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Ricardo Fisas on his Harley Davidson, his passion
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PROLOGUE

Searching through my memory, trying to remember the history of 
my friendship with Ricardo, I think I have to go back to 1960 and 
1961, when he invited me to work with the team that led the film 
club in the Jesuit Faculty of Theology in Sant Cugat del Vallés, a 
town near Barcelona.

Our friendship grew deeper when Ricardo, as he explains in this 
autobiography, began his spiritual journey to leave the Society of 
Jesus and taught me how to work in the programming department 
of the film club as well as how to deal with film distributors.

The work we did together during the period of our cinematographic 
activities was very difficult due to censorship, and programming films 
such as Viridiana required a lot of courage as projecting these kinds 
of films were “persecuted by the law”. 

It was then that I discovered Ricardo’s relentless drive as well as his 
profound Christian faith. These two traits, along with his strong 
personality, were the leading forces that drove him to take a different 
and fruitful path in his life.

These two characteristics are also good examples of Ricardo’s solidly 
embedded character traits , which are the heart and soul of his history 
both professionally and personally speaking.
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Looking at his life journey as described by him in this book and 
the sense of gratitude with which he writes about it, I cannot help 
but acknowledge, now, after having participated in a spiritual group 
with Mª Gloria and Ricardo for several years, that the hand of the 
Lord and the strength of the Spirit have been with them all along, 
accompanying them in their joys and sorrows, in sickness and in 
health every day of their lives, just as they vowed to do one day about 
50 years ago.

He possesses a strength and guidance that have seen him through his 
life education abroad, his learning experiences, unemployment, life 
away from Barcelona, loss of job, the creation of a new company and 
its astounding growth.

There was a period of solitary struggle and learning, followed by a 
period of human fulfillment in sharing a family with Mª Gloria and 
their four children.

This couple’s story is remarkable, and now Ricardo sets it down on 
paper so that this book may leave its mark on his children and his 
grandchildren, so that they may create new horizons and ingenuity 
in their own lives. 

Ricardo’s ingenuity and drive have finally come together in this final 
stage; it could not have happened before, during the growth stage-
the Solidarity with Bolivia Foundation, the country where Ricardo 
worked with Radio Loyola for four years. These were years that left 
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an indelible mark on his heart because of the pain and the poverty its 
people were subjected to.

And so, generations to come will have a broad field in which to build 
their own personal businesses and learn to be supportive in them and 
from them in the future.

Lastly, the only remaining thing left to say in this prologue is to 
thank you Ricardo, for sharing the depth of your personal experience 
as well as your life as a couple to help us all grow in life with a 
profound sense of gratefulness to Jesus Christ Our Lord. 

Barcelona, May 23, 2010. Feast of Pentecost.  

Ignacio Salvat S.I
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PROLOGUE

There are stories that are so special that they deserve to be told. The 
story of Ricardo Fisas, founder of Natura Bissé, is without a doubt 
one of them.

I have been able to witness firsthand the impact Ricardo has on every 
one who listens to him in many of the conferences to which he has 
been invited to speak about the success of Natura Bissé, his cosmetics 
company.

The key is not only in the story, which itself is impressive, but in the 
unique way he has of making it come alive, with heartfelt emotion, 
with authenticity, with humility (he includes the mistakes made as 
well as the triumphs), with an infectious enthusiasm that instills 
hope and the desire to overcome adversity no matter what.

His life, and he himself, reveals boundless humanity and so his 
testimony moves us in the most profound and inspiring way. We 
are swept away by the story, by the most sensitive and personal 
experiences of a leader who began a business adventure at the age 
of 50.

This leadership is not only based on having founded, along with 
his wife Mª Gloria (a great woman is not behind a great man, but 
always by his side, with equal merit and weight in this story) and 
later expanding a company such as Natura Bissé with the help of his 
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children and his sons-in-law, but on the ability of this founding couple 
to make their life a constant opportunity to positively influence the 
people they have met.

