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Dr. Songnian Zhou

When Songnian Zhou was selected to be this year’s Chinese Canadian
Legend Award recipient, an immigrant from China told me that someone
like Zhou with his achievements should have been awarded a long time ago.
Although this recognition comes late, the Asian Business Network Association
rectified the omission by putting Songnian Zhou on this year’s slate, and

the independent panel of judges also made a wise decision. "Ihis recognition
will allow more Chinese Canadians, especially those from Hong Kong and
Taiwan, to have an opportunity to know this successful entrepreneur who
gave up his tenured professorship to build a high tech company: Platform
Computing Corporation.

For over a decade, there have been a lot of news articles written about
Zhou, not only in Chinese, but also in English, including a featured article
in the Globe and Mail. Before the interview, the author spent some time
reading these articles. There is no doubt that Zhou deserves a lot of respect for
overcoming the tremendous difficulties he faced in his studies and in creating
a new company. Although Zhou is a very talented individual, if he had not
been able to persevere, fo not give up, to not give in, and to try and try again,

he would not have had the success he has today.

Songnian Zhou was born to a family with a capitalist background
in 1956. In the early days of Communist China, Songnian’s family
was viewed as being ‘bad elements’, and when the Cultural Revolution
broke out in 1966, his living stipend was only 6 RIVIB for each month.
Needless to say, life was difficult, and all his five older siblings were

sent away to the countryside to do hard labour. The exception was
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Songnian, who, because he was the youngest, was allowed to stay with
his parents. He loved to read and was able to study the books left by his
brothers and sisters. Over time he did a lot of learning on his own. At
seventeen, with three more years of the Cultural Revolution left, he was

sent to work in an internal combustion engine factory in Beijing.

After the Cultural Revolution ended, Deng Xiaoping ordered
the university entrance examination to be reinstated, no entrance
exams having been held for the previous ten years. Songnian took
the examination as a self-learner, and was able to get admitted into
the Department of Control Automation at the Beijing University of
Technology. He became one of the first groups of students to enter
university after the Cultural Revolution, and it was a turning point
in his life. Many people had to abandon their studies because of the
unrest and turmoil over that period. At the university, there were large
age gaps among the students. The oldest was 30 years old, while the
youngest was 18, and everyone studied hard. In 1980, the President of
Northeastern University, Boston, Massachusetts, led a delegation to visit
China. He offered to take four students from China to their university
in a student exchange program. Zhou was in 2™ year at that time and
he was selected to be one of the four to enter Northeastern University
3 year, his exam results being top among his class. He gave up Control
Automation to switch to Computer Science. Overcoming the difficulty
of learning English, he graduated with the highest mark from among
800 students two years later. Since he was interested in computer
science, he applied to the University of California at Berkeley to study
a Master’s degree and a PhD degree in their computer science program.
After spending five years at Berkeley, in 1987, Zhou joined the faculty

as a Professor of Computer Science and Electrical Engineering at the
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University of Toronto. In 1992 he was made a full tenured professor.

Zhou’s success was in part due to the opportunity given to him
by the President of Beijing University of Technology. He was told
afterwards that because he did not have the right family background,
the school authorities objected to him going abroad, but the President
of the university insisted that Zhou be permitted to study abroad.
Finally he was allowed to go. This is why Zhou always reminds himself
that he has to try his very best, so that he does not fail the expectations
of the President for him.

Becoming a tenured professor at a world-renowned university
would be the epitome of success to any Chinese student. But the
aggressive, rebellious Zhou was not going to coast through the rest of

his life. He still remembered the PhD thesis he developed at Berkeley

on ‘distributed computing systems resource management’.

Since the first generation computer appeared in 1946, with
incessant changes, the computer entered the 4" generation by the
1990s. With its convenient minute size, it functions just like a human
brain and can be used everywhere. The software it uses now changes
from centralized mainframe to distributed computing. However, each
of the personal computers and servers still works standalone basically.
'This type of operation is suited to small scale computing. But if one
wants to do large scale computing, then it is woefully inadequate.
When Zhou was doing research at Berkeley, he already thought of
this problem and his PhD thesis was based on the concept of resource
sharing. When Zhou was teaching at the University of Toronto, he

continued to do research and look for opportunities. He found that
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many large enterprises had thousands of computers with very low
utilization rate. He decided he wanted to solve this problem. At that
time Northern Telecom was very interested in his load sharing concept,
and gave him hundreds of thousands of dollars in research funds. Zhou
led a research team to try to tie together the personal computers and
servers in a network, so that they could share their computing resources

collaboratively.

When the work showed some fruitful results, the 35-year-old
Zhou took a sabbatical in August 1992 to start a company, using
$200,000 as seed money with two other university graduates from
China: Wong Jingwen and Wu Bing. The company is called Platform
Computing Corporation. The first product was a piece of software
called Load Sharing Facility (LSF), with Nortel and Pratt and
Whitney among their first clients. Now it has been 18 years, and
after continuous improvements and innovation, they now have 2000
clients over the world, with not one dissatisfied client among them.
All the major world computer companies such as IBM, Hitachi, Dell,
HP, NEC Sony, and AMD all use the LSF software from Platform

Computing.

Currently Platform has branches all over the world, with close
to six hundred technical experts, two hundred in Canada, and over
one hundred in Beijing and Xian. Every year their revenue and profit
increase, and even the aerospace industry in China uses LSF, evidence

of how effective this software is.

Zhou uses some simple language to explain the concept behind

LSF. To put it simply, it is a computing grid. Google calls it Cloud
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Computing. In other words, use the network to form a humongous
computer, sharing all the resources collaboratively. In the 18 years
since Platform Computing has been established, there have been
three main products, LSF in 1992, Symphony in 2002 based on
Parallel Computing, and in 2009 the ISF software was introduced for
‘Cloud Computing’ with the same basic principles, but with different

apphcatlons and operatmg environments.

Although Platform Computing expands continuously and its staff
increases each year, Zhou does not plan to issue an IPO (initial public
offering). He says that Platform Computing is the largest privately-
owned software company in Canada. He is happy with the academic
and research environment in North America, which encourages and
supports innovation and research. He can keep on trying new things,
and use the intellectual property to build wealth. He feels that China
still has a long way to go, with its ‘examination culture’ where students

can score high marks in tests, but they are not encouraged to be creative.

Looking back on the ten years of Cultural Revolution in China,
Zhou says that it was undoubtedly a catastrophe. It was an extremely
difficult past, and he treasures the precious opportunities that he
has had. On the corruption and wastefulness of some of China’s
bureaucrats, he feels it is sinful, and reflects a general loss of personal
values and ethical and moral standards. Thinking about the last three
years of the Cultural Revolution, he described his time at the factory
as doing ‘hard labour’. Now that he has firmly established himself in
the academic and business world, the intellectual property of ‘cloud
computing’ has given him reward, not only in money, but also in

satisfaction. His whole family lives in a large and comfortable house
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in North York. Although he says he is now middle-aged, and the
adrenalin does not flow as much as before, his eyes are still shining

bright for a confidant future, but they also reflect sadness for the past.

Platform Computing has established offices in Beijing and Xian,
training local technical talent and transferring high-tech knowhow.
'This contribution to China’s technology development, this building of a
bridge between the two countries, is testimony to Zhou’s foresight and

future legacy.
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