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William K. Bowes, Jr. 

Resumé as of January 2009: 

Founding partner Bill Bowes has seen a lot of change since US Venture Partners’ inception in 
1981 - in the venture community, in the Valley, in the world. But some important things remain 
the same; namely, the passion of entrepreneurs: "It's the entrepreneurs that keep this business 
new and fresh, every day," says Bill.  

A venture capitalist in the Bay Area for nearly 50 years, Bill founded and helped to build USVP 
to what it is today. His belief that venture capitalists should guide companies based on real-world 
experience continues to set the tone at USVP: "We've always put our emphasis on the 
operational experience of our team," notes Bill. "The partners here can say to entrepreneurs 
'we've been where you're going' and really mean it."  

Bill was the founding shareholder of Amgen and was its first Chairman and Treasurer. Prior to 
founding USVP, he'd already had success as a venture capitalist with companies like Cetus, 
Raychem (where he served on the board from 1961 until the late 1970s), and Dymo Industries. 
Bill had previously been Senior Vice President and Director of Blyth Eastman Dillon & 
Company, where he worked from 1953 to 1978 and was a consultant to Blyth Eastman Paine 
Webber from 1978 to 1980.  

At USVP, Bill led the firm's investments in Advanced Cardiovascular Systems, Applied 
Biosystems, Devices for Vascular Intervention, Glycomed, Sun Microsystems and Ventritex. 
Currently Bill is on the board of Xoma Corporation.  

Today Bill devotes much of his time to education and medical research. He is on the executive 
committee of the San Francisco Conservatory of Music and recently retired as Board Chairman 
of The Exploratorium, San Francisco's exemplary interactive science museum. He also serves on 
the Board of the Asian Art Museum, Grace Cathedral, the Hoover Institution and Environmental 
Defense Fund. 

Having focused his investment career largely in the medical industry, Bill remains involved 
through some of his nonprofit work. He is on the Board of Directors of the UCSF Foundation 
and was Chairman of the Mission Bay Capital Campaign. He serves on the Advisory 
Committees of Bio-X, the Institute for Systems Biology, QB3 and Harvard Partners Center for 
Genetics and Genomics - each dedicated to furthering interdisciplinary medical research. He is 
on the visiting committee at the Harvard Business School.  

Bill holds a B.A. in Economics from Stanford University, an M.B.A. from Harvard University 
and served in the U.S. Army infantry in the South Pacific and Japan during and after World War 
II. 
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Interview #1: July 23, 2008 
Begin Audio File William Bowes 1 07-23-08.mp3 

01-00:00:00  
Hughes: Well, Mr. Bowes—it’s July 23, 2008, and this is our first interview. I’d like to 

start way back with your parents and who they were and what they did and 
what it was like growing up in their family.  

01-00:00:22 
Bowes: Well, my mother came from an orange ranch in southern California. She got 

to Stanford and then she went on to Stanford Medical School. My father came 
from Chicago, and when he came through here in the army, he liked what he 
saw and came back from Chicago and after the army went to Stanford. He 
graduated, came to San Francisco, never left. So I was born here, one brother, 
grew up, went to public schools, and then I went to Stanford.     

01-00:01:01 
Hughes: Did you ever consider going anywhere else?  

01-00:01:09 
Bowes: I didn’t apply anywhere else. [chuckling]  

01-00:01:11 
Hughes: Those were the days! [chuckling]  

01-00:01:17 
Bowes: My high school, Lowell High School, even though it was a public school, 

seemed to have a pipeline into Stanford, so that if you went to Lowell you 
went to Stanford.  

01-00:01:27 
Hughes: You went to Stanford. That was all there was to it.  

01-00:01:29 
Bowes: Of course Stanford was, in spite of being a private school, extremely 

reasonable in those days, unlike now. After a year at Stanford I got drafted 
and went down to the South Pacific in the army infantry and then went to the 
Philippines and then Occupied Japan and came back and resumed, in due 
course, Stanford.  

01-00:02:01 
Hughes: Did that military and wartime experience change any way you looked at the 

world?  

01-00:02:09 
Bowes: Oh it had to, it had to broaden you out, made you realize that it’s a big world. 

Occupied Japan was interesting too, living amongst a completely different 
culture. It was very, very interesting. But I always had jobs, summer jobs and 
such, that were broadening in a knowing the world sense. I was a counselor at 
a YMCA boys’ camp in the Sierras. Most of the kids had never been out of 
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the city, so that kind of broadens you out. I had a job up in construction in 
Alaska, and I had a job up in the forest industry in Mendocino County. I made 
a point of getting out and around—out of my comfort zone. So after I got 
through Stanford I decided to go to business school, and went back to 
Harvard. 

01-00:03:13 
Hughes: And why business school?  

01-00:03:15 
Bowes: Well, I thought about being a doctor, but I didn’t make it through frog cutting. 

[laughter] I decided business school would give me a way of looking at 
whether I wanted to be in business or not. I decided I liked business.  

01-00:03:33 
Hughes: Yes. Was that anything to do with your father’s profession? In terms of the 

influence.  

01-00:03:41 
Bowes: Yes, probably. He’d been in finance. He worked for a Chicago firm. He ran 

their San Francisco office—he and his twin brother together. He stayed in 
business all of his professional life. So I didn’t want to do what he did, but I 
thought something related to business would be fine. 

01-00:04:13 
Hughes: And what was his business?  

01-00:04:15 
Bowes: It changed a lot over the course of time [chuckling]. First he was in the 

investment banking business, and then during the Depression he found 
investments for some Texas oil people who had money. He found them real 
estate investments in California. Then he got into the hotel business and ended 
up owning, with his brother and some others, several hotels here, which he 
eventually sold and retired.    

01-00:04:49 
Hughes: Could you describe him as an entrepreneur?  

01-00:04:54 
Bowes: Yes. He didn’t have much choice, without a job—you’re an entrepreneur! He 

did lots of different things just to get by, really. But that all ended well. They 
were always very gentle, kind people. My mother having gone to medical 
school, they had lots of medical friends, and I think it was a very nice family 
environment for me and my brother.  

01-00:05:31 
Hughes: It was unusual in that era—aren’t we’re talking about, what, the thirties 

maybe?  
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01-00:05:37 
Bowes: Yes.  

01-00:05:37 
Hughes: For a woman to go to medical school.  

01-00:05:41 
Bowes: She went in the twenties.  

01-00:05:42 
Hughes: Yes, really?  

01-00:05:44 
Bowes: She was—there were two women in the class and they became very good 

friends. [laughter] She graduated in 1925, got married within three or four 
months. They decided not to get married until after she’d passed her state 
exams, which she did and they got married. And the rest is family history.  

01-00:06:12 
Hughes: Yes. Was there a lot of discussion around the dinner table, or wherever, of 

medical subjects?  

01-00:06:20 
Bowes: No, except that she forced me to eat things I didn’t want to eat like cod liver 

oil and carrot juice, and all that nasty stuff. But I knew it was for my own 
good, at least that’s what she told me. No, she didn’t talk about medical stuff 
much, because her day was in two pieces—you know, work and play. So we 
had conversations about everything in the world but not much medical.    

01-00:06:56 
Hughes: And is your brother younger or older?  

01-00:07:00 
Bowes: He died two-and-a-half years ago, but he was younger. Two years younger. So 

that was unfortunate, very sudden.  

01-00:07:13 
Hughes: So Harvard Business School—and why Harvard?  

01-00:07:24 
Bowes: I wanted to get East Coast experience. I’d never been to the East Coast except 

once to go to the New York World’s Fair. I thought I should get away from 
the West for a while, and Harvard seemed like the best of the best. If you were 
a returning service person like I was, it was easier to get into Harvard than it 
would have been otherwise.  

01-00:07:54 
Hughes: Was it, yes.  
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01-00:07:56 
Bowes: Harvard Business School usually requires you to have two, three, four years of 

work experience before you go there, so I was not coming straight out of 
college, so they figured the army was equivalent to work experience.  

01-00:08:11 
Hughes: Well, was it?  

01-00:08:16 
Bowes: Oh yes. When the war ended I was training to invade Japan. That would have 

been fun.  

01-00:08:23 
Hughes: Where were you stationed in Japan?  

01-00:08:27  
Bowes: I was between Yokohama and Tokyo. The higher ups were afraid that the 

soldiers would go native or misbehave or something, so they made us stay 
inside these zones, and you couldn’t go outside your zone. So in spite of being 
in Japan for well over a year, I didn’t see much of Japan except for my zone. 
Luckily it was Tokyo/Yokohama and about fifteen miles wide on each side, so 
there was something, but it was—I missed the mountains of Japan. I missed a 
lot. 

01-00:09:12 
Hughes: Yes, but if I’m remembering correctly, you were in longer than the war itself. 

Was that—   

01-00:09:22 
Bowes: Oh sure, Occupied Japan you were in longer than the War.   

01-00:09:27 
Hughes: I see, so you stayed during the occupation.  

01-00:09:28 
Bowes: Yes. The war ended in September or something and I went up to Japan in 

October, and I was there for a year.   

01-00:09:36 
Hughes: I see. So it wasn’t during the war, it was just in the occupation.  

01-00:09:41 
Bowes: If it was during the war, I’d be dead. [chuckling]  

01-00:09:44 
Hughes: [chuckling] We don’t want that.   

01-00:09:50 
Bowes: We were trained to invade Japan. The bombs dropped, the emperor declared 

the war to be over, the Americans had won, and so the Japanese people said, 
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“Okay, the war is over. The Americans have won.” And the emperor said, 
“You now have a new emperor. His name is [Douglas] MacArthur.”   

01-00:10:09 
Hughes: Yes, right, and he loved that [being treated as an emperor]! [chuckling]  

01-00:10:12 
Bowes: Oh did he love that. I went up to Tokyo three times to see a spectacle which 

was every six days General MacArthur would leave his office at 5:25 and he’d 
go home. And 3:30, 4:30, 5:00, Japanese would start to gather in the street 
outside of his office. So at 5:25 the door would open to the office and he’d 
march out with that magisterial stride he had and—he didn’t return salutes. He 
had a major general to do that. He’d stride into the car, this door would slam 
shut, and off he’d go. And four thousand Japanese would go—[a sound of 
sharp intake of breath]. It made their day. Nine seconds of MacArthur had 
made their day.  

01-00:11:06 
Hughes: [chuckling] He could really play the part, couldn’t he.  

01-00:11:11 
Bowes: But he had feet of clay too.  

01-00:11:14 
Hughes: Did he—in what are you thinking of?  

01-00:11:17 
Bowes: Well, if you read David Halberstam’s book about the Korean War, you lose a 

lot of respect for MacArthur, in how he ran that war. It was just disgraceful.   

01-00:11:29 
Hughes: I haven’t read the book.  

01-00:11:32 
Bowes: It’s about that long [indicating a very thick book?]—it’s called The Coldest 

War, The Coldest Winter, or something. [The Coldest Winter: America and 
the Korean War] It’s a very good book. He was very thorough. But 
MacArthur was perfect for Japan. He just took right up where the emperor had 
left off and caused a terrific constitution to be written. It’s still their 
constitution today.   

01-00:11:55 
Hughes: Was it his personality to be regal and imperial?  

01-00:12:06 
Bowes: I think it suited his personality. He had a huge ego. There’s another book on 

MacArthur called The Imperial something or other. And that’s a good 
description—imperial. He walked like a king of the earth.   
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01-00:12:32 
Hughes: Well, I diverted you from Harvard Business School, which was probably an 

entirely different kettle of fish. What did you learn there? Were there any 
memorable teachers or memorable moments of any kind?   

01-00:12:53 
Bowes: Well, I had a lot of fun there and made a lot of friends. I think the most 

memorable teacher was one of the original venture capitalists named General  
[Georges] Doriot. You’ve probably heard his name before. 

01-00:13:10 
Hughes: Yes, I have.  

01-00:13:11 
Bowes: He was kind of like MacArthur in a way. All of the other classes at Harvard—

they used the case method there. You read the case the night before and then 
the teacher calls on various students to discuss the case and what you would 
do in the situation. It’s very interactive. Doriot didn’t do any of that. He just 
got up there, on a stage, if you will, and talked at us. He would discuss any 
one of a number of things. It seemed random—it probably wasn’t. He would 
say things like, “One thing you must do with your life is to read the New York 
Times obituary column every day, to see what people have done with their 
lives. They might be an example for you.” It was good stuff, but it wasn’t 
what Harvard Business School was—  

01-00:14:04 
Hughes: Why is he so renowned, so remembered?  

01-00:14:10 
Bowes: Well, he had quite a career. He was a general in the army, in our army. He 

was a Frenchman who’d come to this country and succeeded, and he was, 
some say, the first venture capitalist.  

01-00:14:23 
Hughes: Do you agree with that label?  

01-00:14:26 
Bowes: He was certainly one of the first. He might have been the first to start a formal 

venture capital firm as opposed to somebody like a Rockefeller who would do 
venture capital investing for his own account. He might have been the first to 
take outside money and go about it in that way, which set a model for all of 
us.  

01-00:14:56 
Hughes: Had he done that all when you appeared on the scene? I forget the dates.  

01-00:15:02 
Bowes: I think he had. At least he was getting it started. I forget his career dates. I 

never paid that much attention.  
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01-00:15:13 
Hughes: The company—American Research—  

01-00:15:17 
Bowes: And Development.  

01-00:15:18 
Hughes: Development—was that around when you were in school?  

01-00:15:21 
Bowes: That’s what I can’t remember. I suspect so, I suspect so.  

01-00:15:26 
Hughes: Well, that’s easy to find out. [note: founded in 1946]   

01-00:15:30 
Bowes: Yes.  

01-00:15:29 
Hughes: Did any of this resonate years later? Was there anything there that might have 

guided you in what was to come?  

01-00:15:41 
Bowes: Nothing direct. It all became useful background, I guess, but I didn’t take any 

particular lesson and apply it later. I just got sort of a general—Harvard’s 
theme is to create an important business person. They don’t try to make you a 
great accountant or a great marketier. They want you to be a successful 
businessman and a good person and a credit to the profession, and so forth. 
Specific lessons, I didn’t carry much of those. I just came out feeling good 
about myself and ready to ramble. [chuckling]  

01-00:16:31 
Hughes: So you were hooked. Or had you been hooked already? Were you pretty sure 

when you entered that business was going to be the career?  

01-00:16:40 
Bowes: Yes.  

01-00:16:41 
Hughes: Yes.   

01-00:16:41 
Bowes: I couldn’t think of anything else. [chuckling] I mean—it wasn’t going to be 

science or medicine.  

01-00:16:48 
Hughes: Yes, you’d eliminated medicine, right. I’m thinking of the connections of 

which there seem to be so many in what then became the pioneering group of 
venture capitalists on the West Coast. Were there any connections made at 
Harvard that then you would play upon—or maybe that’s not the nicest 
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terminology. Were there personal associations that you then continued in your 
future career?  

01-00:17:25 
Bowes: Really just one, with Pitch [Franklin] Johnson. We were classmates.  

01-00:17:33 
Hughes: Were you. I’d forgotten that.  

01-00:17:35 
Bowes: Yes.  

01-00:17:35 
Hughes: And you became friends at that stage?  

01-00:17:39 
Bowes: Absolutely. We became pals and we’ve had some interaction the rest of our 

lives, including co-investing.  

01-00:17:52 
Hughes: Really, which you talked about at that stage?  