It is amazing to see the path Ricardo and Mª Gloria have followed, 
how they have chosen to grow with each bump in the road, how 
they were able to leave their comfort zone and find the courage to 
transform problems into opportunities, with loyalty towards each 
other and to their moral standards; how they have lived and instilled 
these values in their children in such a way that it has become an 
integral part of their own identity.

Ricardo has had the wisdom to avoid asking the ‘why me?’ with each 
setback and has turned the lessons learned from them into a positive 
experience that have benefitted many, allowing him to live life to 
the fullest; true success in a deep and meaningful way. “The True 
President”, as Ricardo refers to Him, must be very proud of the way he 
has handled all of the situations, good and bad, that have come his way.

I am fortunate enough to be working at doing something that I 
am passionate about:  helping family businesses keep their business 
projects and the perpetuation of their legacy going, and helping them 
stay united and committed.

I am fond of all of them, they are all my other family, but the Fisas 
Vergés family is special. They have the spirit and the set of values 
that sets them apart, that allows them to beat the odds and to endure.
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Natura Bissé celebrated its 30th anniversary last year and if they 
maintain the vision, enthusiasm, entrepreneurial spirit, innovation, 
excellence, open communication and genuine values as I know they 
will, they will most assuredly continue to accumulate many more 
pages of history and experiences that will be worth recounting and 
listening to.

I would like to thank Ricardo for his kind gesture in asking me to 
write this prologue and being able to express what a privilege it has 
been to have shared a personal history, and significant moments full 
of challenges and joys with Ricardo and his family. I trust that there 
is still much to share together.

This book will certainly be a success. That is why, dear reader, if 
you have the curiosity and good sense to dive into these pages, be 
prepared to find the inspiration, the lessons learned from experience, 
the strength and the enthusiasm to continue forging your own path. 
Happy reading.

Julia Téllez 
Attorney
Director of the Family Business Department and  
Advisory Board Member of Gomez-Acebo y Pombo -Madrid
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LETTER TO MY WIFE AND CHILDREN

Dear all;

Here is the history of Natura Bissé that you have all been asking me 
to write.

It may not be what you expected.

It is more of an autobiography that explains the reasons why Natura 
Bissé came about.

This is how I have seen it and lived it. It is my experience. It is my 
entire life. Everything I write about has spontaneously come from 
within my deepest memories. I apologize for not knowing how to 
explain it any other way.

I hope that the structure of the narrative used is the correct one and 
that it may be of interest to you all.

The last chapter is essential in order to understand the whole story.

What I can say is that this story was written with a lot of love.

Love,

Ricardo Fisas
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CHAPTER I

AMERICA 1967

It was nighttime that December 30th in 1970. I was at home in Bar-
celona, watching television, when the telephone rang. At the other end 
of the line, the director of the Wrigley chewing gum manufacturing 
plant in Tenerife asked me to sit down; he said that he had to tell me 
something that I needed to hear while sitting. In that instant, a million 
things came to mind, one worse than the other. The news was bad, 
very bad: one third of the rooftop of the manufacturing plant that was 
under construction in Tenerife had caved in at midnight. Fortunately, 
nobody had been injured and there had been no deaths.

····················

At the end of 1967, I was working for a consulting company in Bar-
celona. I was married, had three children and was giving marketing 
and sales courses to the salesmen of the leading companies in the 
country; 40 hours a week, in groups of 8, maximum 12 using the 
Socratic Method in which all the attendees actively participate. I had 
been traveling throughout Spain for 4 years, three weeks out of every 
four. I was fed-up and ready for a change.

My brother-in-law was importing gum base manufactured by an 
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American company and was selling it to gum manufacturing compa-
nies in Spain. The U.S. Company asked him if he knew anyone who 
could head the Wrigley Company’s offices in Spain. He submitted 
my name and after several meetings in Madrid with the company’s 
top executives, I was offered the job.

