

        

            

                

            

        




		

			

				[image: ]

			


		




		

			    


			INDEX


			Foreword


			INTRODUCTION 


			“Gustavo, I’m going to teach you to be an entrepreneur”


			PART I


			Lessons I learned from my father


			PART II


			Transformation: 1970s


			PART III


			Rethinking and reorganizing: 1980s


			PART IV


			Flee forward: 1990s


			PART V


			Planning the transition


			CONCLUSION


			“Be open to the possibility of wonder”


			ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


			EXHIBIT


			ABOUT THE AUTHOR


			CREDITS


			PLANETA DE LIBROS


		




		

			    


			FOREWORD


			On December 29, 2023, my father, Gustavo Cisneros, died quite unexpectedly. He was 78.


			Many people called my father a visionary. It’s true that he had an uncanny knack for seeing around corners and into the future. He spotted opportunities that were invisible to others. An idea might seem impractical or impossible — or, such as when he broke our decades-long partnership with Pepsi-Cola to switch to Coca-Cola, unthinkable. But he would grab onto that elusive thought and, as he often enjoined, “double-check and triple-check” until what initially looked like a crazy risk began to seem not just achievable but, in fact, the smart course of action. And often, it was. As my mother said, “The most remarkable thing about this man is that he’s almost always right.”


			Where did that extraordinary ability come from? If I had to name the character trait that best defined my father, it would be his insatiable curiosity. It was something he inherited from his father and tried to pass on to his children and grandchildren: to keep your mind open to everything and everyone.


			My father was fascinated by people who excelled at their work. It didn’t matter whether you were a business magnate, an orchestra conductor, an art historian, a writer, a gardener, a yoga instructor, or a doorman; if you were good at what you did, he would always find common ground for conversation. He engaged with everyone because he wanted to understand the world through their eyes, whether they were a small farmer in the Dominican Republic or the head of one of the world’s largest beauty companies. He would treat them both the same: with respect, kindness and genuine interest. That’s the kind of man he was.


			Of course, being the kind of man he was, he often found a way to turn those conversations into business opportunities. He never knew what or where an idea might come from, which was one of the reasons he was open to everyone and everything.


			He fueled his curiosity through books. The term “voracious reader” was no cliché for him. Some people buy books by the yard; my father read books by the yard. His offices were lined with bookshelves crammed with books in both English and Spanish, with more stacked chest-high on his desk. You could be certain that he had read every one of them. As a young girl, I remember watching him pack for business trips: There would be a suitcase or two for clothes — he was always a snappy dresser — and a suitcase just for books.


			He always read two or three books simultaneously. He had taken a speed-reading course in college and would divide titles into two categories: books to be read fast and those to be savored slowly. He knew there were some books that he just wanted to extract the main points from and others he wanted to delve into.


			One of the latter was my last Christmas gift to him: The World: A Family History of Humanity, by Simon Sebag Montefiore. It’s literally a chronicle of humanity through the stories of influential families, from ancient dynasties to modern fortune-makers like our family. When we returned home from the hospital after he died, there it was on his desk — on top of some 30 other books he had planned to start the new year with.


			Another way my father honed his curiosity was by taking walks. My father was like a tourist in life. Just going for a walk with him was an education. We were in Sao Paulo for an art show when he invited me to visit a local shopping mall. He was definitely not intending to buy anything — he never carried a wallet. Instead, he was shopping for ideas: What were people buying? What were the popular Brazilian brands? Which American brands were most prominent? We’d go on these walks and he would ask questions that would make me observe and learn. And then he’d always stop for an ice cream.


			Although my father was a proponent of seizing a teaching opportunity, he could be a father as well as a teacher. Of course, as someone in charge of a global business, he was a very busy man. We all understood that he and my mother couldn’t always be with their kids on a day-to-day basis. They made up for it by ensuring there were plenty of opportunities for them to be fully engaged with us in other ways. Some of these experiences were extraordinary, like our annual trips to the Amazonas region, where we lived with indigenous people for weeks on end. Many were low-key but special nonetheless. Our beach house in Los Roques deliberately had no telephone, no television, not even a radio for distraction. (Of course, there were books!) It was just us, going spear-fishing or swimming or sailing together — undiluted bliss.


			He especially enjoyed having one of us kids join him on his business trips. In this book, he describes how he took me on a tour of South America when he launched DirecTV. Twelve countries in twelve days. I was 14 and he thought the trip would be a cool way for me to expand my geographical perspective. I learned so much more than geography. That was when the seeds were planted that led to my becoming the third generation to lead Cisneros.


			My dad often talked about the importance of having a sense of purpose. Planning for me to succeed him — and for me to succeed at doing so — became his favorite project. Unlike so many patriarchs, he didn’t wait until time forced him to start making tough decisions; instead, he used the time to his advantage by starting the process when he was young and capable and full of energy, then letting things develop naturally. Our relationship, too, evolved, and we were both so happy with it.


			Even though he stepped back from operations when I became ceo, his interest in my success only grew. He began each day excited to see what I’d do and was thrilled to help me do my best.


			At the last conversation I had with my dad, he said with a little smile, “I feel so lucky to have in you a daughter who is also my boss and my best friend and my compinche.” I replied, “I’m so lucky to have a father who is my best friend and my boss and my compinche.”


			My father signed off on the final version of this book just a few weeks before he died. This was a man who never left for tomorrow what could be done today, especially when it involved a project that he knew would be so important to us. My family and I feel so fortunate that his wisdom and his zest for new challenges — both in business and in life — live on in this valuable gift to guide us into the future.


			As he embarks on his next great adventure, I wish him “Godspeed, compinche mío.”


			ADRIANA CISNEROS


			January 11, 2024


		




		

			    


			INTRODUCTION


			“Gustavo, I’m going to teach you 
to be an entrepreneur”


			In 1959, when I was 14, I accompanied my father to a business dinner at the Hotel Delmonico in New York City, where he said to me, “Gustavo, I’m going to teach you to be an entrepreneur.”


			Thirty years earlier, in 1929, my father, Diego Cisneros, had taken his entire savings of 1,000 bolívares (about $250)— painstakingly accumulated on a monthly salary of 250 bolívares — and made a down payment on a dump truck in the Venezuelan capital of Caracas. He was only 18, so his mother had to sign the documents to guarantee the loan.


			It was an exciting time in Venezuela for a young man with ideas, ambition and determination. Oil was discovered in 1914, and by the late 1920s, the country was the world’s leading exporter of petroleum.1 Caracas was expanding; roads were being built and highways paved. Opportunities abounded, if you could just grab onto them.


