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For Michelle, who insisted I tell my story

		


		
			INTRODUCTION

			by

			Carlos Harrison

			On March 5, 1998, the world turned upside down.

			You can thank—or blame—Joaquin Blaya.

			That day, for the first time ever in US history, the number one television station in a major American city spoke español.

			A dozen years later, it took the triumph nationwide. The network that station was a part of—a Spanish-language network—topped the ratings across the country. Better than ABC, NBC, CBS, or Fox.

			Impressive.

			But the real significance of those victories goes far beyond TV. That network did more than entertain and inform. Much more. It cemented the various, distinct groups of Latin immigrants from more than twenty Spanish-speaking countries into a single, interconnected whole. Millions strong. With recognizable economic power and undeniable political clout.

			It made “Hispanic” more than a label. It made it a force.

			That was all by design. Joaquin Blaya’s design.

			Blaya gets visibly embarrassed to hear praise for his accomplishments. He always credits “the team.”

			He’s right, of course. Television is an incredibly complicated endeavor, involving hordes of people in front of and behind the camera. What is now known as Univision is no different.

			But at its start, and at its heart, were Joaquin Blaya and René Anselmo. Anyone who knows the history of television in the United States knows that Joaquin Blaya and René Anselmo were the Jobs and Wozniak of Spanish-language television.

			It’s not a perfect analogy by any means. Joaquin himself would shudder at the comparison to Steve Jobs. But allow me to expand.

			Neither of the Steves who started Apple invented the computer, nor the mouse, nor the point-and-click software that made those computers exceptional. But they put it all together and revolutionized an industry.

			Blaya and René did the same. They took an existing medium and did something no one had ever done. They changed the programming language. And changed lives.

			Woz tinkered with hardware. In his way, René did the same. Not connecting circuit boards with a soldering iron. He linked together TV stations with a shared language.

			Jobs had vision. He saw a device that would fundamentally alter peoples’ existence. It was about what that hardware could do and for whom. Blaya thought the same about TV.

			René provided the foundation. Joaquin was the architect. He built the programming that brought in the audience, which grew the network that would become Univision into what it is.

			When they met, René had cobbled together three-and-a-half stations across the country and called it a network. It aired reruns of Mexican movies and week-old sports. Joaquin threw out that playbook and created a brand-new one: homegrown programming aimed at Latinos making their lives in a new land. His shows were for them and about them. They focused on what they had in common, what made them “Hispanic”—their language and the place where they lived.

			He created iconic programs and launched legendary careers: Sábado Gigante, TV’s longest-running variety show, with millions of dedicated weekly viewers; Cristina, the Hispanic Oprah; and he put Jorge Ramos in the anchor seat of America’s most-watched Spanish-language newscast.

			The programming reflected the audience. It didn’t just give them something to watch, it gave them a way to be seen. To be heard. To be recognized, instead of ignored.

			Knowing what he went through to get there, it’s astonishing he succeeded.

			He faced overt racism. Had an intruder at the Miami station stick a gun in his face. There were bomb threats to the station, and a real one placed under his car.

			He struggled with a station so poor that it actually, literally, had the electricity shut off more than once, and was off the air one time for more than two weeks because they couldn’t afford to repair the transmitter.

			They lived on the edge, hanging by a thread. But he refused to give up.

			It was never just about TV ratings. It was about the people watching.

			And about their rights.

			When Miami-Dade County voters approved an “anti-bilingual” ordinance eliminating Spanish from all written government communications, everyone knew it was really an “anti-immigrant” ordinance.

			Hispanics lacked the means to fight back. Joaquin waged war.

			He knew that the power to vote would give them the power to stand up for themselves, to demand change, and be heard. Most couldn’t. Most of the Cubans planned on going back someday, after Castro was gone, so they never became US citizens.

			Joaquin initiated a two-pronged drive to empower them and threw the weight of the Miami station behind it.

			They aired commercials advocating citizenship, and programs educating people about the process. They hosted voter registration drives at local malls, and put on a massive concert with top-name celebrities—free, if you showed your voter registration card. You could sign up right outside.

			They called the effort: Vota para que te respeten. Vote, So They’ll Respect You.

			Politics, and the balance of power, were never the same. The effects reverberated all the way to Washington, DC.

