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PREFACE


			International Waters, April 1997


			El Tigre, having lost all hope, was ready to die. He asked for one of his brand-new white Oxford shirts. From that moment forward, only his English butler, who knew exactly what needed to be done, would accompany him, while the crew, under the captain’s command, would handle the route and the mysterious itinerary. The ECO, his yacht, set sail for an unknown destination. The formally registered documents listed Saint-Tropez, in the South of France, though El Tigre’s final destination lay elsewhere.


				During the last months of his life, El Tigre chose as his lair a marina in the Atlantic waters near Miami. One April afternoon in 1997, he decided to leave the United States in order to evade any laws that might complicate his wish for an assisted death. He had decided to meet his end onboard the ECO, having been defeated by pancreatic cancer that started as melanoma. His black hair with its striking white streak had already gone, and his imposing height had yielded to the all-consuming cancer, leaving his torso so hunched that it pained anyone who looked at him.


				Between 1960 and 1990, there was one figure who dominated Mexico’s economic skyline. Emilio “El Tigre” Azcárraga Milmo was one of the first Hispanic business magnates to emerge as one of the richest men on the planet. More than nine million Mexicans were already making a living north of the Rio Grande during those tumultuous years of interrupted presidencies in the United States. In 1963, John F. Kennedy was assassinated in Dallas, marking a time of great shock and upheaval in the country. A decade later, in 1974, Richard M. Nixon became the only president in U.S. history to resign, doing so in the wake of the Watergate scandal.


				The story of El Tigre sailing through international waters on his floating deathbed wasn’t unique. Before the legalization of assisted death, some millionaires chose to be euthanized in open waters, sparking controversy based on the existence of the Montego Bay Treaty. This international legal framework established that a country’s territorial waters extend up to twelve nautical miles from shore and that its exclusive economic zone extends up to two hundred miles from it, but beyond that lie waters with neither territoriality nor jurisdiction. So what would happen, then, if no nation’s flag were flown for a few hours out in the open ocean? In this legal gray area, some experts suggest that an individual may choose to undergo euthanasia in international waters—a practice that has continually raised ethical and legal debates.


				Emilio Azcárraga Milmo was known as El Tigre, a nickname approved by his father, Emilio Azcárraga Vidaurreta, who was himself known as El León.


				El Tigre was born in San Antonio, Texas, but at the age of eighteen and without his father’s approval, he decided to renounce his U.S. citizenship. It’s been said among El Tigre’s friends that he vociferously declared, both mockingly and celebratorily, that he was no longer a “gringo.”


				El León always rebuked his son for his decision, and El Tigre always resented his father for having sent him to an American military academy for high school. In 1946, El León decided to enroll his son at Culver Military Academy in Indiana, with the goal of completing high school and perfecting his English. Sending their children to Culver remains a symbol of social status among upper-class Mexican families. Affluent parents have a number of reasons for choosing the United States as the destination for their teenage children. They send them to elite boarding schools in Massachusetts to foster connections with other young intellectuals and facilitate access to the world’s most prestigious universities. When they want a more lenient environment, they opt for Seattle, where their children not only learn English but also experience a degree of boredom that ensures their eventual return to Mexico. Attending Culver, however, serves a different purpose: it’s where parents hope to foster strong social and disciplinary characteristics in their children, teaching them that part of personal growth often requires knowing how to navigate tough social environments without having everything they need within their immediate reach.


				Looking back on those times, El Tigre’s friends recount his negative experience at Culver Military Academy, where he “became more anti-gringo than Pancho Villa. They made him clean bathrooms and make the beds of his superiors while being subjected to strict military discipline.” Whenever he had the chance to criticize the most challenging times from his youth, El Tigre would recall how Americans (“damn gringos”) at Culver discriminated against him for his darker skin tone, Indigenous features, and accent. It was there that El Tigre learned to master the English language, though he could never hide his strong Mexican accent. In 1948, he returned to Mexico a few months before the end of his final semester without having graduated. After that, he never studied again.


				El León was a strategist, and he knew that the north was a necessary stop along the road to achieving his dreams. He spent time as a child in Austin, Texas, where he learned to speak English, married a wealthy Mexican American woman born in San Antonio, and learned to understand Anglo-American ways.


				Emilio Azcárraga Vidaurreta, quietly and without the knowledge of his business partner Rómulo O’Farrill, was laying the groundwork for a bold venture. From the privacy of his office, El León cleverly designed the plans for what could be considered an extension of Telesistema Mexicano (the Mexican television network founded by O’Farrill and El León) into the United States. It’s the same company that today is known as Televisa.


				When the secret of what he intended finally came to light, Rómulo O’Farrill reacted not only with surprise but also disbelief and ridicule. He openly mocked El León, suggesting that it was madness to think a Mexican could achieve something even close to that level of business success in the competitive U.S. market. Despite his partner’s doubts and mockery, Azcárraga Vidaurreta was undeterred and decided to move forward with his plan, convinced that his vision was both viable and revolutionary.


				O’Farrill was right, though not for the reasons he thought. Despite Azcárraga Vidaurreta’s audacity and determination, neither he nor O’Farrill would live long enough to see the outcome of that ambition. El León would never see his project become the leading Spanish-language television network in the United States. For his part, O’Farrill’s son would bear witness to this, even becoming something of a supporter of El Tigre, his friend in social and corporate circles, in continuing this vast undertaking.


				This is a story marked by perseverance and attrition. The rise of Univision, far from being a tale of uninterrupted success, is a chronicle of anguish and resistance in a hostile environment where discrimination, resignations, betrayals, and the constant cycle of collapse and resurgence paint a portrait of unending struggle. This book reveals how a non-English-language start-up was able to survive in the U.S. market. For those who think Univision’s story was one of seamless organic growth, this book offers a raw, moving, and often thrilling account of what really happened during the building of a Spanish-language media giant in the most powerful country on the planet.