01-00:17:55 
Bowes: No, no, no.  I didn’t have any idea what I was going to do and neither did he. 

He took a job with Inland Steel Company, which had nothing to do with 
venture capital or anything else. He just got that job. His father had worked 
for a steel company.  

01-00:18:17 
Hughes: His father-in-law.  

01-00:18:20 
Bowes: No, his father.  

01-00:18:22 
Hughes: Was it?  

01-00:18:23 
Bowes: His father-in-law was an oilman.  

01-00:18:24 
Hughes: Oh, that’s right.   

01-00:18:26 
Bowes: His father worked for Kaiser Steel, and I guess he’d grown up a bit in that 

milieu, so he went to work for a steel company for a while and he lived in 
Indiana. Bill Draper worked for the same company.   

01-00:18:45 
Hughes: That’s right.  
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01-00:18:49 
Bowes: But I went straight back out to California.  

01-00:18:51 
Hughes: Had you always planned to return to the West Coast?  

01-00:18:57 
Bowes: Yes. If somebody had offered me a fab job in Boston or New York, out of the 

blue, I might have thought about that, but nobody did. So I just drove west. 

 I took about eight months off after I graduated. I had a year at Stanford, three 
years in the service, three years at Stanford, two years at Harvard. I just felt I 
needed a break, and so I took a break. I didn’t even look for a job for six 
months. It drove my parents crazy! [laughter] I hung in there. I lived at home 
and learned how to play golf and did some traveling up and down the coast 
and just fiddled. I went looking for a job on the first of the year in ’53. So I 
found a job.       

01-00:20:09 
Hughes: Were you thinking about the next step during that period? Or was it all 

serendipity?  

01-00:20:16 
Bowes: It was serendipitous. I was looking for a job and I got offered jobs that I 

decided I didn’t want. Then I got offered a job I did want, and they retracted 
the offer—and then they retracted the retraction.   

01-00:20:32 
Hughes: And why? Why were you having second thoughts?  

01-00:20:37 
Bowes: Oh I wasn’t having second thoughts. They offered me the job, and then the 

son of an important client of the firm said he wanted the job, so they decided 
to give it to him because my father was not an important client. Then they 
decided that was a bad idea. After he had a month on the job he decided he 
would rather work with his father. So they got back, offered it to me and I 
said, “Sure.”   

01-00:21:07 
Hughes: And is that Blyth Eastman?  

01-00:21:11 
Bowes: Blyth and Company.  

01-00:21:12 
Hughes: What’s the relationship between Blyth and Company and Blyth Eastman?   

01-00:21:23 
Bowes: That was a merger about twenty years later.  
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01-00:21:27 
Hughes: Oh I see.  

01-00:21:28 
Bowes: They were two separate firms. Eastman Dillon was pretty much a New York 

firm, and Blyth was a New York-San Francisco firm. It started in San 
Francisco. It was a great place. It was a small, high-quality investment 
banking firm which had terrific clients. We certainly worked with great people 
and great personnel. It was a fantastic place to work. I couldn’t have enjoyed 
it more, for at least the first twenty years, and then times changed. 

 I was doing fine. I was vice president and director and all that stuff, but the 
founders of the firm, the big guys in the firm decided the time had come to 
cash in—retire and cash in. So they found a big insurance company that 
wanted to buy Blyth and they sold it. It wasn’t as much fun after that. The 
insurance company decided they didn’t like the business after all, so they sold 
us again and then we were sold again the third time. That’s when I left. 
Twenty-five years.  

01-00:23:08 
Hughes: Wow. Tell me what you were doing during that period. I know it has to be an 

outline, but it must be somehow related to what came next.  

01-00:23:23 
Bowes: Well, it was finance. It was finance and financing. It was in mergers and 

initial public offerings and consulting to your clients and what their strategies 
would be, should be. We had clients like the Bank of America and Chevron, 
PG&E, Hewlett-Packard. We were a premier investment banking firm up and 
down the coast. Just as a part of looking for business for the firm, I was 
spending quite a bit of time in Silicon Valley, starting in about 1955 or so. 
Pretty early, and I took Hewlett-Packard public in the late fifties.  

01-00:24:27 
Hughes: Did you.  

01-00:24:31 
Bowes: That was the best firm down there. A real look up to firm. I got to know quite 

a few people that were in the companies {words unclear}, and I got to know 
some venture capitalists and poked around and got to know people. This was 
probably starting in about ’55 and been going on for a good twenty years. I 
had a lot of close, but not intimate relationships with a lot of people down in 
Silicon Valley. It seemed like it was going to be an interesting—   

01-00:25:24 
Hughes: In the companies.  

01-00:25:26 
Bowes: In the companies, yes. Then a friend of mine, actually a classmate of mine 

from Harvard, got a job with a startup company, and he suggested it was 
going to be a good company, so I invested in it. Not much.  
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01-00:25:48 
Hughes: This was a Silicon Valley startup?  

01-00:25:50 
Bowes: Yes, called Raychem. I went on the board of that company, and so that gave 

me more reason to be down in the valley. I made friends with Bill Draper and 
other people. I could see the beginnings of something happening down here. 
Before venture capital was institutionalized down there, there were some 
individual practitioners who happened to be friends of mine. They were 
older—one of them was named Ed Heller. He would make individual 
investments, and one was named Joe McMicking and he would make 
individual investments. These were their own funds. Ed Heller—he was a 
funny guy. He refused to make an investment decision until the afternoon, 
because he thought he had better judgment after a couple of drinks at lunch. 
[laughter]   

01-00:27:05 
Hughes: He may have been right!  

01-00:27:09 
Bowes: He may have been right. We’ll never know. But he made some good bets. 

Don’t ask me the year, but along in there somewhere, Bill Draper’s father and 
a couple of his buddies formed a venture capital firm called Draper, Gaither & 
Anderson. They had zero experience in venture capital, zero experience with 
small companies.  

01-00:27:47 
Hughes: I958-1959 I think it was.  

01-00:27:49 
Bowes: Was that when it was?  

01-00:27:50 
Hughes: Yes.  

01-00:27:50 
Bowes: I think it was in there somewhere. Bill Draper’s father was kind of a classic 

military-industrial complex kind of a guy. In and out of the halls of power. 
Gaither was—he had been president of the Ford Foundation, and Anderson 
was a retired air force general. Not a likely group, but they started a firm and I 
got friendly with those guys and so they, every six months, or every three 
months they asked me to come down and evaluate their portfolio, so I did that.  

01-00:28:40 
Hughes: [chuckling] Now was your “in” your friendship with young Bill Draper?  

01-00:28:45 
Bowes: No.  

01-00:28:46 
Hughes: Or just because you were in the technology investment sector.  
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01-00:28:50 
Bowes: Yes, yes. Bill Draper went to work there a bit later.  

01-00:28:56 
Hughes: Right, yes.  

01-00:28:59 
Bowes: That firm did terribly.  

01-00:29:02 
Hughes: Did it?  

01-00:29:02 
Bowes: Because I had to report them on their performance. They didn’t know what 

they were doing.   

01-00:29:12 
Hughes: Did they call themselves venture capitalists?  

01-00:29:17 
Bowes: Sure, it sounded good. [Hughes laughs] So Bill Draper left and went into 

business with Pitch—Draper and Johnson—and they got along fine, except in 
a business way and decided to split, still buddies.   

01-00:29:41 
Hughes: Because they saw business from a different perspective? Or why?  

01-00:29:50 
Bowes: No. They’re both terrific venture capitalists, but Bill Draper is very intuitive 

and Pitch is very fact oriented. Draper was too impatient to wait for Pitch, and 
Pitch couldn’t stand these early decisions that Draper wanted to make, 
because the facts weren’t in yet. So they just couldn’t get along professionally 
but stayed buddies.   

01-00:30:29 
Hughes: Were you aware of this at the time? Or is this all after the fact?  

01-00:30:33 
Bowes: Oh yes.  

01-00:30:34 
Hughes: Now were you beginning to perk up your ears about this thing called venture 

capital?  

01-00:30:44 
Bowes: No. I was too happy with what I was doing. So Bill Draper founded Sutter 

Hill and Pitch did Asset Management and they both did fine. Another firm 
that started up along about that same time, maybe a little later, was Davis & 
Rock. Tommy [Thomas J.] Davis, [Jr.] and Arthur Rock. Arthur Rock was 
ahead of me in business school. I didn’t know him, but—   
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01-00:31:36 
Hughes: Did you know Tommy Davis?  

01-00:31:37 
Bowes: Yes, I did. They had a great success and then they, for some reason not known 

to me, they split. In my investment banking capacity, I raised some money for 
Tommy Davis to start a new fund called Mayfield. Which is now still with us. 
It’s got a long history of success. I worked for six months to raise that money 
for Tommy and came up with $3.5 million which seemed like a lot, but in 
these days, that’s one investment, so times have changed.   

01-00:32:28 
Hughes: Where and how were you raising this money? Because this was early on.  

01-00:32:34 
Bowes: I was calling on Stanford and calling on Berkeley and calling on institutions 

with money and trying to get them to write a little check.  

01-00:32:44 
Hughes: And were they receptive?  

01-00:32:47 
Bowes: It was hard. It was hard. It was pretty early. Tommy was a hell of a nice guy, 

but he didn’t come across as being an aggressive money maker the way 
Arthur Rock did, so it was a bit of a problem, but we did it.  

01-00:33:12 
Hughes: How did you come across?  

01-00:33:18 
Bowes: How did I come across?  

01-00:33:18 
Hughes: Yes.  

01-00:33:20 
Bowes: Well, I don’t know—probably not as forceful as I could have been, because I 

didn’t know if he was going to make it or not. I liked Tommy a lot. Anyway, 
we got the money together and went into business and they’re probably on 
fund twelve or something, now, but half a million dollars at a crack, so—but 
you’ve got to start somewhere. [sound of cannons firing in background]   

01-00:33:50 
Hughes: Is that part of the regatta [on San Francisco Bay]?  

01-00:33:51 
Bowes: Yes. They’ve been shooting cannons off.  

01-00:33:55 
Hughes: You said you liked what you were doing. What was it that grabbed you 

particularly?  
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01-00:34:08 
Bowes: Oh just—investment banking was kind of a consulting job. You’re consulting 

with companies about their financial strategy, you’re helping them raise 
money and which is the best way to raise the money. You’re helping them if 
they see a company they want to buy, helping them get that done. If they want 
to sell themselves you help them get that done. It’s a very interesting kind of 
business with all kinds of life experiences, and it was—in those days there 
weren’t that many people doing it, so you felt kind of like a little exclusive 
club. 

 It was a great firm, so we had opportunities to consult with all kinds of 
corporate people up and down the coast. Sold the Folger[s] company to 
Procter & Gamble—Folger[s] Coffee. We did the first Ford Motor Company 
public offering. All kinds of stuff. But after the sale of the company and 
another sale of the company, another sale of the company, it got to be a lot 
less fun, so I quit. I just quit in ‘78.   

01-00:35:39 
Hughes: Yes. But before that happened, while you were still having fun, how much are 

you flying by the seat of your pants and how much of it is based on what you 
had learned? 

 Well, first—and I didn’t ask questions about this—I know your undergraduate 
degree is in economics and then, of course, we’ve talked about the Harvard 
Business School. How well is that preparing you for what’s to come, and how 
much of it do you just have to pick up as you’re going along?  

01-00:36:15 
Bowes: I think you have to pick up 99 percent as you go along. I started out at 

Stanford in chemical engineering. When I got back to Stanford after three 
years in the service, my brain was mush. I could no more do chemical 
engineering than fly to the moon, so I switched to economics. [laughter] Easy. 
I deserved some fun at Stanford after three years in the infantry.     

01-00:36:51 
Hughes: And was the major practically oriented?   

01-00:36:56 
Bowes: No, completely not.  

01-00:36:57 
Hughes: It was very theoretical?  

01-00:36:58 
Bowes: Very theoretical, and bad theories.  

01-00:37:01 
Hughes: [laughing] Bad theories. So you left all that behind.  
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01-00:37:07 
Bowes: Oh boy. Essentially I took the minimum required courses in economics to get 

by, sort of a gentleman’s B-minus, and did everything else that was available 
at Stanford—all the electives that you could possibly do. That’s where the joy 
of Stanford came into play.  

01-00:37:30 
Hughes: Yes, yes. Good strategy.  

01-00:37:32 
Bowes: At Harvard, the courses were pretty well laid out for you. You didn’t have a 

lot of—the first year you had absolutely no choice. You took every course 
they prescribed for you. The second, of course you had a little choice, but not 
a whole lot. So you couldn’t really focus on something except take the whole 
course and be a generally better-prepared person when you left than when you 
arrived, but nothing specific, nothing specific. 

 We had guys—there were no women then—we had guys—there are now—we 
had guys go to work for Macy’s because they wanted to do retail. We had 
guys go to work for Procter & Gamble; they wanted to do consumer goods. 
We had guys go to work for McKinsey; they wanted to do consulting. We had 
guys go to Wall Street; we had guys go back to their family company. 
Everybody was supposed to be better prepared for this by virtue of those two 
years than they would have been otherwise, and I’m sure we were. Nothing 
specific. They kind of pride themselves on that—Harvard.    

01-00:38:51 
Hughes: And still do?  

01-00:38:53 
Bowes: Still do. Problem solving is their mantra.  

01-00:39:03 
Hughes: A pretty good one, don’t you think? [a siren in the background] All right.  

01-00:39:07 
Bowes: Next year is their hundredth anniversary.  

01-00:39:09 
Hughes: Is that so?  

01-00:39:09 
Bowes: Oh—this year, this year.  

01-00:39:11 
Hughes: Are you going to celebrate?  

01-00:39:12 
Bowes: I’m going to go back. I’m on the visiting committee there.  



16 

01-00:39:21 
Hughes: Oh are you? What does that mean?  

01-00:39:23 
Bowes: That’s a committee that goes back there once a year and gets up to date on 

what’s happening at the school. We comment back to them what we think 
they’re missing and what we think they’re doing well, sort of interactive.  

01-00:39:39 
Hughes: Does anybody listen to you?  

01-00:39:41 
Bowes: Well, we write a report and they’re supposed to read it.  

01-00:39:50 
Hughes: [chuckling] All right. So with all these acquisitions you—the climate is 

changing in your world of investment banking, right? And this must be 1978, 
because that’s when you leave. So what do you think you’re going to do when 
you leave twenty-five years of investment banking?  

01-00:40:14 
Bowes: I thought I would do some venture capital.  

01-00:40:17 
Hughes: Yes, well, you know there’s something that comes before this that I would 

like you to talk about actually, and that’s Cetus, because my notes say that you 
join the board of Cetus in 1972 and you left in 1978, so you were leaving a lot 
of things in 1978.   

01-00:40:39 
Bowes: Yes, well, I guess I was on the Raychem board. I was on the Cetus board. 

They asked me to come on the board, and I thought biotechnology was really 
interesting. The reason I left Cetus was that I came to believe that they were 
approaching biotech the wrong way. I thought they didn’t have enough 
emphasis on the science and too much on the promotion.  

01-00:41:15 
Hughes: Did you attribute that largely to the two people at the head of Cetus?  

01-00:41:21 
Bowes: Sure, sure.  

01-00:41:22 
Hughes: Did you say so? I mean, you were on the board.  

01-00:41:24 
Bowes: Yes, I said so and it didn’t take—so there. It was a five-year process.  