			So it may not be a coincidence that when the network that would become Univision launched its national newscast in 1981—another first, en español—the very first person the anchor threw to was then-President Ronald Reagan. Speaking from the Oval Office, Reagan’s first two words spoke volumes.

			“Buenas noches,” he said.

			That was a moment.

			An American president speaking in Spanish to a national Hispanic audience on the first-ever Spanish-language television network in the country’s history. It was clear evidence that Hispanics had arrived.

			Thank, or blame, Joaquin Blaya.

			And he was still far, far from done.

			After Univision, he took his turnaround plan to Telemundo, and thus left his imprint on not just one network but two. He created the country’s first national Spanish-language news radio network, Radio Unica. And he launched the world’s first Spanish-language twenty-four-hour international news network, Telenoticias. (That’s where he used the slogan “Turn the world upside down.” But I’ll let him tell you about that.)

			This book is his story, told in his own words. It’s the first true insider’s look at how Spanish-language networks came into being and how they transformed the television industry in the United States, how those networks forged and empowered a true national Hispanic community, and the impact those things had on America. Of course, it’s impossible to tell that story without telling the story of Joaquin Blaya and what sparked the dream, the drive, and the determination to do what he did.

			He’s humble about it, but the fact remains, he reshaped the television industry, and reshaped America.

			Not bad for a guy who didn’t finish high school.

			CHAPTER 1

			More Bombs than Belfast

			The squad cars crunched to a stop on the gravel outside. Three of them. Lights on. Sirens off.

			The bomb squad truck slid in behind them. Big. White. Built for business.

			They called me to the studio three minutes later.

			A police major stood in the center of the room, flanked by two uniformed cops and a guy in coveralls with a German shepherd. Beyond them, the cast and crew of our most popular show, Solo para bailadores, stood frozen. The producers, the floor manager, the techs and cameramen, their hands still gripping the controls of the massive studio cameras. No one moved. Past all of them, the musicians in the show’s band stood stiffly, paralyzed in the glare of the studio lights. So did the young, colorfully dressed members of a band making their television debut, one of this week’s invited guests.

			“I need everybody out,” the major said. “There’s a bomb threat.”

			One of the cameramen swallowed hard. A young production assistant, eighteen maybe, held the show’s rundown. The papers in her hand began to shake.

			Evacuating the building was almost as bad as having a bomb go off. Solo para bailadores was due to go on in twenty minutes. Live. With a full studio audience who, as the name suggested, would be invited on stage to dance to the music. À la Soul Train. This was a dance party. They’d be filling the parking lot soon, filling the studio soon after.

			If we left while police searched the building, we’d never make it in time. We’d be off the air. The cardinal sin of television. Advertisers would demand their money back. That wouldn’t kill us, but it would wound us badly. We operated on a razor-thin margin. Barely making a profit, if any at all. Any loss of revenue was like a leak in a boat. The hole might be small, but you get enough of them and the boat sinks. And this was a leak we might not be able to plug. Solo para bailadores was our lifeline. Our hit show. Our only hit show. When advertisers paid for a commercial to air on Solo para bailadores, they expected the commercial to air on Solo para bailadores, not “whenever.” You miss their slot, they want their money back. If it happens enough times, they stop buying.

			“How serious is the threat?” I asked.

			“We’re here,” the major said. He nodded toward the bomb-sniffing dog. “He’s here.”

			That was the thing about bomb threats, you never knew which was just a scare and which was really a bomb. It could be nothing. Or we could all die. So the police had to take them seriously.

			Especially in Miami in the mid-1970s. A frightening number of them weren’t just threats.

			In 1975 alone, twenty-six bombs exploded in Miami. The targets ranged from a cigar maker to an adult bookstore. One went off in the second-floor men’s room of the Miami police station. Another at a popular Spanish-language magazine. It escalated from there. The FBI reported 104 bombings in a three-year stretch. Four separate bombs went off in four separate hotels in a single night. Bombers sank a Bahamian ship in Miami’s harbor. Bahamian! Afterward, a spokesman for the group that claimed responsibility said it was a mistake. Not the target, the timing. The bomb wasn’t supposed to detonate until the ship was at sea.