				After the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo ended the Mexican-American War in 1848, Mexicans who chose to remain in the territory ceded to the United States were promised citizenship and “the right to their property, language, and culture.”


				In a context where prejudices and stereotypes toward people of Mexican origin prevailed, however, many began to feel marginalized and excluded from Texan society. During the twentieth century, Mexicans in the United States faced severe forms of discrimination. In Texas, for example, numerous racially motivated lynchings were recorded, and in the workplace, Mexicans were often relegated to low-paying jobs with poor conditions and a lack of opportunities to advance and grow compared with their non-Mexican colleagues.


				Another prominent example was school segregation, in which children of Mexican origin were often bussed to separate, lower-quality schools. During World War II, the Zoot Suit Riots reflected these racial tensions as Mexican youth were targeted for attack based on their appearance and cultural heritage.


				In the 1980s, the search for a better quality of life and economic opportunities for their families drove many Mexicans to leave their home country and venture north in pursuit of the so-called American dream. They were followed by Guatemalans, Salvadorans, Nicaraguans, and Hondurans, with each group being motivated by similar circumstances. Later, Panamanians also began undertaking this journey, as did Cubans, Puerto Ricans, and Dominicans from the Caribbean. Furthermore, political crises, dictatorial regimes, and guerrilla warfare in countries such as Chile, Peru, Argentina, and Colombia triggered significant exoduses of their citizens, all seeking refuge and new opportunities.


				It was during this time that the term “Hispanic” began being recognized as an identity in the United States. Families from Cuba arrived in Florida; Puerto Ricans, Dominicans, and Colombians arrived in New York; and Central Americans joined Mexicans in crossing the borders of California, Arizona, and Texas. However, the term had already been formally registered by Richard Nixon in 1973, just before his abrupt departure from the White House after the Watergate scandal. His administration recognized the importance of grouping U.S. citizens of Latin American descent under a single designation. After six months of committee deliberation on a name that would represent this group, “Hispanic” was selected.


				In 1981, Ronald Reagan became president, marking a significant change. This new Reagan-Bush administration recognized the value of the Hispanic community as an influential bloc, both in political and socioeconomic terms.


				The evolution of Univision is a journey of ambition, manipulation, conflict, extravagance, social control, politics, activism, patriarchy, collaboration, and business acumen: one in which each protagonist in the story left their own unique mark.


				After its early days were shaped by Mexican visionaries, Univision’s leadership passed through various hands: Chileans, Cubans, and Venezuelans assumed key roles, though always under an Anglo-American supremacy that maintained a firm grip on ownership. This power struggle between Anglos and Hispanics, with its tug-of-war dynamics, is one of the central narratives of this book, which could itself easily be the inspiration behind an epic telenovela with all the victims, villains, and innocent actors caught in the middle of it all. And in this case, the innocent protagonist is the audience itself: the massive Hispanic immigrant community here in the United States whose population continued to grow rapidly during this time.


				Unlike a population that has directly experienced the ravages of war, Hispanic media audiences were largely unaware of the conflicts and tensions between Univision’s proprietors. As such, the primary focus of this book is to narrate this bellicose conflict between the owners who, by ingenuity or luck, managed to keep their audience isolated from these internal conflicts.


				While researching and collecting testimonies for this book, I encountered a significant split in opinions regarding how to portray the history of the Latino community in the United States. On the one hand, some of my friends and interviewees urged me to avoid portraying Latinos exclusively as victims of oppression and discrimination. They argued that, despite the obstacles, the Latino community has made remarkable strides, not only occupying but thriving in political and socioeconomic spaces that once seemed unattainable. These voices highlighted achievements and resilience, emphasizing progress over victimization.


				On the other hand, more liberal historians urged me to thoroughly detail the ongoing struggle Latinos face against injustice and discrimination, pointing out that recognizing these challenges is essential to understanding the overall dynamics of their experience in the United States. These scholars insist that omitting or minimizing these struggles would perpetuate an incomplete and unbalanced narrative that fails to do justice to this community’s true tenacity.


				I wrote reality as I saw it, heard it, and believed it based on the sources I spoke with and the people I studied. My intent is not to sway the reader toward one particular perspective or another on the actions or decisions of the characters in this saga; rather it is to offer a balanced account that encompasses both the achievements and defeats as well as the challenges faced by the trailblazers who conceived and built Univision.


				In the 1970s and 1980s, a mere three national television networks held all the power in the United States: ABC, NBC, and CBS. But El León and El Tigre laid the groundwork for a fourth one that snuck in right under the noses of Ted Turner and Rupert Murdoch. Their story must reach U.S. leaders: businesspeople, politicians, and dreamers hoping to delve deeper into the origins of a media empire, the interracial psychological battles between leadership positions under a single umbrella, and the evolution of audience behavior in an age of streaming, artificial intelligence, and digital platforms. Beyond that, it’s an opportunity to understand how the Spanish language not only reached the United States but also took root, becoming forever ingrained in the country’s cultural fabric.


				The true purpose of this work is to not only present the milestones and highlights that appeared along the way but also to decipher the mysteries of the human spirit that forged Univision. Each character, episode, triumph, and setback is a piece of a larger puzzle that allows us to better understand the consolidation and significant presence of the Hispanic community—as well as the Spanish language—in the United States.


