel member on a debate at Wah Yan High 

School on the topic of “Should Chinese be recognized as an official language of Hong 

Kong.”   

 

All these activities sparked my interest in sociology and social welfare, which prompted 

me to enter as a sociology major if I were to be accepted by HKU.   

Those high school years were undoubtedly educational, multi-faceted, busy, and 

formative to the kind of adult that I turned out to be later. 
 
A Major Decision and Crossroad for College 
 

I managed to get accepted to all three universities I applied to (HKU, U. Minnesota at 

Minneapolis, and Brooklyn College).  The final choice was Brooklyn College since my 

big brother was already in New York, and I qualified for free tuition there as they 

accepted only 16 international students that year.  On August 26, 1968, I took a 43-hour 

plane trip on a Philippine Charter flight to New York City (stopping in Taipei, Manila, 

Wake Island, Hawaii, San Francisco) and transferred to an American Airlines flight to 

New York City. My big brother picked me up at JFK Airport, and I started my new 

journey in America with a welcome banquet at the ‘4-5-6’ Zhejiang restaurant in New 

York Chinatown near my brother’s cockroach-infested apartment on #9 Eldridge St.  I 

had a one-week vacation in New York City riding the 15-cent subway everywhere.  I 

visited all the tourist sites (Statute of Liberty, Radio City Music Hall, Empire State 

Building, the Bronx Zoo, Aqueduct Racetrack, and Coney Island).   

 

The following week, I reported to Brooklyn College as a freshman at the age of 19.  I 

recalled I took English Composition, a required course in the first semester.  My 

instructor was a serious and very conscientious lecturer called Mr. Friedman. He liked 

my thought process, but always marked my grade a ‘C’ due to my weakness in English 

Grammar.  The best I had done in his class came with my last homework assignment 

when I wrote on “Civil Disobedience.” I got a grade of ‘B’ for the piece, and he wrote that 

I had a good head, but grammatical errors marred the writing. My final grade was still a 
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“C.”  

 

I supported my entire 3-year undergraduate study in chemistry by working weekends 

and summers at Chinese restaurants during freshman, and as a shoe salesman at 

Bedford-Stuyvesant, a black ghetto in Brooklyn.  I also took on a part-time paying job on 

Sunday mornings, teaching English to new immigrants in the New York Chinatown 

Planning Council on Division Street.   

 

My three years at Brooklyn College, resulting in a BS in Chemistry, went by quickly.  

College in America was more manageable in comparison to the more demanding high 

school curriculum in Hong Kong.  I recalled I paid $50/years of healthcare insurance as 

an international student with no immigration status and enjoyed the best health care 

ever without any copays for doctors’ visits.  I shared a rental apartment near campus 

with another international student and had my own bedroom with as much heat in the 

winter for my share of $40/month.  I pulled in an average of $3-$4K a year of income, 

which was sufficient to finance my studies with free tuition and living expenses.  Those 

were the good old days of the 1970s and 80s when Americans enjoyed an 

unprecedented global leadership in technologies, wealth, and standard of living 

unrivaled by any other countries in the world. 

 

It was also no accidents that Hong Kong has prospered from the collective tears and 

sweats of the millions of Chinese refugees swarming this tiny colonial fish village.  In a 

few decades, the combination of traditional work ethics, free-wheeling capitalism, and 

the British attention to discipline and management systems somehow transformed this 

overcrowded shantytown into a vibrant financial center in the world.   

 
To be continued in My Career as a Separation Scientist, Part 2: Graduate School and Early/Mid- 

Career, and Part 3: Late Career at Genentech and MWD Consulting. 
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