			In the words of Alfredo Duran Jr., a brilliantly creative young hire who would go on to be one of my most valuable executives, “There were more bombs than Belfast.”

			The motive behind them remained, mostly, the same. Miami was a hotbed of political passions. Most of the Cuban exiles had been there less than a decade. They burned with rage and grief. They agonized over losing their homeland, and hated Fidel Castro for taking it from them. They wanted it back. They wanted him dead. And they lashed out at anyone they believed stood in the way. Which meant, basically, anyone who didn’t condemn Castro with every breath. Or, worse, was friendly with him. That’s why they sank the Bahamian ship. The Bahamas maintained relations with Cuba.

			Me—a Chilean running what the exiles saw as “their” TV station—fit the target profile. First, I got put in charge after Channel 23’s previous general manager was fired. A well-known, Cuban general manager.

			Then, I made things worse. I insisted our newscasts not call Fidel Castro a dictator, a tyrant, or anything of the sort. Not unless it was relevant. We even created a dictionary of acceptable terminology our anchors and reporters could use. No one was allowed to deviate. We never called Fidel Castro a “thug” or a “gangster” in our news reports or referred to any of his cabinet members as “lackeys” or “stooges” the way some of the local radio commentators did.

			We used neutral terms—“Cuba’s leader,” “the island’s head of state.” The same as the English-language channels. “Dictator” was an opinion. “Head of state” was a fact. Opinions were confined to editorials. That was the guiding principle of American journalism: objectivity. At the time, anyway. You didn’t taint the facts with your opinion. And that was the way I wanted Channel 23 to do it. We were an American station. We may speak a different language, but we maintained the same standards. Unfortunately, to many Cuban exiles, neutrality was the same as betrayal. That made me a communist in their eyes. The worst evil imaginable.

			Which was absurd. As I pointed out in meeting after meeting with Cuban ad reps, Cuban business owners, Cuban civic and business group leaders—I wasn’t a communist. I’d fled socialism the same as them. I had been a successful, up-and-coming advertising executive, owner of my own agency, when Salvador Allende took power in Chile. I’d lost almost everything and came to the United States with nothing but $2,800 and what I could fit in a single suitcase. So my story wasn’t that different from so many of theirs. And I was certainly no communist.

			But logic and truth often don’t go very far against rabid passions, bitterness, and venom.

			Sometimes, luckily, they do.

			One night during those crazy years, I was working late in my office at the station. It was about eight or eight-thirty. Everyone else was gone. I looked up to see a wild-eyed man pointing a gun at me. A revolver, big and black.

			“I’ve come to kill you, Blaya,” he said.

			You never know how you’ll react in a situation like that until it happens. I didn’t try to run or fight. I spoke calmly and evenly.

			“Hold on,” I said. “Calm down. Have a seat. Why do you want to kill me?”

			“Because you’re a communist son of a bitch.”

			“I’m not,” I said. “I’m anything but.”

			And I told him my story, the one I told every ad rep, business owner, civic and business group leader. The truth.

			“I came to the United States for the same reason you did,” I said. “And I’m here in Miami to build a television station—a Spanish-language television station—for the benefit of all of us. How does that hurt you?”

			“You took away my business,” he said. Then he explained.

			Before I’d taken over, the station had sold blocks of time to brokers who, in turn, sold off slots for five- and ten-second commercials. I’d eliminated the practice. I wanted to professionalize our sales, standardize commercials to thirty-second increments. He had been one of the brokers. Unintentionally, I’d cut off an important part of his revenue.

			“I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to affect you. Let’s see what we can do.”

			In the end, we worked out a mutually beneficial deal. He was buying big chunks of time, so I could afford to give him a discount. A wholesale price. And he could sell slots at the retail price he saw fit. As long as he did it in thirty-second portions.

			It was, as Humphrey Bogart said, “the start of a beautiful friendship.”

			The bombings, though, continued.

			One of the most infamous targeted Cuban radio commentator Emilio Milian. He denounced both communism and the exiles engaged in the terrorist bombings. On April 30, 1976, sticks of dynamite wired to his station wagon’s ignition detonated when he turned the key. He lost both legs.

			Around the same time, police found one under my car. After that they taught me how to start the car with the door open so I’d be blown away from the blast if one went off.