		




		

			


CHAPTER 1


			The Transition:


			El León, René Anselmo, and El Tigre


			In the summer of 1972, Emilio Azcárraga Vidaurreta, El León, traveled to Houston to visit the MD Anderson Cancer Center, one of the world’s leading cancer treatment clinics, for a review of his already advanced pancreatic cancer. There was nothing to be done, and the businessman knew this, so he’d asked his two daughters, Laura and Carmela, ages forty-six and forty-four respectively, to be by his side. On September 9, doctors notified the sisters that their father had been admitted to the Houston Methodist Hospital, which is affiliated with the cancer center, for surgery. It was on that date that El León’s son, El Tigre, decided to fly from Mexico City to Houston to be with his father during the delicate procedure.


				While El Tigre asked his sisters to wait for him to arrive before allowing the surgery, the doctors advised against any further delays. El León was taken into the operating room and never woke up. On September 23, 1972, he stopped breathing. He was seventy-seven years old, and his son, Emilio, was forty-two. The founder and owner of what had already become a powerful Mexican television empire (known at the time as Telesistema Mexicano) had passed away. He also left behind a separate project in the process of being launched in the United States. El Tigre was never able to say goodbye to his father.
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			Porfiriato (1876–1911)


			During the robust yet violent period known as Porfiriato, when Mexico was ruled by the military leader Porfirio Díaz, El León’s father, a native of Tampico with a Basque heritage who was named Mariano Azcárraga López de Rivera, sent his sons to Texas to finish their final years of middle school and high school in San Antonio and Austin, respectively. El León was one of the fortunate ones who took full advantage of that opportunity.


				Like many businessmen of his time, Azcárraga López lived under the constant shadow of political instability. In an environment ripe for dictatorial regimes, a common fear among entrepreneurs is the inherent transience of such governments; in other words, the knowledge that no dictatorship lasts forever. This uncertainty is exacerbated when changes in government are frequently marked by revolutions or other abrupt transitions that can bring to power new leaders with radically different ideologies. Such changes often pose significant risks for businesspeople who may be viewed with suspicion or even hostility by the new ruling class. Revolutionaries often look to dismantle existing power structures and, in the process, businesspeople pay a heavy cost because they’re perceived as collaborators or beneficiaries of the previous regime, regardless of whether they had an actual relationship with it or not.


				Before becoming known as El León, Azcárraga Vidaurreta began his career as a successful salesman, distinguishing himself through his business acumen and skill. His marriage to Laura Milmo Hickman, who was eleven years his junior and the daughter of a wealthy family, was not only an act of love but also a reflection of the common marital aspirations of the time. Back then, marrying someone from a wealthy family was seen as both a significant and strategic achievement, especially for ambitious men seeking to consolidate their economic and social standing. Born in San Antonio, Texas, Laura brought youth and family connections to their union, but she also represented an opportunity to strengthen Azcárraga’s social status. She became his lifelong wife.


				In an ironic twist to the story, during the Porfiriato era, many affluent Mexican families chose San Antonio as the ideal place to give birth to their children. This choice was due in part to their search for somewhere with the stability and security that Mexico’s volatile political environment at the time couldn’t offer. San Antonio, with its cultural and geographic proximity to Mexico, offered these families a safe and accessible refuge. And Laura Milmo Hickman, born there in 1906, was a prime example.


				Following this Porfiriato tradition and looking to ensure the benefits of U.S. citizenship for his descendants, El León also chose that city for the birth of his son. Months before she gave birth, he sent Laura to San Antonio, where Emilio Azcárraga Milmo was born in September 1930 at Santa Rosa Hospital, located just a few blocks from the historic site of the Battle of the Alamo, a landmark in the conflicts between Texas and Mexico. This act not only symbolized the continuation of a practice established by Mexico’s elites but also marked the intersection of personal and national history in a place charged with meaning for both countries. El Tigre was born there as if fate knew his life would be marked by the conflicts and complicated history between Mexico and the United States.


			1950: First Entrepreneurial Steps


			El León began his entrepreneurial career selling shoes imported from Boston, capitalizing on the boom created as the United States more aggressively entered the Mexican market. At that time, English proficiency in Mexico was a rare and highly valued skill, particularly in the business world. El León stood out not only for his shrewd commercial sense but also for his fluency in English, which gave him an edge when it came to negotiating and helped him forge strong relationships with American suppliers.


				At the same time, his ability to communicate effectively in Spanish while living in the United States was equally beneficial. Unlike many other Mexican businessmen of the time who were attempting to conduct business in the United States without a strong command of English or a deep understanding of Anglo-American culture, El León used his bilingualism and cultural knowledge to successfully navigate between and adapt to both markets.


				After a number of business ventures, some more successful than others, he decided to invest in, register, and acquire a radio station in Mexico. This industry gave him a great sense of satisfaction along with plenty of connections in music and broadcasting. Taking full advantage of these relationships, he joined forces with businessmen Guillermo González Camarena, Rómulo O’Farrill, Ernesto Barrientos Reyes, and Miguel Alemán Valdés to secure the first license to open a private television channel, which they named Telesistema Mexicano. This was in 1951, and at the age of fifty-six, he and his partners began building a Mexican media empire that, by 1969, owned nearly one hundred TV stations stretching all across Mexico. At that point, Telesistema Mexicano was already the largest TV network in the country, but they still lacked a solid, centralized national broadcasting system. They didn’t yet have the technology to consolidate and transmit a unified message nationwide. In other words, each station operated its own independent broadcast.


				After consolidating his presence in the broadcasting industry and participating in the founding of Telesistema Mexicano, El León began to envision even broader horizons. And while his alliance with Rómulo O’Farrill was essential to his success in Mexico, he began to independently plot his next big move. Recognizing the growing demand for Spanish-language content in the United States, especially when it came to films and shows produced in Mexico, he devised a bold plan that he didn’t initially share with his partners in Mexico. His vision was to expand his media empire beyond his nation’s northern border and tap into the growing Mexican diaspora in the United States: a community looking to stay connected with their culture and roots through media in their native language. And so El León began to quietly explore opportunities in the U.S. market. His first foray was selling Mexican films to a movie theater owner in Los Angeles, California, by the name of Frank Fouce Sr.