			Diego’s mother knew the man who had the contract to pave the road from Caracas to Antímano, a nascent industrial zone eight miles from the city center. She knew that he needed trucks to carry the materials. They had a conversation. The result: He hired Diego at a fee of 20 bolívares per run. After expenses, there was just enough money to make the loan payments.


			Whenever my father reached this point in the story, he would always pause, then say, “That little truck was the gateway to the world of business.”2


			Over the following years, as the world’s demand for oil boosted Venezuela’s economy, Diego expanded his business: refitting the dump truck as a bus, then developing a regional bus network; selling spare parts for the cars and other vehicles that his countrymen could increasingly afford to buy; setting up dealerships for top consumer products such as Norge refrigerators and Hamilton appliances to stock their homes; then, in 1940, in partnership with his brother Antonio, obtaining the exclusive right to market and sell Pepsi-Cola in Venezuela, only the second Pepsi franchise outside of the United States (Cuba was the first.)3


			Powered by Pepsi’s profits, by the evening of our dinner at the Hotel Delmonico, Cisneros & Cia. had become an economic dynamo in Venezuela. My father leveraged the expertise developed in bottling, marketing and selling Pepsi into a variety of related businesses: building carbonation plants, manufacturing bottle caps, designing and producing plastic shipping crates, creating other soft drinks using local flavors, and more. Knowing the importance of cold refreshments in a hot country — “A cold drink is a sold drink,” he liked to say — he established an ice cream company, later known as Helados Tío Rico, and became the country’s largest ice cream maker.


			The 1959 edition of Economic Geography of Venezuela listed Cisneros & Cia. as one of the principal businesses in the country.4 (The company has been known by various names over the years. To avoid confusion, from now on we’ll call it by its present name: Cisneros.)


			In short, my father had a lot to teach me about being a successful entrepreneur. And I was eager to learn. That evening at the Delmonico was the first time my father said to me, “I’m going to take you seriously. I’ll give you the tools, the recommendations, the connections and my advice.”


			At the time, we weren’t talking about my succeeding him. I had two older brothers, so I always assumed I would go my own way. But he was basically promising to help me forge my path.


			I don’t think he cared what I did as much as how I did it. My father firmly believed that a business existed within the context of the country in which it operated and that a business leader had a responsibility to improve not just the bottom line but also the lives of the people touched by the company — our employees, our customers and our partners. He taught me to broaden my focus and always consider the greater good, no matter what I was doing.


			To everyone’s surprise, including my own, I followed in his footsteps — and much sooner than anyone expected. I became Chairman and ceo in 1970, at the age of 25. My father’s precepts helped guide me as Cisneros grew into a global enterprise and one of the largest privately held businesses in the world.


			Just as my father trained me to succeed him, I was delighted some 35 years later to train my daughter Adriana Cisneros to take my place. She became the ceo of Cisneros in 2013 at age 33. I continue as Chairman.


			Together, we look forward to celebrating some 100 years of a family business that started with one small dump truck in Caracas and today owns or holds interests in more than 30 companies, serving millions of English-, Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking consumers in over 100 countries on five continents, with operations ranging from media and entertainment, telecommunications and digital advertising to travel resorts and real estate development.


			This book describes our journey through a century of change. It is not a comprehensive record of every deal and negotiation; rather, it is both a memoir and an illustration of the precepts that have guided and shaped us, and can guide and shape you, whether you head up a multinational corporation or are in charge of a company of one.


			In addition to those leadership lessons, four fundamental values first embodied by my father became the wellspring we draw on to nourish and refresh us in good times and bad, in calm seas and in what can seem like endless whitewater. Those values are: reinvention; resilience; responsibility — to our family, our employees, our partners and, most of all, our customers; and, ultimately, a sense of adventure that enables us to constantly seek out new opportunities.


			These values have become embedded in our dna. I hope they will serve us long into the future. And I hope they will inspire you on your own leadership and life journey.


		


		

			Notas al final


			

					1.	Tinker Salas, Miguel, The Enduring Legacy: Oil, Culture, and Society in Venezuela,Duke University Press, 2009, p. 6.



					2.	Bermúdez, Alfredo, Diego Cisneros: A Life for Venezuela, Fundación Diego Cisneros, 1992, p. 54.



					3.	Bachelet, Pablo, Gustavo Cisneros: Pioneer, Planeta, 2004, p. 22.



					4.	Ibid.



			


		




		

			    


			Part I


			LESSONS I LEARNED 
FROM MY FATHER


		




		

			    


			   


			Why me? Why did my father select me to share his thoughts and wisdom with? My father invited all of us kids to be part of his life and business, but I was the one who best understood him and knew what he wanted. I’m not being conceited. We just had extremely good chemistry. As a result, we spent a lot of time together and consequently, our partnership developed naturally.


			My father was a big fan of the “teaching moment.” He never missed an opportunity to give us kids “one-on-one seminars,” especially when we accompanied him on his business trips around Venezuela and to the United States. Some of my siblings made it clear that they’d rather go to the movies than listen to a lecture.


			I understood that if I wanted to learn from him, my first task was to get along with him. My second task was to get along with him. And my third task: to get along with him. As long as that worked, I would have the finest professor in the world. I chose him and, in return, he chose me. It wasn’t easy.


			When he and his brother Antonio first came to Caracas, the society girls nicknamed them “los manguitos” — a word that translates as “muff,” but implies something soft and cuddly. In fact, he was anything but. He had a booming voice and commanding presence that took over any room he entered. He had a magnetic personality — and he used it. When he concentrated on you, you knew you had been charmed but you couldn’t resist.


			He could also be very demanding and didn’t suffer fools gladly. If he saw you were interested in what he did, he would spend hours with you. But if you weren’t paying attention, he quickly got bored with you. There were always two versions of my dad: My sister thought he was remote and my brother Diego didn’t always see eye to eye with him, but I genuinely enjoyed being around him.


			He was a one-man tornado. When he visited the plants — he was constantly on the road — he had a team of both male and female secretaries trailing him and writing down his observations and orders. He always had an agenda and by the time he finished a visit, he had generated so much work for everyone that they were ready to collapse. He only seemed more energized.


			He was obsessed with finding the brightest people to hire and searching for the best ideas. No matter where they came from — Germany, France, the United States, wherever — he would copy whatever behavior or custom could give him an edge. He particularly liked the European habit of regularly visiting a spa for a week of relaxation and rejuvenation, so once or twice a year he would go to Rancho La Puerta in California, where he practiced yoga and tried marijuana. No one else I knew in Venezuela did anything like that.


			His doctor had warned him that he might have a stroke, but he continued to burn the candle at both ends. Consequently, as he began to age, he dressed even more elegantly than he had when he was younger. He’d say, “My body is much older than my physical age, so I have to appear younger. I have to look vital.” Then, because there was always a lesson to be learned, he’d add, “I don’t know how long I’m going to live, so pay attention.” I did.


