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On the fast track
Guizhou is home to the world’s largest radio 

telescope, also known as FAST. But as China turns 
its attention to space, what impact will the new 

structure have on this rural, mountainous province 
and its people?  

BY JAMIE FULLERTON
PHOTOGRAPHY MATJAŽ TANČIČ
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I stopped the car, 
jumped onto the 
newly built road 

slicing through the green hills of rural Guizhou 
province, and asked the lady tugging the muddy cow 
along the tarmac whether she thought there was a 
possibility that aliens existed.

The basket on her back creaked as she cackled a 
friendly but dismissive “Don’t care”, then continued 
along with her lumbering bovine companion. By the 
side of the road, construction workers hammered 
away on the roof of what looked like a crashed fl ying 
saucer. “It’s a gas station in the shape of a UFO,” one 
shouted when asked what he was standing on. “It 
opens next month.”

In Pingtang county, 180km from the provincial 
capital of Guiyang, the farming residents are getting 
used to outsiders quizzing them about ET. On 3 July 
last year, at the bottom of a bowl-like mountain 
formation in the area, the fi nal metal panel of the 
500m Aperture Spherical Telescope, also known as 
FAST, was installed. As its name suggests, FAST is a 
massive dish-like radio telescope: the biggest in the 
world. It may look like it was designed to cook the 
biggest stir-fry of all time, but its mission is space 
exploration, including listening for messages from 
alien life forms.

The arrival of the dish is transforming the 
region, not least because around 9,000 locals were 
forcedly relocated to make way for it and create a 
digital equipment-free area around it. They have 
been given replacement homes, but some have 
reacted angrily and attempted to sue the 
government. Others have welcomed the dish, but 
are more interested in the jobs and tourists it brings 
than speculation on aliens.

I met one pro-dish local, cleaner Zhu Si Mei, in 
the astronomical museum next to the dish’s ticket 
offi  ce. Near a set of statues of bug-eyed aliens 
wearing retro-futuristic space suits, Zhu, broom in 
hand, was jumping around in front of a motion-
sensitive game that gave information about the 
solar system.

A 44-year-old member of the Buyi ethnic 
minority group, Zhu used to be a farmer. The farm 
she worked on was shut down due to the dish, so she 
got a job sweeping fl oors at the museum, alongside 
some of her former colleagues. “Working here 
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CLOCKWISE FROM 
TOP LEFT: MANY 
PINGTANG COUNTY 
RESIDENTS ARE 
FARMERS; A STATUE 
AT THE 
ASTROLOGICAL 
MUSEUM; A BRIDGE 
LOCATED CLOSE TO 
FAST’S TICKETING 
COUNTER; A 
MARKET WORKER 
SHOWS OFF 
PICTURES OF THE 
DISH ON HIS 
SMARTPHONE;
A SOON-TO-BE GAS 
STATION IN THE 
SHAPE OF A UFO
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means regular pay and giving pocket money to my 
kid,” she says, smiling prettily. “Some older people 
aren’t happy about it, complaining about losing land 
and jobs, but a lot of younger people are happy – it 
gives them a chance to work here.”

The museum, kept surgery-clean by Zhu and her 
colleagues, did a good job of hyping interest in 
fi nding alien life. Pictures of bulbous-headed grey 
humanoids were accompanied by messages such as, 
“Aliens have probably been messaging us for 
decades, but we missed them.” There was also a sly 
dig at the United States’ space interests. “UFOs 
have been found all over the world,” read one blurb. 
“Although the US has UFO monopoly, they don’t 
have any privilege.”

“There might be aliens out there,” said Zhu, 
swiping her hand to bring up an image of Jupiter on 
the wall projection in front of her. “But that’s the 
[government’s] business. Even if they found one, 
they wouldn’t tell us.”