			The First Hispanic TV Station in the United States


			The pioneers of Hispanic radio and television in the United States were Emilio Nicolás Sr. and his father-in-law, Raoul Cortez, both based in San Antonio. In 1955, Nicolás Sr. decided to devote himself entirely to radio and television stations KCOR-AM and KCOR-TV, which were the first stations to offer continuous Spanish-language broadcasts in the United States: a project founded and led by Cortez. KCOR-TV changed its call sign to KWEC, and it was then that Cortez and Nicolás Sr. created the Spanish International Network, abbreviated SIN. Nicolás Sr. oversaw the news department during the day and produced a variety of live programs at night. He also presented his own editorials on current events, such as immigration and education. In his search for Mexican content, Cortez met Frank Fouce Sr., who connected him with El León, his own main supplier of Mexican films.


				Despite its popularity among Mexican residents and other Spanish speakers in San Antonio, SIN struggled to survive. Its early years were extremely challenging because advertisers underestimated the commercial value of the Hispanic audience and rarely targeted the channel for promotions.


				El León had begun selling Mexican films to SIN and pitched the idea to Nicolás Sr. and Cortez that they allow him to invest in the network. He even convinced Fouce Sr. to partner with him to propose a partial acquisition of SIN. The two businessmen made numerous unsuccessful attempts at investment by offering content in exchange for shares in the company.


				In 1961, El León put his political acumen on full display by convincing Mario Moreno, the actor known worldwide as Cantinflas, to accompany him to San Antonio and support the election campaign of Henry Barbosa González, a Mexican American Texan running to represent his district in the U.S. Congress. Much to the surprise of the local Hispanic community, Lyndon Johnson, who was vice president at the time, was also in attendance, and El León convinced Emilio Nicolás Sr. to have SIN cover the historic visit by the Johnson–Cantinflas–Barbosa González trio. Johnson had been a U.S. senator from Texas before John F. Kennedy invited him to be his running mate in the 1960 presidential campaign. With Johnson’s implicit endorsement—he was the state’s preferred political son, after all—González emerged victorious and became the first Hispanic member in the history of the United States House of Representatives, and coverage of the campaign helped the Hispanic community understand, more than ever, the power and importance of the ballot. González would go on to be undefeated in reelection campaigns and remained the representative of Texas’s 25th district, which includes the city of San Antonio, until 1998, when he retired two years before his death. SIN played a significant role throughout Congressman González’s career.


				Cantinflas was always grateful to the Azcárragas for facilitating his friendship with Johnson who, just two years after that first meeting, suddenly became president of the United States following the assassination of JFK in Dallas on Friday, November 22, 1963.


				El León bore witness to the power television wielded when it came to politics, having seen how Cantinflas’s presence influenced González’s victory. The dots were easy to connect: his films, broadcast on SIN, were hugely successful, especially Pepe, in which Cantinflas starred alongside such Hollywood legends as Tony Curtis, Kim Novak, Judy Garland, Bing Crosby, Carlos Montalbán, César Romero, and Sammy Davis Jr., among others.


			The First Investment in SIN


			Due to SIN’s ongoing financial struggles, and after witnessing El León’s political influence, Emilio Nicolás Sr. convinced his father-in-law to sell a portion of SIN in exchange for content and cash.


				In 1961, El León and Frank Fouce Sr. formalized their investment in the Spanish International Network, which broadcast through KWEX, the call sign identifying its signal, which was authorized by the Federal Communications Commission (FCC), the U.S. telecommunications regulatory agency.


				The creation of a Spanish-language television network in the United States was not only a logical extension of El León’s newly formed empire in Mexico. It was also a way to address the nascent Hispanic market north of the border. At the time, Spanish-language broadcasts were limited and fragmented, and as such, this Mexican entrepreneur saw a golden opportunity to provide high-quality Spanish-language content to an underserved nationwide audience. El León was often heard proudly stating that “los mexicanos invadidos” (referring to the U.S. invasion of Mexico during the nineteenth century) never wanted to “agringarse”: to assimilate themselves, to become “gringified.”


				By the late 1960s, El León had undertaken his bold move: acquiring several television channels in the United States. But his plan ran up against U.S. federal law, which presented numerous obstacles to achieving his goals. No broadcast TV channel in the United States could have more than 20 percent of its ownership in foreign hands. This “20 percent rule” was an unwavering mandate that required stakeholders to be U.S. citizens in order to hold a larger share. This federal law remained on the books until February 2017.


				El Tigre’s impulsive decision to renounce his U.S. citizenship at the age of eighteen stripped El León of his protective shield, leaving him exposed to the rapacious 20 percent rule. Perhaps, at that age, El Tigre, wealthy, handsome, and somewhat spoiled, lacked the business insight to see the bigger picture. Awash in youthful arrogance, he might have felt alienated from his father’s American dream, choosing instead to forge his own path forward. Through some legal acrobatics, El León was able to weave a shareholder web around his U.S. television stations in order to evade the 20 percent rule.
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				El León never truly respected the maximum percentage he was allowed to hold. Legally, yes, but de facto, no. He always used his connections to assign controlling interests to front men, allies, friends, and even his wife, Laura, who did have U.S. citizenship.