01-00:41:30 
Hughes: [laughter] I have a feeling that you’re condensing quite a bit of information. 

Well, I know because I talked to him—   
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01-00:41:41 
Bowes: Who?  

01-00:41:41 
Hughes: Moshe Alafi was associated with Cetus early on. In fact, even earlier than 

you—no maybe not.  

01-00:41:49 
Bowes: He was a founder.  

01-00:41:51 
Hughes: Yes, he was a founder. So how did you get there? Had you known Moshe?  

01-00:41:59 
Bowes: Moshe and one of my many bosses were friends. Moshe, I think, asked for 

help in getting an outside director to come on over, and so my boss said, 
“Why don’t you do that?”  

01-00:42:13 
Hughes: And was that just pro forma? Or was it because Moshe thought that there were 

some problems?  

01-00:42:22 
Bowes: I don’t know if he thought there were problems at that time, but he thought 

he’d just like another head around the table. He might have felt uneasy about 
his partners. He should have. But they asked a big-time scientist from 
Berkeley on the board, and this is what I mean—a big time scientist from 
Berkeley—no biology background. Pure physics. So what’s he going to do?   

01-00:43:02 
Hughes: Yes, that’s Don [Donald A.] Glaser, right?  

01-00:43:04 
Bowes: Nice guy, but he didn’t belong on a biotech board. He was just window 

dressing.  

01-00:43:08 
Hughes: Yes, well—except that he had that scanner of his which Cetus put a lot of 

attention on in those early days.  

01-00:43:17 
Bowes: That was one of the things I didn’t—nothing to do with therapies.  

01-00:43:22 
Hughes: Well, was that indeed what Cetus, at that point, had set out to do? To become, 

essentially, a pharmaceutical company?  

01-00:43:32 
Bowes: Yes.  

01-00:43:33 
Hughes: In those early days?   
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01-00:43:36 
Bowes: Yes, that’s what all the startup biotechs had decided they wanted to be. They 

wanted to be biopharmaceutical companies. They wanted to make drugs and 
cure people with a brand new technology.  

01-00:43:55 
Hughes: Well, you know, it’s really kind of an amazing story, because Stan [Stanley 

N.] Cohen was on the scientific board early on—he becomes a consultant in 
1975. It seems to me that Cetus, above any other firm—and there weren’t any 
others at that point doing what we now call biotech—had a golden opportunity 
to leap early into the commercialization of recombinant DNA.  

01-00:44:39 
Bowes: Yes.  

01-00:44:41 
Hughes: Was that anything that interested you? And do you remember any 

discussions? 

01-00:44:47 
Bowes: Oh it interested me a lot, and I didn’t think they were going about doing that 

in the right way. That’s why I left.    

01-00:44:55 
Hughes: Well, say a little more about that. What were they doing wrong?  

01-00:44:59 
Bowes: Well, I think if you’re going to get into a brand new technology or a brand 

new science, whatever you want to call it, you’ve got to engage with super 
scientists. I don’t mean on your board, I mean working in the company. I 
mean that’s what you do. You get super scientists to work with and they do 
the necessary—and just saying we’re going to be a biopharmaceutical 
company, aren’t we wonderful, doesn’t really cut it. Cetus, to their credit, they 
stayed alive, they raised a lot of money. They bought a couple of interesting 
properties, and then they got taken over by whoever they got taken over by.   

01-00:45:48 
Hughes: Chiron.  

01-00:45:49 
Bowes: Chiron. That’s right.  

01-00:45:52 
Hughes: But that was later. That was 1991, I think, or ’90 if I remember.   

01-00:45:58 
Bowes: They had one genius scientist at Cetus who developed the PCR [polymerase 

chain reaction] technology and that’s really what Chiron wanted. There was 
nothing therapeutic coming out of Cetus.  
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01-00:46:16 
Hughes: And was that what you were pushing? You were trying to direct them towards 

therapeutics?  

01-00:46:24 
Bowes: Oh you know, those were early days, and you were hoping that therapeutics 

would evolve out of all this. My problem was they didn’t have enough 
emphasis on hiring excellent scientists to do interesting work. They were just 
doing everything else but that. And so I just—I kind of threw up my hands. 
I’d been critical of the management. They were glad I left. [chuckling]  

01-00:46:57 
Hughes: Well, I don’t think you were the only one that was critical, either.   

01-00:47:01 
Bowes: They had forced Moshe out long before that.  

01-00:47:04 
Hughes: Yes, yes. Did you have interactions with Stan Cohen? Who after all was, with 

Herb Boyer, Mr. Recombinant DNA.  

01-00:47:16 
Bowes: I had interactions with Stan Cohen later, but not during that time.  

01-00:47:25 
Hughes: Not during that period, yes. All right. Was it Cetus that sparked your interest 

in biotechnology?  

01-00:47:46 
Bowes: [pause before answering] It was a combination of Cetus and Genentech. 

Genentech was doing it right and Cetus was doing it wrong.   

01-00:47:54 
Hughes: Yes. And you were quite aware of that at the time? I mean, now we know 

that’s true.  

01-00:48:00 
Bowes: Well, within six months of Genentech being founded, I figured they were 

doing it the right way.   

01-00:48:07 
Hughes: How did you know?  

01-00:48:08 
Bowes: I knew the names of the scientists they’d hired. They had great resumes. They 

weren’t spending money on peripheral stuff. It was all science.   

01-00:48:30 
Hughes: Yes, well, and also, Swanson was very focused.   

01-00:48:33 
Bowes: Yes. On that.   
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01-00:48:38 
Hughes: Yes—now does that—  

01-00:48:39 
Bowes: Herb Boyer worked in the company. He wasn’t just an advisor. He had his 

sleeves rolled up.   

01-00:48:55 
Hughes: Did you know him at that point?  

01-00:48:58 
Bowes: Oh I was acquainted. I didn’t know him.   

01-00:49:03 
Hughes: Yes, yes. And I know we’re jumping ahead, because I’m thinking of 

Amgen—which doesn’t come along until 1981? Or was it 1980—1980 I 
guess.  

01-00:49:17 
Bowes: Seventy-nine.  

01-00:49:19 
Hughes: Really, when you began to talk about it. But before we get quite there, I’m 

wondering if Genentech is a model that you have in mind when you do 
become associated with Amgen.  

01-00:49:40 
Bowes: [pause] Not consciously. Not consciously, because these small biotech 

companies are extremely secretive about what they’re doing, and you don’t 
know much unless you’re on the inside, and I wasn’t—just as a friendly 
acquaintance. So I suspected they were doing things right, but I didn’t know 
for a fact. I didn’t know enough about what they were doing to copy them. I 
just knew they were hiring terrific, terrific people.  

01-00:50:25 
Hughes: Yes, well, another thing you must have known too, because it was so well 

publicized, was their spectacular IPO. Isn’t that some indication that they’re 
doing things right?  

01-00:50:37 
Bowes: Sure. When was that?  

01-00:50:39 
Hughes: 1980.  

01-00:50:40 
Bowes: 1980. Yes, that was encouraging, because I’d actually started to work on 

Amgen in ’79. Just conceptually, so it was nice to have a kind of a public 
validation of science being important in the public market.    
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01-00:51:02 
Hughes: Had your ears perked up by then? Were you following—maybe it was only in 

the newspapers. But this budding industry, this application of basic biological 
science in these cases with the idea—well, not always, but often, to make 
therapeutics, to make drugs.  

01-00:51:28 
Bowes: Yes, well, sure.  

01-00:51:29 
Hughes: So that was in your consciousness, along with everything else.  

01-00:51:32 
Bowes: Oh sure—we had Biogen in Boston and lots of little sprouts. There were quite 

a few budding biotech companies. A lot of them didn’t make it. There was lots 
of activity going on in San Diego and the Bay Area and Boston, for sure.   

01-00:51:58 
Hughes: Biogen was another one with an interesting business model in those early 

days, with people scattered all over Europe. 

01-00:52:06 
Bowes: Yes, they were in Switzerland. That’s right, they had two headquarters.  

01-00:52:09 
Hughes: Well, they also had key scientists in Scotland and there was [Walter H.] 

Gilbert at Harvard.  

01-00:52:16 
Bowes: Gilbert was more important though than the Scottish guys. [chuckling]  

01-00:52:21 
Hughes: So this was becoming an interest, in other words. 

01-00:52:27 
Bowes: Oh sure.  

01-00:52:28 
Hughes: Before Amgen had really gotten off the ground?  

01-00:52:31 
Bowes: Oh sure.  

01-00:52:34 
Hughes: Yes—well, I think we’re there. We’re at Amgen, and you said 1979 you begin 

to talk about it. So tell me that story, please.  

01-00:52:46 
Bowes: [pause] Well, the story, I guess, is fairly simple. The story is that there were a 

lot of superb scientists who were not associated with any biotech company, so 
I thought there was room for another good one down south, as opposed to the 
Bay Area. So I went to—I thought the first step would be to put together a 
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scientific advisory board, who could point [us in] promising directions, and 
it’d also be a help in attracting good management to the company. So I went 
down to Stanford and talked to a guy named, a biology professor named 
[Robert T.] Bob Schimke. He said he thought that it was a great idea, but he 
was going to stay fully academic.  

01-00:54:00 
Hughes: That’s interesting, because as you probably were quite aware, it was not 

exactly the done thing that professors, biology professors, form companies at 
that time.  

01-00:54:18 
Bowes: Well, that’s right. What I was asking Bob to do was not to form a company, 

but to put together an all star set of scientific advisors for a company. He 
didn’t want to do that, but he pointed me to a guy down at UCLA who he said 
would do that.  

01-00:54:40 
Hughes: Why do you think he didn’t want to do it?  

01-00:54:41 
Bowes: He was immersed in some recently interesting scientific project in his lab. He 

didn’t want to be diverted. Anyway—  

01-00:54:54 
Hughes: Well, I don’t know much about him, but the one thing that seems to be 

relevant to what we’re talking about is the fact that he had a way of 
multiplying genes—I’m putting it probably not at all in scientific terms—but 
the end result was that more protein could be expressed. Was that what he was 
onto at that point? Because that, of course, becomes important when you’re 
trying to commercialize the science.  

01-00:55:34 
Bowes: Well, there were a lot of scientists who were kind of in that game. All I’m 

telling you is he didn’t want to be involved in anything commercial at that 
moment in time. He later came on the Amgen scientific advisory board, but 
that was maybe two years later. So he sent me to a guy down in UCLA named 
Winston Salser, who wanted to do this. He went to work and rounded up a 
scientific advisory board. We would meet, and people would fly in or drive in 
and we’d meet. This went on fall of ’79 on into the spring of ’80, and we got it 
put together. Along the way there, I’d enlisted Pitch to be my partner in the 
enterprise and—  

01-00:56:38 
Hughes: Now was that the first time the two of you had actually done business 

together?  
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01-00:56:47 
Bowes: [pause] I forget, but it was fairly early. There had been three or four situations 

and I don’t remember the precise timing. So we decided to put the company in 
Thousand Oaks, California.  

01-00:57:17 
Hughes: Why there?  

01-00:57:19 
Bowes: There were three reasons actually. One was that it was equidistant from our 

main scientific advisors—UCLA, Caltech, and UC Santa Barbara, which was 
equally painful for all of them. It was right there in the middle. The second 
one was that the living was very cheap—perfect for young scientists, post 
docs, and also, there was very nice living in Santa Barbara, Ventura—senior 
executives could enjoy, so a nice combination. The third was it was in the 
non-smog belt. The fog came in at night there, from the sea, and that’s 
important to young scientists. They don’t want to work in L.A. They don’t 
want to work in Athens. They want to work in San Francisco or Thousand 
Oaks. And then we set about to find a chief executive, which took a while, but 
we found George [Rathmann] and—  

01-00:58:37 
Hughes: So Salser was never going to be a CEO?  

01-00:58:45 
Bowes: He wanted to be, but we disabused him of that notion. Then he wanted to be 

chief scientist and he wanted to be head of research and we disabused him of 
that. We’d come to realize that as energetic as he is and as well spoken as he 
is, he’s not a scientist who was greatly respected by the other scientists, so 
there was no way you could be a leader of a group of scientists. So he had to 
be told the facts of life and he went back to his lab with some stock. 
[chuckling]  

01-00:59:31 
Hughes: Are you adept at doing that sort of thing?  

01-00:59:39 
Bowes: I’m not crazy about it, but I can do it.   

01-00:59:40 
Hughes: Yes, you’ve had to do it, haven’t you?  

01-00:59:43 
Bowes: Oh yes.  That’s the venture capital business, and people that had a nice run but 

the job has now gone on to be too big for them—.  

01-00:59:59 
Hughes: Let’s stop there. Julie needs to change the tape.  

[End Audio File 1] 
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Begin Audio File 2 07-23-08.mp3 

02-00:00:02 
Hughes: Where does Sam [Samuel J.] Wohlstadter fit into this story?   

02-00:00:13 
Bowes: Sam and I teamed up to call on Bob Schimke at Stanford. He thought it was a 

good idea to start a biotech company too—a fairly promotional guy, and I 
said, “Okay, let’s do it together.”  

02-00:00:34 
Hughes: Had you known him?   

02-00:00:35 
Bowes: Oh for about a year, I guess. I’d say that Sam was not helpful during the 

process of putting the whole thing together, in that he was extremely 
promotional and extremely [pause] greedy. [laughter] He wasn’t the right 
person to try to get some scientists to work together and do things. He just was 
very bombastic, so we just had to disassociate fairly early in the process. He 
didn’t like that, but—  

02-00:01:47 
Hughes: Did Pitch then come into the picture because of that?   

02-00:01:51 
Bowes: No, no. Pitch was already in the picture.  

02-00:01:54 
Hughes: Pitch was in it. I see.   

02-00:01:57 
Bowes: We had to team up on Sam.  

02-00:02:00 
Hughes: It sounds to me as though you’re pretty much—you not only had the concept 

for this company—but is it fair to say at this early stage that you’re pretty 
much running the show?   

02-00:02:12 
Bowes: My title was chairman and treasurer [chuckling].  

02-00:02:19 
Hughes: Okay. That’s a pretty good combination!   

02-00:02:21 
Bowes: That’s what they do in New England. I’d say by that time Pitch and I were 

doing it together. We were partners.  

02-00:02:39 
Hughes: And you two did see eye to eye most of the time on how things should be? 
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02-00:02:43 
Bowes: Yes. We teamed up on recruiting the chief executive officer that we needed. 

In fact, we did our final sales pitch to George in Pitch’s back yard in Palo 
Alto, on a beautiful July evening. Come on out from Chicago and here we are 
in California.   

02-00:03:03 
Hughes: Not bad, eh? Right. Now you had contrasted Bill Draper and Pitch in the 

basics of how they go about venture capital, because you just said that you 
and Pitch see things more or less in the same light. Does that mean that you 
too have a more fact-based way of going about venture capital than intuitive?  

02-00:03:36 
Bowes: I suppose. I’m pretty intuitive about people, but I like more than just a smile. I 

see something that hangs together, so Pitch and I get along fine in that sense.    

02-00:04:06 
Hughes: Say some more about George Rathmann.   