I hardly knew any English, but that did not matter to them, they 
liked my background and they especially liked the fact that I had 
studied with the Jesuits. The U.S. Company’s President greatly ap-
preciated the education offered at the Loyola University of Chicago, 
presided by the Jesuits.

My wife Mª Gloria, our 3 year-old daughter Verónica, our 3 month-
old baby Ricardo, Mª del Pilar, a family friend and nanny, and I trav-
eled to Chicago in 1967. Chicago, a city of intense heat in the sum-
mer and very cold winters, welcomed us that day with a temperature 
of 100° Fahrenheit (38° Celsius).

The apartment that the company had earmarked for us was located 
in a building that belonged to the Wrigley Company. It was large , 
on the north side of the city and facing the lake. Its seven windows 
opened toward Lincoln Park, a residential area in Chicago near the 
Drake Hotel. There was a doorman in the lobby dressed in a morn-
ing coat and top hat.

When we arrived in Chicago that Friday, June 30th, 1967, a few days 
before celebrating the 4th of July, we were beyond recognition. In the 
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middle of that infernal heat, we arrived from the airport, exhaust-
ed, with an endless number of suitcases, and a stroller with huge 
wheels, like the ones commonly used in northern Spain. We were 
really not fit to be photographed. The building manager looked us up 
and down. She had her doubts about whether we were really the new 
tenants or not, but the instructions she had received were clear. “The 
new president for Wrigley’s Spain will be arriving with his family, 
see to it that all of their needs are taken care of ”; so she had to do it.

We settled in. Since it was a weekend, we took the opportunity to be-
come familiar with our new surroundings and to prepare to make the 
most of this new American adventure. Once we had settled in, we decid-
ed to go for a night out. It was our first taste of nightlife in a great Amer-
ican city and we were very excited. An American couple had invited us 
to dinner; they were friends of a well-known neurologist in Barcelona 
who was also a schoolmate. They had been asked to show us a good 
time. They were extremely kind and we had an absolutely wonderful 
time. The best part of it though, was that when we stepped out into the 
entrance hallway of the building that evening, the building manager, the 
concierge, the doorman and the entire personnel were in complete and 
utter shock. Their eyes were as big as saucers. They had never seen any-
thing like it. Mª Gloria was on my arm, beautifully dressed in European 
style, full of youth, beauty and glamour. We were a sight to see; that day 
we really became the president and his wife. After that, they were all very 
solicitous toward us.

Even so, my wife had to set her foot down on a couple of occasions. 
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One morning, the manager informed her that she could not use the 
elevator with the stroller in it, and asked that she use the service ele-
vator. My wife absolutely refused. Ludicrous!

Finally, the day I had to show up at the office arrived. During the sum-
mer, I would take the bus which took 15 minutes to drop me off right 
at the doorstep of the Wrigley Building. In winter, however, I prefered 
to walk along Michigan Avenue. Sometimes, the wind and the cold 
were so intense, that I had to use earmuffs to protect my ears and keep 
them warm.

The Wrigley building is a gleaming white neoclassic building over-
looking the Chicago River-which was colored green on St. Patrick’s 
Day-and located on the elegant and elite Michigan Avenue, the city’s 
golden mile. The building is a bright feature of Chicago’s evening sky-
line; it is always lit at night and is a city landmark. It used to be an 
established symbol of Chicago in motion pictures, much like the Eiffel 
Tower in Paris and the Coliseum in Rome. The architectural shape of 
the top of the building is patterned after the Giralda Tower in Seville, 
Spain because the company’s founder had visited that city and chosen 
it for the Wrigley Building.

On the side street there was a bank. I loved how well organized it 
was. Upon entering the bank, you were greeted by an usher, dressed 
in a morning coat and top hat who would ask: “Are you here to de-
posit or withdraw money? For one thing you need to go that way, for 
the other, to the opposite side”. As easy as that. All of the signs in 
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the US were at eye level, with large lettering and clear meanings. A 
ten-year-old could understand them at first glance. As simple as that.