			He liked to sit up late and talk with me while slowly sipping a glass of his favorite Glendenning single-malt scotch. Then he’d wake up very early — at 5 a.m. or 6 at the latest — and he’d want to take a walk or have a coffee and talk some more. I was an early bird, too, but I was also young and enjoying the nightlife in Caracas and New York. The hours could be grueling — at least, for me. Part of our unspoken deal was to organize myself physically and mentally to keep up with him. I learned to take catnaps and, even now, I take one or two short naps every day.


			There was always a lesson with him: “Look at this, Gustavo. How would you make it better?” When we went to the theater or a movie, he would review the performance with me and we’d discuss whether it was good or bad. If I admired someone, like Aristotle Onassis or Stavros Niarchos, say, he’d say, “Let’s examine that. Are they really successful? Look at their personal lives. One is killing his wives, the other is screwing around. Is that the model for you?” I learned to look for the good in someone without feeling I had to emulate them in every way.


			He always surrounded himself with interesting people with incredible expertise. He provided the key to a world that I could join because I was his son. In return, I learned to keep my mouth shut and my ears open.


			Sometimes, my father would tell me, “Take this guy out to a restaurant and ask him about such-and-such.” Meanwhile, he’d tell the person I was having dinner with, “Teach Gustavo how to deal with this.” It was a fantastic education — and all for free.


			My father liked to be thought of as a person who was transferring knowledge to the next generation. I would follow his lead with my daughter Adriana.


			Here are the most important lessons he taught me.


			Foundations


			My father was probably the most positive person I’ve ever known: always open to people and possibilities, always eager to learn something new, always ready to adapt to changing circumstances.


			Much of his fundamental philosophy — about business, leadership, social responsibility, government and his approach to life — was rooted in the experiences of his early years. Necessity honed his determination to work hard and do well. Growing up in Cuba, Trinidad and Venezuela — three countries with three very different cultures — gave him a cosmopolitan perspective early on: Rather than inhibiting him, the idea of expanding beyond borders intrigued and excited him. His initial entrepreneurial successes, however small, gave him the confidence and courage to try for something bigger. He refused to be intimidated by the uncertainty of venturing into the unknown.


			These experiences shaped him profoundly and, consequently, shaped me.


			* * *


			“Be a cultural chameleon”


			My father was a cultural chameleon both by circumstance and inheritance. Born in 1911 in Havana, Cuba, his early life was characterized by upheaval. His father died of tuberculosis when he was just three; his mother, born María Luisa Bermúdez Martínez, was left on her own to support him and his older brother, Antonio José, then only seven. (I should mention that although Diego was born in Cuba, his mother’s family had been in Venezuela since the 18th century and she always considered herself — and, consequently, her sons — to be Venezuelan.)


			María Luisa had few marketable skills: Like most girls from “good” families, she had learned just enough cooking, sewing, writing and arithmetic to keep house when she married. Now, she resolutely put those meager skills to work by painting fans, knitting, doing embroidery and selling homemade cakes and confectionaries. When that didn’t bring in enough money, she took a job selling household goods at a department store, directly contravening the convention at the time that “nice” women didn’t work outside the home. Even so, her earnings still weren’t enough to keep her small sons fed. My father remembered that his aunt Caridad, one of his father’s sisters, regularly sent over food for midday and evening meals.1


			In 1918, María Luisa and her sons, now seven and eleven, relocated to Port of Spain, the capital city of the British colony of Trinidad. It was a homecoming of sorts. María Luisa had family among the large community of Venezuelans who had fled political upheaval at the end of the 19th century. She had friends, from when she and her husband had lived there during the first seven years of their marriage. Most importantly, she had connections through her former church, the chapel of the College of the Immaculate Conception, to one of the finest schools in the British Caribbean. Though money was tight, María Luisa was fiercely determined — my father would say “obsessed” — to give her sons a top-notch education. Through her connections, she convinced the principal of the College of the Immaculate Conception, commonly known as St. Mary’s College, to provide both her boys with a scholarship.


			Thrown in the deep end, my father quickly became fluent in English and thrived, attending St. Mary’s between 1921 and 1927. The school was run according to the British education system and inculcated British values in its students. It was there that my father learned to admire a system of government marked by political stability, freedom of speech and respect for human rights. These elements would become defining beliefs, both for my father and for me.


			When my father was 17, the family moved back to Caracas, where he and his brother Antonio quickly found that a first-class education and mastery of English opened opportunities for jobs with top multinational companies. Antonio worked for Shell, one of the largest oil concessionaires, and Diego initially was employed by the Royal Bank of Canada, then by the Chrysler car and International truck dealership. An important part of his job was to send accurate requests for machinery and parts to the United States in accordance with the catalogues which, in those days, were written entirely in English.


			Even then, my father was comfortable socializing with the representatives from the many international companies establishing themselves in Venezuela. He understood the importance of seamlessly shifting languages and mindsets: He could be Cuban in Havana, English in Trinidad, American in New York, and Venezuelan in Caracas.


			He became a cultural chameleon. This would prove an invaluable asset in winning the Pepsi-Cola concession and building his business empire. It was a lesson he passed on to me early on, although I wasn’t altogether thrilled at the time. I was an honors student at San Ignacio, a traditional and demanding Jesuit school in Caracas when, at the end of sixth grade, I was called into the office of Father Fernando María Moreta, S.J., my spiritual adviser.2


			“Gustavo, you’re doing well at school,” he said, “and I want to congratulate you.” “Thank you, Father,” I replied. “You have special qualities, my son,” he went on. Again, I thanked him. Then he pounced. “The house of God could derive much benefit from your special qualities. Would you consider studying at a seminary?”


			I felt flattered and eagerly related his comments to my parents. My father’s reaction was definitely not what I expected. Most Catholic families would have been delighted to have a son take holy orders. But while my father was unabashedly Catholic and married to a deeply Catholic woman, he was skeptical of Catholic doctrine because of its views on capitalism. Protestantism sees hard work as a way to get to heaven; Catholicism doesn’t denigrate hard work but it’s not necessarily the path to heaven. As a businessman, he preferred the Protestant ethic: You have to work for your salvation.


			He realized that if I stayed in Venezuela, I could be “tempted” to take a wrong turn. He thought, “Let’s put his brain to use but in the United States.” I think he was already planning his succession.


			My mother didn’t argue. She understood that he was a tornado and you don’t try to obstruct a tornado. She let him go on his own path, while she stayed at home, nurturing the heart of the family. She knew the value of being the “alma de la casa” — “the soul of the house” — and we all recognized her value. My father consulted and cosseted her throughout their life together; we children did, too.


