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I dedicate this book about my life and about Hearst, the company where I spent most of my life, to our eight children, fifteen grandchildren, and five great-grandchildren. It is my fond hope that they will be pleased with what I was up to during the countless hours I was out of their sight.






Prologue

This is a book of stories. I was CEO of Hearst for almost three decades, so many of those stories are about business. But the point of telling these stories is not to revisit old challenges, brag about long-ago successes, or explain how, on my watch, we transformed a 1950s magazine and newspaper company into a hundred-year-old start-up.

Although I’m in many of these stories—hey, it’s my book—they’re really about the people in my life, and what I learned from them, and what we accomplished together.

In many of these stories you’ll also meet two remarkable and accomplished women. Luella Mae Smith, my high school girlfriend, became my wife for more than fifty years. She died tragically and without warning on April 17, 2003. She is central to the period from 1949 to 2003. Dr. Mary Lake Polan, to whom I was married on April 2, 2005, has supported me and enriched my life on many levels. She has been an important force throughout my second tour as CEO of Hearst, as well as during my Lincoln Center and NewYork-Presbyterian Hospital chairmanships. Like Luella, she has made the good times better and the difficult times bearable.

If these stories offer some wisdom, it’s this: the importance of values in our private lives and work lives—the value of values.

You don’t hear much about values in the business press these days. Mostly you hear about transactions. That’s inevitable. The deals are bigger now. There’s more and louder publicity accompanying them. The claimed benefits generally include a better world—often a better world through technology.

Some of the stories you’ll find in these pages describe transactions that made headlines, but what’s more important, I think, is how and why those transactions happened. Underpinning the business reasons were relationships, some going back for decades. And underpinning those relationships was mutual understanding. It didn’t need to be verbalized—our lives and our businesses were the proof. Under our roofs, people came together, shared a mission, created a culture, and produced superior products. And what connected them? Our shared values.

This will sound quaint to some readers.

Institutional culture and character—building it, maintaining it, passing it on—is a slow process. My parents taught me what is important—honesty, integrity, hard work, concern for others—and that mistakes, and I’ve made my share, can be overcome. My mentors showed me how to build on that foundation. My colleagues and partners led by example. And then our enterprise succeeded beyond our expectations.

We live in a time of the instant trend, the pop-up shop, the product that defines the moment and vaporizes fast. Of course, there are businesses that have experienced meteoric growth because they were first with a good idea; Hearst invested in some and got a nice return. But others puzzle me. How can enormously profitable companies take no responsibility for what appears on their screens? If a company becomes successful by running roughshod over the competition and flaunting its ability to operate outside government regulations, can it really reform itself? And this, most of all: Can a company that runs on algorithms ever acquire human values?

It’s not currently fashionable to make the case for the high road. It looks longer, and old-fashioned, and it’s easy to conclude that while you’re climbing the ladder, burdened by your values, others are reaching the top faster. But if the stories in these pages suggest a broader truth, it’s exactly the opposite: The high road is quicker, with a better view along the way, and more satisfaction at the summit. And you end up loving rather than hating your partners.

I’ve worked for Hearst for more than six decades. I was its leader for twenty-eight years. That makes me a double unicorn—in this century, few will collect gold watches for long service, and fewer will lead businesses for decades. But it’s not just CEOs who are confronting an uncertain future. In this supercharged climate, solid achievement and energetic commitment are no guarantee of continued success; everyone, at every level, in every enterprise, is legitimately anxious. So how are smart, ambitious people to make their way?

I believe there is one unchanging North Star. It isn’t what you know, and how hard you work, and how clever you are. It’s not even who you know. It’s how other people know you. It’s who you are.






CHAPTER 1 As Soon as You’re Old Enough to Work… Get a Job


My mother had just two rules for her only child, but they sufficed. One: Comb your hair. Two: As soon as you’re able to work, you’ve got to get a job. So, hair neatly combed, I started working when I was eight. I earned a dollar a day helping a neighborhood couple cater Mexican food at Camp Bullis, a World War II–era military base north of San Antonio. Then I invested that dollar in vegetable and flower seeds that I sold door-to-door.

I sold seeds until I was eleven, old enough for Doc Thompson, our neighborhood pharmacist, to give me a job delivering prescriptions, ultimately promoting me to soda jerk. In that job, my biggest joy was bringing home quarts of Lady Borden vanilla ice cream for my family to enjoy. I also often treated a neighborhood girl or two to ice cream sodas or milkshakes. When payday rolled around, I had usually charged so much that my remaining salary could be paid in coins. I graduated to a paper route after I reached high school. In a stroke of what seems like fate, the paper I was delivering would be my competitor years later.