If there was something that significantly caught my attention from 
the US, it was its distinctive scent. On the airplanes, in hotels, in 
offices, in restaurants, the same U.S. scent. With my eyes closed, I 
could easily tell if I was in the U.S. or not. It was the scent of light 
tobacco; it permeated everything.

At the office, the learning stage was very interesting, I learned through 
osmosis. Watching, listening, and assimilating. I would walk into the 
president’s office along with the International Marketing Director and 
listen to how they would present and solve all of the problems of the 
different subsidiary companies around the world. At the same time, 
with the help of a bilingual secretary, I was preparing a report of over 
one hundred pages about the economic situation in Spain and the fea-
sibility of setting up a business and building a plant there. Six months 
later, I presented my findings. The president took the report over to his 
Lake Forest mansion on the north side of the city in order to read it 
over the weekend. On Monday he stepped out of his office and walked 
over to the desk I was working at surrounded by my co-workers and in 
a loud voice, he handed the report back to me saying:

–Excellent, excellent, excellent.

I sat there frozen. As I later learned, the president never left his office 
to do and say what he did. It was an absolute exception. A very im-
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portant acknowledgement. My co-workers congratulated me. I felt 
very happy. I had done it in spite of my poor English.

The second phase of the learning stage took place in Canada and 
not in Chicago. I was sent there to study the factory and the market 
that Wrigley had in Toronto, where the size of the company and the 
market were more similar to the one we would have in Spain. The 
Wrigley plant was located in the middle of a park, and right next to 
it, in the forest, was The Inn on the Park, an idyllic Relais & Château 
where I was staying.

Every two weeks, I was able to spend a weekend with my wife and chil-
dren in Chicago, since it was only an hour’s flight away. One weekend, 
we decided that it would be my wife who should fly to Toronto to visit 
me. When she was asked what the reason for her visit was, she had a 
hard time at customs due her beginner’s English, and said in Spanish:

–Please, I’ve come to see ”mi marido” (my spouse).
–“Su amigo” (Your friend)? –asked the customs officers.
–No, ”mi marido” (my spouse)– she repeated. It was all cleared up with 
a lot of giggling.

That was not the only incident. I had rented a car, a typical 60’s car 
which was long and wide and fit three people in the front seat. I 
wanted to spend the weekend with her visiting Niagara Falls, but 
we were not so lucky. An American co-worker who spoke Spanish 
and who was also stationed in Canada with me asked if he could tag 
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along. We agreed. My co-worker was at the wheel and my wife sat 
between us. All of a sudden my wife asked the American:

–Where are you from?
–Connecticut.
–Is it true that the worst Americans come from Connecticut?

There was dead silence. My American co-worker was astounded; ei-
ther my wife was very rude or she was a prankster. I gave him a slight 
knock on the head with my knuckles and said:

–It’s a joke.
–Oh! A sense of humor –he said and was very pleased with this witty 
side of my wife’s personality.

My wife became very popular at the company for this very trait, which 
to my great surprise, they did not expect a Spanish woman to have.

Aside from visiting Niagara Falls, which is an impressive sight in win-
ter, we visited Toronto, Montreal and Quebec. All of these cities were 
covered in several feet of snow. It was February, the lake was frozen 
and the streets were dotted with ice statues and castles. Amazing!

I remember several funny stories that happened while we were in 
Chicago. One day my wife, who was not yet fluent in English, called 
me on the telephone. She had made a mistake and identified herself 
to a co-worker of mine, who was a director of an other subsidiary and 
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was visiting Chicago, as his wife, instead of as my wife. This mistake 
caused a lot of laughter and when I left the building and introduced 
her to him, he was in awe. It was hysterical!

The funniest story though, happened with the dirty laundry. The man 
in charge of the apartment building’s laundry room was scheduled to 
drop by the apartment to pick the laundry up; when he arrived, Mª 
Gloria told him that he had to accompany her to the bathroom to 
get it, which you had to get to by walking through the bedroom. The 
gentleman adamantly told her that he could not walk into the bed-
room with her. He opened his bag, pulled out a telephone and told 
her that he was with the telephone company, not the laundry man.