02-00:04:15 
Bowes: Well, George had had a big job at 3M Minneapolis and then he’d gone to 

Abbott Laboratories in Chicago. He was tapped—he was a chemist—and he 
had become head of research and development for the diagnostic part of 
Abbott and he had gotten interested in biotechnology. The reason we’d found 
him was that he had taken a six-month leave of absence from Abbott to go out 
to UCLA and piddle around in the labs there. Winston Salser had noticed him 
and thought he was a likely prospect. So then when Winston suggested him, 
even though we didn’t give it much credit because it came from Winston, 
[laughter] when we met George we were sold. We started to work on George 
in spring of ’80 and sold him in July, and he went to work in August-
September and the rest is history. He’s probably the best startup CEO I’ve 
ever met.   

02-00:05:50 
Hughes: Really, really.   

02-00:05:54 
Bowes: He started with nothing. Scientific advisory board living other places over at 

other jobs. He’s got his scientific advisors to advise him, but he built the 
company from scratch. It’s not that easy. To hire people, to convince people to 
come—employees number two, three, and four—that’s kind of lonely. But 
George is—we called him “The Golden Throat.” He could talk anybody into 
anything.   

02-00:06:33 
Hughes: Yes, but it was more than talk.   

02-00:06:36 
Bowes: Oh yes.  
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02-00:06:40 
Hughes: How would you describe his abilities as a CEO? What was there there that 

made him almost an idolized manager—or I don’t know why I say almost, he 
is an idolized CEO.   

02-00:07:05 
Bowes: He was very smart. He was tireless. He was extremely persuasive in the right 

way, and he would reason with you until you understood. He didn’t bowl you 
over, he just sat down—“Let’s talk about this. It doesn’t matter how long it 
takes. We’ll do it until we’re on the same page.” His people would just walk 
through walls for him. You’ve never seen more loyalty to a man.  

 And he was good at raising money. Biotech companies eat a lot of money 
before they get anywhere and he was good at getting money from corporate 
partners. He was good at persuading investors to write checks. So he was the 
all-around guy. He had no weakness. The only weakness he had was he didn’t 
want to be part of a big company. So when Amgen got to be big, he didn’t 
want to be there anymore. Too much unimportant stuff. Meetings—less one- 
on-ones and more meetings, et cetera, et cetera. 

02-00:08:37 
Hughes: Did you try to persuade him out of leaving?   

02-00:08:40 
Bowes: No. He wasn’t going to be persuaded. He made up his mind; he announced it 

to the board and that was it.   

02-00:08:51 
Hughes: Did that worry you? He was so much Amgen.   

02-00:08:54 
Bowes: Oh sure. We didn’t like that at all! [chuckling] But we found the next guy and 

it worked out fine.  

02-00:09:04 
Hughes: He—I’m trying to think of those. The very early CEOs—and isn’t he the only 

one that had the scientific background but also had some business and 
administrative experience? I mean, Genentech had that in two people, but I’m 
trying to think of another early figure in biotech that had both those 
backgrounds.    

02-00:09:36 
Bowes: Well, I don’t know that—probably not. You’re probably right. I don’t know 

for sure. I wasn’t on the team with some of the other biotechs. I wasn’t 
following Biogen and how they were managed.  

02-00:09:54 
Hughes: That was a bunch of scientists in the beginning.   



27 

02-00:09:56 
Bowes: I’m sure it was.  

02-00:10:01 
Hughes: You have a building named after you at Amgen.   

02-00:10:07 
Bowes: Yes.  

02-00:10:09 
Hughes: How do you feel about that?   

02-00:10:11 
Bowes: It feels great.  

02-00:10:14 
Hughes: Was that a surprise? Or did you know it was coming.   

02-00:10:19 
Bowes: It was a surprise. I have a statue, too.  

02-00:10:24 
Hughes: A statue, too. Are you running like Pitch?    

02-00:10:29 
Bowes: No, I’m contemplating my navel or something. [laughter] I can show you a 

little copy of it.  

02-00:10:38 
Hughes: Yes, I’d like to see it.   

02-00:10:39 
Bowes: We can put it right there! [chuckling]  

02-00:10:43 
Hughes: Well, you know, what’s happening around this time is you’re doing—you’re 

not just sitting on your laurels thinking and doing Amgen, you’re also 
founding USVP, U.S. Venture Partners. [brief pause in recording] All right. 
USVP, which was founded, as you know, in 1981.    

02-00:11:22 
Bowes: Yes.  

02-00:11:23 
Hughes: Why did that come about? How did that come about?   

02-00:11:28 
Bowes: Well, in ’78 I decided I wanted to go into venture capital, and I was doing it 

an unusual way. I was finding situations that I thought were worth doing, like 
Amgen, and I was rounding up the money from various sources—venture 
capitalists and so forth. I was doing it out of an office here in the Bank of 
America building, and it was interesting and fun, but it was a bit far from 
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Silicon Valley and it was a bit lonely. I was all by myself. So I thought about 
starting a firm and luckily found two other guys who also wanted to go into 
venture capital. So we decided to form up a partnership and do it, and we 
decided that in, probably 1981 early. We drew up the papers and got into 
business in say, June or July of ’81 and started looking for money.  

02-00:12:45 
Hughes: Yes. Who were the other two?   

02-00:12:52 
Bowes: One was a guy named Stuart [G.] Moldaw, who just died, who was a retail 

guru. That was going to be one of our arms, and then Bob [Robert] Sackman 
was the technology guru. He’d been number two at Ampex, and he’s since 
died also. So we were—it was 1980, we were all in our fifties, sort of a second 
career for all of us. So we found some cheap space in Menlo Park and started 
looking for money and found some money and got into real business early in 
1982. It took us about eight months to round up the money—went all over the 
country looking for money [chuckling].  

02-00:13:57 
Hughes: Yes. So were you all reeling in your previous connections? Or making new 

ones.   

02-00:14:03 
Bowes: Making new ones.  

02-00:14:04 
Hughes: Really. Give me an example of how you went about that.   

02-00:14:09 
Bowes: Well, we essentially said we were all very experienced people. I mean, Stu 

Moldaw had documented success in the retail business and Bob Sackman’s 
been a technology leader in Silicon Valley and I’ve put together two or three 
companies already just all by myself, so I guess I know what I’m doing. We 
make a good team, so why don’t you believe in us and write us a check? That 
was hard work. We finally got a couple—we got two breaks. We got General 
Electric pension fund to take a chance with us and we got Allstate to take a 
chance with us. That made it a lot easier.   

02-00:15:02 
Hughes: Now had they done investments of that type before? High-risk investments?  

02-00:15:07 
Bowes: Yes.  

02-00:15:07 
Hughes: They had.    



29 

02-00:15:08 
Bowes: Yes, in fact Allstate had its own department for doing that. They decided they 

might like to see how their department compared to somebody else that was 
on the ground in Silicon Valley and not working out of Chicago. I think they 
did it to compare us to their own show, and about four years later they closed 
up their own operation. [chuckling] So we got in business, and last month we 
did our tenth fund, in June of this year, so it’s been pretty steady. We’re a lot 
bigger now than we were then, although I’m not there anymore.   

02-00:16:00 
Hughes: You’re not at all?   

02-00:16:02 
Bowes: Oh sure, oh sure, sure. I just don’t do the—I don’t do deals.  

02-00:16:08 
Hughes: What do you do then if you’re not doing deals?   

02-00:16:16 
Bowes: Well, I give advice. [chuckling]  

02-00:16:19 
Hughes: And I imagine people listen!   

02-00:16:22 
Bowes: Sometimes, yes. Sometimes they fight back. So we have partners meetings on 

Mondays, and tomorrow we’re having an all-day strategy meeting down in 
Menlo Park and the same thing on Saturday.  

02-00:16:41 
Hughes: What is this operation here in San Francisco?   

02-00:16:43 
Bowes: This is my San Francisco office. A place to hang my hat. I don’t have to go 

down to Silicon Valley five days a week anymore.  

02-00:16:51 
Hughes: I see. Because you live here. I see, I see. Well, you were characterizing your 

two original partners as being gurus in diverse areas. Did you think of yourself 
as being a guru in any particular line?    

02-00:17:11 
Bowes: No. I claimed I would take on the medical investing side.   

02-00:17:15 
Hughes: Oh that seems fair enough.   

02-00:17:16 
Bowes: They didn’t want it, and I’ve always been interested in things medical.  

02-00:17:26 
Hughes: Yes, because of your mother?   
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02-00:17:28 
Bowes: Well, I suppose. So I stuck to that with some exceptions, and we did a lot of 

retail deals in those days. Our first fund was remarkably successful, which 
gives you the impetus to do a second fund, et cetera, et cetera. But we became 
a first-tier firm in Silicon Valley, even though we were late to the game—’81.  

02-00:18:13 
Hughes: Yes, particularly if you count Draper, Gaither & Anderson way back in 1958. 

08-00:18:19 
Bowes: Well, yes, but—  

08-00:18:21 
Hughes: You don’t count them?   

02-00:18:22 
Bowes: No. There were lots of good firms formed up in the seventies. Like the 

Mayfield Fund, which I helped fund, was 1973 or 1974, and so you had, there 
were—I don’t know how many—there were probably twenty-five really 
pretty good firms around.   

02-00:18:48 
Hughes: Well, you know, we skated over, and it’s such a complicated history that it’s 

sort of hard to summarize it, but I’m thinking of Silicon Valley and that 
tremendous growth of technology, pre-biotech, which you were very much 
part of. I don’t know quite how to phrase this question, but it’s sort of a 
chicken and egg question in a way. The technology is there and you’re 
beginning to develop an infrastructure and an area where this technology is 
happening, and a culture is growing up around it. Say something—it’s not a 
very coherent question I’m asking, but I’m trying to fit the growth of venture 
capital into this phenomenon of Silicon Valley which is happening as you’re 
moving along closer and closer to venture capital.   

02-00:19:58 
Bowes: Well, I guess it really started with Dave Packard and Bill [William R.] 

Hewlett, Stanford engineers with an idea. Their professor is often called the 
father of Silicon Valley, Fred [Frederick E.] Terman. Packard and Hewlett 
were such exemplary citizens that they kind of set an example for what you 
could, or how you could start a company and have it grow and prosper. 
Stanford was interested in that because it would—their engineering 
department would be much more interesting if it had real world experience to 
go with its academic credentials. So people took notice of Hewlett and 
Packard and they started—yes, that can happen. You can build a company 
from nothing. And then a few people did. There were other companies down 
there that started. Raychem was a decent example.  

02-00:21:23 
Hughes: Well, you mention that several times. Should we talk about Raychem?   
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02-00:21:30 
Bowes: Well, no. It’s out of the mainstream. It was a chemical company as opposed to 

information technology, as opposed to a chip company or a software 
company. These things happen organically. One thing leads to another. It’s 
hard to say where the watershed events are. Venture capitalists look for 
interesting opportunities. Entrepreneurs hear money is available so they try to 
put together a team to do something earth shaking, and it just can’t happen 
quickly. It happens over a long period of time and there’s no magic moment, 
but it kept happening and kept growing and you do end up with an 
infrastructure. Silicon Valley has its own kinds of lawyers, kinds of law firms. 
All they do is high tech. They have their own kinds of management recruiting 
firms that know how to look for a great software engineer and they know 
where these people are and who’s restless. It’s a real infrastructure. Plus the 
venture capitalists and the money and the networking—and Stanford’s a big 
part of it.   

02-00:23:15 
Hughes: Yes. How much do you buy into the more ephemeral parts of this 

infrastructure? I’m thinking of culture—in quotes—the supposed tolerance for 
risk and—  

02-00:23:31 
Bowes: Yes, it’s a big part. 

02-00:23:32 
Hughes: Is that a real phenomenon? 

02-00:23:35 
Bowes: Oh yes. I mean—don’t be afraid to fail. You can still have a career after you 

fail, unlike other countries. You’re not disgraced—you just learned a lesson 
that you’re going to apply next time.  

02-00:23:48 
Hughes: Would you say that that’s unique to Silicon Valley?   

02-00:23:51 
Bowes: I think it’s unique to Silicon Valley and other areas like Silicon Valley around 

this country.   

02-00:24:00 
Hughes: Any elsewhere?   

02-00:24:07 
Bowes: Well, you see biotech startups in Boston and San Diego. You’ll see electronic 

startups in Boston and Austin, Texas and somewhat Orange County, so there 
are spots of this and they’re all not risk averse—that expect a certain 
proportion of your initiatives to fail. It just has to happen.   
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02-00:24:43 
Hughes: Yes. I’m imagining that this was not the sort of thing that you were being 

taught at Harvard Business School.   

02-00:24:52 
Bowes: You are now.  

02-00:24:53 
Hughes: Yes, oh I bet they are now—but that must have been a radical shift in business 

models for you.   

02-00:25:04 
Bowes: Oh sure, sure.  

02-00:25:05 
Hughes: And everybody else that was involved.   

02-00:25:06 
Bowes: I think the word entrepreneurship is a buzzword now. It’s deemed very 

important to this country. Innovation and entrepreneurship are what 
differentiate us from every place else in the world. That’s our story and we’ll 
stick with it. And I think it’s right.   

02-00:25:29 
Hughes: Do you? Why?   

02-00:25:31 
Bowes: Because look at your best Indian entrepreneurs. They’re in Silicon Valley, 

they’re not in India. The best. They know that they can prosper here. They 
don’t have to go for thirty-seven approvals to start a business—just get a 
lawyer and you’re on your way. And so—it feeds on itself. Silicon Valley is 
full of Chinese entrepreneurs. One of my partners is Chinese. He couldn’t do 
that in China—maybe in five years. They’re getting the idea over there.  

02-00:26:21 
Hughes: Yes. And is it mainly because the governmental structure is cumbersome? Or 

is it more—or as well, maybe is the way to put it, how people look at 
business—again getting back to this more ephemeral culture idea of startups 
and risk and making a go for it.   

02-00:26:51 
Bowes: Well, in other countries it’s awfully hard to raise money for a high-risk 

startup. Where do you go to raise the money?  

02-00:27:00 
Hughes: Where do you go?   

02-00:27:01 
Bowes: Good question. [laughter] No place to go. If your family doesn’t have it, you 

aren’t going to get it. And so it kind of stays in the family. So there’s a very 
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strong culture in Silicon Valley that has been unique for a long time, and it’s 
probably going to get less unique, but not very fast.  

 The valley goes through, the venture capital part, goes through hard times. 
Turn of the century was a tough time for venture capitalists. They lost a lot of 
money. Lots of newly formed firms had to quit because they couldn’t raise 
their second fund.  

02-00:28:01 
Hughes: What about right now with the economic downturn?   

02-00:28:06 
Bowes: Yes. [pause] There are two things about that. One is that when you’re starting 

a company, and we’re all early stagers, you have to take a long view. You 
know you’re not going to get rewarded for five years. That’s a good 
situation—five years is just wonderful. So the present situation doesn’t really 
play much to that. Where it plays right now is your good companies in your 
stable can’t go public right now, so if you’re going to realize on those 
companies you have to sell them to a big guy, which you kind of hate to do, 
it’s not really what we’re in business for, but you don’t have any choice, 
because your investors are your bosses. You’re working for them, so people 
aren’t able right now to realize the fruits of their last five or ten years of labor. 
Hopefully that’ll come to an end one of these days. But we’re all optimists, 
and looking ahead five or ten years. It’s not going to be like this, it’s going to 
be fine again and we’ll have our IPOs. And everybody will be very—sunshine 
on the meadow. [chuckling]    

02-00:29:48 
Hughes: So you’re optimistic.   