			When I told my parents what Father Moreta had said, my father sprang into action. A week later, I was on a plane to the United States. After an intensive English-language course, I enrolled in junior high school at Nyack Boarding School just outside of New York City and later graduated from Suffield Academy, a preparatory school in Connecticut.


			A quick aside: My brother Carlos, three years older than me, was already studying at Suffield Academy. Carlos had a valuable gift: He got along with everyone. He was handsome, a good athlete and sophisticated, all the elements necessary to be a big man on campus. And he was kind, too: He opened doors for me. I quickly became part of life at Suffield and felt right at home. My father was right: We could thrive in the Anglo-Saxon world. That was the point he wanted to make — to himself and to us.


			I stayed in touch with my family through letters, phone calls and trips to Caracas during school vacations. My father also traveled to New York frequently on business and this was the period when I began to spend a lot of time with him and shadow him at his business meetings.


			Like my father, I, too, became a cultural chameleon. He sowed the seeds of my own global mindset. What I’ve learned is that if you want to fit into a different country, it’s not enough just to live there. You have to learn its language and respect its culture. As a student of history, I like to know what and whom I’m dealing with. So if I’m in Paris, I familiarize myself with the topics people care about. The same thing when I’m in Spain or Miami or New York.


			I like to look at a country not just through the lens of local business dealings but through the lens of its art and artists. People in the art world are completely different from people in the business world. Art keeps your brain alive, refreshed and up to date. I have an advantage thanks to my wife Patty, who as the founder of the Colección Patricia Phelps de Cisneros, has dedicated her life to enhancing appreciation of the diversity and sophistication of art from Latin America. We have the privilege of meeting artists in their studios. Patty is a walking encyclopedia and is very good at explaining the nuances. It’s like having my own personal professor.


			Patty and I ensured that our kids would also be culturally adaptable. While the majority of their schooling was in Venezuela, all three received a completely bilingual education: Guillermo, the eldest, went to St. Paul’s School in New Hampshire, then to Yale University and Columbia Business School; Carolina, our older daughter, went to the Chapin School in New York and Miss Porter’s School in Connecticut, then to Georgetown University; and Adriana, our youngest, went to the Nightingale-Bamford School in New York, then Deerfield Academy, Columbia University and the New York University Journalism School. We had an apartment in New York and spent a lot of time there, as well as taking vacations and long weekends in Venezuela and the Dominican Republic so the kids wouldn’t forget their Latin American heritage.


			Like my father, I always offered the kids the opportunity to get to know my business: to be chameleons in different business settings. I invited them to join me on professional trips and shadow me in meetings. As I’ll describe later, when Adriana was 14 and on spring break, she accompanied me on a tour of South America when we launched DirecTV, the direct broadcast satellite service provider. Twelve days, twelve countries. We’d arrive late at night, have a press conference in the morning, then sign the contract with our local partners. In the afternoon, Adriana would be a tourist, then we’d meet for dinner. It was fun for us both.


			Like me with my father, she was intrigued by this taste of the business and wanted more. And like him, I was happy to provide it.


			* * *


			“Meet the customer’s need”


			My father started his first business venture when he was in his mid-teens to bring in extra money for the family. His initial idea was to make ice cream, using a hand-cranked freezer that functioned with ice and salt water.


			Thinking back, I can imagine that my father quickly realized that the payoff for all that cranking wasn’t worth the immense amount of effort. He shifted gears and soon came up with a sweeter idea: candy. And not just any candy. Port of Spain’s large community of Venezuelan exiles pined for a taste of home: specifically, papelón, a treat made from sugar and molasses. Traditional papelón wasn’t available on the island, since Trinidad didn’t produce molasses. My father drew on his mother’s candy-making expertise and together, they created a recipe and designed a wooden mold which produced something close in flavor and appearance to papelón. He hawked it on the street and it sold very well. My father recalled, “This was my first experience of making something to meet the customer’s need.”


			In Caracas, my father and his brother Antonio decided to try their luck in the new and promising field of public bus transport to serve the steadily growing population of the city. They obtained a permit to operate a route in Catia, a developing working-class neighborhood west of the city, and converted their dump truck into a bus which they named “El Expedito,” or “Prompt and Punctual.” In the small city that Caracas then was, service was very personal. To ensure quality, they moved to a house in the Nueva Caracas district that had a garage, where they could park and service their bus.


			Caracas’ economy in the 1920s and 1930s was booming but many people were still so poor that they could not afford public transportation. My father recalled, “At first, we made our runs with hardly any passengers. Then we decided to lower the fare. By charging only a locha — twelve and a half centavos — the number of customers multiplied.” The fare remained the same for the next 20-some years.3


			The business grew, other vehicles joined “El Expedito” and by the mid-1930s, my father and Antonio had built up a syndicate of more than 200 buses, a gigantic number for a city of fewer than 250,000 inhabitants.4


			The brothers made sure that the service was first-class. They hired people who wanted to be in the business; rather than taxi drivers who have to buy their own medallion, the bus drivers invested their own capital in “their” bus and were paid on commission. As a result, the buses were clean, well-kept and ran on time, because the drivers saw the direct rewards of maintaining a pleasant atmosphere and an efficient, reliable service. It also helped that my father stationed himself on street corners in Caracas to personally check that the drivers stayed on schedule.5


			He taught me to be prompt, and it’s something that I insist on. Latin America used to be infamous for a mañana mentality, but I always wanted people to value time — their own and others’. Once we moved into the television business, we were forced to be punctual. The news broadcast had to begin at 9 on the dot — not 9:03. The only way we could stay on schedule was by hiring people who could manage time efficiently. If delays occurred, we made sure we were caught up by the end of the day. It was tougher to be on time in our personal lives, but it was something Patty and I modeled and made sure the kids followed. We kept North American time. When an invitation called for a dinner or an event to start at 8, we arrived at 8 sharp. This habit stood us in good stead when the organization expanded into the United States and Europe. Being punctual was already engrained in our blood. Meetings began on time.


			My father and Antonio got out of the bus business in 1939, when they learned that the municipal council of Caracas wanted to control the fares. Once prices can be set by the government, rather than the market, it’s a recipe for disaster. They sold the buses to the drivers, many of whom formed their own cooperative. It was an efficient way to dispose of things and the public never noticed.


			From bus transport, they moved into another promising market: selling spare parts for and servicing the increasing number of cars and other kinds of automotive vehicles. In 1940, he and Antonio launched D. Cisneros & Cia., which concentrated on dealerships for a variety of consumer goods, including Hamilton appliances and Reo trucks.


