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Joe smith ’90 couldn’t help but notice  

the young man in the polyester 

powder-blue leisure suit. Why, he 

wondered, would anyone wear clothes 

at least 10 years out of fashion? And 

why would anyone sit alone in the 

same corner of Wilkes’ Pickering Hall 

cafeteria eating the same meal in the 

same outfit every single day?

 it took a month for smith to stop 

wondering. One day in October 1986 he 

sat down with the leisure-suited fellow, 

who happened to be a fellow freshman 

biology major. He learned that Gene 

Chu ’89 was a 25-year-old native of 

Beijing who had recently arrived in the 

U.s. with two changes of clothes, $300 

and a letter of recommendation from a 

Wilkes booster. Within the month he 

introduced Chu to his parents and the 

American custom of trick-or-treating. 

Gene Chu ’89 Built 

A Friendship And A 

Business AFter CominG 

to the united stAtes 

to study At Wilkes

By Geoff Gehman
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A quarter-century later, Chu and Smith remain friends. They’ve 
stuck together through Smith’s driving lessons and Chu’s 
limousine driving, marriage and children, the start of Smith’s 
podiatry practice in Pennsylvania and Chu’s sales jobs in China 
for American corporations. In 2001 they launched a Maryland 
company now called CounterTopia that fabricates and installs 
custom granite and marble surfaces in kitchens and bathrooms in 
residential and commercial buildings in the Mid-Atlantic region. 
Their bond remains as solid as the stone they sell.

Sitting in a CounterTopia office at a table covered by Lady’s 
Dream granite, Chu begins the story of his American Dream with 
a story about his Chinese nightmare. At age 14 he applied to join 
the People’s Liberation Army Air Force. He endured four months 
of demanding physical and mental tests, and an investigation of his 
relatives’ Communist Party loyalty. “They wanted to make sure 
you’re a good guy,” says Chu, “a good seed.”

Chu was selected as a fighter-pilot student. His Air Force 
career ended before it began when his grandfather insisted 
the mission would be too dangerous for the youngster. Chu’s 
parents accepted the ruling because, as Chu points out, in most 
Chinese families, an elder’s word is law.

Two years later, Chu passed 
the Chinese national entrance 
exam for college. It was a great 
family honor, since only 4 
percent of applicants pass the 
test. Yet he never attended 
school. According to Chu, 
Chinese government officials 
refused to let him enter college 
to punish him for bowing out 
of the Air Force program. 

His hopes “completely wiped 
out,” Chu was deeply depressed 
for more than four years. 
His attitude improved while 
working as a medical technician. 
One day a female bacteriologist 
visited the lab where he raised 
animals for experiments. When 
Xu Feng fainted from low blood 
sugar, he revived her with a 
boiled egg. His good deed led to 
a romance that blossomed into 
an engagement.

Frustrated by his lack of 
freedom in China, Chu 
planned to move to the 

United States. He studied English on educational television 
shows and practiced it with foreigners on Beijing streets. One 
day the Chinese secret police visited him, accusing him of 
conspiring with English-speaking spies. His government file 
received another demerit, or “black spot.”

Being an outsider in China fueled Chu’s desire to be an 
insider in America. His window of opportunity opened when 
his father, a mining engineer for China’s Ministry of Coal, met 
Joseph A. Wiendl, a mining-equipment executive for Ingersoll 
Rand, a Wilkes trustee and a prominent supporter of Wilkes 
wrestling. His son, Joseph Wiendl ’69, won two straight NCAA 
Division II wrestling championships. Impressed by Chu’s 
ambition, Wiendl promised to support his application to Wilkes 
and sponsor him in America. 

In summer 1986, Chu flew to San Francisco with $300, two 
changes of clothes and a cardboard case tied with rope. He refused 
to rent an airport baggage cart because he worried about reducing 
his worldly savings to $299. He forgot his financial troubles when 
he saw three ladies singing and dancing up a storm in the airport. 
In China, the act would have been punished as a public nuisance.

Joe smith ’90 and Gene Chu ’89 as Wilkes freshmen beginning a 
friendship lasting 25 years. the former miner hall in the background 
is now the Wilkes-Barre ymCA. photo Courtesy oF Gene Chu



W
il

k
e
s

  
| 

 S
um

m
er

 2
01

1

11

Twenty-five years have passed, and Chu still relishes the 
memory of that spontaneous show. Jumping out of a chair, 
he imitates the dancing singers as if he’s auditioning for 
a Broadway role. “That’s when I thought to myself: ‘Oh 
my God, we’re in America,’ ” he says. “That’s the spirit of 
freedom that welcomed me. From that point on, I was a fish 
in water.” 

Once in Pennsylvania, he prepared for biology courses at 
Wilkes by studying English for five weeks at Beaver College 
(now Arcadia University). His command of English immediately 
impressed Joe Smith when they met in the cafeteria. 