02-00:29:50 
Bowes: Oh sure. Everybody in this business is optimistic.   

02-00:29:53 
Hughes: Yes. Well, maybe we should stop there and then we’ll pick up next time. I 

think there’s much more to say about U.S. Venture Partners.   

Interview #2: July 30, 2008 
Begin Audio File William Bowes 3 07-23-08.mp3 

03-00:00:00 
Hughes: Well, we left off last time—we had just talked about the founding of USVP 

and then we kind of got diverted into other things. So I thought today we’d 
begin by picking up USVP again, not only to get that history down but also as 
a way of looking at your mode of doing venture capital. Does that sound 
good?    

03-00:00:37 
Bowes: Okay. [chuckling] So where were we?  



34 

03-00:00:42 
Hughes: Well, let me pick up on something that you said last time. You said, as an 

introduction to the foundation of USVP, that you had been doing venture 
capital in an unusual way prior to that time, by finding situations that you 
thought were worth doing and—   

03-00:01:07 
Bowes: And raising the money from other people.  

03-00:01:11 
Hughes: Right. Well, you didn’t say that, but that was what—and so that’s what you 

meant, because that was going to be my question, why unusual and was that 
what made it unusual?   

03-00:01:29 
Bowes: Yes, most venture capitalists, when they find an attractive situation, write a 

check, and I didn’t have any checks to write. [laughter] So I had to go find 
people who might be interested in the situation, so go to five or eight or 
twelve people and find three or four that were interested. To get the company 
financed that way was not as satisfactory for the company, because it took 
longer. But sometimes they didn’t have any particular alternative, so they 
waited for me to do my best—and it always worked out. I always did find the 
money, and your reputation gets around as being able to perform and they 
don’t have to worry so much about wasting all that time. But it got a little bit 
lonely, and I was here in the Bank of America building, which is forty miles 
from the action down in Silicon Valley, so the distance was a handicap. So I 
decided to form a venture firm.   

03-00:02:50 
Hughes: Yes, well, you still had to raise the money.   

03-00:02:56 
Bowes: Well, you can’t form a firm unless you have partners, so I got together with a 

couple of other guys who wanted to form a venture firm and we formed up. 
We did the legal papers and became a partnership and started to look for 
funding. And that was in June, July of—  

03-00:03:19 
Hughes: 1981.   

03-00:03:22 
Bowes: ’81. It took a long time because institutional investors aren’t eager to be the 

first ones to finance a new group. They like to go with proven entities, and so 
it took us until the following January, February, March, which is a good nine 
months, to get our necessary funding together.   

03-00:03:56 
Hughes: And was it all from institutions?   
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03-00:03:58 
Bowes: Not all, but the bulk of it was. The bulk of it was. We got a huge—we had two 

huge breaks in late fall—General Electric pension fund and Allstate Insurance 
Company decided to take a flier with us. That made it easier, because they 
were big names and they had lots of venture capital firms in their stable, and 
so their blessing meant a lot.    

03-00:04:43 
Hughes: Yes, was it your name that validated USVP?   

03-00:04:50 
Bowes: No, I think it was the three of us. One of my partners was a noted retailer, and 

we were going to have retail as one of our initiatives, and then the other 
fellow, Bob Sackman, was a well-known technologist. So he was going to do 
technology and I was going to do medical and off we go.  

03-00:05:16 
Hughes: Yes, when you say a technologist you mean that he had been financing 

technology or was he from a tech company?   

03-00:05:26 
Bowes: Both. He’d had a big job at Ampex. He was number two at Ampex, and he’d 

also had a small venture fund that he had actually run. He was a worthwhile 
partner.   

03-00:05:43 
Hughes: Yes. You know the fact that you were specializing—do I deduce from that 

that it is at least helpful, if not important, to know about the technology? 
Assuming that the company is a tech company, that you know something 
about the technology.   

03-00:06:08 
Bowes: It’s important. The entrepreneurs have more respect for you if you can talk 

their language. I couldn’t talk their language. I could talk the medical talk, but 
I couldn’t talk the technology talk, and I couldn’t talk the retail talk either. It’s 
not that difficult, I just didn’t have any experience at all in retailing. So it was 
a natural split, actually.   

03-00:06:41 
Hughes: Yes, and yet, speaking of retail, you said something last time about how in the 

early days you did have a heavier investment in retail.   

03-00:06:58 
Bowes: Yes, we told our investors we were going to do about a third, a third, a third.  

03-00:07:02 
Hughes: And they liked that?   

03-00:07:05 
Bowes: Yes.  
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03-00:07:06 
Hughes: Because it was diversified?   

03-00:07:06 
Bowes: Yes.  

03-00:07:08 
Hughes: Yes. But when you get into those very different areas, is there anything that 

changes about your investment approach or your management approach?  

03-00:07:25 
Bowes: Yes, it’s different because I think we were three one-man gangs, because we 

all had our areas. I could talk to a technologist and make up my mind whether 
he was the kind of a person I would back, but I certainly couldn’t evaluate the 
quality of his technology, and the same with retail. I’m pretty good at judging 
people. That was what I brought to the party for retail and technology, and it 
seemed to work out.  

03-00:08:01 
Hughes: Would you say that aside from the different areas that the three of you were 

specializing in that each of you had other skills? You as a people reader, for 
example, and the other two may have had—   

03-00:08:19 
Bowes: Well, everybody thinks he’s a good people reader, so I’m not going to claim 

that as an exclusive.  

03-00:08:27 
Hughes: No, no, but maybe you had it more in spades than they did.   

03-00:08:32 
Bowes: That would be an opinion. [chuckling] We don’t deal with opinions, we deal 

with facts. I went on retail boards; I went on technology boards, so I felt I 
could contribute in a business sense, I just couldn’t tell you where they were 
blowing smoke on the development of the next new thing or not.  

03-00:08:59 
Hughes: Do you tend to get more excited about certain areas rather than others?   

03-00:09:06 
Bowes: Well, I like medical the best. Doing good, doing well by doing good does 

appeal to me. You can sort of see and smell the results of your investing when 
some product that wasn’t there before is there now and helps people with 
tough problems.  

03-00:09:41 
Hughes: So these are all things that factor into a decision to invest?   

03-00:09:54 
Bowes: I don’t quite get that question.  
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03-00:09:57 
Hughes: Well, it certainly wouldn’t be, I’m imagining, the fact that a medical device 

company is going to do good, as you put it—   

03-00:10:14 
Bowes: Or a biotech.  

03-00:10:15 
Hughes: Or a biotech, as the only reason that you would invest, but it might be one of 

the thoughts that goes into the whole mix of factors that you’re looking at 
when you decide to invest.   

03-00:10:30 
Bowes: Well, I made an early decision for the firm, and it’s been held to for all these 

years that we were only going to do therapeutic investments on the medical 
side.  

03-00:10:43 
Hughes: Really. Why?   

03-00:10:46 
Bowes: Well, that’s where you can see the good and that’s where the money is. 

[chuckling] It turns out that’s where the money is.  

03-00:10:54 
Hughes: [chuckling] But that must be using the term—   

03-00:10:59 
Bowes: So we weren’t going to do hospital chains.  

03-00:11:00 
Hughes: Oh I see, but when you say—   

03-00:11:03 
Bowes: {inaudible}—          

03-00:11:03 
Hughes: You see when you say therapeutics, I think of pharmaceuticals.   

03-00:11:06 
Bowes: Sure you do.  

03-00:11:07 
Hughes: And I know you’ve done more than just pharmaceutical biotechs.   

03-00:11:11 
Bowes: Well, all biotechs are pharmaceutical, aren’t they?  

03-00:11:16 
Hughes: No, well, it depends on how you—   

03-00:11:20 
Bowes: They want to be a biopharmaceutical instead of a—  
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03-00:11:25 
Hughes: Yes, all right, I guess if you narrowly—it depends on, I guess, on how you 

define biotech, but some people would include medical devices under 
biotech—that’s stretching it.  

03-00:11:37 
Bowes: No, but we don’t, we don’t. Very different. Biotech is biology. Devices are 

knives.  

03-00:11:45 
Hughes: Okay. [laughter] That’s pretty clear.   

03-00:11:52 
Bowes: I will grant you that in the early days of biotech, nobody knew where it was 

going, what form—it could have been bringing up oil out of shale, little bugs 
with drops of oil marching it up to the surface. It could have been diagnostics. 
It could have been animal help, it could have been bigger pigs, fatter cows. 
[chuckling] Nobody knew—and so it took a while for everybody to decide 
that therapeutics was the place to be. If you could actually bring a cure to the 
table, you had a worthwhile product and a worthwhile initiative. 

 And so the whole biotech industry, with the exception of a few food 
companies that use biotechnology to improve yields, the whole biotech 
industry is biopharmaceuticals, which means therapeutics. Lately you’ve had 
some branching off into biodiagnostics, as the next possible big thing, but 
we’re early there.  

03-00:13:31 
Hughes: You can see that in what the early companies were doing, because I think we 

talked about Amgen having quite a diverse array of early projects which 
certainly were not all in therapeutics, and I think most of them—I know 
Genentech was not strictly therapeutic. It very soon came back to therapeutics, 
but it certainly backs up what you were saying, people kind of testing where 
this industry might go.   

03-00:14:03 
Bowes: Yes, in companies that came along a little bit later—went straight into 

therapeutics. They didn’t screw around with other stuff.   

03-00:14:13 
Hughes: But why was that? Was that where the most money was to be made?   

03-00:14:16 
Bowes: Yes.  

03-00:14:17 
Hughes: Yes. And then probably the very genuine motive that you yourself have 

expressed of quite obviously a socially useful product.    
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03-00:14:34 
Bowes: Yes, therapeutics. Therapeutic products.  

03-00:14:38 
Hughes: Well, another thing that seems to me doubtful that people really understood in 

the very beginning about biotech was how long it was actually going to take to 
get a drug to market. Do you remember any discussions like that?   

03-00:14:59 
Bowes: There were undoubtedly some misconceptions. I think if you were a hard-

headed realist, you realized that the Federal Drug Administration wasn’t going 
to change its rules just because you called yourself a biotech. You were going 
to have to go through the same rigorous three phases of testing, and so it 
turned out that the length of time between discovery and marketplace didn’t 
change much. Ten to fifteen years. [laughter]  

03-00:15:41 
Hughes: And worse!    

03-00:15:43 
Bowes: And worse. Ten years to a disaster.   

03-00:15:50 
Hughes: Yes, well, I think too in some of those first products, me-too products isn’t 

quite the word to use, but they were artificial reproductions of natural 
products—for example, growth hormone and insulin. I think one of the 
thoughts was that because there were products like that already on the market, 
and obviously approved by the FDA, that when you came along with a 
recombinant form of insulin, it would just flow right through. 

03-00:16:27 
Bowes: Sail through.  

03-00:16:27 
Hughes: —at the FDA I mean. And, of course, as we know now, looking back, it 

didn’t. The FDA looked as hard at recombinant insulin as they would have 
looked at any new drug.    

03-00:16:40 
Bowes: Yes, they demanded proof positive of medical equivalency, and it takes a long 

time for proof positive to be demonstrated.  

03-00:16:53 
Hughes: When you were starting out, you would have been exposed a little, maybe, at 

Cetus, but then again, Cetus wasn’t really doing therapeutics in those early 
years, was it. I’m just—maybe it’s easier to think about Amgen starting up in 
1981. Do you think, at that point that you really—   

03-00:17:20 
Bowes: 1979.  
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03-00:17:24 
Hughes: [chuckling]   

03-00:17:24 
Bowes: Really.  

03-00:17:24 
Hughes: Yes, okay. 1979—I guess I think of George Rathmann as being the one that 

really gets it going, but—   

03-00:17:32 
Bowes: He came in ’80.  

03-00:17:34 
Hughes: Okay, all right.   

03-00:17:35 
Bowes: ’81 was the first important financing the company got, and that was January, 

so ’79-’80, ‘81.  

03-00:17:45 
Hughes: Right. I stand corrected. [chuckling] Do you think, though, at that stage, that 

everybody, including you, really were considering all the hurdles that a new 
drug would have to go through? Was that obvious? 

03-00:18:07 
Bowes: [pause] Well, I think we were fairly realistic about it. What we hoped was we 

would have early indications of real promise in a drug, such that the financial 
market would recognize this as a real promising initiative and would finance 
the time required, which turned out to be true. Amgen had one, two, three, 
four—five or six financings from founding to drug in the market over those 
years, and you needed every one of them, otherwise you would run out of 
money. So if you can show promise of efficacy and promise of no safety 
problems in a drug early, the money will come. 

03-00:19:28 
Hughes: So did each of those financings tend to follow some kind of demonstration? 

03-00:19:41 
Bowes: No. They followed—sometimes they’re just opportune—the stock market has 

a funny way of opening and closing, and you have to grab money while you 
can. We did that a couple of times—just get ready and do it. I think at some 
points, say along ’86 or ’87, in there, the market was pretty sure Amgen had 
an important drug and they were willing to finance the money for clinical 
trials. 

03-00:20:30 
Hughes: Was that EPO [erythropoietin]? 
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03-00:20:32 
Bowes: Yes, that was EPO. EPO was kind of a world record eight years. Eight years 

from company funding. Five years from discovery. To on the market in only 
five years, which was really a record. 

03-00:21:02 
Hughes: Yes, yes. 

03-00:21:01 
Bowes: Clinical trials were so definitive for that drug. You could give it to—you 

could go into a hospital room, with beds on each side and you’d give the drug 
to those people and you wouldn’t give it to these people and they’d have 
different skin color—pink and gray, like that [claps hands]. Pretty good. 

03-00:21:28 
Hughes: Did you see that? 

03-00:21:27 
Bowes: Yes. Pretty convincing. It made the clinical trials a little easier when it was so 

clear. 

03-00:21:41 
Hughes: Is it true, and I think you at the board level would have known that the EPO 

project was in danger of being dropped at one stage, and that it was Rathmann 
who kept the funding going for it? 

03-00:22:00 
Bowes: It was tough science. There was discussion of dropping it. 

03-00:22:10 
Hughes: Yes. Did you take a stand? 

03-00:22:11 
Bowes: [chuckling] No. That’s a scientists’ discussion. 

03-00:22:21 
Hughes: Yes. So you kept your mouth shut when it was— 

03-00:22:26 
Bowes: Well, I didn’t want him to bet the whole farm on that one project. But we had 

some very determined scientists at the lower level—heroes in this case—who 
just pushed and pushed and pushed. They worked ungodly hours for many, 
many months and eureka! When the news came, I was brought to a big 
gathering of scientists for the scientist who made the breakthrough, the whole 
room got up and cheered and clapped, which was kind of nice for him. [pause] 
So? 

03-00:23:23 
Hughes: [chuckling] I was wondering if you were going to say more. I steered you 

away from USVP again and we devolved into questions of social usefulness. I 
probably should ask you a better question or a more primary question. What, 
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if you had to give the one most important reason for making an investment, 
what would you say? 

03-00:24:11 
Bowes: Well, the most important reason for making an investment is to provide a 

return for our investors. That’s what they have entrusted us to do. 

03-00:24:26 
Hughes: Right. All right, well then, in deciding, there are many opportunities out there. 

Why this opportunity rather than that one? 

03-00:24:31 
Bowes: Well, the most important single thing is—is there a big market for this product 

and will the market pay a decent price for this product? The number two thing 
is the people. The market’s more important than the people.  