One day, while at the office, they had us go back home in a hurry; 
riots had broken out on the streets following the murder of Mar-
tin Luther King. I went home to our apartment and I called out to 
my wife from the first floor window of our apartment as she was 
strolling in the park with our children and the nanny. They couldn’t 
understand what I was saying. They thought I was joking, but seeing 
how early it was, they thought something might be wrong and hur-
ried back to the apartment. It was a very sad day.

One Sunday afternoon, I took a bus ride with Veronica and we went 
to visit a Jesuit friend of mine, Father Mairata, who was the parish 
priest in a Polish neighborhood. Without realizing it, we got off the 
bus 10 blocks before we should have and found ourselves in a very poor 
neighborhood, she with her blue eyes and blond hair and me without 
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knowing what to do. A gentleman quickly walked up to us and kindly 
suggested that we take a taxi and get out of there, which we did.

Another Sunday we rented a car and we all set out to visit some 
friends in Milwaukee. When we got there, we found ourselves in the 
middle of a protest by a Black Power group. We were frightened, but 
very luckily, an Afro-American gentleman asked us if he could ride 
with us and helped us get out of the crowd.

I spent two months in Toronto. When the learning stage was nearly 
over, I remember that the director called my co-worker and me into 
his office to congratulate us for everything we had learned and to tell 
us that the female employees were all aquiver.

My co-worker was blond and blue-eyed, tall and handsome and im-
mediately started grinning, but the director said:

–No, you’re not the cause of all the fluttering, it’s Ricardo.

I was the Latin one and we laughed about it. On the last day there, 
the secretaries and other women executives handed me a goodbye 
card that had an open chest on it and they had written “Take us all 
back to Spain with you”. I was very surprised that I was the cause of 
all this fuss.

Back in Chicago, I was told that a letter had arrived from the Lon-
don subsidiary stating that all of a sudden, without anyone ever hav-
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ing visited the islands, the London office was receiving huge orders 
for Wrigley Doublemint chewing gum from the Canary Islands, and 
that they believed that the islands were being used as a springboard 
to send chewing gum off to African countries. The Canary Islands 
are an archipelago of seven islands in the Atlantic Ocean about 2,000 
miles south of mainland Spain, off the coast of Africa. The two main 
islands are Las Palmas de Gran Canaria and Sta Cruz de Tenerife. 
The president asked me to find out why they were making these 
massive purchases. I wrote a letter to a friend of mine in Las Palmas 
de Gran Canaria and to my surprise, he told me that this gum had 
been sold in the Canary Islands since the end of WWII, and that it 
was just as well-known as Coca-Cola and whisky. Importing it had 
been forbidden until then, but ever since the large influx of British 
tourism, the ban had been lifted and all the wholesalers that had 
been smuggling it, were now importing it legally. The Canary Islands 
were not merely a springboard; the consumption per capita almost 
equaled the U.S.

The president told me that in view of the fact that gum could now 
be imported to the Canary Islands (though it was still forbidden on 
mainland Spain), it would be a good idea to go and live there for 
two or three years in order to expand the market and take advantage 
of this unique opportunity. So, after living in Chicago for a year, we 
moved back to Spain and settled down in the Canary Islands. Reality 
surpassed what my friend had described in his letter. Gum wrappers 
matted the streets of cities and small towns.



28 29 

BRUSHSTROKES OF A LIFE TIME

We got to work right away. I began visiting the distributors that import-
ed gum from England. They were all very wary of me. They wondered 
why all of a sudden someone from the mainland was poking around in 
their small businesses. You must understand that gum was the currency 
used to introduce other products such as whisky, liquor and other very 
competitive consumer goods. A certified letter from the British subsid-
iary made everything easier. The chewing gum business on the Canary 
Islands was a real market that could expand and grow even further.