Smith quickly discovered that Chu was his kind of guy. Chu, 
he points out, was brave enough to leave his fiancée in China. 
He was thrifty enough to eat mostly instant noodles for a month. 
He was industrious enough to bus tables in a Chinese restaurant, 
a job that provided free food and ended his almost exclusive diet 
of instant noodles. Chu reminded Smith of his hard-working, 
progressive father, Joe, a former salesman of Fuller Brushes and 
cemetery plots who earned a degree in criminal justice and 
became a prison guard. 

“I thought: Wow, this guy is pretty special,” says Smith. “So 
I kind of took him under my wing.”

Two weeks after they met, he took his friend to his parents’ 

house in Hunlock Creek, Pa., 
a half-hour from Wilkes-Barre. 
Chu endeared himself to Joe 
and Rosie Smith by cooking 
them Chinese dumplings. They 
endeared themselves to him by 
relieving his indigestion with 
his first dose of Alka-Seltzer. 

The same month Chu was 
introduced to two of America’s 
favorite fall rituals. One was the 
spectacular colors of autumn 
leaves, which exploded in his 
eyes like fireworks. The other 
was Halloween. Smith decided 
to make Chu’s first time trick-
or-treating a treat and a trick. 
He convinced his friend to 
join him in wearing one of his 
mother’s dresses for a costume, with two rolls of toilet paper, 
strategically placed in the chest. That night, they visited the 
home of an elderly gentleman who was puzzled when he heard 
“Trick or treat!” in a Chinese accent. 

Celebrating together at homecoming 2010 are, from left, Jacqueline smith, Joe smith ’90, Gene Chu ’89 and Xu Chu. photo By miChAel touey

That’s when I 

thought to myself: 

‘Oh my God, we’re 

in America...That’s 

the SPIRIT OF 

FREEDOM that 

welcomed me. 

From that point on, 

I was a fish  

in water.



“You’re not from around here, are ya?” the elderly 
gentleman asked.

“No.”
“Where ya from?” 
“Oh, I from New Jersey.” 
Chu, a resident of America for only three months, had made 

his first star-spangled joke. It was a one-liner fit for a sitcom. 
Even better, it made his friend Smith laugh his fool head off.

It wasn’t long before the Smiths had an honorary Chinese 
relative. Joe and Rosie Smith sponsored Chu’s fiancée, Xu 
Feng, when she came to the U.S. to study at Wilkes. Chu calls 
the Smiths “Mom and Dad.” 

“Their moral support empowered me,” he says. “They made 
me feel that I was not fighting alone.”

Chu even tested his salesmanship on his surrogate parents. 
Halfway through a July 4 party in the Poconos, he asked the 
younger Joe Smith to gather everyone for a presentation. Chu 
disappeared into the house, changed from shorts to a three-piece 
suit, emerged with a briefcase, and proceeded to hawk Ginsu 
knives, the legendary cutlery of late-night TV ads. 

Chu didn’t sell any knives that day, even though he was 
among friends. His lack of success didn’t diminish his entrepre-
neurial drive. After a semester, he changed his major from 
biology to business. He graduated cum laude in three years. 

Chu continued to work odd jobs while studying for an MBA at 
Baruch College in Manhattan. He delivered newspapers with his 
wife, by then the mother of their young daughter and a doctoral 
candidate in pathology at the University of Medicine and Dentistry 
of New Jersey. The couple also worked for a wealthy land broker. 
Chu drove the broker’s family members in a limousine. 

After receiving his master’s degree, Chu analyzed budgets for 
a New Jersey university. In 1995 he joined Ingersoll Rand, the 

industrial-products giant that employed his mentor Joe Wiendl 
for 42 years. Chu worked as a controller for the company’s 
pneumatic-tool division in Guilin, a city in southwest China. 
In 1998, he became controller of greater China subsidiaries for 
Autodesk, which makes design software for architects, engineers 
and builders. He left China again in 2000 after his boss rejected 
him for another position, insisting he wasn’t a first-rate salesman. 

Chu vowed to prove his former supervisor wrong after he 
returned to the U.S. with Xu and their children, Jennifer and 
Eugene. One day in 2000 he asked for a job at a car dealership 
in Bethesda, Md., where Xu was working as a scientist for the 
National Institutes of Health. He was hired on the spot, even 
though he had never sold automobiles. He sold 31 Hondas in 
his first month—more than any other salesman. 

Chu sold cars for three months before discovering a more 
promising prospect. At the time he didn’t know anything about 
granite countertops. Yet he understood why builders and buyers 
of single-family homes and rental complexes raved about a stone 
surface that was sleek, resistant to heat and most scratches and 
raised resale value. He recognized the great potential of using his 
extensive homeland contacts to buy granite directly from China, 
a world leader in quarrying and fabricating.