			But these enterprises would be dwarfed by the founding of Pepsi-Cola of Venezuela. The process began by chance. In 1939, while Antonio was visiting New York on his honeymoon, he went to one of the main attractions of the time: the World’s Fair. There he encountered Pepsi-Cola for the first time.


			He fell in love with the taste and the spirit of the brand. Even though its perennial rival, Coca-Cola, was the official soft drink of the fair,6 Pepsi was fighting back hard. Its 12-ounce bottles were twice as big — the labels advertised “Bigger drink. Better flavor” — but sold for the same price.7


			Antonio saw an opening. He promptly contacted the company representatives and refused to budge from the office until he was assured that he and my father would have the right to negotiate for the concession to bottle and distribute Pepsi-Cola in Venezuela. It was the first wholly-owned concession granted by the company outside North America. This allowed the brothers to coordinate manufacturing, marketing, distribution and advertising with a combined, uniform strategy.


			The deal was finalized on May 8, 1940 and the first Pepsi-Cola plant in Venezuela was opened in September 1940. The brothers initially estimated that they could supply the entire country with 1,300 cases a day for Caracas and 200 for the interior. A primitive machine, capable of filling 1,800 bottles an hour, was deemed sufficient. They were wrong.


			Almost overnight, Pepsi-Cola was a huge hit. The taste was a perfect match for the Venezuelan palate and climate. As Venezuela grew — the population of Caracas tripled from 400,000 in 1945 to 1.2 million in 1954 — sales of Pepsi grew with it.8 One bottling plant was constructed, then another and another. In 1944, the production of Pepsi-Cola in Venezuela equaled that of Coca-Cola; in 1948, it was twice as much and, by 1952, Pepsi controlled two-thirds of the national soft-drink market.9 Thanks to Cisneros, Venezuela was one of the few countries in the world where sales of Pepsi-Cola surpassed Coca-Cola.


			My father and his brother were a perfect partnership: They knew each other’s strengths and complemented each other very well. My father was the ideas man; Antonio made the ideas happen. (As I’ll describe later, my younger brother Ricardo and I and Antonio’s son, my cousin Oswaldo, would follow their model.)


			My father constantly strove to make Pepsi a drink that would please every sector of Venezuelan society. Pepsi was, the advertisements declared, “un refresco de amistad” — “a drink of friendship” — a product everyone could enjoy (I would have the same goal at Univision: to bring together a widely diverse audience under the common umbrella of speaking Spanish.) My father didn’t just meet the customers’ needs: He anticipated them and cultivated them.


			Mass-market advertising was completely unknown in Venezuela then but my father had seen how it worked in the United States and immediately saw the potential for translation. “The message always has to be in the consumer’s mind,” he preached, and it was: billboards, neon signs, placards both inside and outside retail outlets where Pepsi was sold, the radio (and later television) and dozens of other channels of communication proclaimed, “Twice as good, twice as much.”


			My father relentlessly kept his finger on the consumer’s pulse. Again applying American know-how in market research, he instituted regular and exhaustive surveys of the public’s buying patterns and expectations. That knowledge led to the successful launch of the Hit line of soft drinks in local fruit flavors like pineapple, lemon, orange, and frescolita (red cola).10


			My father viewed the bodegas — the little neighborhood shops — where Pepsi and Hit sodas were sold as customers in their own right, with needs to be satisfied. They wanted to boost their business? He could help them attract their customers: by providing advertising banners, cold storage, promotions and, of course, a quality, low-priced product.


			The bodegas became our biggest ally. Profit margins in soft drinks are low, unlike beer, where the margins are high. You have to be very efficient. My father insisted on always being the lowest-cost producer, so that he had a margin for growth.


			That idea percolated throughout all our companies: No matter what industry we were in, we always concentrated on enterprises where we could offer a mass market a quality service or product at affordable prices. That gave us a gigantic advantage.


			It was a lesson I would apply throughout my own career.


			Creating a colossus


			Pepsi-Cola Venezuela was both a podium and a launch pad for Diego Cisneros. As Pepsi-Cola Venezuela began to generate more resources, Cisneros diversified its holdings into satellite businesses that revolved around and supported the core product.


			There was no element in the supply chain that was not controlled by Cisneros or by companies in which Cisneros had an interest. Such integration was a way to ensure a steady supply of raw materials in a country where shortages could occur when least expected.11


			Partnerships were an efficient way to introduce and leverage outside expertise. Diego Cisneros was a founding partner of the Venezuelan plant of Liquid Carbonic of Chicago, producer of the carbon dioxide that made soft drinks fizzy. Another essential ingredient was sugar; my father partnered with Don Jesús Azqueta, an experienced Cuban sugar producer, in the Central Azucarero Portuguesa mills in Central Matilde, marking a decisive step in modernizing Venezuela’s sugar industry. Tapas Corona was set up with the Zapata family in Mexico to supply bottle tops; an alliance with the Ferré factory built a plant for manufacturing the bottles.12


			My father took the responsibility of partnership very seriously. He ensured his partners got their money’s worth. However, if the partners didn’t hold up their end by supplying quality products at low prices, then goodbye. He was unyielding, which was why he was so successful.


			Early on, Diego realized that one key way to differentiate Pepsi from other soft drinks was to make sure it was truly refreshing: “If it’s cold, it’s sold,” he preached. But there was a problem: Much of the country didn’t have electricity to power refrigerators. Consequently, he founded a gigantic company to manufacture ice cubes — and that’s how Venezuela got mass-market cold storage.


			Diego Cisneros recognized that to grow the market, he had to offer other products in addition to Pepsi. He created Concentrados Nacionales to produce the flavors for the Hit line of soft drinks.13 Since Cisneros originated and manufactured the flavors, it didn’t have to pay royalties as it did for the Pepsi-Cola formula. All the profits flowed right back into the business.


			He combined the growing expertise in ice-making, cold storage and flavor manufacturing to set up Tío Rico ice cream. Then he signed an agreement with Borden’s to share their technical knowledge, with the result that Tío Rico became the #1 ice cream company in Venezuela. Later, he opened a completely different market with popsicles. My brother Carlos inherited our father’s marketing genius and further revolutionized the ice cream business by inventing novelty ice cream products for kids — a totally different way of selling ice cream in those days. The children told their parents what they wanted and their parents bought what their kids dictated. As a child-driven company, Tío Rico expanded from a solid company to a very big company.


			Diego Cisneros even added the Studebaker automotive franchise to the existing Reo truck distributorship, enabling him to supply stylish and sturdy Studebaker bodies for Pepsi-Cola trucks.