Aside from improving the display and placement of chewing gum 
at all the cash registers in shops, I started an ad campaign on the 
radio with a very catchy jingle. That was a real breakthrough. I was 
pleased with the amusing manner in which the advertising agent 
handled the recording of the jingle. When the rhythm of the jingle 
was cha cha cha or rock, he would scream, curse or use expletives; it 
was his way of encouraging the young members of the band on the 
electric guitars or drums. When the rhythm of the song was a waltz, 
he would address the orchestra members in a respectful and formal 
manner. The results he achieved were impressive.

The Doublemint gum song played on the radio 20 or 30 times a 
day and was sung in every school. Purchases doubled in less than 
three months. It was amazing. A year later, we launched a TV ad that 
helped to quadruple sales. The President of the Wrigley Company 
in Chicago was stunned, he could not believe it. During my annual 
trips to Chicago to discuss results and budgets, everyone rushed over 
to congratulate me and would encourage me to keep it up.
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One day, the president suggested we analyze the possibility of build-
ing a plant on the Canary Islands to manufacture gum and thereby 
freely launch it on the mainland, where its import was still forbidden. 
The gum manufactured on the Canary Islands would be a Spanish 
product. I was very excited by the prospect and immediately got to 
work. I first sought out a director for the factory. I selected an en-
gineer from Barcelona and sent him to Chicago for a year to learn 
the ropes. I then began looking for the ideal property, made a verbal 
agreement with an architect to design the project and talked to the 
construction company who would be building it.

I had my preferences. The architect was a friend of mine and the con-
struction company who had the experience, were reliable and offered 
the ideal terms. But when the factory’s brand new director returned 
from his stage in Chicago, the president asked me to defer to him 
and to allow him to select the architect, the construction company 
and to supervise the project. I would only be in charge of overseeing 
the budget. I unhappily conceded, I had no choice.

Meanwhile, I had gone ahead and purchased the land for the site, 
next to the Santa Cruz de Tenerife Island Golf Club, close to Los 
Rodeos airport. The president had personally asked me to do this. 
He wanted it to be built in an area that resembled Switzerland, sur-
rounded by greenery. Finding a site with these features was impos-
sible to do on the island of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria; I found it 
on the island of Tenerife. Because of this, we had to move the entire 
operation and the family to Santa Cruz de Tenerife Island. My eldest 
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daughter had her First Communion there in the Asunción School. 
During the first year we lived on the seventh floor of a building 
on Avenida Anaga, with a magnificent view of the ocean and from 
where we could on occasion see the outline of the Las Palmas de 
Gran Canaria Island from afar. The following year we moved into 
a house with a swimming pool in Guajara, an idyllic neighborhood 
close to the office. My friends from Las Palmas de Gran Canaria 
Island, where we had lived for two years, took a long time to forgive 
me for leaving as well as for having moved the office and the con-
struction site of the future plant to Tenerife, a city where my family 
and I spent two wonderful and at the same time terrible years.

Upon his return from his learning stage in Chicago, the technical di-
rector moved from Barcelona to Tenerife with his family; he hired an 
architect, approved the project and obviously chose the construction 
company. None of his choices matched my preferences, but I had no 
option but to accept them. Construction would finally begin. I would 
visit the site daily to oversee the progress being made. The founda-
tions were laid, the columns were raised and they were beginning to 
lay the roof both in the office area as well as in the production area 
when the technical director informed me that his wife felt claustro-
phobic on the island of Tenerife, that he had submitted his resigna-
tion and that he was moving back to Barcelona.

That was a true slap in the face. People at the headquarters in Chica-
go were dumbfounded. This made everyone in Spain look bad, start-
ing with me because I had handpicked him. After many arguments, 
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the solution came from the factory in the Philippines. I had spent 
four months there before travelling to Chicago in order to become 
familiar with the chewing gum business. The Wrigley plant in the 
Philippines was a brand new jewel of a factory; it was considered 
to be the gem of the company. The directors there spoke Spanish, 
which made it easier for me to learn the business.