			So a bomb threat at the station wasn’t a surprise. It wasn’t our first. The first came while the show was already in progress, with people at home watching. We had to turn off the lights, throw up the famous Indian-head test pattern card telling people to “Please Stand By,” and wait anxiously as police led dogs nosing through every office, hall, and corner of the building.

			They found nothing. But less than six months later a bomb exploded at one of our first competitors, a tiny station just across the county line that aired a mere three hours of Spanish-language programming a night. Much of it just old movies. The bomb blew out part of a wall and knocked WKID, Channel 51, off the air.

			All of that was the background in our minds this time, when the major said, “I need everybody out. There’s a bomb threat.”

			The day had been beautiful, bright and sunny, with nothing to hint at the darkness in men’s hearts. But that was Miami then, a den of contradictions—of shining hope and possibilities colliding with bitter resentments and greed.

			I looked at the stern-faced major. I looked at the bomb-sniffing dog. I looked around the studio, at the ashen faces of the band members and crew awaiting my pronouncement.

			Then I looked at Omar Marchant, the show’s producer and host. He shook his head almost imperceptibly. The tiniest of motions. “No.”

			I turned to the staff. Young faces. Seasoned ones. I knew them all. I knew many of their families.

			“This is a personal decision,” I said. “You must decide for yourself what to do. I promise you I won’t hold it against anyone who leaves. I understand totally. But if you go, it’s the same as if the bomb went off.”

			The second hand on the big studio clock ticked off what seemed like an eternity.

			No one moved.

			Finally, Omar broke the silence. “Okay. Places everybody.”

			The musicians began their warm-ups. Cameramen adjusted focus.

			I turned back to the police major.

			“We’re staying,” I said. “Do what you need to do.”

			Behind me, more police filed in. Probably twenty in all. Several had dogs. And, totally unknown to our viewers, the dogs and their handlers fanned out through the building as Solo para bailadores counted down. At 8:30 p.m., just like always, the show began. The music, the singing, and Omar’s high-energy wit and engaging charm providing the spark that tied it all together. All, as if nothing in the world was wrong.

			What the terrorists threatening us didn’t know was that we didn’t need a bomb to take us off the air. We were always barely a hair’s breadth away from going under. Just that afternoon, I had spent forty-five minutes pleading with a representative from Florida Power & Light not to shut us down. We were late on the bill. Again. I asked for one more night. I promised to pay by ten the next morning, even if it meant pulling the money from my own account. Even if that meant my family would go without power at our home because we wouldn’t be able to pay our personal bill. Better to sit in the dark at home than let the station go dark.

			Channel 23, WLTV, the little station that could, struggled with financial and technical problems every day. We held it together with “alambre y chicle”—basically, baling wire and bubble gum. That’s how Leticia Callava put it. She should know. The woman who went on to be an iconic anchor for us remembers serving as the station’s weather person in those early days and having to yank the antenna off of her MGB to use as a pointer for the map. The same map that fell off the wall and bonked her predecessor on the head in the middle of a newscast.

			That was small stuff. The kind we could look back on later and laugh.

			Technical troubles, however, were serious. And, it seemed, inescapable. A transmitter failure we couldn’t get the replacement part for left us in the dark for days. Completely off air. In a perverse and painful way it proved we had made a meaningful connection with the community.

			Mario Rodriguez, who grew up fervently enamored with television and would one day in the distant future become the network’s programming director, was a child in Miami at the time. He recalls seeing his parents sitting in shock when the screen went dark. They had lost their link to their world. Their language. Their news. Their people.

			“What will we do?” they asked out loud.

			This was their station. I knew that in my heart. I felt it. I thought about it every day. My responsibility as general manager was to my bosses and our investors. But my responsibility as Joaquin Blaya went further. The station I was building was for Mario’s parents and for all the Latin immigrants like them. They needed this.

			None of it, though, would have been possible without the man who believed in me.

			CHAPTER 2

			René

			The first time I met René I thought he was crazy. I said yes because I was desperate.

			I had arrived in Taunton four months earlier. Voluntarily, against my will. That’s not a contradiction. It’s a reality. I didn’t come because I wanted to. I had to.