Whenever Mom felt I wasn’t working hard enough, she threatened to charge me rent. She never followed up.



My mother’s family was Old Texas. Her father, Nolton Max Connally, was the brother of the father of John Connally, the Texas governor, secretary of the navy, and secretary of the treasury. My mom, Lula Wardell Connally, was the fourth of nine surviving children of Nolton and Elisabeth Connally. Mom’s official name was Louisiana. Her older sister was named Nevada. I always wondered what my grandparents had in mind when they started naming children after states.

Like her brothers and her Connally cousins, Mom was a born leader, and she led our family even though she was sick during my entire childhood. And not with one disease—she had gall bladder surgery, thyroid surgery, and several bouts of double pneumonia during a period when pneumonia was especially perilous. Every time she went to the hospital, I was afraid she was never coming back. Sometimes my family had a car; other times, after one of Mom’s hospitalizations, it had to be sold.

My elementary school days were uneven because St. Gerard’s, the Catholic school that my parents wanted me to attend, required a modest tuition they couldn’t always pay. So I went to Fannin Public School in the first grade (I had Mrs. Butler, the same first grade teacher my dad had) and to St. Gerard’s in the second grade. Back to Fannin for third through sixth, then St. Gerard’s again in the seventh and eighth.

I never felt poor, though at times I guess we were. I really didn’t think much about the fact that country sausage links, my dad’s favorite, or a chuck roast on Sunday represented a special treat. We ate Swiss chard and turnips from our own garden. Asparagus was often a main course. Frequently we ate canned pork and beans or salmon patties made from canned salmon, a dish I still love. I never minded coloring the margarine to make it look like real butter. And I don’t recall ever being hungry.

My mother’s brother had a hog farm, and fattened his hogs for market by feeding them the food garbage he picked up daily from local restaurants. The cans and bags of food waste invariably also contained kitchen utensils thrown out by careless restaurant workers; my uncle provided us with knives, forks, and spoons. After I got married I reveled in the fact that every knife matched every other knife.

My clothes mostly were donations from a thoughtful neighborhood lady. She took care of the child of the “wealthy” local undertaker and was able to pass along to me that child’s hand-me-downs, often frayed and shiny from wear. My clothes didn’t make me feel poor. But I did hate to wear short pants.

As for an actual money shortage, I guess I thought my dad’s monthly pleading at the front door with our landlord about needing more time to pay the rent on our three-room frame house was what every dad had to do.

If I never felt underprivileged, it was mostly because I was anxious almost every day about something else: my mother’s unending illnesses. But I give my parents great credit here. They did what they could to shield me from my mother’s health problems, and that, in combination with their unreserved love, kept me a happy and fulfilled kid. I’ve observed from my own children, and especially from my grandchildren, that even at an early age they absorb more than we suspect. At age four or five it’s unlikely that I intellectually understood the lesson my parents were demonstrating: In times of adversity, never give up. But I believe I instinctually grasped that lesson. There’s no more powerful message; it creates optimism, even in difficult times, and optimism, as we know, can be a contagious force.



My father, Frank A. Bennack Sr., was the biggest single influence on my values and work ethic. After struggling through the Great Depression, most of his working life was spent as a letter carrier for the United States Postal Service. His life’s passion, however, was the arts, performing and visual. Although he never got a chance to earn his living that way, he exposed me to his passion for the arts in a way that I never forgot.

Through late-night homework assistance and school project support sessions, he taught me that it’s important to do what you are supposed to do and do it well. Just as important were the countless narratives about his life and the lessons he had learned: who was good and who was evil, which values endured and which were fads. Early on it was clear that he believed his only son—my parents had a baby before me, but he died at or shortly after birth—had the ability to accomplish almost anything. By the time I was twelve, my father had very consciously begun treating me as an adult, and, through me, lived the life that hadn’t been possible for him, a paradigm that lasted until his death in 1990.

The hardest time for my father in the fifty-seven years of our relationship had to be the year following the eighth grade at St. Gerard’s when, somewhat on a whim, I went away to Kirkwood, Missouri, a suburb of St. Louis, to attend a Catholic seminary run by the Redemptorist priests who were the resident clergy at St. Gerard’s church and school. Dad, who never traveled out of the state of Texas until, at seventy, he came to New York to see his son the CEO, wasn’t able to see or speak to me for an entire school year. He never said anything, but it must have pained him deeply when I was at the seminary. I saw my mother only once that year, at Christmas, when she and Dad scraped together enough cash to buy her a train ticket, and the family of one of the priests put her up in their home.