			All the parts of the enterprise were symbiotic, creating a vertically integrated, diversified operation whose reach and efficiencies were hard to match. Early in his career, Roberto Goizueta, who became the chairman and ceo of Coca-Cola, was sent to Venezuela to try to expand Coke’s beachhead. “We were outgunned and outsmarted,” he recalled. “I swore we would get even someday.” (In fact, he didn’t just get even — he got something even better, as I’ll describe in Part II.)


			To manage the fast-growing enterprise, in the late 1950s, Diego Cisneros created the Central Office for the Socio-Technical Advice and Assistance, known by its Spanish acronym ocaat. ocaat was the nucleus, the center of operations coordinating and constantly refining the common functions of the different divisions, such as finances, advertising, human resources and legal services. That set up the model for “decentralized centralism,” a balance between central control and broad operational autonomy within each entity’s specific competence.


			Putting all the management functions under one roof was a revolutionary idea in Venezuela at the time — not even the international oil companies did it. More than just a novelty, though, it was a huge improvement in streamlining the enterprise and would be the prevailing philosophy of the organization for years.


			What kept the dynamo humming smoothly were my father’s management precepts, which I saw played out all the time and everywhere, and which he shared with me in our customized seminars.


			* * *


			“If you find the right person, you can do any business”


			All of the firms that comprised Cisneros were distinguished by cutting-edge technology, competitive pricing and, most of all, rigorous employee training to develop their operational know-how. Employees were expected to continuously improve their skills and were one of the essential sources of innovation for the enterprise.


			Long before the phrase “our employees are our biggest asset” became a cliché, my father believed that his employees really were what gave Cisneros its competitive edge. “All these machines and buildings are only bricks and mortar,” he liked to say. “What matters is the people who come here to work.”


			One of the principles he frequently repeated was, “The person comes first. If you find the right person, you can do any business.” So who were “the right people?” In his opinion: immigrants — or the children of immigrants.


			As an immigrant himself coming from Cuba to Trinidad, then Trinidad to Venezuela, my father knew in his bones the characteristics of someone who can survive and thrive in a new environment. He knew that immigrants shared a similar goal: to make a better life for themselves and their families. After all, that’s why they left their home country.


			In the workplace, that translated into a willingness to put in the long hours and work like hell. Immigrants will get the job done and, equally important, they will follow the rules 100% because they know they cannot afford to make a mistake (I know this first-hand: When I first came to the United States, I felt the same way. I didn’t dare mess up. And if I did, I made sure to correct things immediately.)


			Because they’re used to dealing with so many challenges — a different language, a different culture, a different political system — immigrants are good at adapting to different circumstances. They have an international perspective, are fluent in at least two languages, and share similar middle-class values about family and education. You can bet that their children will have at least one college degree and often more. Consequently, they’ll be successful in any area.


			After World War II, Venezuela was flooded with immigrants from Europe. Between 1947 and 1951, it welcomed over 17,000 refugees and displaced persons through the International Refugee Organization (iro), making it the tenth-largest receiving country of the iro’s resettlement program on a global scale and the third-largest in relation to its own population.14


			Venezuela was a top choice of refugees for a simple reason: It was seen as a country of opportunity. Thanks to its boundless supply of oil, the nation enjoyed the highest standard of living in Latin America15 and by 1950, was the world’s fourth wealthiest nation per capita.16 It became the training ground for all the major multinational corporations: consumer goods giants like Procter & Gamble and Palmolive, automobile manufacturers and, of course, all the oil companies sent their best people there to hone their skills and get a piece of the action. It was a multicultural fermentation tank for ideas and initiatives, both in business and in the arts.


			The head of acquisitions for Cisneros was a man named Rafael Navarro, a Sephardic Jew whose family had emigrated from Morocco to Cuba, then to Venezuela. With all his gifts, why did he choose to come to Venezuela? He explained, “This is manna from Heaven.”


			In other words, my father had his pick of talent — and it paid off. I would follow his model. When I was running the company, almost all of our top executives were the children of immigrants.


			* * *


			“Hire the best and trust them”


			My father always added that crucial corollary: Treat everyone with respect, as if they owned the business. Trust was the cornerstone of the company. We expected people to be honest and, in return, we gave them a lot of leeway. When your boss trusts you that much, you feel a lot of responsibility and you perform accordingly.


			That was the key to our growth. Everyone worked as if they owned the company — because they felt that they did own the company. It didn’t matter what their position was in the organization; they felt they had a direct line to the top. They felt their opinions mattered and they did. The layers of management were very thin and very dispersed, so you always knew whom you were working for. It was a true family business.


			That’s why I’ve always relied more on people than on systems. The more systems you put in place, the stronger the signal that you don’t trust somebody. And when you grow very fast, systems can kill you. People are much more adaptable than systems.


			* * *


			“If the chief has the capacity to learn, the employee also has the capacity to learn”


			Curiosity was a strength my father honed constantly and encouraged in others. He believed that curiosity opened your eyes to opportunities; in turn, opening your eyes to opportunities enabled you to spot and get ahead of changing circumstances. If you were ahead of the curve, you had less fear of what might be around the corner.


			To increase his capacity to learn, my father was a literal firehose of questions. When he inspected a bottling plant, for example, he would interrogate the manager: What was the degree of carbonation? What was the result of the Brix test for density? Some questions about quality control tests were so detailed that the managers had to carry them out themselves in order to feel secure with their answers. It was an excellent way to force them to expand their own capacity to learn.


			He didn’t just ask questions; he consumed information like a starving man at a feast. I think there’s an important distinction between nitpicking versus asking questions because you’re genuinely interested. My father wasn’t just interested: He was fascinated. He might engulf you in a maelstrom of questions, but his energy was so positive that you couldn’t help diving in.


			Curiosity is a virtuous circle: The more you learn, the more you want to learn. I know, because I’m the same way. You have to cultivate your curiosity. If you’re not curious, I can guarantee that’s going to stop your career.


			* * *


			“If you miss by an inch, you miss by a mile”


			My father’s insatiable curiosity and insistence on creative thinking was matched by an irrepressible desire to excel, both as an individual and an entrepreneur. He was always searching out new possibilities and progressive solutions. When I first learned about the Japanese concept of kaizen, or continuous improvement, it seemed old hat: My father had been preaching it for years. His mantra was: “It can always be done better.”


			He was relentless in his pursuit of quality in the business: the quality of the product, the factories where it was produced, the bottling plants where it was packaged, the trucks that delivered it, the distribution network that made it available to anyone who wanted a refreshing drink, the advertisements that marketed it and so on, through every step of the supply chain.