After the museum walkthrough, my fellow 
visitors and I locked up our phones and cameras, 
lest they interfered with any alien-to-dish phone 
calls when we got to the viewing platform. A bus 

“Aliens have probably 
been messaging us 
for decades, but we 

missed them”
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CLOCKWISE FROM 
TOP LEFT: FAST’S 
TICKETING OFFICE; 
VISITORS TAKING IN 
A DISPLAY AT THE 
MUSEUM;
ZHU SI MEI, 
FORMERLY A 
FARMER, NOW 
MAKES A LIVING AS 
A CLEANER AT THE 
MUSEUM 

041-051_Feature 2 GUIYANG.DL.MS.AK.AZ.PZ.indd   45 14/6/17   4:54 PM



46

Guiyang / 

took us into the mountains, through villages 
spruced up for tourists with garish purple shrubs. 
The roller coaster road overlooked stomach-drop 
ravines and the sad shells of rustic houses wrecked 
to clear the dish zone. 

After a puff -sucking staircase climb to the 
viewing platforms, I saw the dish, fl anked by more 
green mountains and shrouded in thin mist. With 
my visit coming directly after the colour-blasted 
museum – all glowing orbs, grinning Martians and 
Star Wars orchestra music that may or may not 
have been offi  cially licensed – there was something 
serene and mysterious about seeing FAST for the 
fi rst time. 

There was no whirring, bleeping or “Take me to 
your leader, earthling” noise – the dish won’t be 
fully operational for another few years. But in terms 
of grandiosity, the visual spectacle of the massive 
metal structure aligns with the bluster-quotes 
accompanying its unveiling. FAST is a good whack 
bigger than the second-largest radio telescope in the 
world, the United States’ Arecibo telescope in 
Puerto Rico with a width of just 305m – a paltry 
bread plate compared to this full platter.

“FAST’s potential to discover an alien 
civilisation will be fi ve to 10 times that of current 
equipment, as it can see farther, and darker 
planets,” Peng Bo, director of the National 
Astronomical Observatories’ Radio Astronomy 
Technology Laboratory, said.

He added that the dish dwarfi ng its US rival was 
no small source of pride. “We said we had to be 

“We said we 
had to be 
more daring, 
because we 
had to surpass 
the US no 
matter what”

LEFT TO RIGHT: A 
LONG FLIGHT OF 
STAIRS LEADS UP TO 
THE VIEWING 
PLATFORM; THIS 
STUNNING VIEW 
AWAITS VISITORS 
AT THE TOP
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more daring, because we had to surpass the US no 
matter what. I think we can get a few Nobel prizes 
out of it.” President Xi Jinping called the dish 
China’s “eye in the sky” that would help the country 
make “major advances and breakthroughs at the 
frontier of space”.

For many Guizhou residents, the sense of pride 
was especially strong. Smiling as he peeled fruit on 
the viewing platform, a 60-year-old military supply 
company worker who wanted to be known as Mr Fu, 
said it was “magnifi cent. I’ve never seen such a big 
iron pan. It lives up to its reputation. The US has a 
similar one, but this is way bigger.”

Liu Qing Wen, a 10-year-old schoolboy on a trip 
from Guiyang with his family, wasn’t so keen on the 
idea of communication with aliens. “I wouldn’t talk 
to one,” he said, scrunching his nose. “They’re a 
threat to humans.”

Not everyone in the area had such strong 
opinions about contact from afar. Three market 
workers selling vegetables in Ke Du, a village close 
to the dish, said they had no idea what FAST was 
for, despite excitedly showing off  smartphone snaps 
they’d taken of its advertising posters.

Others were quick to cash in on the area’s 
rebranding from a poor rural farm area to a space 
exploration hub. After playing virtual reality games 
in the museum and gawking at the dish, visitors can 
sleep at Ke Du’s Astronomy Hotel, following a 
rub-down at the nearby Milky Way massage 
parlour. Neither has any link whatsoever to space 
exploration beyond its name, mind you. The pricier 
Xingchen Tianyuan Grand Hotel has made some 
eff ort, having a telescope fi xed on each balcony and 
stars painted on the lobby ceiling.