In those days, it was not all that unusual that an eighth grader in Catholic school would be persuaded to decide to study for the priesthood and leave his family to enroll in a seminary. We were somewhat unusual in that I was an only child. The reader will understand that a one-child Catholic family in that era was about as rare as somebody winning the lottery twice.

The way it happened was just what you’d imagine: A young priest representing the seminary visited our school and gave a glowing presentation about a boy’s life at St. Joseph’s. When he showed a film with scenes of the seminary’s professionally organized baseball and soccer leagues and teenage boys playing in the snow, something seldom if ever seen in South Texas, I was hooked. To prove I wasn’t simply gullible and without serious intent, I was appropriately impressed by the presentation’s portrayal of the seminary’s high academic standards. And the allure of the religious component, including the missionary life of the Redemptorist Order of priests in foreign lands, also helped to convince this thirteen-year-old, who was the president of the eighth grade and the first acolyte among St. Gerard’s altar boys, that this was something I had to do. Two other members of my class of about fifty boys and girls made the same decision.

It was a truly great year and delivered on everything I had expected, especially the quality of the education and the sports program, where I proved I could hold my own with those northern kids, some of whom, we were told, ended up playing for the New York Yankees or St. Louis Cardinals. It’s true I was terribly homesick for the first few weeks and asked to go back to San Antonio to be with my ailing mother, but those feelings passed, and when the end of the school year came around I really didn’t want to go home for the summer.

Of course, I did have to go home, and after saying so long to all my new friends and vowing to resume our friendships in September, I boarded the Missouri Pacific and headed for San Antonio. It was during this train ride that I was coaxed by one of the older seminarians into lighting up the only cigarette I’ve ever smoked.

The summer was great, and reuniting with my parents had all the appeal I remembered from my younger days. And in mid-July on a terribly hot Texas night there was a significant event: The girl next door came over to have ice-cold watermelon with my family. Later that night I told my parents I didn’t want to go back to the seminary. Think what you will; I was fourteen years old!

My father picked up my cultural education where he left off the summer before. In this mission, he was assisted by his twin brother, Arthur, who was, like him, an immensely talented writer, performer, graphic artist, public speaker, and producer/director of various types of entertainment. If the stock market crash of 1929 and the Great Depression hadn’t devastated working families, I have no doubt my dad’s career would have resembled mine more than the life he actually lived.

Arthur played a larger than typical role for an uncle in those years, in part because he had no children and I was the only child of his twin. He called me “Junior,” the name other family members insisted on calling me, to my chagrin. Unhappily, the window of Uncle Art’s influence was relatively short. He became an award-winning photographer for the San Antonio Light, the newspaper I would head years later, during the period of the swashbuckling newspaper world that was portrayed in Ben Hecht and Charlie MacArthur’s 1920s Broadway play The Front Page. That environment, coupled with whatever gene that produces alcoholism in otherwise sane and virtuous humans, limited his lifetime achievements.

As my generation vividly recalls, the Great Depression caused massive unemployment and a litany of difficult life conditions. Among the many jobs my dad landed was driving a delivery truck for the Colgate-Palmolive-Peet Company, as that great American corporation was known then. I can still picture Dad standing alongside his brown Colgate panel truck.

Dad got “laid off” from Colgate—“laid off” being the term created, I think, in that horrible period, and still used today, to distinguish between losing your job for reasons related to your performance and getting fired nonetheless because your services were no longer needed in a shrinking economic environment.

Somebody told Dad that the Postal Service had developed a system that let unemployed and able-bodied men sit in what they called the “swing room” and occasionally catch a “shift” as a letter carrier. Additionally, your name could go on a list that might one day make a permanent postal job available, when and if there were vacancies. Those long days in the swing room were brutal for my dad, my mom, and me. He wasn’t making enough money to keep the family together, so he sent my mother and me for much of a year to my grandfather Connally’s farmhouse in Union Valley, about fifty miles from San Antonio. This was a small dirt farm with the obligatory privy, no electricity, and no running water. Dad came to visit as often as he could, hitchhiking most of the way but usually having to walk much of the way.

I remember Dad navigating the grueling trip at Easter, mostly on foot, in a driving rain with a baby bunny in hand. Both he and the bunny looked drowned as he approached the house in Union Valley, walking among the watermelons and peanuts that were the only crops the moisture-starved farm would sustain.