			For example, one of the hurdles in the company’s growth was transporting its products. The bottles were initially moved in wooden crates that broke easily, causing losses in merchandise. My older brother Diego noticed that plastic crates were used in Europe and suggested that they be used at the Cisneros facilities in Venezuela. My father and Diego traveled to Germany, where they obtained a patent; they secured funding, bought the equipment and set up a factory with three machines. As demand soared, Gaveplast — “Gaveras Plásticas Venezolanas,” as the new enterprise was called — worked 24-7, halting production only on public holidays.17


			He sought out experts from anywhere and everywhere. He regularly hired American consulting companies for help in corporate planning and long-term strategies. My father was recruiting talent in Cuba even before the Castro revolution unleashed a flood of well-trained, English-speaking exiles. We snatched up executives and technicians galore. Colombia offered its people a high degree of education and good training; it was another talent pool for us to fish in.


			In his obsession with continuous improvement and quality control, my father often said, “If you miss by an inch, you miss by a mile.” He was determined not to miss by a millimeter.


			* * *


			“Anyone who stops, stagnates. And anyone who stagnates is lost”


			My father broke the mold in his personal life as much as he did in his business. He loved to spend time in California. “You see things differently in California,” he used to tell me. “You become new and fresh.”


			Once we got into the television business through Venevisión, as I’ll describe below, we spent a lot of time in the Golden State. Together, we met the people at Paramount, Disney, Twentieth Century Fox, and abc who supplied the programming that we aired. My father and I could both see that they were a different breed of people doing different things. They had a different mentality: Anything goes, anything can happen.


			My father enjoyed and maybe even envied California’s creativity. We both tried to inculcate and nurture it in ourselves. As my father said, “California has to be in your mind.”


			One of the ways he cultivated his inner Californian was through yoga. He loved yoga and practiced it a lot. This was in the 1950s, when most people thought “down dog” was a command to unruly canines. He regularly visited Rancho La Puerta, a spa in California — I attended all his classes — and brought Indra Devi, a star teacher at Rancho La Puerta who was known as “the first lady of yoga,” to live with us in Venezuela and give him private lessons.


			As we all know now, yoga is not just a series of physical exercises but a never-ending path to enlightenment. It was the perfect practice for my father, who liked to say, “Anyone who stops, stagnates. And anyone who stagnates is lost.”


			* * *


			“Money is like manure: If you spread it around, everything grows”


			My father may have started from almost nothing but he was no cheapskate. He was relentless about investing in the organization. If he decided that a business was worth acquiring, then he would acquire it without trying to buy it at a discount. When we bought the cada supermarket chain from the Rockefellers, for example, people said that we were crazy to pay the price we did. We soon proved that we hadn’t overpaid; if anything, as I’ll describe in Part II, we underpaid.


			He also believed in investing in people: paying them decent salaries and offering incentives and bonuses in recognition of work well done, one of the first organizations in Venezuela to do that.


			At the time, the best jobs, i.e., the ones that offered stability and a good salary, were with the foreign oil companies. My father wanted Cisneros to become a talent magnet: He wanted to offer smart kids a real choice. If they wanted steady, if conventional, work, they opted for oil. If they wanted excitement and growth opportunities and the chance to do something for their country, they came to us. We became the Google of the day.


			We paid our people a lot and they repaid us with their loyalty. Many would stay with us for decades.


			* * *


			My father also had specific advice for me personally. Following it helped me to focus my energy, identify and hone skills that were essential for what I was doing and not waste time on extraneous activities. I think that made me a better leader — and a better person.


			“Park your ego in the closet.”


			I was an arrogant kid but my father was a tough taskmaster. Every time I made a mistake, I was told it was a mistake. Every time he thought I was too big for my boots, he cut me down to size. He was my harshest critic but he offered more than just criticism. He had the patience to teach me that there was another way.


			“Gustavo, you have to park your ego in the closet,” he would say. “You have to have humility. You’re not born with it, but you can teach yourself. “Everyone has something to contribute,” he emphasized. “You must pay more attention to what is said than to the person who says it. If you are not open to others, if you insist on enclosing yourself inside a narrow circle of relationships and ideas, then problems simply move around you and there is no hope for a solution. To get out of the trap, you have to open yourself to new ideas and listen to other people’s opinions carefully.”18


			I trained myself to have more patience. It wasn’t natural because, of course, I have an ego — an immense ego. But I soon discovered that there were great rewards in not insisting on being the last man standing in a conversation. Specifically, I learned to be a better listener.


			My father always insisted that I first listen before opening my mouth. If I gave an opinion out of place, he would give me a look so that I knew exactly what I did wrong. “Think before talking,” he would admonish me. “Don’t just make decisions; think for solutions.” (I still try to do that today!)


			He also always asked for summaries of meetings, immediately, to debrief. That helped me to learn how to focus and to take good notes. It was great training. Over time, it became clear that the more we grew, the more I needed to listen and the less I should speak. There was so much information that it was overwhelming; jumping into a discussion would have been like diving into Class 4 rapids. Staying on the sidelines was the only way for me to get a good perspective.


			I soon saw the advantages of listening rather than acting or spouting off whatever I had in my mind. I began to understand that everyone had something interesting to say, if you just took the time to listen for it. And the people who surrounded my father always had something interesting to say: They were bright, they were original and they often saw a different way of doing things. I didn’t have to agree; I just had to listen. That’s how I got —and still get — ideas: by listening to people.


			I think everyone has something to add to a conversation, whether they’re a politician, intellectual, businessperson or fisherman. What they have to say may be completely different from what I think but I like to have that mix of information. You waste time by being snobbish — and maybe waste opportunities.


			You have to be open to being convinced. And the only way to do that is to listen. For example, I had a good relationship with Carlos Fuentes, a great Latin American writer. Along with other businessmen, politicians and intellectuals, we founded the Foro Iberoamericano (which I’ll talk about in Part III). He had a completely different take on life from me — he’s a man of the Left but he was open to everyone: businesspeople, intellectuals, politicians. His gift was that he could attract the best minds to focus on problems. We didn’t agree on many things but I learned to respect him and sometimes he convinced me to change my opinion.


			Fuentes introduced me to Gabriel García Márquez, another great writer. Because I came through Fuentes, García Márquez and I had many chats and he opened the door to his soul. García Márquez was a devoted Leftist. I’m a confirmed capitalist and a deep believer in democracy. Once we were able to bridge that chasm, I would join García Márquez on his evening rambles around Cartagena. He’d go from bar to bar, inventing songs and poems, gathering an ever-growing train of people until we’d end up at a taberna at dawn for breakfast. He had a real people’s touch, and I learned more about human nature from him during these outings than I could have learned from anyone.


			In the process, I learned to understand and work with someone completely different from me. It was an immense lesson I could apply to business. If I could get along with García Márquez and Fuentes, I could get along with anyone. That gave me an advantage to this day that I can talk to anyone.