During my stay in Manila, I was fascinated to discover that the lead-
er of the Philippine independence movement was a Philippine hero; 
José Rizal. My memories of the months I spent there are of Makati, 
the area where I lived, which was protected by hundreds of guards. 
The Company driver never left my side; he was afraid that I might 
become a victim of robbery or kidnapping. Our son Ricardo was 
born in Barcelona during my stay in Manila. I wrote a letter to my 
father-in-law asking him to send my wife a bouquet of flowers on 
my behalf and I also wrote her a personal letter, but I unknowingly 
mixed them up and sent them each the wrong one. They still laugh 
about it now.

The director for the Philippine plant was very professional and spoke 
Spanish extremely well, so the President in Chicago loaned him to 
me for a year to replace the one that had left. He landed in Tenerife 
Island with his wife and daughters, ages 6 through 12. He was excit-
ed about the move to Tenerife both because of its gentle climate as 
well as because of what this move represented for him professionally 
within the company. I was also very pleased with this solution. He 
had been in charge of building the plant in Manila and his experi-
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ence would be crucial for the project in Spain. The only problems he 
had to overcome were the measurement system (ounces, acres, miles, 
feet, etc), dealing with European rather than American suppliers, 
and the product brands he was unfamiliar with, but he succeeded.
It was he who called me on December 30th, 1969 to tell me that 
the roof of a section of the building had collapsed. I took a flight the 
following morning to see for myself what had happened. On the fol-
lowing workday, I was stunned to find laborers working in the area of 
the factory where the roof had not yet been stripped and in the office 
area. The architect was standing next to me.

–Please –I said–, get all the personnel out of here.
–That won’t be necessary –he answered–. There is no longer any danger.

I had to walk into the site myself and ask the entire personnel to get 
out of there.

–Please everyone, get out. That’s a direct order.

It was a disaster waiting to happen. I reprimanded the architect 
harshly for being so irresponsible in front of everyone. I had never 
been so angry. At noon, the architect, the contractors, my attorneys 
and I gathered together at the on-site construction office to try to 
figure out a solution. All of a sudden, the roof of the office area where 
the painters were working on the walls caved in, with the workers 
still inside! We were very lucky that they were able to climb out 
through the windows and that only one of them was slightly injured. 



34 

BRUSHSTROKES OF A LIFE TIME

I drove him to the hospital for treatment. When I got back to the 
meeting, I could feel a sense of animosity from everyone. The con-
tractors blamed the architect and the architect blamed the contrac-
tors. The management in Chicago refused to file a lawsuit because 
that meant postponing production for at least two years. I had to 
handle the situation with extreme diplomacy and forcefulness, which 
was very difficult to do.

The plant had to have air conditioning in the production and ware-
house areas. This required having a roof made of concrete and in or-
der to hold it up, they used lattice beams, which gave way and caused 
the catastrophe. The first thing I did was to seek advice from a friend 
of mine who was an architect and had him explain the construction, 
the elements, the possible causes, everything, in detail to me. The sec-
ond thing I did was to call the oil refinery in Tenerife to consult with 
welding experts and have them inspect the beams. Their conclusions 
were that this was a botched up job. The beams were incorrectly and 
improperly welded and in addition, bracing beams to hold everything 
up were missing. A knock on a side wall with a bulldozer would have 
been enough to bring down the entire roof structure like a house of 
cards. The Juan de la Cierva Institute from Madrid studied the quality 
of the cement as well as the calculations of the structure and confirmed 
that the cement was of poor quality and that the structure had been 
under-calculated for resistance per square meter.

It was a mess; there was no way out. It needed to go to court, since 
the contractors blamed the architect and the subcontractors for what 
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had happened and vice versa. What could I do? The head people in 
Chicago wanted this settled. The experts at the refinery offered to 
repair part of the poor welding and place new architectural bracing. 
At least that was a start.