The resilient Frank Bennack weathered that difficult period, always in good humor, and on what a “temporary man” could earn from Uncle Sam’s Postal Service, until he was finally able to bring Mom and me home. That day came in 1939, when Dad announced the glorious news that he would become a “regular man,” a full-time, civil-service-protected letter carrier. He had worked hard, year after uncertain year, as if the work were its own reward, and then he was tangibly rewarded. The long nightmare of job uncertainty was over while the national savior, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, was only in his second term.



When FDR died, I was out riding the first bike I ever got. The thirty-second president was so beloved in our household that when Mom heard of his death, she walked all over the neighborhood until she found me and forced me to come inside the house for fear something horrible was about to befall the United States of America.

After becoming a “regular man,” Dad never considered giving up that civil service job. He saw himself as a dedicated public servant, and he made as much success out of it as can be made carrying a mail sack on one’s back. Everyone on his route loved him. I don’t think he ever had a dog bite him. The nuns at a convent on his route showered him with coffee and pastries, handmade sachets and knitted mufflers that were hardly needed in San Antonio’s thermal climate. He served as president of the local chapter of the National Association of Letter Carriers, the postman’s union of that day, and finally got the sack off his back after thirty years, when he was put in charge of a neighborhood post office not far from our rented house.

The Dad I knew best was not the worker who delivered mail. It was the eternal enthusiast who took advantage of the security and predictable hours of his job to fill his free time with acting, painting in oils, and producing shows. He gained a reputation as an umpire for a near-professional level of amateur baseball. He bought a loudspeaker system and managed political rallies for local politicians. He made extra money as the announcer at jalopy car races and read scripture aloud at our Catholic Church on Sunday morning.

And he took me along and often engaged me directly in every one of these activities.

He regularly put on a catcher’s mitt and caught the curveballs he had taught me how to throw for hours in our driveway. He coached me, informally, in my American Legion–sponsored high school baseball league, well enough to help me qualify as one of only two members of my team to make the citywide all-star game, sponsored, amazingly it now seems, by Hearst.






CHAPTER 2 The Teenage Dick Clark


Before I had my own dreams, I took my cues from my father. In my preteens, I followed him around as he pursued every local theater opportunity. When he was in a play, I learned everyone’s lines. When he asked me to perform, there was no question about my participation, which is how I played a shoeshine boy reciting a tribute to my mother in the variety shows he produced. Later, I adapted jokes from The Complete Book of Patter or The Pocket Book of Jokes for the emcee assignments I got in my teens. So when I decided not to return to the seminary and reentered St. Gerard’s high school in the tenth grade, I looked forward to team sports, but maybe even more I looked forward to whatever might come next for me in show business.

Elmer Kosub—“Flash Kosub,” as he was called—was a rare high school faculty member who went on to become a genuine legend as baseball coach for St. Mary’s University, where he won 501 games and 16 conference titles. Not only did he very successfully coach our winning high school football team (I was a 149-pound running back), he created and supervised a high school entertainment activity he named the Mighty Little Opera Company, an acting troupe that featured high school kids with singing, acting, musical, and comedic talent. Teens from rival schools were welcome, but we really didn’t need them—there was a lot of talent in the two hundred kids from our high school. The shows we put on were in the 1930s mold of the Mickey Rooney/Judy Garland movies: upbeat musical stories of kids with life or family challenges, which always prompted the response “Let’s put on a show.”

Kosub cast me in a variety of roles in the Mighties shows. More often than not I was the emcee or announcer. Then other school groups, and sometimes even adult organizations, recruited me to play that role for their shows. Bear in mind this was before the introduction of television in local communities. There was a great deal of live entertainment, especially in supper clubs; I was good enough to be hired by Sevenoaks, the most highly regarded San Antonio supper club of the time.

At one of those gigs, Bud Whaley, who combined the role of lead announcer with program scout for local radio station KMAC, approached me. Would I be interested in doing a Saturday morning DJ show for teenagers? This junior in high school promptly said yes.

The station’s professionals included a fellow named Harry O’Conner, known as “Mushmouth.” Years later, we met again: He became the agent/manager for Governor Ronald Reagan’s radio programs and newspaper columns in the years leading up to the presidential run.

Show business banter is one of the perks of the trade. Between shows, one of the DJs quipped that they were teaching me how to operate a control room and the next thing they knew they would hear that I was in Los Angeles, making $60 a week. Sixty dollars! That would translate to about $650 in today’s dollars, well below what you’d think would be a good salary at a Los Angeles radio station; back then, it struck me as a princely wage. But I recall one of the DJs complaining about both the level of his pay and the untimely paychecks, saying the station manager was “the only guy I ever met who could live without money.”