			Salvador Allende, a radical socialist, was coming to power in my homeland. Within weeks, Chile’s economy went into a tailspin. My business collapsed. My American wife took our two children and fled—back to her parents’ Massachusetts home. I stayed behind, hoping, as people do when chaos engulfs their lives, that the turmoil was somehow temporary. That things would somehow return to “normal.”

			How could they not?

			I was a well-known and still-rising star in my home country, an “executive to watch” as they called me on the cover of one of our leading magazines. I’d been a singer in a chart-topping band, a radio personality, and was now the co-founder and name partner in a new, up-and-coming ad agency.

			I was twenty-three.

			We’d just landed one of the largest and most important accounts in the country. Gillette, the North American giant known throughout the world for its razors, was about to launch six new products in Chile, including what was at the time a revolutionary advance—the world’s first twin-blade razor, the Trac II. A multimillion-dollar spend, in today’s dollars.

			Then came Allende. Gillette canceled. Other clients followed. The agency’s finances crumbled. So did mine.

			So with one bag and the last of my cash, I boarded a Lufthansa flight to the United States to reunite with my wife.

			I landed on October 24, 1970.

			Two things happened immediately. Magically. I became a “Hispanic,” and I became a second-class citizen.

			I spoke English well enough, but far from perfectly. I sounded different. People certainly treated me that way. Finding work seemed impossible. For weeks, I tried for what I knew. I drove to the library in Boston in my father-in-law’s green Cadillac and spent hours thumbing through the Red Book, the advertising industry’s national directory, searching for the names of account directors and marketing managers I could send my résumé to.

			In all, I wrote 834 letters. I got 236 replies. Every one said no.

			Thanksgiving came and went. Christmas. New Year’s.

			As my desperation grew, I tried for anything. I even got turned down for a job at a supermarket. I had run my own company. Now they wouldn’t even let me bag groceries.

			Then, almost miraculously, the phone rang. Irving R. Siegel of Loews Corporation had received my résumé. He wanted to meet “next time I was in New York.”

			My father taught me, when opportunity knocks, don’t make it wait. Yank the door open and seize it.

			“What a coincidence,” I fibbed, “I’m planning to be there Friday.”

			I rode a bus there. Six hours. I had to borrow the money for the fare from my father-in-law.

			“I’ll pay you back,” I said.

			“I know,” he said, smiling. “And, believe me, five percent interest is a better rate than you’d get anywhere else.”

			I blinked. “You want me to pay interest?”

			“Of course,” he said, “how else will you appreciate it?”

			I boarded the bus before dawn. The meeting was set for 2 p.m. I planned on arriving early, making my way to Irv’s office with time to spare. That way, even if the meeting started late and ran long, I’d have time to catch the evening bus back to Boston. I didn’t have money for a hotel.

			It was a long, cold, and nerve-racking afternoon.

			Irv was punctual. His assistant led me into his office right at two. We chatted. He told me how impressed he was with my résumé, how stunned he was that someone hadn’t snapped me up already.

			“I’m lucky I got this chance to meet you,” he said.

			“I feel I am the one who is lucky,” I said. “Thank you.”

			He asked about Chile, about my time in radio sales, in concert and events promotion, about founding and running my own advertising firm.

			“Very impressive,” he said. “We’d be lucky to have you working with us.”

			I smiled. Here it comes, I thought. My first job in America. I didn’t know what it would be. It didn’t really matter. It was my foot in the door, my chance to prove myself. That is always how it begins. From here, anything would be possible.

			“I just wish I had a job for you,” he said.

			My smile crashed to the floor.

			“What? … But …” I felt like a bomb had gone off, or I’d just been in a crash and was stumbling, dazed, from the wreckage. “I need a job.”

			I could barely hear what he said after that. I’d borrowed money, with interest, to be here. Spent money I didn’t have. Wasted money. And now I would be going home to face my wife, Cindy, and to bear the knowing look of disapproval from my father-in-law.

			Irv interrupted my thoughts.

			“But,” he said, “I want to help you.”

			He sent me to a meeting across town with Dick Orcutt, the head of sales and international management for Lorillard Tobacco. A big shot. Really big. Lorillard, at the time, was one of the Big Four tobacco companies in the United States. They made Old Gold, Kent, Newport, and True cigarettes. They were owned—the connection to Irv Siegel—by Loews.