				El León’s increased focus on expanding his television network in the United States began to generate tensions with his partners at Telesistema Mexicano. While he saw potential in the American market, his partners, Rómulo O’Farrill in particular, were skeptical and concerned about the risks this expansion entailed. O’Farrill and others felt this obsession with developing this new market diverted attention and resources from their operations in Mexico, where they still faced significant challenges. This divergence in business vision not only revealed a strategic rift between El León and his Mexican partners but also threatened to destabilize the internal cohesion of their original company.


				El León knew he needed allies who shared his vision and who were well versed in the complicated American legal and business environment. This need led him to forge new partnerships with individuals who understood the value of an expanding Spanish-language market and were willing to invest time and money in consolidating a network that would eventually become a touchstone for the Hispanic community in the United States. This strategy not only allowed El León to further his dream but also to form the foundation for what would become a revolution in Hispanic television in the United Sates.


				To bolster his operations north of the border, El León decided to retain the SIN brand name while also making the strategic decision to relocate one of his most valued and competent colleagues from Mexico, Reynold Vincent “René” Anselmo, to San Antonio to work at SIN. Anselmo, born in 1926 in Bedford, Massachusetts, possessed a blend of qualities that made him ideal for the mission. A World War II veteran of Italian descent, Anselmo was not only fluent in both English and Spanish but he was also a U.S. citizen, which significantly streamlined operations and navigation around the 20 percent rule. This move demonstrated El León’s commitment to making his vision a reality, and the trust he placed in Anselmo underscored the importance of having one of his own at the head of this important venture.


				At that time, the relationship between El León and his son, El Tigre, wasn’t the best. The father was constantly downplaying the son’s presence. The young man’s attitude as a coveted wealthy bachelor always bothered his father, who reproached his son for his behavior, especially when it came to his treatment of women. Nor did he accept his son’s public romantic relationships with young ladies who didn’t belong to Mexico’s elite and upper classes. El León also made no effort to acknowledge his son’s work and professional development. This cold shoulder treatment made El Tigre only that much more rebellious.


				Meanwhile, El Tigre turned a blind eye, instead seeking visibility within the network by openly talking about the family business and suggesting he was the future heir to El León’s throne. He took it upon himself to recruit talent, including writers and actors, for shows produced by Telesistema Mexicano, his father’s empire. Of course, El Tigre was quite taken with his role as the son of a media mogul, and being the tall, handsome, and well-educated young man that he was, he began to savor and wield power with greater ease and affinity than his own father. El León, an entrepreneurial and family-oriented man, was never suspected of ever having had an extramarital relationship. In fact, after the death of his wife, Laura, in the late 1960s, he never remarried. Meanwhile, El Tigre was becoming increasingly known for his legendary parties where he could often be seen whispering in English with Reynold Anselmo, exchanging contact info of future girlfriends, many of whom were actresses hoping to achieve stardom in Mexican theater, film, and television.


				Anselmo was known to everyone simply as René, a name he adopted following an amusing anecdote with El Tigre. Early in Anselmo’s career, while still trying to find his footing in the Telesistema Mexicano environment, El Tigre gave Reynold a playful warning: some would likely try to nickname him Rey, the Spanish word for “king,” but there was already an undisputed ruler of this organization: his father, the patriarch. Besides, the line of succession was clear: the future king would be El Tigre himself. From that moment forward, Reynold stopped going by his original name and everyone, both in Mexico and the United States, recognized him and referred to him as René.


				“From now on, you’re René. I’m the only ‘rey’ around here, cabrón!” El Tigre is said to have told Reynold Vincent Anselmo.


			The First Program Lineup


			SIN’s programming consisted primarily of content from Mexico. Among many others, some of Cantinflas’s films that were in constant rotation were El bolero de Raquel (1957), one of his most memorable films in which he plays a shoeshine boy who cares for a young orphan; Sube y baja (1959), in which Cantinflas plays a store clerk who gets involved in various comical situations and, due to plenty of mistakes, is demoted to the position of elevator operator; El padrecito (1964), in which Cantinflas plays a young priest who arrives in a small town only to face various social and cultural challenges; and Un Quijote sin mancha (1969), with Cantinflas playing a lawyer dedicated to helping the needy, in a modern adaptation of the classic Don Quixote. Another film broadcast on SIN was Simón del desierto (1965), directed by Luis Buñuel and starring Silvia Pinal and Claudio Brook. This film is known for its surrealist style and religious themes.


				Other notable movies that became big ratings hits for SIN were Los cuervos están de luto (1965), directed by Francisco del Villar and starring Silvia Pinal, Kitty de Hoyos, and Lilia Prado, and ¡Buenas noches, Año Nuevo! (1964), directed by Julián Soler and again starring Silvia Pinal alongside Ricardo Montalbán.


				El León was convinced that his Spanish-language television network would not only be a financial success for himself but also play a crucial role in the lives of Mexicans living in the United States. His vision was to provide a platform for broadcasting news, entertainment, and education in Spanish that would help the Mexican community stay connected to their roots and culture while simultaneously adapting to life in the United States. He believed that emigration to the United States would only increase because, in the wake of dictatorships and revolutions, Mexico’s political and economic environment was deteriorating, and many people would be looking to escape poverty. And that’s exactly what happened, though El León’s prognosis—as audacious as it was—fell short of the actual scale. The same thing would soon happen with Fidel Castro’s revolution in Cuba, the dictatorships in Central American countries, the violence sparked by the drug wars in Colombia, and the economic crises in Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic, all of which triggered mass migrations of people seeking better lives to the north.