I was promised some modest compensation, but I don’t recall if I ever received it. It didn’t matter. KMAC was hardly the most prestigious or successful San Antonio radio station, but there were enough listeners to make a kid feel like a local celebrity. And the experience was great: I was allowed the privilege of a small studio audience and total control over the records I spun. My theme song was Glenn Miller’s “A String of Pearls,” and Ella Fitzgerald was my favorite artist; I introduced her in my practiced radio baritone as “the world’s greatest singer.” All these years later, friends still tell me they hear a radio voice when I speak in public.

The experience at KMAC was more valuable than I knew at the time. It taught me, among other lessons, that as long as I conducted myself respectfully, I didn’t have to be intimidated by the rich and famous. As a teenager running around with a wire recorder—the forerunner of tape recorders and video recorders—I was able to talk my way backstage to secure interviews with some big names of the day during their San Antonio road shows. These included international movie beauty Yvonne De Carlo; band leader Xavier Cugat, a leading figure in the spread of Latin music; his gorgeous then-not-much-older-than-me spouse, Abbe Lane; and among others, Russ Morgan, the composer-orchestra leader who had four songs on the charts in 1949, “So Tired” and “Cruising Down the River” capturing the number three and number one spots, respectively.

KMAC, 630 kHz, limped on until the early 1980s and is best remembered for the KMAC Green Neon Clocks that the station distributed for promotional purposes in the 1950s. Those clocks are now valuable collector’s items.



The first licensed television station in San Antonio was WOAI-TV, which launched on December 11, 1949. To introduce this amazing new technology to a small but anxiously anticipatory group of TV set owners, the station televised an extravaganza of sorts, featuring “talented students” from the city’s high schools and colleges. I did my stand-up comedy routine in the cavernous Joe Freeman Coliseum and was rewarded with my picture in the San Antonio Express-News alongside Anna Nell Walters, a pal who danced for that first-ever television audience as she did for my show numerous times later.

The second station to be licensed to San Antonio was KEYL, channel 5. It went on the air on February 15, 1950. Neither station had much programming, so both conducted auditions for people who hosted radio programs, and, even better, those with loyal radio audiences. Somehow, I made the grade with KEYL, and at the tender age of seventeen I became the writer, talent booker, sponsorship salesman, and emcee of my own thirty-minute television show on Sunday nights. We planned to call the show Teen Canteen, and set it as if there were a group of teenagers gathered around a drugstore soda fountain. The station’s lawyer discovered somebody already had registered the name, so in a quick pivot we came up with Time for Teens, set in that staple of network talk shows: a couch, a host’s desk, and a musical performance stage.

Because I have for years referred to myself as the “poor man’s Dick Clark,” people who have heard about my stint on Time for Teens think of it as a dance show. But the rock music that propelled the real Dick Clark show to fame in the 1950s was just being born; my show was a display of performances by young people, singers, dancers, and accordion players. Our highlight was a weekly competition for a teen queen. Helping to choose a girl who got a bunch of swag for being named the Teen Queen of the Week—that was really good work for a teenage boy.

Time for Teens lasted a couple of years and generated a fair following for its time. There was no videotape then, so there are no recordings of the show I can use to torture the grandkids. I’ve tracked down some newspaper stories and pictures that evoke fond memories: The best one has the station’s program director, Bill Robb, and me standing by an impressive stack of mail. I’m quite sure most of it was favorable.

Many years later, when I met the real Dick Clark in connection with his role as producer of a show at The Museum of Television & Radio (today known as The Paley Center for Media), I told him about my unauthorized use of his name. He loved the comparison, and graciously said, “Looking at our respective career paths, I disagree about ‘the poor man’s Dick Clark.’ ”

With my dad’s help, I persuaded Robb and his wife, Harriet, who served as an assistant program director, to green-light an audience-participation show called Who’s Your Friend? One of the sponsors was an auto dealer. The studio was on the mezzanine level of what was then the tallest building in San Antonio. Remember, no videotape. I had to get the car into the studio. That meant putting down tracks like you see on the trucks that transport cars and driving the car up to the mezzanine level. And then, after the show, driving it back down with Luella Mae Smith—my girlfriend, who later became my wife—watching with trepidation.

I don’t ever remember being nervous. I had enough confidence that I always felt I could pull it off, even though I usually worked without a script. I thought I ad-libbed maybe better than I really did. During one of the shows I apparently described pretty much everything as being “wonderful”—after the show, Bill Robb said fewer “wonderfuls” would be appreciated. I took it as a learning lesson; I wasn’t offended.