One night Chu telephoned Smith to ask his Wilkes friend if 
he wanted to help him start a granite-counter business. “Joe is 
better with English,” says Chu. “He’s also funny and charismatic 
and very loyal.” 

Smith liked Chu’s proposal. “I thought: Gene’s a great guy, a hard 
worker and whatever he did would be successful,” says Smith, a 
podiatrist who lives in Reading, Pa., with his wife, Jackie, and their 
children, Maxwell and Daniel. “And I wanted to be a part of that.”

For the next year, Smith and Chu met nearly every weekend 
at Chu’s house, Smith’s house or a diner in New Oxford, Pa., 

Gene Chu celebrated graduation day with his early mentor, 
Joseph A. Wiendl, a Wilkes trustee. photo Courtesy oF Gene Chu
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halfway between their homes. Eventually they took on a third 
investor, Franco Rossi Jr. ’90, an optometrist in Goshen, N.Y. 
Rossi, Chu and Smith were environmental musketeers at Wilkes, 
canoeing on the river and cleaning up a creek.

In 2001, the three Wilkes graduates incorporated Granite 
America, earning a reputation for detailed, diligent service. Over 
time they increased sales by offering low prices and high quality, 
a wide range of products (vanity tops, fireplace surrounds) and a 
wider range of designs (Mauve Mist granite, Midnight Lightning 
marble). There were major projects (housing developments, 
condominium complexes) with major builders (Toll Brothers, 
Mitchell and Best) in major markets (Arlington, Va., Ocean City, 
Md.). In fiscal 2007 the company set a revenue record, earning 
$3.3 million.

And then the boom went bust. In 2007, banks stopped lending 
money for speculative building, builders stopped building, buyers 
stopped buying buildings, owners stopped renovating buildings. 
In 2007-2008 Granite America’s income fell two-thirds. At least 
the company didn’t suffer the fate of nearly 400 competitors that 
died within 50 miles.

Chu and Smith buoyed the business with their own money. 
They diversified, branching into cabinets. They simplified, 
returning to renovating single-family homes. They changed 
Granite America to CounterTopia, a more marketable name. 
They moved operations from a rented warehouse in Bladensburg, 
Md., to their own warehouse in Frederick, Md.

Smith and Chu remain bullish about building their business. 
CounterTopia, they point out, is contracted to install granite 
kitchen and bath counters in two graduate-student residences 
for Johns Hopkins University, including a 320-unit skyscraper 
in Baltimore. They’re confident enough to offer CounterTopia 
franchises and place a 15,000-pound granite bull outside 
the corporate warehouse. Designed by Chu and Smith, the 
stone beast is a massive advertisement, a Chinese symbol of 
perseverance and a monument to friendship. 

“There are two things I really cherish: my family and my 
friends,” says Smith. “When I come home after a difficult 
day and my boys jump into my lap, they make me forget my 
troubles. When I get that phone call and I see ‘Gene Chu, 
CounterTopia,’ it just makes me happy. And then we’ll recall 
something that happened to us in school or tell some joke and 
I’ll feel better, every time. 

 “I really think of Gene as my brother,” adds Smith. “His 
friendship is part of my inner soul.”

This touching moment fades fast. A few minutes later, Chu 
and Smith are spinning a funny story about eating in a restaurant 
in the Chinese city of Dandong, across the Yalu River from 
North Korea. Chu had previously introduced Smith to chicken 
feet and pig tongue. This time he persuaded his American buddy 
to try a dish both exotic and domestic.

“How you like it?”
“It’s all right. A little different from the meat I’m used to. 

What is it?”
“Dog.”
How did Smith react? “Not too good,” says Chu with an 

explosive laugh. “I really enjoyed it. It was revenge for all the 
tricks he pulled on me. It was payback time, big time.”

As usual, Smith has to fling the last zinger. “So I guess the next 
time I eat dog I’ll probably have to give you a call,” he tells Chu 
with a straight face. A beat, a smile, and then the punchline: “The 
problem is, you’ll probably be with me when that happens.”

Gene Chu outside the 
CounterTopia corporate 

headquarters with the 
15,000-pound granite 

bull, a Chinese symbol 
of perseverance.  

PhoTo by  

STePhen barreTT

Gene Chu, Gaithersburg, Md.  

B.S., Business Administration, Wilkes 1989 

Career: Founding president/Ceo of Countertopia in Frederick, 

md., a manufacturer of granite countertops.

Favorite Wilkes memory: discussing student rebellion in his 

native China with then-university president Christopher n. 

Breiseth during an accidental meeting in spring 1989 along the 

susquehanna river. deeply impressed that a university president 

would ask the opinion of a “nobody,” Chu vowed to make himself 

available to young people.   


