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Engineering Management discovers how finding the right sort
of backing helped a Manchester academic launch a software
company that significantly changed the computer industry

or a UK start-up technology company, the most
important factor to ensure a successful future
is finding early stage funding. However, it is
even more important to ensure that the
funding is right for the company — and that is
not as easy as it sounds.
When Alasdair Rawsthorne, founder and chief technical
officer of Transitive Corporation, was looking to develop his
embryonic technology from a research project at the
University of Manchester he found it hard to find a venture
capitalist that he felt comfortable with. “The problem was
that, by-and-large, even UK venture capitalists that call
themselves early-stage are finance types that fancy dabbling
in something a bit ‘racy’,” says Rawsthorne, “This was very
different from the Silicon Valley venture capitalists that I've
met since, with strong operational backgrounds in the
electronics or computing industry. They have been successful
entrepreneurs themselves and they are ploughing back some
of their success by helping to manage venture capitalists
funds. That was the type of venture capitalist I wanted to
work with, even though I didn’t know it at the time.”

During the 1970s, Rawsthorne’s job was designing
mainframe computers for ICL!, which he enjoyed, but,
finding the constraints of industry frustrating, he moved
into academia. His interest was in the interface between
research and problems relevant to industry; and so that was
where he spent his research time. The seed of the idea that
became Transitive was sown when he was on sabbatical
working with a start-up in France in the early 1990s. The
chief executive officer there could never make his mind up
about which instruction set he wanted to give the long-
suffering CPU designers.

“I realised that this was a real problem facing a small
company,” continues Rawsthorne, “So when I got back to
Manchester I started poking around with ideas about how
technology could address that problem. After a few false
starts I started working with a full-time research student
in 1995 and from that we grew and, by 2000, there were
eight working on it. We realised that we had developed
interesting technology that could have significant
industrial relevance and I began thinking what to do
with it.”
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