These early experiences on the stage, as a radio DJ and as a television host, contributed in a major way to whatever success I had as a media executive. So much of what a company like Hearst does depends on developing audiences; knowing what audiences will favorably respond to is a key executive skill. But in those heady teen years I wasn’t thinking how I could translate what I was learning into a practical career—there’s no one as confident as a kid who’s had a taste of show business success.






CHAPTER 3 You Can’t Make Your Way Alone. Find a Mentor.


When it came to learning about hands-on experience and grounding in life, Frank A. Bennack Sr. was for me in a class by himself. Later, there were other mentors. I’ve learned over my long life that among the most successful strategies for success is finding and following mentors who can not only teach you but help push you up the ladder.

The late William Randolph Hearst Jr., the second son and namesake of our company’s founder, always got a knowing smile when he said he got ahead in life because of “help from an older guy.” For Bill, that older guy was William Randolph Hearst. Bill’s humorous recognition of the role of mentors, superiors, and elders in one’s life certainly resonated with me, because I may have gotten a bigger boost from the older generation than almost anybody I know.

Some of my first mentors were the School Sisters of Notre Dame, who taught both the elementary and high schools at St. Gerard’s. Sister Mary Louise was about four-foot-ten. She dressed in the severe nun’s habit of the day, always resembling a penguin in full trot. She was convinced that I could bring our debating and oratorical team to victory in competitions despite our meager school population, and she spent many hours helping me hone my command of the necessary skills. I think those skills have been as much the key to my rising up the corporate ladder, maybe more, than any other ability I’ve developed. Learning early how to speak with conviction apparently led others to grasp what I was saying and to believe I was honest and trustworthy, which I always strived to be, and not motivated only by a calculated hope of personal gain. An invaluable lesson.

Thanks to Sister Mary Louise and our ROTC instructor, Captain Evans, I was appointed cadet colonel and commanding officer of our Junior ROTC unit despite finishing second in the schoolwide “Simon Says” military drilling competition. I began to think that second place wasn’t so bad; after all, there is third place and fourth place and even one-hundredth place in some endeavors. Still, second place wasn’t what my mentors wanted for me, and more importantly, what they expected from me.

My luck turned when, after being judged second in a citywide oratorical contest sponsored, again amazingly by Hearst, the primary sponsor—Colonel B. J. Horner, publisher of Hearst’s San Antonio Light newspaper—decided the judges he had appointed were wrong. He privately declared me the winner, saying that anyone who “could talk like that” could certainly sell advertising. He then gave me the real prize: a job offer as a classified ad salesman for his newspaper. I had turned seventeen years old in February, and the job was to start as soon as I graduated from high school in May. I had earned a two-year scholarship to St. Mary’s University in one of the high school oratorical contests, but the discussion about what I should do lasted only a few minutes in the Bennack household. As soon as you’re old enough to work… get a job. Higher education could wait. I accepted Colonel Horner’s offer.

B. J. Horner had been a captain in World War I and rose to the rank of full colonel in the Second World War, serving with great distinction as G2, senior intelligence officer, on the staff of military icon George S. Patton. His career path at the newspaper had seen him rise to the position of advertising director before World War II, and, shortly after his return from the war, publisher, the newspaper’s top job. Like Patton, he was tough as nails. When a raccoon crawled through an open window in his living room, he pulled out his 12-gauge shotgun and blasted away, splattering the raccoon’s blood all over the walls, furniture, and carpets. You never know whether stories like this are at least in part apocryphal, but it was said that the blast was loud enough for a neighbor lady to call the police, believing the old colonel must have gone off his rocker.



Now that I had a full-time job selling classified advertising for the San Antonio Light and a serious girlfriend still in school who I wanted to marry someday, it seemed unlikely that I’d be inspired to move to a larger TV market to secure a future career path in that field. I valued and greatly enjoyed my TV shows and was allowed to continue to do them after going to work for the newspaper. I took the television work seriously and tried to do my best at it without any infringement on my newspaper job. I signed up for voice lessons so I could present myself as a singing emcee in the style of Arthur Godfrey, Bert Parks, and other TV hosts of the period. My mother said she couldn’t watch when I did that! My uncle Arthur, a talented thespian, commented that I was modeling my singing after the popular crooners of the day, something he didn’t think I could master. “You just aren’t depraved enough to pull it off” was his assessment.