				The Spanish being spoken by newly arrived immigrants exasperated many Americans. This frustration prompted a pattern of rejection that manifested itself in two ways: immigrants were either overtly attacked and forced to use English or they were ignored and marginalized.
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				The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which required English-speaking residents of the United States to accept and respect the use of the Spanish language by their fellow citizens, was not embraced by all. Many immigrants from Mexico and other Spanish-speaking nations were still forced to assimilate as “white,” renouncing the use of Spanish in order to obtain U.S. citizenship and forge ahead with improving their livelihoods. This was one of the key triggers that gave rise to the Chicano activist movement, which staunchly opposed any attempt to reject Hispanic culture and the use of the Spanish language. It was an ongoing fight for economic rights that would enable the impoverished Mexican American community to flourish.


				The English-only movement, also known as the Official English movement, advocates for the exclusive use of English in official U.S. government operations by establishing it as the country’s sole official language. The United States has never legally declared an official language; however, at various times and places, there have been efforts to promote or even mandate the use of English.


				Support for the English-only movement began in 1907, under President Theodore Roosevelt. But it remains clear that a significant portion of the American population chose to allow and even promote the proliferation of Spanish. And this was the population that benefited the most from SIN.


			Control of SIN in 1962


			In the fall of 1961, El León’s company—in partnership with Fouce Amusement Enterprises—acquired control of the Spanish International Network. But just a year later, Fouce Sr. died suddenly of heart failure, and it wasn’t long before his successors began to play a greater role, something that we’ll explore later. But in 1962, El León’s capital, René Anselmo’s leadership, and Fouce Sr.’s absence propelled the company’s growth, eventually establishing new stations in Fresno, Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Phoenix, along with the seed from which it all grew: KWEX in San Antonio.


				Already in decline, El León gave Anselmo carte blanche. He paid himself an annual salary of $400,000 and positioned himself as the leader of Hispanic television in the United States. As we’ve noted, back in the 1960s, there were only three major, authorized TV networks in the United States: CBS, ABC, and NBC. But a fourth was only just beginning to emerge: SIN, a small network of Spanish-language TV stations.


				As a business, SIN faced many challenges. One was that CBS, ABC, and NBC all broadcast on VHF (very high frequency) signals while SIN broadcast on UHF (ultrahigh frequency). Most TVs in the United States at the time had no way of decoding UHF frequencies. This technical limitation represented a significant disadvantage against the other networks. TV sets in the 1960s were predominantly equipped to receive VHF signals, which meant that UHF broadcasts like SIN’s wouldn’t reach most viewers without their modifying or upgrading their equipment. Not only did this reduce SIN’s potential audience but it also posed a major hurdle in terms of visibility and popularity, especially when stacked up against its competitors, who were already enjoying a more established and easily accessible presence in American homes.
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				Anselmo and Emilio Nicolás Sr., with the support of the newly elected Hispanic congressman Henry Barbosa González, set about lobbying Congress to require television manufacturers to install receivers for both VHF and UHF signals in the United States. A bill was finally signed into law in 1962, the effects of which became noticeable toward the end of the decade, when many households were now able to buy TV sets capable of receiving both frequencies: a change that helped Spanish-language television to begin to thrive.


			SIN’s National Expansion


			A few years later, in 1971, a year before El León’s death, negotiations were underway to acquire TV stations in New York and Miami. By then, El Tigre was growing more and more covetous of his position as heir and questioned his father’s efforts to purchase the station in Miami. El Tigre warned his father, in the presence of René Anselmo, that the Mexican government was an ally to Fidel Castro and supported his revolution, and because of that position, there was no love lost between Cubans in Miami and the Mexican community. El Tigre sensed that purchasing that station would bring trouble.


				At that time, the Mexican government maintained a friendly diplomatic relationship with Castro and his revolution in Cuba: a stance that sharply contrasted with the views of Cuban expats in Miami. This community, comprised of those who had fled the revolution, harbored deep-seated disdain for anyone who supported or was otherwise associated with the Castro regime.


				During the twentieth century, the Mexican government developed a foreign policy that often aligned with revolutionary leaders and movements around the world. This pattern of support reflected not only an ideological kinship with struggles for social justice and national autonomy but also a broader strategy of asserting sovereignty and leadership within the greater Latin American community.


				Mexico maintained cordial relations with the Cuban regime from its beginnings, despite the tensions this generated with the United States and other nations during the Cold War. The influence of revolutionary figures like Castro also resonated with local movements and political parties in Mexico who saw the Cuban revolution as a model to follow, as a strategic ally in the fight against imperialism and for people’s self-determination.


				Support for these movements and leaders not only manifested itself through a pro-political asylum style of diplomacy but also through cultural understanding, education, and other avenues of international cooperation. Mexico had, by that time, become a crossroads for leftist intellectuals, revolutionaries, and artists from around the world, thus consolidating its image as a country committed to progressive and revolutionary causes.


				That was the reason the presence of Mexican businessmen in Miami was seen as suspicious, if not outright hostile, by Cuban exiles. El Tigre, aware of these tensions, predicted that acquiring a TV station in such a polarized environment could trigger resentment and pushback that would complicate their efforts to establish a solid base of operations in the United States.


				René Anselmo interjected himself into the father-son conversation, taking it upon himself to argue that if they didn’t gain a foothold in Miami, they could never be considered a truly national Hispanic network in the United States. That’s when El León gave Anselmo a blunt directive: “Buy the damn thing!” With that order, the meeting ended, and what happened next is now part of history. Anselmo immediately hired the McKenna law firm in Washington, DC, to apply for approval from the FCC to transfer the license of Miami-based WLTV.


				The option to buy the station would expire in just seventy-two hours, at which point it could be sold to any other interested party. The situation in Miami was at a critical juncture: there was little time to act, and the pressure was mounting. In the world of communications and television broadcasting, opportunities like this were rare and highly coveted. If Anselmo failed to complete the purchase within this tight time frame, they risked losing a unique opportunity. And on top of that, the competition was lurking: other non-Hispanic media groups were interested and ready to strike if Anselmo wasn’t able to close the deal.


