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An avid cook, Po Chi Wu applies an unconventional rule when he entertains at his Orinda home. 

"Whenever I have guests," Wu explains, "I will invent and try out a new concept for a dish that I have never cooked before. They are the first guinea pigs - the added risk is exciting. 

"I love the informality of having people in my kitchen, talking with me while I cook. I never use recipes, by the way. It's all a matter of love, understanding how different flavors and textures can mix, or not." 

That Wu embraces risk in the kitchen should come as no surprise. The venture capitalist, who practices Qi Gung yoga and Pilates daily, for years has been investing millions of dollars in startup firms in the often risky technology and biotechnology sectors. 

Wu is a co-founder and managing director at Pleasanton's Alameda Capital LLC, a venture capital firm focused on companies that develop products that combine life sciences, technology and advanced materials - think nanotechnology or microfluidics. This year he is starting a merchant bank to make investments in fast-growing China. 

The opportunities in China are tremendous, Wu said. Venture capital in China is growing 20 percent to 30 percent a year. There is also an opportunity, added Wu, to help China become a better global citizen. 

"This is an inflection point in history for China and the world," Wu said. "It's this incredible locomotive of economic growth." 

The constant challenge and struggle involved in being a venture capitalist first lured Wu into the field when he was scientist working at a biotechnology company in San Diego in the 1980s. Then, companies generally funded their projects through capital rather than simply equity investments in the firm. So even though Wu was responsible for research and development, he also was trying to raise $4 million to fund research. After getting to know the process better, Wu added, "I felt it would be more interesting on the other side of the table." 

"Biotech VC was really, really nascent," Wu said. "I could see that there could be a huge potential." 

Wu later moved to Taiwan to work for a venture capital subsidiary started by the China Development Bank to make investments in U.S. firms. One of his first investments was in VeriFone Inc., which was then a money-losing venture but is now is a market leader in the electronic payment industry. For nearly all of his career, Wu has made cross-Pacific investments. After returning from Taiwan to the United States, Wu began making investments in China for Advent International Corp., one of the first global venture capital firms. 

"We have to be in the business of building global companies," Wu said. "The winning companies here are going to be companies that are global." 

As all venture capitalists do, Wu most often sits on the rejecting end of a potential partnership. 

"The venture business is one of rejection," Wu said, adding that he invests in perhaps two out of every 10 companies that come before him. Entrepreneurs need to do a better job of understanding the competition and understanding how to run a company, he said. 

They also typically need to spend more time practicing their pitch. 
Most entrepreneurs fail to put in enough effort," Wu said. "They think they can come into my office and I'll write a check. It doesn't happen that way." 

When an entrepreneur seeks funding, Wu asks two questions: "What makes you special?" and "Why should I care?" 

The first one, he said, is a left-brain analysis of differentiating value. But the second question is more personal. "As an entrepreneur you have to know something about me," Wu said. 

An entrepreneur has to understand the values the venture capitalist holds and the values of the VC firm, and has to know whether the project being pitched aligns with those values, Wu added. "It's not the money. Money follows from success, but success follows from the values," he said. 

Andy Butler, a self-described serial entrepreneur who has known and worked with Wu for more than a decade, describes him as "a great listener." 

"He's very reflective," Butler said. "He digs everything out ... and thinks about it deeply. 

"I've used him constantly to bounce ideas off," said Butler, founder of D2M Inc., an engineering design firm in Mountain View. "Po Chi is a very, very honest and ethical business person." 

Like preparing a dish without a recipe, Wu has used his feel for investing to guide him. That's a lesson, Wu said, that entrepreneurs must learn. But they need to spend time "building their guts." 

Wu says his highest priority in life is taking care of his family, including his wife and two children and his wife's elderly parents who live with them in Orinda. 

"My life is a blend and a balanced whole that includes work and 'private life.' I don't think of them in separate compartments. I don't start and stop working by the clock. Some people, like my children, might say they think I'm always working. Someone else might feel I spend too much time on preparing meals for my family, for example. For me, my life is just 'my life'. I am blessed to be able to enjoy so much, and to share it with others, whether through work or other activities." 