Did I have enough wit and charm to become a rival to Johnny Carson? Decades later, these questions would consume my daughters after a few exposures to my public appearances as a media executive who made pro bono appearances for good causes. This wasn’t just kids asking their father some inevitable “What if?” questions. They had heard me quip from the stage of the Grand Ballroom at the Waldorf Astoria that “I have taken the microphone here enough nights to qualify for the Waldorf pension plan.” My daughters concluded: Dad was good at this stuff.

Although I didn’t realize it at the time, selling classified advertising turned out to be an extraordinary training ground for the roles I would later fill. Classifieds were then a critical part of the economic equation for newspapers, something I needed to understand as a local publisher and as the future head of the Hearst newspapers. In most American cities with more than one newspaper, the paper with the greatest classified volume was almost always the market leader. At some newspapers, classifieds represented the largest single source of revenue.

The classified section typically contained ads from businesses such as auto dealers, real estate agents, and employment agencies. Selling and constructing ad campaigns that worked for those businesses was an essential skill for success. Classifieds were also an important attraction for newspaper subscribers. They were the precursors of social media—citizens used the classified section for personal messages, to rent out their extra rooms, and to sell their unneeded sewing machine or bike. And then there was the sheer pleasure of reading classifieds. They told stories. They gave you the pulse of their communities. Classifieds were the modern version of the town bazaar.

Because my guaranteed newspaper pay was very small—$30 a week—and I got a penny commission for every line of classifieds I sold, the experience served as a first test of my ability to deliver in the business world by earning enough commission to live on. It also formed the basis for comparing my performance with the classified sellers working alongside me at the Light and at the competitive newspaper.

Selling classifieds was in no way glamorous. The classified ad seller was near the bottom rung at the paper. You started there, and you hoped to move up as quickly as possible.



The period from the day Colonel Horner proclaimed me the winner of the oratorical contest to the day seventeen years later when I succeeded him as publisher of the Light was anything but straightforward. Along the way I left the company twice in order to make enough money to support a growing family; in between, I spent almost two years in the Army, from 1954 to 1956, most of that time at Robinson Barracks in Stuttgart, Germany. Given my media experience, I somewhat expected to be assigned to a special services unit, the GIs who arrange entertainment for the troops. Instead, prior to shipping me overseas the Army sent me to Fort Benjamin Harrison, northwest of Indianapolis, Indiana, to be trained as an Army postal clerk. Every Army post office required one such specially trained soldier. Not only did these post offices deliver mail to the troops, an essential task was the sale of postal money orders, the method many GIs used to send money home. We handled many millions of dollars performing that latter function. That was another kick for my dad. He had been a postman for most of his working life, and now his son was assigned to do postal work.

By virtue of its excellent college program in Europe, conducted by the University of Maryland, and the GI Bill that funded college tuition for veterans, the Army made it possible for me to get enough college education for both Maryland and St. Mary’s University to count me as an alumnus. After returning to San Antonio from the Army, my life got too complicated—or so I argued at the time—for me to stay in night school at St. Mary’s long enough to earn a degree. I took correspondence courses the Army offered, and studied economics and, briefly, even law by correspondence from LaSalle Extension University. Such courses were the by-mail predecessor to today’s online studying.

I always have thought of myself as college educated, but it bothers me even today to have to qualify the nature of that college education. Much later in life I greatly enjoyed receiving an honorary doctorate from the University of the Incarnate Word in San Antonio; that and giving the commencement address in 2010 at the College of Communication at the University of Texas at Austin were the only times I donned the cap and gown after high school. Not unlike a lot of parents in my situation, I imagine, my own experience motivated me to help make it possible for my five daughters to collect nine college and graduate degrees.

The first time I left the San Antonio Light was to accept an offer to become a nineteen-year-old classified advertising manager for the legendary Pulitzer Prize–winning crusading editor and owner of the Greenville, Mississippi Delta Democrat-Times, Hodding Carter II. The second career detour away from Hearst and the newspaper business occurred a few years after I was discharged from the Army and returned to the Light. I was recruited to take a management role in a large retailer, Jorrie Furniture Company, that happened to be a major advertiser in our newspaper. As before, the motivation was a need for a greater income. There were now two baby girls in the Bennack household, and Luella had become a stay-at-home mom. (My decision was one of only two times in my entire career when I directly asked for a raise, and the only time I didn’t get a “yes,” giving me a 50-50 track record in that exercise.) Horner told me that because it was a decision about money I just might have my priorities wrong, but he said that he wouldn’t stand in my way.

Getting the experience at the retailer was a boost to my standing even with Horner and Hearst. For the next couple of years I learned what it was like to be on the other side of the advertising equation. As the planner and buyer of advertising, I developed the media mix between newspapers, radio, television, and outdoor advertising, a very different experience from selling newspaper ads. Horner and his key deputies never lost track of me and always acted as if I were on loan and destined to return to the Light and Hearst.