				The stakes were enormous. If the acquisition didn’t go through, the future of Hispanic television in the United States could have turned out very differently. But, in the end, the Miami station became a crucial asset for the Spanish-speaking market in the United States, especially considering Florida’s large Spanish-speaking population. If a different group had taken over, the history of Univision as we know it today would have been vastly different.


			El León Dies, El Tigre Inherits


			To add even more tension to the suspense, the senior partner at the law firm they had hired fell ill, so he delegated his duties to a twenty-seven-year-old attorney: Norm Leventhal from Brooklyn, New York. The FCC authorized the station’s transfer in record time—on January 6, 1971—and Spanish International Communications Corporation (SICC), a newly created company in Delaware, acquired WLTV, Miami’s Channel 23. From that point on, René Anselmo would have no further business meetings with El León. The boss’s health was in sharp decline, and he would be dead within months. El Tigre, for his part, didn’t return any of Anselmo’s calls until after the funeral—when he’d become his new boss. During this period of intense activity and challenges, not only had El León passed away but just a year later, in 1973, Richard Nixon was facing impeachment proceedings that eventually led him to resign the presidency. This event marked a turning point in the history of Hispanic influence, which was just beginning to consolidate and solidify in the United States.


				At the time of El León’s death, SIN was already a platform of seven TV stations in the United States acquired through three different companies with various partners, having overcome numerous legal, political, and tax-related hurdles.


				At the age of forty-two, El Tigre inherited his father’s companies. His sisters, Laura and Carmela, also inherited part of Telesistema Mexicano and other family-owned businesses, but the new boss would be El Tigre by order of the late patriarch.


				A few days after his father’s death, El Tigre made two decisions, which El León never would have approved. The first was to marry Encarnación Presa Matute, the “weather girl” at Telesistema Mexicano. His father knew about his heir’s relationship with that beautiful young blonde with light-blue eyes, but he had always insisted that he keep his romantic interests out of the public and family eye, especially when they involved women who weren’t accepted in Mexican high society. The second decision was to fire René Anselmo for having bought the Miami station without speaking to his partners in the United States.


				But after the roar came the meow. Anselmo would return just a few months later.




		




		

			


CHAPTER 2


			From On the Air to Outer Space:


			René Anselmo and the Satellite Television


			Revolution


			In June 1988, René Anselmo was at Mount Sinai Hospital in New York undergoing quintuple coronary bypass surgery. Days after this extremely delicate procedure came the scheduled launch of a rocket he had personally financed from a remote and almost completely inhospitable region of French Guiana on the northeastern coast of South America. René had bet nearly all of his money on that launch; it was one of the Ariane series of rockets developed by the ESA, the first European space corporation dedicated to launching satellites into space for private companies. It was the first time in history that an individual had, in a personal capacity, invested in such a rocket.


				His wife, Mary Morton Anselmo, entered his luxurious room at the Madison Avenue hospital, pulled a bottle of champagne from her purse, and said to René, “My love, Berta just called to tell me the rocket didn’t blow up! ¡Salud, mi amor!”


				Mary was referring to Berta Escurra, René’s longtime personal assistant, who had called with the news that the rocket had launched successfully early that morning and its extraplanetary mission was underway as planned.


				In just seventy-two hours, René Anselmo had won two extremely risky bets: emergency surgery resulting from cardiac failure that nearly took him away from this earthly world, and an investment in the nascent space and satellite business, which, if it had failed, would have led to instant bankruptcy.


				Although he wasn’t Mexican, Reynold Vincent “René” Anselmo became president of the Spanish International Network in its new expansion phase.


			Anselmo’s Beginnings


			Curly-haired and short in stature, Anselmo was born in January 1924 in Bedford, Massachusetts. His father, an Italian immigrant with no college education, had a respectable career in the U.S. Postal Service. Young Reynold was highly intelligent, astute, serious, and feisty. His childhood was plagued by inner turmoil due to his solitary lifestyle and the distance he placed between himself and his parents and schoolmates. He disliked traditional Italian festivals and the religious obligations his mother imposed in the home. He was, however, fascinated by art, literature, the stars, the planets—by knowledge in general. At an early age, he took delight in reading books by Jules Verne over and over again. And while Boston has some of the world’s greatest universities, he saw them as beyond his reach.


				Reynold wanted to escape from the monotonous and traditional daily routine experienced by other kids around him. He had big ambitions and didn’t want to lead the life his father had. The only pathway young Reynold found to get out, to see the world, and to expand his horizons—without needing to ask for his parents’ permission or help—was through the military. In 1942, after his first year of high school, he decided to enlist in the United States Marine Corps. Although he was only sixteen at the time, he declared himself an eighteen-year-old man ready to fight for the United States in World War II. He was trained as a tail gunner and flew thirty-seven missions in the Pacific Theater.


				Lying about their age in order to enlist was common among disaffected teens who saw the military as a way to leave home, experience other cultures, and lead a more exciting, less stagnant life than what the country had to offer its civilian youth. Anselmo, a creative dynamo who was constantly coming up with new ideas, felt trapped in the monotony of Boston’s Italian American community, where he felt misunderstood.


			The Gringo Arrives in Mexico


			World War II came to an end in 1945, yet Reynold Vincent Anselmo didn’t want to return home. Thanks to the G.I. bill, he earned a scholarship to study literature and theater at the University of Chicago. He was an excellent student who also proved to be an excellent comedic actor. Anselmo participated in early performances by the now- renowned Second City comedy theater group. While in college, he entered the Great Books program, which offered exchange opportunities in other countries. One of these was the chance to go and work in a theater group in Mexico. Between 1936 and 1956, the Golden Age of Mexican cinema, the country had established itself as the undisputed epitome of the Latin American film industry, having become the top producer of Spanish-language films in the world, driven in part by the impact World War II had on international filmmaking.