Jin Ke Village, one of the last settlements we 
passed through before entering the cleared-out 

LEFT AND BELOW: 
THE MUSEUM 
ATTRACTS 
CHILDREN AND 
ADULTS ALIKE; 
XINGCHEN 
TIANYUAN GRAND 
HOTEL FIXED 
TELESCOPES ON ITS 
BALCONIES IN THE 
SPIRIT OF SPACE 
EXPLORATION

The entry city to the FAST 
dish is Guiyang. Various 
group tours visit the site, 
which is a 180km drive 
south-east of Guiyang, to 
Pingtang county, returning 
the same day and costing 
about ¥400 per person 
including tickets.

Hiring a car and driver 
for one day from Guiyang 
costs around ¥900; with 
a clear run, the journey 
to FAST takes around two 
hours. Museum and dish 
tickets cost a total of ¥180 
per person. No digital 
equipment is allowed at the 
dish; the ticket office (+86 
0854 4831 788) has free 
lockers. Analogue cameras 
can be hired at the viewing 
area (¥100 each; ¥50 per 
film roll).

The Aspire team stayed 
as guests of Guiyang’s 
Kempinski hotel (pictured 
above, +86 851 8599 9999; 
kempinski.com/guiyang). 
Located in south-east 
Guiyang, it offers quick 
access to the S45 and G69 
expressways required for the 
journey, and is a 15-minute 
drive from Guiyang 
Longdongbao International 
Airport.

JOURNEY TO 
THE DISH
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dish zone, has seen no such spike in fortune. 
Song Mu Hui, a 30-year-old farmer, sat on the porch 
of his weathered house in the village, his elderly 
father mixing fl our nearby as wet pigs snuffl  ed 
around in a rain-lashed sty.

Song’s family had lived there for 30 years, but 
had been ordered to move. “There will be a big 
meeting in the village to decide how to compensate 
us,” he said in a resigned tone. He gestured to the 
pile of pink piglets rolling around in the sty. “I’m a 
farmer – my income is from the land and my pigs.”

A silver lining of his impending move will be 
using his smartphone again – signal in the area had 
been cut due to the dish’s requirements. As Song 
made that point, a neighbour walked out of his home 
with comic timing, chatting on a clunky landline 
phone, its wire trailing back into the house.

Would Song consider his forced relocation 
vindicated if aliens did get in touch with us through 
the dish? He couldn’t answer the question – he had 
visited the dish but was unaware of its purpose 
beyond attracting tourists.

“I’m just a farmer,” he repeated, walking me 
through the damp, lush gardens of his neighbours’ 
homes as they popped through wooden doorframes 
to say hello. “From the perspective of the state the 
dish is a good thing, but for me… it’s hard to say.”

I couldn’t see Song sweeping the museum. But 
having the world’s biggest wok built in your back 
garden to listen for aliens was always going to be 
a game changer in more ways than one. 

Hong Kong Airlines fl ies to Guiyang 
daily. For more information, visit 
hongkongairlines.com

The alien-searching FAST 
dish in Guizhou province 
is matched in scale by the 
wider space exploration 
ambitions of the Chinese 
government. The US and 
NASA have traditionally 
been considered to be 
at the forefront of such 
exploration, but if things go 
according to plan for China’s 
space programme that could 
one day change. 

Last April the 
China National Space 
Administration (CNSA) 
launched its first cargo 
spacecraft, and next year 
plans to explore the far 
side of the moon with a 
rover, which would be a 
first for humankind. The 
CNSA also wants to follow 
in the footsteps of the US 
by landing a rover on Mars 
by 2020.

Wu Yanhua, deputy chief 
of CNSA, said: “Our overall 
goal is that, by around 
2030, China will be among 
the major space powers of 
the world.” Whether FAST 
has heard from aliens by 
then or not, the country’s 
planet-sized hunger for 
space exploration will likely 
have led to plenty of other 
achievements.

EYES TO 
THE SK Y

TOP TO BOTTOM: JIN 
KE VILLAGE IN 
PINGTANG COUNTY, 
WHERE FARMER 
SONG MU HUI HAS 
LIVED WITH HIS 
FAMILY FOR 30 
YEARS; SONG 
MAKES A LIVING 
FROM HIS PIGS
 

“I’m a farmer – my 
income is from the 
land and my pigs”
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