In 1961 fate intervened again. The advertising director for the San Antonio paper, who was already thinking of stepping aside, fell and injured himself. Horner called. When we met, he described what he felt was a critical vulnerability for the newspaper that had to be dealt with immediately. He said that he had talked to G. O. Markuson, executive vice president of the Hearst Corporation and general manager of Hearst Newspapers, and “Mark” had authorized him to tell me to “name my price.” Really? Yes. Anything reasonable would be acceptable to Hearst. It was 1961, and I named my price: $250 a week, a thousand dollars a year more than I was earning at the retailer. I probably left something on the table then, but it didn’t matter. I returned to Hearst, where I spent the next fifty-six years, and counting.

In 1964, Horner appointed me assistant publisher and charged me with overseeing the newspaper’s promotional activities along with some advertising, labor relations, and newsroom responsibilities. I quickly unwrapped my early radio and television experience and became the spokesman in the newspaper’s TV ads, just as many CEOs would later do during an era of CEO-personalized corporate commercials.

Attracting young audiences to newspapers was, even then, a difficult task, so I bought into the newspaper’s sponsorship and promotion of a Teen Fair to be held in the city’s largest venue, the Joe Freeman Coliseum, starting on June 6, 1964. The Fair booked many of the great teen idols of the day: Lesley Gore, Bobby Vee, Bobby Rydell, and George Jones. They also booked a group I had never heard of. My daughter didn’t roll her eyes at my ignorance; to Shelley and a couple of her girlfriends, I was the guy who made it possible for them to have their pictures taken with a fellow named Mick Jagger. In 1975, when the Rolling Stones returned to San Antonio, the Express-News reported that a “mixed crowd of cowboys and kids” had booed their 1964 performance at our Teen Fair. And the article noted that before going onstage in 1964 Jagger made a point to display his fire-engine-red bikini underwear—happily not in the presence of my ten-year-old daughter and her friends.

Central to that period was what I learned about the importance of the absence of office politics in corporate life. Later in my career I would see companies that were held back from success more by unbridled office politics than by the actions of their strongest competitors. My experience at our paper in San Antonio, in contrast, was a textbook case of dealing with change the right way. Although I was assuming the responsibilities and authority of the ad director, Tom Gish, I never saw any sign of hurt or resentment from him. To the contrary, he showed up at my home numerous Sunday mornings after church with buñuelos, a Mexican fried dough confection that the Bennack girls loved. My sense is that CEOs of too many companies fail to move swiftly to eradicate toxic office politics. To this day I weigh in quickly and heavily at any sign of it. This kind of distraction can drain all the energy out of otherwise competent management.

Not long after making me assistant publisher—this title, because of the time in my life it came, I may actually have valued more than any ever bestowed on me—Horner started to lay plans for me to succeed him as publisher. But once he made it known he would likely want to step down at some early date, he got more help from New York than he wanted; management asked him to hire a well-known executive who was out of a job because of the recent shutdown of another Hearst newspaper and groom him as a successor. Horner quickly decided he might have to stay a year or two longer at the Light in order to convince New York that this Bennack “kid” was ready to take over.

Horner stayed in the publisher’s chair until, at seventy-two, he was authorized to turn the Light over to me, which he did on December 6, 1967, when I was the ripe old age of thirty-four.



Characteristically, Horner performed one more indispensable service for me that may well have allowed me, years later, to be ready for greater responsibilities. In June of 1968, about seven months after I became publisher of the Light, the senior leadership of Hearst decided to hold a quarterly board meeting in San Antonio during HemisFair, the first and only world’s fair in San Antonio history, held on the occasion of the city’s 250th anniversary. It was a great time for San Antonio and for me, because Horner looked to me to be the paper’s representative to the endless planning activities leading up to the fair—it was an opportunity for me to build relationships with local leaders like auto dealer/investor B.J. “Red” McCombs, premier banker Tom C. Frost, energy activist/banker William Sinkin, former Navy WAVE turned city council member/mayor Lila Cockrell, and construction company giant H.B. Zachry. They were changing San Antonio and I was welcome to their “club.”

But a shadow hung over that 180-day event. The assassination of Martin Luther King occurred on April 4, two days before the opening of the fair, and the killing of Robert Kennedy on June 5 made it difficult to feel the bright future that a world’s fair promises. But there was no thought of postponing the long-scheduled meeting of the Hearst Board.
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