03-00:25:00 
Hughes: Is that so.   

03-00:25:04 
Bowes: You can change the people, but you can’t change the market.  

03-00:25:08 
Hughes: So is that the first thing you look at? And you would do some research.   

03-00:25:13 
Bowes: Yes. Our own research, consultants’ research—the research that’s been done 

by the entrepreneurs is often really very good. You can validate that and you 
put all your resources into doing a quick evaluation. These opportunities are 
often very competitive. There might be ten venture capitalists wanting to 
invest in this particular team, and it doesn’t pay to wait around.   

03-00:25:50 
Hughes: How long has that been true where there is—   

03-00:25:54 
Bowes: It ebbs and flows.  

03-00:25:56 
Hughes: Really.   

03-00:25:56 
Bowes: But it’s usually true. The good groups get funded quite quickly. The money 

may not come in quickly, but the commitments get made quite quickly, and it 
often adds up to more money than the entrepreneur wants to take, so he has to 
cut back and, say, eliminate firms or cut everybody back pro rata. So it’s a fun 
game.    

03-00:26:40 
Hughes: It must be—you’re still at it.   
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03-00:26:41 
Bowes: No, I’m not.  

03-00:26:43 
Hughes: Well, you are in the sense of giving advice, right?   

03-00:26:47 
Bowes: Oh yes. I like to go to the meetings.  

03-00:26:54 
Hughes: Is it commonplace to put market ahead of people?   

03-00:27:01 
Bowes: I don’t know if its commonplace or not, but it’s not uncommon, I’m sure. It 

only makes sense. If there’s nobody going to buy this product, why bother. If 
there are very few people who are going to buy this product, why bother. It 
has to be—you have to look at a potential—we call it a TAM. 

03-00:27:30 
Hughes: What does that stand for?   

03-00:27:33 
Bowes: Total Available Market. TAM. It has to be $500 million or more to be truly 

interesting. If you have that kind of a TAM, you can have a company of a size 
that attracts attention either from acquirers or from the IPO market. That’s 
what you have to have to make a return.  

03-00:28:06 
Hughes: But it would seem to me, being a complete non-economic-proficient person, 

that nonetheless, even if you decide that it’s market over everything, that there 
are a lot of factors that are connected with that. One that I think of, and I’m 
sure there are more, is that if it’s really an innovative product, then how do 
know?   

03-00:28:36 
Bowes: You don’t know. You never know.  

03-00:28:38 
Hughes: Well, then how are you deciding?   

03-00:28:42 
Bowes: You have an opinion.  

03-00:28:47 
Hughes: [chuckling] You just said that venture capitalists weren’t supposed to have 

opinions!   

03-00:28:52 
Bowes: [chuckling] You got me there. If you’re talking about what a market’s going 

to be four years from now, it’s all opinions. There are no facts available to 
you.  
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03-00:29:08 
Hughes: Well, opinions and experience, though.   

03-00:29:11 
Bowes: Yes, and research.  

03-00:29:14 
Hughes: But you do think about all those things, because I’m imagining that there are 

some markets that it’s very obvious that there’s a call for x product, that 
others you think, well, maybe, but we’re going to have to do a lot of building 
to get to the point where we’re really actually going to have a market if we 
can get this product out.   

03-00:29:36 
Bowes: And you also have to think about competitive response to a product like this. 

When we get to here, is Cisco going to eat our lunch? Or are we going to be 
something that they can’t quite compete with, something that’s too clever for 
them for the moment. So those competitive pressures are part of the market 
analysis—who’s in there now, potentially, could be right there with us and 
they’re big and strong.  

03-00:30:14 
Hughes: And what about the legal aspect, the intellectual property picture?   

03-00:30:20 
Bowes: Well, you have to have it.  

03-00:30:23 
Hughes: Yes, in your product—but also—   

03-00:30:27 
Bowes: It’s a lot more important in the medical area.   

03-00:30:31 
Hughes: Yes, so would you look—you or your people look at what the patent situation 

is in x area of medicine?   

03-00:30:42 
Bowes: Sure, of course.  

03-00:30:43 
Hughes: And if the thicket is too dense you might decide that this isn’t the wisest 

investment?   

03-00:30:49 
Bowes: Oh yes. Intellectual property is one of the six things you have to check off.  

03-00:30:57 
Hughes: What are some of the others?   

03-00:30:59 
Bowes: Size of market, [laughter]—quality of—  
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03-00:31:05 
Hughes: That seems to be quite a theme!   

03-00:31:06 
Bowes: Quality of team, IP—intellectual property, competitive response, speed of 

market uptake. I mean if it’s going to be big in fifteen years, it doesn’t work 
for investment purposes.  

03-00:31:29 
Hughes: Because you want return in about five or eight years.   

03-00:31:32 
Bowes: Yes, five or eight. So timing of the market—just a whole bunch of stuff like 

that. It’s all the nuts and bolts of the business.  

03-00:31:44 
Hughes: Right. All right. Could we return to number two consideration—namely, the 

people? I realize—I hear you saying that there’s a lot of intuition involved, but 
can you—   

03-00:31:59 
Bowes: A lot of research too.  

03-00:32:00 
Hughes: Yes, on the people’s background.   

03-00:32:04 
Bowes: Oh yes. Intense checking.  

03-00:32:07 
Hughes: How do you do that?   

03-00:32:09 
Bowes: Former employers. And they hate it, because you’re not supposed to 

badmouth somebody who has worked for you. It’s almost illegal.   

03-00:32:29 
Hughes: Well, can’t they refuse?   

03-00:32:31 
Bowes: Yes. You have to talk them into not refusing, so you’ve got to come in as a 

friend of a friend, or a friend of a friend of a friend, so that they can be 
persuaded to whisper quietly the facts of the matter.  

03-00:32:51 
Hughes: Yes. Is that where your name and experience might help too?   

03-00:32:57 
Bowes: Yes, sure. We all have networks, and at a partners meeting—who knows so 

and so, who knows so and so, would you give him a call and see if he’ll talk to 
me about so and so.  
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03-00:33:18 
Hughes: And are you usually doing that yourself?   

03-00:33:19 
Bowes: I—not anymore. Used to.  

03-00:33:22 
Hughes: Used to though. You were really hands on doing all this.   

03-00:33:25 
Bowes: Oh yes, we don’t have anybody else.  

03-00:33:27 
Hughes: [chuckling] So you get you the loner.   

03-00:33:31 
Bowes: If you don’t do it, it doesn’t get done. You can’t ask an associate to try to pry 

sensitive information out of a CEO. He’s not going to even take the call.  

03-00:33:42 
Hughes: It’s not going to work any way.    

03-00:33:43 
Bowes: So it’s very much hands on. It’s important to have a reputation down there 

that’s pretty unqualified.   

03-00:33:56 
Hughes: Yes. Which—and what goes into that unqualified?   

03-00:34:06 
Bowes: Just your life experience with these people. They’ve dealt with you, you’ve 

dealt with them, mutual respect, mutual liking, just the usual set of 
interactions that go on in a busy business life. You’re meeting people all the 
time and you’re either favorably or unfavorably inclined, usually, and vice-
versa. So you have your pals and your partners have their pals and your 
partners’ pals have their pals, and it’s just a big network of pals. [chuckling]  

03-00:34:54 
Hughes: And then you all go to the Bohemian Grove in the summer.   

03-00:34:56 
Bowes: We have, let’s say, fifteen people in my firm.   

03-00:35:09 
Hughes: Really? Partners or everybody.   

03-00:35:14 
Bowes: Investment professionals. Two of us are Bohemians, so that’s the proportion. 

We probably have more Bohemians than lots of other firms. So anyway, the 
Bohemian Club has not got much to do with Silicon Valley.  
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03-00:35:43 
Hughes: Well, aren’t there quite a number of people who stem from there though? Not 

necessarily?   

03-00:35:54 
Bowes: No, absolutely not. The Bohemian Club started as a journalists’ club, and it 

took them ten years to deign to have businessmen in the club. Even now, if 
you’re talented or if you’re a journalist or a college professor, you’re in [claps 
hands]—as opposed to waiting fifteen years. And you’re in for a song, so—
it’s very biased, in a sense. Populationwise, it’s very biased against business, 
which is what makes it fun. [chuckling]  

03-00:36:42 
Hughes: [chuckling] You’re the renegades?   

03-00:36:44 
Bowes: Not quite that bad.   

03-00:36:48 
Hughes: All right. Well, I pulled some things off your Website if I can find it—[sound 

of shuffling papers]. All right.   

03-00:37:02 
Bowes: This is USVP?  

03-00:37:05 
Hughes: USVP. Quote—“Bowes’s belief that venture capitalists should guide 

companies based on real world experience continues to set the tone at USVP.” 
Real world experience meaning in actually investing and managing companies 
successfully?   

03-00:37:43 
Bowes: Yes.  

03-00:37:46 
Hughes: That seems to me to be a given. Presumably you said that—   

03-00:37:57 
Bowes: I didn’t write that.  

03-00:37:58 
Hughes: No. [chuckling] But your name is connected with it. I was just wondering if 

there was more to it than that—that it was a way of trying to distinguish 
USVP from the rest of the world, as though maybe there is another way of 
doing it.   

03-00:38:23 
Bowes: [pause] Well, we like to think as a firm that we have fairly unique capabilities 

in helping managements achieve their goals. We always think of ourselves, 
after we’ve written the check, as unpaid consultants. Our consulting is much 
more important than the checkwriting, in our view. So we advise and consult 
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and we help with contacts. We help with recruiting; we help choose lawyers; 
we help choose accountants; we help choose investment bankers. We’re just 
all over the company in a—hopefully non-interfering, but always constructive 
and helpful, way. I think we think we’re pretty good at this. I’m not saying 
other firms aren’t, because they are, but we just want to make it clear that we 
think we are. [chuckling]  

03-00:39:32 
Hughes: So that’s what that statement means.   

03-00:39:34 
Bowes: I guess so, yes.   

03-00:39:39 
Hughes: But it does give a certain advantage to partnerships that have been around for 

a while.   

03-00:39:49 
Bowes: Sure, sure.  

03-00:39:50 
Hughes: Who can look back on considerable years of experience. So it makes me 

wonder—is the venture capital industry, and I think we can call it an industry 
these days, can’t we?   

03-00:40:03 
Bowes: Sure. A small industry.  

03-00:40:05 
Hughes: A small industry. Again, with economic downturn what I’m going to say 

probably doesn’t make too much sense, but what I’m thinking—are the 
opportunities to invest so great that it opens the field to newer venture 
capitalists and newer venture capital partnerships that in the old days, just 
because they were new and inexperienced, might have had a hard time 
breaking in?   

03-00:40:35 
Bowes: That happens from time to time. I think the most notable time was in the late 

nineties, early 2000, when the first Internet wave came along and you had 
ventures and venture firms springing up in great numbers. You had kids at 
Harvard Business School starting a business before they graduated and getting 
money, and there was a horrendous failure rate from all that. Then, as we like 
to say, all the tourists went home, and we got back to the good old boys who’d 
been doing it all along. 

 So what you mostly find in terms of new firms is people who have hived off 
from other firms. Say, our group of twelve, and three of them are more 
ambitious than being in this firm and they want to go off and do their own and 
they’re experienced. So they’re really an experienced firm even though 
they’re a startup. So it’s hard to get into this business without putting in your 
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time. Our young guys, our associates are—they’re experienced. They’ve 
worked in industry. They’re experienced and now they’re learning the venture 
capital business and getting even more experience and one of these days 
they’ll be a partner. It’s hard to bypass the process. It’s just hard. 

 Bob and Stu and I, we got away with it because we were fifty-plus years old 
and we had a successful life experience in each case. People gambled on us as 
a team, but it’s hard for a thirty-five year old to say that. So the way forward 
for young people is to get with the firm and learn the business.   

03-00:43:05 
Hughes: And what about the importance of an MBA?   

03-00:43:17 
Bowes: [pause] I think work experience is more important. If you had a good 

marketing job at Intel, that beats an MBA. An MBA is a little bit general for 
the venture business. Later on, it’s fine, but it’s not the exact profile you need 
to have to get hired by a good firm.  

03-00:44:01 
Hughes: I had questions about distinguishing USVP from other venture capital 

partnerships, but I’m imagining you’ve more or less answered that. It’s this 
basis on experience and operating experience particularly, would you say?  

03-00:44:30 
Bowes: Operating experience and investing experience. We just raised our tenth fund, 

so the combined operating and investment experience of the group goes back 
now for twenty-five years. It gets easier to sell yourself as you move forward. 
[chuckling]   

03-00:44:59 
Hughes: Do you have any preference in terms of being a lead investor?   

03-00:45:05 
Bowes: Yes. We much prefer to be a lead investor.  

03-00:45:09 
Hughes: And why is that?   

03-00:45:11 
Bowes: We trust ourselves. [laughter]  

03-00:45:13 
Hughes: Very good! If you don’t, who does?   

03-00:45:24 
Bowes: Right, but there are ten or a dozen other firms that we’re—we’re okay if 

they’re the lead. We’d much prefer to be the lead or the co-lead, but we will 
do a deal if they’re the lead, and we like the deal. There are other firms that 
we wouldn’t. No names [chuckling].  
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03-00:45:47 
Hughes: But is there a pattern in the mix with whom you would choose to associate? 

03-00:45:56 
Bowes: Every firm has its patterns. The people you are comfortable with, the key 

people you’ve had success with become your trading partners. If you’re 
looking for partners, and most of us don’t do an entire transaction by 
ourselves—if you’re looking for partners, you look for people you can work 
with and you look for people who have particular expertise in this kind of a 
project. Those are the two criteria, and we pretty much stick by those two.   

03-00:46:35 
Hughes: And the reason that you want partners is more money and spread the risk?  

03-00:46:43 
Bowes: Spread the risk and spread the work. As I said, we’re unpaid consultants and 

it’s nice if you can spread that around.  

03-00:46:52 
Hughes: Yes. Well, you know—I also have questions about more on the hands-on, the 

actual management of the company, but the way we could handle that is by 
looking at some of the specific companies that we ticked last time as worthy 
of discussion?   

03-00:47:16 
Bowes: Okay.  

03-00:47:19 
Hughes: I’m wondering about the nitty gritty of after you’ve decided to invest and now 

you want to get this company off the ground and you’ve talked about the very 
early stages, being involved in hiring expertise in various areas. But what 
about at a slightly different stage, when this new company is actually 
beginning to function? What is your role there? Should we look at specific 
companies, or do you want to talk more generally?   

03-00:47:54 
Bowes: I think it’s probably easier to look at specific companies.  

03-00:48:00 
Hughes: Okay. Well, the first one that happens to be ticked—I don’t know the actual 

chronology of your investments, but Applied Micro Circuits [Corporation], 
which, of all the ones that you wanted to talk about, as far as I can tell, is the 
only one that is not a Bay Area company.    

03-00:48:29 
Bowes: True.  

03-00:48:32 
Hughes: Is that somewhat of an anomaly? Do you prefer to have companies closer at 

hand?  
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03-00:48:43 
Bowes: We like to be able to visit our companies and get back home the same day. So 

San Diego is a bit far, but—  

03-00:48:54 
Hughes: Well, Canada is even further, isn’t it?   

03-00:48:58 
Bowes: Pardon me.  

03-00:48:58 
Hughes: Well, although this is British Columbia, wasn’t it?   