				Reynold’s arrival in Mexico was magical. He clicked instantly with the culture, the food, the humor, the freedom, and the safety. Through his University of Chicago connections, he hooked up with a theater group owned by El León Azcárraga. Though his Spanish was rather limited, it was in that group that he met El Tigre, who often hung out around the theater scouting out talent for his father’s television stations. Over the next few months, Anselmo dedicated himself to learning how to read and converse in Spanish, a time during which he also developed a friendship with the future heir, with whom he could speak comfortably in English. El Tigre, meanwhile, took advantage of his role as a talent scout in order to get closer to the group’s aspiring actresses, many of whom were willing to accept his advances in hopes of increasing their chances of starring on the silver screens of his father’s film and television empire.


				Anselmo tried his hand at Mexican theater, but his thick accent and limited command of the local language prevented him from accessing any real opportunities. On several occasions, El León would stroll through the theater group’s facilities, then sit and chat in English with his son and Reynold. It was then that El León recognized Anselmo’s great talent for communication and considered him the ideal person for another project he already had underway: distributing his media empire’s content across other latitudes, including the United States. El Tigre, however, felt uncomfortable with Anselmo growing closer to his father, who had welcomed him with admiration. René agreed to stay in Mexico, work for Telesistema Mexicano, and collaborate directly with its owner. Thus began a complex relationship marked by the ups and downs of brotherhood among El León, El Tigre, and Anselmo—a relationship that would last throughout the rest of their lives.


				Tireless in his ambition to crack the American market, Azcárraga Vidaurreta often shared with his closest colleagues a strategy he saw as essential for success in the States. His approach was based on an astute observation he made about the prevailing imperialist mentality in the United States: Americans, particularly Anglos, would never accept being colonized or otherwise dominated by foreigners. Therefore, in order to integrate and succeed, it was essential that they believe control remained firmly in the hands of one of their own: a white, English-speaking American.


				El León had a very particular way of describing and using the term “gringo” in his conversations with Anselmo. He explained that, while it might sound derogatory to some, given the right context, “gringo” could have a more neutral or even affectionate connotation not unlike the colloquial use of “cabrón” among Mexicans. In Mexican Spanish, “cabrón” can be offensive in certain situations, but among friends, it’s often used in a casual, informal manner to indicate camaraderie or even brotherhood. El León wanted Anselmo to understand that “gringo” could also be used to refer to Americans in a way that, while perhaps rather blunt, didn’t necessarily have to be offensive if handled with the proper mix of familiarity and respect.


				He understood full well the cultural and economic dynamics at play in the United States and suspected that a Mexican would face significant barriers that could compromise the success of his project. His vison was clear: he needed someone who represented the best of both worlds. A gringo who, while born in the United States and considered to be an American, shared his values, remained loyal to his mission, and was deeply connected to the essence of all things Mexican.


				Only someone with this particular set of characteristics could carry out “self-colonization”: leading operations and negotiations in the United States in a way that appeared to be completely controlled by Americans while being under a strategic directive that served the exclusive interests of the Azcárraga family in Mexico. It was a smart and calculated move. This “ideal gringo” had to have the appearance and accent that would make him acceptable to the English-speaking public, while at the same time remaining a loyal ally who understood and shared the objectives of El León’s media empire.


				René was the perfect candidate for this position. He’d demonstrated an admirable capacity for adaptation in Mexico, where he had not only learned how to navigate a complex cultural terrain but also earned El León’s trust. With this strategy, Azcárraga ensured that his empire would cross borders without him losing any control, laying the foundation for an expansion model that, while ostensibly led by Americans, always served the interests of his business vision. This approach sought not only to adapt to local sensibilities but also to guarantee the successful penetration of Azcárraga’s operations into a market that was reluctant to accept direct foreign influence.


			The Front Man


			This is how René Anselmo, through his legal advisers, signed loans convertible into shares and acquired a stake in the Spanish International Communications Corporation in Los Angeles. This was El León’s strategy to ensure that the majority owner of his TV stations was an American.


				The convertible loans provided to René Anselmo by the Azcárragas played a crucial role in this ingenious arrangement. These weren’t conventional loans, because they had a special feature: they could be converted into shares of company stock at any time. This meant that if Anselmo was unable to repay his loan in cash, El León (and later El Tigre) had the right to convert the debt into an equity stake in SICC. As such, while Anselmo was the nominal holder of the shares, in reality, the Azcárragas held significant leverage over them. This arrangement not only provided Anselmo with the necessary funds to begin investing in SIN, it also established an indirect form of control, which was essential, given the regulatory context of the previously mentioned 20 percent rule requiring media outlets to remain in the hands of American citizens.


				Anselmo had studied Spanish-language literature and loved acting, while at the same time he had a firm grasp of electronics, was good with numbers, and had a passion for innovation. But most of all, he really liked money, which is something he didn’t have much of when he moved to Mexico. Another of Anselmo’s important traits—and one that played a key role in his personal and professional relationships with the Azcárragas—was his deep loyalty to the family. And thus René Anselmo’s career in American broadcasting began with initial financial backing from the Azcárragas. Under El León’s tutelage, Anselmo gained experience in the business of Mexican media, developing skills that would later prove essential to his future role as CEO of SIN. He depended on the Azcárragas financially, and this bond of loyalty and service cemented him as the key figure for carrying out El León’s vision in the U.S. market.
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