			I checked my watch: 3:40 p.m. I started running. It was a Friday afternoon in February. Dark falls early in the winter in New York City. By four-thirty it would be night, the offices mostly empty, the workers headed home before the sun took the last of the light and the warmth with it. I could already see my breath fogging as I huffed my way up to the door of Orcutt’s building. I glanced at my watch again. Almost four. I let out a sigh of relief. There’s still time to catch the bus to Boston.

			Orcutt was nice too. Impressed by my résumé, too, he said. Irv had faxed it over.

			“I think I’d heard of your company,” he said. “Your name seems familiar.”

			“You may be thinking of my father,” I said. “He’s well known in Chile.”

			Orcutt nodded. Maybe, he agreed. “But you’re quite accomplished yourself. The only opening I have is for an assistant in brand management for Newport cigarettes. Would you be willing?”

			“Absolutely,” I said, smiling.

			“But it’s not open for two months. I can hold it for you. Come back in April and it’s yours.”

			“I need something now.”

			“I understand,” he said. “I can’t ask you to wait.”

			“Thank you for your time,” I said. I got up to leave.

			“Wait,” Orcutt said. “You should talk to Spanish Advertising.”

			“What’s that?”

			“That’s our agency,” he said. “They handle all our Spanish accounts. Everywhere. Let me get Luis Diaz Albertini on the line.”

			Spanish Advertising and Marketing Services was the first—and, in 1971, largest—full-service Spanish-language advertising agency in the United States. They managed Lorillard’s accounts, every one of its cigarette brands, in the United States and Latin America.

			By the time Orcutt hung up, I was on my way. Another glance at my watch. Another run. It was past four-thirty. I was running out of time. If I missed the bus, I’d have to sleep on one of the benches at the station. A hotel in Midtown was out of the question. Even a cheap one in one of the boroughs would cost more than I had on me after you added in the cost of a taxi there and back.

			The sidewalks were emptying by then. Most of the Midtown workers were well on their way home, packed aboard trains and subway cars and stacked in long lines of bumper-to-bumper automobiles pouring out of the city. Long shadows spread in the canyons between buildings as I reached Diaz Albertini’s office … and found no one.

			The building was empty. I wandered the halls, finding one locked door after another, until finally—I spotted a light spilling out up ahead.

			Bingo!

			Luis greeted me in Spanish, invited me in. It was the first time anyone I’d met had spoken to me in my native language since I’d arrived in the United States. Hearing it felt like a warm embrace. I handed him my résumé and we started to talk. Within minutes it seemed more like a conversation between friends than an interview. I forgot about the time.

			Forty minutes later? Forty-five? He offered me a job. “Account executive. But that’s just a title. The position can be as big as you make it.”

			As I opened my mouth to say yes, his phone rang.

			Even with the phone pressed to his ear, I could hear the caller shouting.

			“GODDAMMIT!” the man shouted. “I’m trying to build this thing and I can’t find anyone who can sell it!”

			Luis covered the mouthpiece.

			“René Anselmo,” he told me. “He’s partnered with Emilio Azcárraga. Telesistema?”

			I nodded quickly. I knew who Emilio Azcárraga was. Who didn’t? Telesistema Mexicano (later, Televisa) was Mexico’s biggest TV network and the number one supplier of telenovelas in the world.

			René’s name, though, meant nothing to me. All I knew at the time was that he could bellow louder and longer than anyone I’d ever heard, and he could make a trucker blush with his cursing.

			“I need someone who gets it,” he boomed over the phone, “And can get the peckerwood agencies to get it.”

			Luis covered the mouthpiece again, looked at me.

			“You should talk to him,” he said.

			He uncovered the mouthpiece, leaned back in his chair.

			“I have the guy you’re looking for sitting right in front of me.”

			René looked like a Hollywood producer, right down to the bright bandana tied jauntily around his neck. He waved me in with a showman’s flair and a hearty smile.

			His office looked like a hacienda. Full of heavy Mexican furniture. It made sense, in a way. René was an Italian-American ex-Marine from Massachusetts who went on vacation in Mexico after college and landed a job in television. He stayed there for close to a dozen years, worked his way up to head of sales for Telesistema, then came up with the idea to build a Spanish-language television network in the United States. He convinced Emilio Azcárraga to invest and was
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