03-00:49:01 
Bowes: Which?  

03-00:49:03 
Hughes: Applied Micro Circuits is in Canada, right?   

03-00:49:07 
Bowes: No, it’s in San Diego.  

03-00:49:08 
Hughes: Oh, oh.    

03-00:49:10 
Bowes: Must be a different company with a similar name.  

03-00:49:13 
Hughes: All right. Oh, I’m sorry about that. I Googled Applied Micro Circuits and I 

got a company in British Columbia.   

03-00:49:20 
Bowes: Well, maybe there is another {unintelligible}. We call it AMCC. If you 

Googled AMCC, you might get San Diego. Applied Micro Circuits, AMCC. 
That’s its stock ticker, that name.  

03-00:49:37 
Hughes: Would you want to talk about that investment and your hands-on role?   

03-00:49:44 
Bowes: What are some of the other ones?  

03-00:49:44 
Hughes: Advanced Cardiovascular Systems, Applied Biosystems, Sun Microsystems, 

and Ventritex. Those were the ones that you indicated you might want to talk 
about.   

03-00:49:59 
Bowes: I’d rather talk about some of those, because they were closer to home and you 

could actually spend more time. 
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 Well, Applied Biosystems. I’d heard about a professor at Caltech who had a 
machine in his basement he’d invented that was supposed to do great things. 
So I went down to see him and sure enough—he had one which he and a 
couple of his lab assistants had put together. It was a gene sequencer which—
gene sequencing had been very laborious to do. It took hundreds of hours. 
This thing speeded it up by at least a hundred times, and this was very 
important for research, gene sequencing, and—  

03-00:51:05 
Hughes: This must be Lee Hood.   

03-00:51:11 
Bowes: Yes. I went to see him, and he was wearing lederhosen in the office. [laughter] 

My kind of guy!  

03-00:51:24 
Hughes: Did you find that—your intuition was probably working on that one.   

03-00:51:32 
Bowes: No, we had no idea for Lee to manage the company. It took a year to get that 

machine out of the clutches of Caltech. They were very anti-business.  

03-00:51:48 
Hughes: Were they?   

03-00:51:50 
Bowes: Yes, as a sort of a mindset, but eventually we got it to where we could form a 

company, and we immediately moved it to the Bay Area and we found a 
person who was working at Hewlett-Packard whose life experience there was 
taking machines that the scientists had dreamed up at Hewlett-Packard and 
sort of thrown over the wall to be developed into a commercial version. So he 
decided that this was a really worthwhile thing to do. So he left Hewlett-
Packard, became the chief executive office at Applied Bio and turned the 
machine into an industrial product. The biotech companies were really excited 
by the prospect of this machine.   

03-00:52:55 
Hughes: I’ll bet.   

03-00:52:56 
Bowes: So they paid real money to get on a waiting list for a machine that had never 

been built. [chuckling] A little persuasion there—and so it avoided a lot of 
financing that we would have otherwise had—that would have been dilutive. 
Sure enough it became a product and it became a company. One of the nice 
things about the machine was that it required reagents to work, and so that 
was a steady revenue stream of reagents revenue.  

03-00:53:28 
Hughes: Which Applied Biosystems was supplying.   



53 

03-00:53:32 
Bowes: Making, yes. It was very successful and went public and did fine and 

eventually was acquired by a big guy. I think the big guy changed his name to 
Applied Biosystems. It was just bought recently, and it was a big success.  

03-00:53:55 
Hughes: When you first went down to see Lee Hood, did he already know that he had 

something that was commercializable?   

03-00:54:06 
Bowes: No. He thought it was going to be a laboratory instrument.  

03-00:54:08 
Hughes: I see. So did you have to do some fast talking?   

03-00:54:12 
Bowes: He was pretty receptive to the thought of making money [laughter]—and 

seeing his machine used broadly.  

03-00:54:23 
Hughes: Used. It was so—   

03-00:54:25 
Bowes: Because he felt it would advance the whole industry.   

03-00:54:27 
Hughes: Yes, which it did. Had he patented it? Or had the university patented it?  

03-00:54:32 
Bowes: We went to work.  

03-00:54:36 
Hughes: Yes, right away. But that’s another indication that he hadn’t thought about—  

03-00:54:42 
Bowes: He hadn’t, no. But he saw the virtue of doing that very quickly. He was a 

quick study.  

03-00:54:55 
Hughes: Did he eventually become directly involved with Applied Bio?   

03-00:55:04 
Bowes: No, never.  

03-00:55:02 
Hughes: Never. He remained—well, he’s not at Caltech anymore, is he.   

03-00:55:07 
Bowes: No, he was a spiritual father and a pretty big stockholder, too. He was 

available for scientific advice if something happened, but the guy we found at 
Hewlett-Packard was so good that we didn’t really have to call on Lee for 
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much of anything. He was hired away from Caltech by the University of 
Washington.  

03-00:55:40 
Hughes: That’s right.   

03-00:55:41 
Bowes: Bill Gates funded a whole big laboratory for him, so that was a good career 

move for Lee.  

03-00:55:52 
Hughes: Yes, it was, and then the Human Genome Project came along as well.   

03-00:55:57 
Bowes: Well, although his machines did a lot on that, he wasn’t that involved 

personally. He finally decided that he couldn’t get done what he wanted to get 
done inside of a university, so he’s founded his own institute up in Seattle. 
Institute for Systems Biology.   

03-00:56:21 
Hughes: Really—and actually laboratory machines—or developing laboratory 

machines?  

03-00:56:29 
Bowes: Doing intense research on the next wave of predictive and preventative 

medicine.  

03-00:56:36 
Hughes: And he couldn’t do it in the university because he couldn’t get funding?  

03-00:56:41 
Bowes: No. Because he couldn’t move at the speed he had to move, in his view. Too 

many people had to approve every project, and it just drove him nuts.  

03-00:56:55 
Hughes: That’s interesting, though, isn’t it. Because you hear a lot about the 

industrialization of the university—at least you do on the Berkeley campus, 
with BP and a lot of corporate investment, and yet there remains quite a 
distinction, does there not, between academia and the business world?   

03-00:57:22 
Bowes: You had many riots over there, didn’t you, with the BP thing?  

03-00:57:26 
Hughes: Yes, oh yes, we’re known for that. We also like oak trees. [laughter] 

[technical interruption to change tape] 
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04-00:00:02 
Hughes: All right. Is that enough about Applied Bio?   

04-00:00:07 
Bowes: Yes.  

04-00:00:11 
Hughes: Would you like to talk about another one?   

04-00:00:15 
Bowes: We can talk about ACS—if you know what that stands for.  

04-00:00:21 
Hughes: Advanced Cardiovascular Systems.   

04-00:00:25 
Bowes: And do you know what that is, or was?  

04-00:00:27 
Hughes: Well, I know it makes or made medical devices, and it’s located in Santa 

Clara. That’s not very much, is it, so I hope you can fill in! [chuckling]   

04-00:00:43 
Bowes: When I got involved, it was located in Mountain View, which is pretty close. 

It was kind of a classic marriage of Silicon Valley technology with unmet 
medical needs. What they put together there was a [microphone rubbing 
sounds] device for angioplasty. Do you know angioplasty? 

04-00:01:32 
Hughes: Yes.    

04-00:01:35 
Bowes: Well, all of the bypass operations that were being done, heart bypass, all of 

them were unnecessary, because the patient wasn’t that sick, but there was no 
alternative. So this angioplasty, which had been invented by a guy in 
Switzerland, but he had never come up with a really good product—he 
invented the process, really. So we set out to really do a first-class angioplasty 
machine, and we did.  

04-00:02:20 
Hughes: But how had you even heard of the Swiss device?   

04-00:02:30 
Bowes: Oh, in reading.  

04-00:02:30 
Hughes: So you found it and thought this was something that should be developed.  

04-00:02:36 
Bowes: No, that was later. A friend of mine found it and persuaded me that it should 

be developed, and I agreed. We found some really brilliant technicians who 
got the job done, and then we found a brilliant CEO—he was from San 
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Diego—either Orange County or San Diego. The whole thing fit very well 
with his business smarts and the technological achievements of the 
technicians. We got that company going in ’84, I guess, and it really took off. 
The reason it took off, to be perfectly honest, was that it gave doctors who 
weren’t so fantastic a chance to do a procedure that was lifesaving or life 
enhancing, and do it more than once a day. So we provided seminars for 
doctors to learn how to do it here, three days by operating on pigs.  

04-00:04:33 
Hughes: You mean literally at the partnership?   

04-00:04:38 
Bowes: No—we would rent some space. And they had to pay their own way, the docs. 

So that was a profit center, [laughter] because we had a waiting list of docs 
that wanted to learn how to do this procedure.  

04-00:04:53 
Hughes: Yes, who were coming from all over?   

04-00:04:57 
Bowes: All over, all over. There was a doc in Kansas City three years later who was 

making more money that [Michael E.] DeBakey.  

04-00:05:04 
Hughes: Oh my heavens.   

04-00:05:06 
Bowes: He was doing four or five a day and charging $15,000 per. [chuckling] Not 

bad! And that really got going beautifully, and then one of the big 
pharmaceutical companies noticed it and decided they wanted to get into the 
device business and they bought it. 

04-00:05:32 
Hughes: Who was that? 

04-00:05:35 
Bowes: Eli Lilly. 

04-00:05:38 
Hughes: I see. And it’s still a going part of their operation? 

04-00:05:42 
Bowes: Well, Eli Lilly put together a number of device companies, and then they 

decided that they wanted to separate their device companies from the 
pharmaceutical, and they spun it out into a separate corporation to their 
stockholders. It became a company called Guidant.  

04-00:06:04 
Hughes: Oh. Yes.    
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04-00:06:06 
Bowes: ACS was the most important part of Guidant, always. Guidant was just sold a 

couple of years ago to Boston Scientific for some ungodly [laughter] amount 
of money, but we did fine on that investment. It was a very good success.  

04-00:06:38 
Hughes: And is it—did it have an effect, [a siren in the background] I’m imagining, on 

the number of bypass operations? Did they go down because—   

04-00:06:52 
Bowes: Yes, oh yes.  

04-00:06:54 
Hughes: There was now an alternative. An easier alternative.   

04-00:06:56 
Bowes: Yes, it got very flat.  

04-00:06:59 
Hughes: Yes. Interesting. I didn’t know that.   

04-00:07:02 
Bowes: We also had a company a little later which does minimally invasive heart 

bypass operations. Instead of breaking open your chest and attaching a vein up 
to here, to here, you go in through the ribs and you do it with robotic devices.  

04-00:07:24 
Hughes: Oh really. I haven’t—   

04-00:07:25 
Bowes: You have a screen and you tweak the device looking at the screen and then 

you—the patient goes home the next day.  

04-00:07:37 
Hughes: My heavens.   

04-00:07:41 
Bowes: That’s now about 20 or 25 percent of the bypass market.  

04-00:07:48 
Hughes: Is it!   

04-00:07:47 
Bowes: The problem with that—this was called CardioThoracic Systems. The 

problem with that company, for investment success, was that the older docs 
couldn’t do it. [chuckling] They didn’t have the videogame experience, the 
hand-eye coordination.  

04-00:08:14 
Hughes: Yes, I can imagine!   
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04-00:08:15 
Bowes: They knew knives, and so you had to wait for the next generation—  

04-00:08:19 
Hughes: To come up.   

04-00:08:20 
Bowes: —of docs that did this. And so we sold the company because we just 

couldn’t—we couldn’t afford to wait a decade for the whole population to 
shift over.   

04-00:08:33 
Hughes: Well, you can see how that would be a very different sort of thing!   

04-00:08:40 
Bowes: Oh yes, it’s pretty intuitively obvious.  

04-00:08:42 
Hughes: Yes. It’s sort of a—I see a parallel, maybe not a terribly accurate one in—one 

of my sons is an architect, and he got jobs rather easily in the beginning, 
mundane jobs, but in architectural firms, because he could do CAD—
computer assisted design, and the older guard wasn’t used to—they were used 
to hand drawing their architectural elevations.   

04-00:09:15 
Bowes: Well, these big-time international architects have massive CAD operations. 

It’s one of their strengths. They all do—have computer rooms that are 
cranking away.  

04-00:09:33 
Hughes: Oh yes, yes, but you see—that’s a newer generation that’s doing that sort of—  

04-00:09:38 
Bowes: These are old guys, but they were smart enough to hire the young guys.   

04-00:09:41 
Hughes: Oh yes, yes. Well, my son found that out! [chuckling]   

04-00:09:47 
Bowes: How’s he doing? How’s he doing?  

04-00:09:50 
Hughes: Oh he’s doing fine. He’s now out on his own!   

04-00:09:58 
Bowes: By himself?  

04-00:09:58 
Hughes: Yes. I was scared, but he seems to have more business than he can handle.  
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04-00:10:06 
Bowes: I have a friend who has a son who’s out on his own—Pfau, [spells]. They 

probably know of each other.  

04-00:10:14 
Hughes: They probably do. All right. Let’s—if you don’t mind, talk very generally 

about venture capital per innovation, which I think anybody who knows the 
industry at all would agree with. But perhaps what there might be some 
argument about is why that is. Putting it simplistically—is the innovation that 
comes from venture capital, or can come from venture capital investment, due 
to the process by which firms are selected? Or, and perhaps as an and/or—is it 
the management that venture capitalists such as yourself give to the new firm 
that accounts, at least in part, for the innovative outcome.    

04-00:11:29 
Bowes: It’s absolutely the combination. We would be nowhere without the innovators. 

They have the ideas.  

04-00:11:41 
Hughes: Yes, right.   

04-00:11:42 
Bowes: We don’t have the ideas. We have thoughts, but not ideas. Sometimes we have 

thoughts that are pretty definite, and we go out and try to find people who 
might think the same way, but the innovators are the ones that are the bedrock 
and we’re there to help them succeed. They all want to succeed. Some of them 
want to succeed professionally and financially, and some of them want to 
have a product that they can be remembered for. There are all kinds of 
motives. 

 But you get people coming from all over the world, innovators, to be in 
Silicon Valley, and we welcome that certainly. All of our CEOs are not from 
the U.S. originally. It feeds on itself. Once the rhetoric was laid years ago, and 
it’s sort of been building and building and building, organically, innovators, 
financial success, more innovators, financial success, and it’s just 
[coughing]—it can be said, I think, with truth, that innovation is what 
separates this country from others. I think Silicon Valley, and other venture 
capitalized areas less so, are really pretty importantly involved in that. If there 
was no way for these young tigers to succeed, they’d do something else, and I 
think it would just be a dream, so it’s really an incredibly mutually beneficial 
situation. We all think it’s great for the country, competitively.  

04-00:14:02 
Hughes: Do you find that, in general, the people that come from elsewhere tend to 

stay? Or is there a movement to get something started and then take it back to 
the home country.   
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04-00:14:24 
Bowes: On the whole they tend to stay. They like it here. They’re usually young. 

When they start, they’re usually thirty, thirty-five, forty. Their kids grow up 
here and go to school here, and they get pretty entrenched. A few go home but 
it’s the exception. That’s not true of college students. A lot of the college 
graduates go home because opportunities are opening up in China, India. If 
you’re a scientist that wants to be a scientist, you’re not interested in 
entrepreneurship, you might as well go home—probably less competitive back 
there for what you want to do, but the entrepreneurs that have started 
companies that either failed or succeeded—if they failed they want to try 
again. They’ll tend to stay here.  