			I also found out very quickly that if I put my ego away, it was easier to ask other people to put their egos away. When I was running the company, we had a group of executives who were very smart and naturally had very big egos. They needed an example of when to put their ego in the closet and how to do it; as their boss, I was a strong role model. As a result, they became a group of talented people who knew how to step back, and be ambitious without grandstanding.


			It’s something I still work on — maybe not enough. Every day, I remind myself, “You have to check, check, check your ego.” It all starts by learning to keep your mouth shut and listen.


			* * *


			“Don’t waste time being an accountant. Get the best accountant”


			And the best administrators, the top finance people, the smartest creative types and so on. Long before Donald Clifton and Marcus Buckingham enjoined us to “discover your strengths,” my father was telling me the same thing. (I’ll discuss what I think my strengths and responsibilities as a leader are in Part II.)


			“Don’t waste time doing what others can do better,” he would say. “You don’t have to learn everything. Smart people can do anything. If you hire smart people, you save a lot of time.” In many ways, he was preaching to the choir. I have dyslexia for numbers. Thanks to my father, I didn’t waste time struggling with numbers. Instead, I always hired the best numbers of people. And then when computers came along, we backed them up with computers.


			(We went into the business of computers very early, representing Fujitsu, ncr and even Apple in Venezuela. I wanted to learn how to sell them, which meant learning how they worked and how we could use them. What my father did to Coca-Cola, I was able to do to ibm. Venezuela was ibm’s biggest market in Latin America until we beat them. It was the first time ibm had ever lost the top spot. Knowing that a giant like ibm could be beaten would give me a lot of confidence to grow outside of Venezuela.)


			Similarly, as my father pointed out, I’m a very bad administrator. I like to say that I inherited that from my father, too. But he already knew that about himself, which was why he had very strong administrators and top finance people working for him. And he engrained that discipline in me: to hire people who were better than me.


			* * *


			“Don’t just criticize. Bring me a solution”


			My father reserved his harshest criticism for me when I raised issues without suggesting a solution. He would refuse to listen to an argument unless it was presented with a smart “out.” “Don’t just criticize,” he would say. “Bring me a solution.”


			It took a long time for me to organize my mind that way. But it’s a drill that has stayed with me.


			Focus on the solution, not on the personalities. Meet everyone with an open mind. Look for the best in people, not the worst. Have trust in them and they, in turn, will have trust in you.


			My father was a very positive person and now, thanks to that discipline, I’m a very positive person. My father taught me the benefits of being positive: “If you bring a solution, you’ll feel better,” he would add. “It’s good to be a critic. But it’s better to be a builder.”


			* * *


			“Build on commonalities. Don’t divide on differences”


			My father always told me, “You cannot judge people. You need to know what they’re doing and whom they do it with, what they like and what they hate, where they go to school, where they party. You need to get drunk with them once in a while. “And don’t be snobbish,” he’d add. “You have to touch people and be inspired by them, small or big. Build on commonalities, don’t divide on differences.”


			* * *


			“You only need one visionary at a time”


			My father surrounded himself with people who were smarter than him: He made sure he had a good executive team and that they hired good assistants. That was part of his determination to learn as well as to ensure that the various divisions of the enterprise ran smoothly on their own without needing his constant supervision. But when he was in the room, he had a hands-on approach and was a fantastic presence. Everyone was inspired by him and looked to him for direction.


			As I began to become more involved in the organization, I, of course, suggested changes. One day, he pulled me aside and told me to cool my jets. “The vision is already set,” he said. “Yes, we can improve on it. But not now. It’s working now. Wait your turn. We can have only one visionary at a time.” That was a humbling experience. Young people in their 20s think they know everything. They say, “I could do that and I could do it better.” He gently corrected me and pointed out that I had to earn my spurs first.


			* * *


			“Challenges are our main business”


			For more than a century since declaring independence first from Spain in 1811 and then in 1830 from La Gran Colombia, a remnant of the Spanish empire, Venezuela was shaped by political turmoil and autocracy, its government a constantly shifting kaleidoscope of dictatorships, juntas, regional caudillos (military strongmen) wrestling for power, coups d’état and, occasionally, outright civil war, such as the one that drove my father’s mother’s family into exile from Venezuela.


			My father doubtless heard stories of upheaval from his relatives, as well as from others in Trinidad’s large Venezuelan community. He personally experienced the repression and capriciousness of the authoritarian system twice soon after he returned to Venezuela. His first confrontation took place when a gathering of “Dos Caminos,” an amateur soccer team he had joined, was broken up by the police, because the regime was suspicious of groups of young people congregating in public.


			His second experience was more serious. My father had applied for the permits necessary to launch his public bus transport business and, after a long wait, had finally secured an appointment with the secretary of the governor, General Rafael María Velasco. When he arrived at General Velasco’s office, however, a police officer refused to let him enter. My father showed him the notification verifying his appointment. The officer responded to this seeming affront to his authority by arresting my father and having him taken to the headquarters of the Caracas Police, where he was held incommunicado. Finally, after five long days, he was released, as inexplicably as he had been arrested.


			These demonstrations of arbitrary power made a lasting impression on my father, strengthening his desire to promote and later support democracy in Venezuela.


			In December 1935, General Juan Vicente Gómez, the dictator who had ruled the country for 27 years. Although still a poor, rural and mostly illiterate country, Venezuela was evolving: The oil boom brought migration to urban centers from the countryside, there were radio networks in all the important cities and the country began to be linked by a network of roads and highways. The social divide between rich and poor was, if anything, deeper than before, but an incipient middle class had emerged.19 Gómez’ successors restored some civil liberties, allowing the reappearance of political parties, trade unions and professional organizations, and the return of political exiles.


			One of those exiles was Rómulo Betancourt, who became known as “the father of Venezuelan democracy.” My father met him in 1937, a year after Betancourt’s return. Their warm friendship endured throughout their lifetimes. Although I haven’t played an active role in politics, my father once said, “I’ve always identified with democratic values.”20


			In 1958, after another series of coups and exile, Betancourt became president in the first free elections to be held in Venezuela in a decade. The new government was on shaky ground, though, with the most serious threat coming from Fidel Castro, whose dictatorship had taken over Cuba in February 1959.


			The climate of insecurity caused many businesses to go bankrupt, among them the company that operated Caracas’ Channel 4 television station, then called Televisa. The country’s television and radio industry were dominated by the Phelps family, which had launched Radio Caracas, the first radio station in Venezuela, then expanded into the new medium of television. William H. Phelps, Sr., the son of a high-society New York family who had first come to Venezuela in the late 19th century on a bird-watching expedition, was as much of a wizard in business as he was gifted in ornithology. Even as other television licenses were granted, none could match Radio Caracas Television (rctv) broadcasting on Channel 2.
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