04-00:15:37 
Hughes: You hear a lot about how America is falling behind in terms of science and 

technical education. Do you see any signs of that in terms of the innovative 
capacity of young Americans these days? Maybe looking back over your 
career?   

04-00:16:07 
Bowes: I think it’s too soon to feel the effects of it. I think you can see the precursors 

of it. You can see that the engineering class at Berkeley, graduate engineering 
class, is two-thirds Asian. A lot of those guys and gals are not going to stay. 
They’re going to go home right away. That’s a brain drain, and of course, 
particularly the Far East—the Indias and the Chinas and the Singapores and 
the Koreas—Taiwan—they bet their whole country on innovation, in a sense. 
They just feel they’ve got to be there, so their educational system doesn’t kid 
around and their parents don’t kid around. Those kids hustle, and I think we’re 
getting out-hustled, which is not a good thing. 

 We don’t see it in the venture capital business because so many of the smart 
Indians come here—even from India. They get educated over there, like one 
of the founders of Sun, Vinod Khosla, who was educated in the highest 
technological college in India, went to Carnegie Mellon for more computer 
training, and then went to Stanford Business School, and he’s been here ever 
since. And that goes for lots and lots and lots of foreign-born, but the next 
generation is what worries you.  

04-00:18:09 
Hughes: Yes, yes.    

04-00:18:12 
Bowes: It worries a lot of people. I think at the Bohemian Grove in the last couple of 

weeks, I must have heard three talks about this by very highly placed 
people—very worried.  

04-00:18:28 
Hughes: With any suggestions about what to do about it? Aside from just worry?  
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04-00:18:36 
Bowes: Everybody knows what the problems are, it’s just that they seem insolvable. It 

starts at home.  

04-00:18:48 
Hughes: Right. And that’s pretty hard to get to, isn’t it.   

04-00:18:52 
Bowes: It’s pretty hard to get to.   

04-00:18:55 
Hughes: This is a really general question, so you can drop out or say it’s absurd to try 

to answer it, but is there something that you can say about how venture capital 
is, as we think of it now, a phenomenon of the last sixty years, maybe, if you 
start with ’58—what has been its effect? Do you want some water?   

04-00:19:35 
Bowes: [coughing] Yes, I’d like some water. Thank you.  

04-00:19:42 
Hughes: —its effect on the American and the specifically Californian economy? Is that 

an impossible question?    

04-00:20:01 
Bowes: Well, you just have to look at the companies that have resulted from venture 

capital to realize it has made a huge difference in the competitive effect on big 
companies, of these other littler companies. It has a huge effect in waking 
them up, so I think it’s had a big uplifting effect on the American economy. In 
California, first, of course, but the country, too. [coughing]   

04-00:20:58 
Hughes: I’d like to hear about some of your nonprofit activities, but before we go there, 

would you like to say more about the venture capital aspect of your life?  

04-00:21:24 
Bowes: It’s hard work; it’s a lot of fun; it can be rewarding; it’s good for the country. I 

just feel lucky to have been as involved as I have been. No regrets. I did a lot 
of commuting.  

04-00:22:10 
Hughes: Well, it seems to me—   

04-00:22:14 
Bowes: The only thing I regret is the commute.  

04-00:22:16 
Hughes: Hmm?   

04-00:22:17 
Bowes: The only thing I regret is the commute.  
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04-00:22:20 
Hughes: Oh, well, that’s relatively minor. The gas prices weren’t as bad as they are 

now. I know you’ve done many things in the nonprofit world, and one of them 
that seemed, in my mind, to be connected to the educational part of it—  

04-00:22:40 
Bowes: Three in Berkeley.  

04-00:22:42 
Hughes: Yes?   

04-00:22:41 
Bowes: Yes.   

04-00:22:44 
Hughes: Really, like what?   

04-00:22:45 
Bowes: Well, I haven’t started one yet, but I’ve committed to it. One’s called the 

Berkeley Incentive Awards, which started as an experiment here in town. 
What we did was to pick the best kid out of each public high school in San 
Francisco. By best it means scholastic drive and he had to be poor, he or she 
had to be poor. Twelve schools here, pick that best kid and send him to 
Berkeley for four years, everything paid. That was an experiment, and we had 
a great committee to select the kids and great mentoring over at Berkeley for 
the kids. Now it’s statewide, almost. We have hundreds of kids in Berkeley, 
Berkeley Incentive Awards, four years, full boat. 

 When we go to San Jose, we find San Jose money that will support this, same 
thing in L.A., same thing in Salinas, same thing in Oakland, so it’s brought a 
terrific bunch of kids to Berkeley that couldn’t have gotten there, and they’ve 
done well, gotten a 99 percent graduation rate and a really good after-school 
record.  

04-00:24:17 
Hughes: How long has it been going?   

04-00:24:18 
Bowes: Oh God—I guess it’s a dozen years now.   

04-00:24:21 
Hughes: And so you follow after graduation what becomes of these children and young 

adults?   

04-00:24:27 
Bowes: Oh sure we do. We have a big dinner every May. They come and we come. 

It’s really heartwarming, hear some stories. It’s really something. The other 
one—I’ve got an arrangement but we’re going to start later in the year with 
Professor Tijan and that’s going to be—if he finds a young person he really 
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wants to get to Cal and needs some program money, I’ll provide the program 
money for that—maybe one or two or three a year.  

04-00:25:18 
Hughes: For graduate school? Or what level.   

04-00:25:19 
Bowes: Post-grads—but exceptional. They have to be embarked on a project which 

looks like it might be exciting but needs resources, and it’s too early for 
government resources, it’s too early for Berkeley resources, so it’s Tijan and I 
will choose the person, and I’ll provide the funding for three years for that 
person to see if what he’s got is really something.  

04-00:26:02 
Hughes: Yes, good.   

04-00:26:03 
Bowes: That’ll be fun.  

04-00:26:07 
Hughes: Why Tijan? Did you know him before this got started?    

04-00:26:15 
Bowes: Oh I’ve met him. I’ve met him, and then several times he came after me and 

suggested this. I guess he pressed my button. [laughter]  

04-00:26:38 
Hughes: And then there’s a third one connected with Berkeley, right?   

04-00:26:43 
Bowes: That’s a prep school pointed at Berkeley, in Berkeley. It’s just getting started, 

so it’s too soon to declare success. We’re working on it.  

04-00:26:54 
Hughes: It’s not Maybeck, is it?   

04-00:26:57 
Bowes: No, it’s not Maybeck.   

04-00:27:02 
Hughes: Another educational foray of yours is the Exploratorium. How did you get 

involved?   

04-00:27:17 
Bowes: Oh it’s always a friend. It was a friend who was already involved. Well, I just 

like what they’re doing there, trying to solve our problem by getting kids 
interested in science at an early age, catching them early. The Exploratorium 
is completely interactive. You’ve got 500 exhibits out there, and they’re all 
interactive and the kids just eat them up. The second part of it is we teach 
teachers how to teach science. We have several hundred a year come, two-
week crash course. When they go back they feel much more comfortable 
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teaching science than they did before. What we’ve observed with those 
teachers is they stay teachers. They don’t drop out, as opposed to the usual—
you know what the average is? Four years.  

04-00:28:19 
Hughes: Oh, well you can understand why considering what they are up against.  

04-00:28:25 
Bowes: Right. Yes, I’m involved in Teach for America too. You know that one? 

Teach for America?  

04-00:28:33 
Hughes: I know of it, yes.   

04-00:28:34 
Bowes: It’s a great organization. There’s a relatively new book out called Forces for 

Good:[ The Six Practices of High-Impact Nonprofits], which is a consultant’s 
view of the most effective nonprofits in the country, not including universities 
and that sort of thing, but other types. Teach for America is one of the twelve. 
They picked twelve. Teach for America is one. Exploratorium is another.  

04-00:29:06 
Hughes: Oh really!   

04-00:29:07 
Bowes: Yes! I’m involved in a third that’s on that list—it’s Environmental Defense 

[Fund]. That’s a great organization.   

04-00:29:20 
Hughes: Do you have a connection with it as well?   

04-00:29:21 
Bowes: Yes, I’m on the board. They go about environmental change, I think, the right 

way. They try to make things happen, together, they don’t do the—if you 
know what I mean.  

04-00:29:42 
Hughes: It’s collaborative rather than pontification.   

04-00:29:46 
Bowes: Their motto is “Finding the Ways that Work.” That’s what they try to do, and 

I think they’re really good. They have an office here in town. It’s not their 
main office, but—one of the guys out here—his project at Environmental 
Defense is to reverse the decline in the fish population. It’s worthwhile. How 
do you do that? Well, you do that by getting groups of fishermen, that have an 
area, to not be greedy for the long-term sake. Take a measured catch, no more, 
and lo and behold, the fish come back! It’s amazing. It happens every time, 
and it’s a hard sell.  

04-00:30:42 
Hughes: I bet.   
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04-00:30:43 
Bowes: Because these guys are in it for a living. But it’s taken hold in a few areas, and 

now we’ve got some things we can point to as successful. We’re hoping to use 
that to ever increase the number of converts.  

04-00:31:09 
Hughes: You spent some time talking about Berkeley, but I know you have probably 

even, at least longer-term connections with UCSF?   

04-00:31:21 
Bowes: Oh no. Berkeley goes back a long time before.  

04-00:31:28 
Hughes: Does it, does it.   

04-00:31:29 
Bowes: My father and my uncle were twin brothers, and all of his kids went to 

Berkeley.   

04-00:31:34 
Hughes: I see.   

04-00:31:34 
Bowes: All of my father’s kids went to Stanford. So I spent a lot of time at Berkeley, 

because that’s where all the pretty girls were [laughter] during my Stanford 
years.  

04-00:31:52 
Hughes: But you have—you’ve been on the board of directors at UCSF?   

04-00:31:57 
Bowes: It’s the board of directors of the [UCSF] Foundation.  

04-00:31:59 
Hughes: Of the foundation, right. And you still are?   

04-00:32:01 
Bowes: Yes.  

04-00:32:02 
Hughes: Yes. Were you involved in some of the work to get Mission Bay going?  

04-00:32:12 
Bowes: Yes. I was chairman of the—well, it worked—it was a big fundraising and 

part of it was for Mission Bay. I was in charge of that part, chairman of that 
committee. We raised a lot of money and Mission Bay is up and going. Have 
you been down there?  

04-00:32:38 
Hughes: Yes. I’ve done some interviewing down there.   
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04-00:32:41 
Bowes: Have you. Quite a place now, isn’t it?  

04-00:32:43 
Hughes: Yes, yes. And the person that hooked me on biotech was Bill Rutter who 

happened to be the first person that I interviewed in biotech. Of course, he’s 
moved down not so much as a biochemist—but I suppose you would call him 
an entrepreneur now.    

04-00:33:11 
Bowes: Oh sure.  

04-00:33:15 
Hughes: Yes.   

04-00:33:14 
Bowes: Well, it all—when I was working getting Amgen started, we asked Bill to be 

on our scientific board of advisors, and he said he would. Then some venture 
capitalists sung sweet songs to him, and he decided to start his own company! 
[laughter] Which is fine. He did fine, and the community center there is 
named for him.  

04-00:33:51 
Hughes: Right, yes.   

04-00:33:52 
Bowes: William J. Rutter. In May the Exploratorium chose Bill as their person of the 

year.  

04-00:34:03 
Hughes: Oh did they!   

04-00:34:04 
Bowes: For their annual fundraising dinner.  

04-00:34:07 
Hughes: I didn’t know that.   

04-00:34:09 
Bowes: I had the pleasure of introducing Bill to the crowd of 600 people. He said, 

what did he say—“If it weren’t for Bill Bowes, I wouldn’t have gotten the 
idea to start Chiron.” [chuckling] So I guess I—  

04-00:34:32 
Hughes: Yes. Well, there’s some truth in that you know.   

04-00:34:35 
Bowes: There probably is some truth in that.  

04-00:34:36 
Hughes: Because it was Amgen, I think—well, it was probably a little bit more than 

Amgen, but certainly Amgen gave him the momentum, didn’t it.   
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04-00:34:45 
Bowes: Yes, I think so. He’s a great guy. He’s a terrific fellow.  

04-00:34:54 
Hughes: Yes, yes. Let’s see. Oh there are a lot of them, aren’t there. One that—where 

is it now—oh there’s QB3 too, which brings in all those universities, doesn’t 
it.   

04-00:35:18 
Bowes: Just three, just three.  

04-00:35:20 
Hughes: QB—   

04-00:35:23 
Bowes: QB3.  

04-00:35:23 
Hughes: Yes, QB3 [chuckling].   

04-00:35:25 
Bowes: Three universities.  

04-00:35:25 
Hughes: Yes, that brings in three. Right. The one that seems a little bit different—well, 

no, there are several that are a little bit different. I’m looking at the San 
Francisco Conservatory of Music and the Asian Art Museum and Grace 
Cathedral. All, as far as I know, non-scientific, non-medical.   

04-00:35:49 
Bowes: Well, I think you’d say that the conservatory was education.  

04-00:35:55 
Hughes: Oh right.   

04-00:35:59 
Bowes: Grace is just a great place.  

04-00:36:05 
Hughes: Is that your church?  

04-00:36:08 
Bowes: Yes. What I like about it is it’s so inclusive. Everybody’s welcome. It’s not 

what I grew up with as an Episcopal Church, which is fairly strict and straight, 
but it’s—come on in and we’ll help you improve your life. [chuckling] I’m 
just—I [unintelligible, microphone rubbing and banging sound]. I got talked 
into the Asian Art Museum by a friend.   

04-00:36:46 
Hughes: You didn’t have any particular interest in Asian art?  
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04-00:36:51 
Bowes:       Oh I like it, but I’m not a real aficionado.  
 

Hughes: Why the Conservatory of Music?  

04-00:37:36 
Bowes: Classical music education is particularly important because it’s not as popular 

as it used to be, and I think it needs support. We have a great president there, 
and we had a project of moving the conservatory, which is now done. It was 
out on 19th Avenue in the fog, and now it’s down amongst the other music and 
art. It’s down near the Opera House, near the symphony, and it’s bigger. Its 
new location has made them able to attract more and better students, so it’s 
been a big success, the move.  

04-00:38:34 
Hughes: Well, we’re coming to the end. Is there anything you would like to add?  

04-00:38:59 
Bowes: Nothing in particular. It’s been a pleasure talking with you.  

04-00:39:02 
Hughes: Thank you.   

04-00:39:05 
Bowes: I hope I haven’t left too many gaps in the story, and I hope it fits in with your 

other interviews and gives a decently broad picture. Everybody comes at it 
differently, of course. I wasn’t as early as your other interviewees, but I was 
observing it before I got there.  

04-00:39:32 
Hughes: Yes.  

04-00:39:33 
Bowes: So I do have that perspective. I’ll be really interested in reading whatever 

comes out of this. Is it going to be a book?   

04-00:39:47 
Hughes: Maybe. The first step is to get it all transcribed and then eventually up on the 

Web and then it’s fair game. [chuckling]  

04-00:39:59 
Bowes: [chuckling] Uh oh!  

04-00:40:02 
Hughes: Well, I thank you, it’s been a pleasure and very interesting for me.  

04-00:40:07 
Bowes: Well, thank you. It’s been a pleasure for me. 

[End of Interview] 
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