Fortunately I was able to come up with a solution even though I was 
not at all familiar with these particular technical subjects. The solu-
tion seemed difficult, but was actually very simple. I asked if it would 
be possible to reduce the distance between the columns supporting 
the beams from 40 feet to 20 feet by building intermediate beams in 
order to save the roof, thereby doubling its resistance. It seemed to 
be the perfect solution. We reached an agreement and three months 
later the plant was finished; we installed the machinery and began 
producing. A layman had provided the solution.

It is also important to point out, that the head of manufacturing in 
Chicago decided not to send machine-operating trainers and pack-
ers to Tenerife after all since the production rate of the locals proudly 
equaled the production rate of the workers in the Chicago factory.
A year later, the Company president landed in Tenerife. He stayed in 
a wonderful hotel in Puerto de la Cruz, the most sophisticated tour-
ist area on the northern side of the island. He visited the plant and all 
the stores that sold Wrigley gum. He was pleasantly surprised, but as 
of that moment, something strange happened in Chicago.
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CHAPTER II

1971 WHAT HAPPENED IN CHICAGO?

Something that caught me completely off guard happened. 
Everything that occurred from that moment on was a blow that was 
very difficult to process. I assumed, admittedly incorrectly so, that 
they would be thrilled at headquarters in Chicago because I had 
solved the construction problem for the plant, both timewise and 
without proceeding with the lawsuit, but it was apparently not so.

Shortly after the company president visited the plant, my American 
co-worker, the one who spoke Spanish, who had completed the learn-
ing stage with me in Canada and who had travelled with me and my 
wife to Niagara Falls, landed in Tenerife. The new International Mar-
keting Director had sent him to “help” with the operations in Spain. 
The previous International Marketing Director, who was a close friend 
of mine, had retired. As soon as my wife saw him, she said:

–Ricardo, this American is here to replace you.

I did not believe her. But it was true. He began to settle in as a 
co-director in the company; he belittled me and would contact the 
headquarters in Chicago directly, completely circumventing me. The 
new International Marketing Director in Chicago requested that he 
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be the one to supervise the operations in Tenerife and that I move 
to the mainland to prepare the launch of the chewing gum there. That 
meant that my family and I had to move back to Barcelona. Our stay 
on the Canary Islands had come to an end. Once back in Barcelona, I 
prepared for the launch of the chewing gum manufactured in Tenerife 
on the mainland just as they had asked me to do. It seemed sensible 
that they would put me in charge of this operation given my success on 
the Canary Islands. I was also a Spaniard and knew the market.

It was the beginning of a new phase. The plan was to begin by cover-
ing the tourist areas where British, German, Scandinavian and other 
European travelers, who were already familiar with the brand, would 
be able to purchase it. Good idea. The head in Chicago sent two young 
college interns, who spoke Spanish well but with a heavy accent over 
from the U.S. to help me. They were great, very cheerful, disciplined 
and extremely helpful. They toured the entire Spanish Mediterranean 
coast for a year, placing the product at cash registers in every store from 
north to south, including the Baleares Islands. Their American accent 
was their best calling card. An amazing success. The new International 
Marketing Director insisted that the price of the chewing gum sold 
in Spain’s tourist areas should be twice the price of the competitor’s. 
Although this made things more difficult, it was done.

In May 1974, the Company president flew to Spain once again, first to 
Barcelona and then to the Costa del Sol, a famous Spanish tourist area 
in southern Spain . In the city of Marbella he stayed at the Hotel Don 
Pepe. I personally accompanied him during his trip. He visited all of the 
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stores to see how well the brand was placed; he was extremely pleased.

–Good job, Ricardo –he said.

I handed him the business plan that covered the final phase of 
launching the brand in the rest of the country. He said he would 
analyze it. At that very moment, I could tell that something was 
running through his mind, and he said:

–I’m going to send your co-worker to our subsidiary in Kenya and you will 
once again be the company president with full discretionary powers, both 
on the mainland and on Tenerife. What do you think?
–Fantastic –I answered.

I was ecstatic. He continued:

–Ricardo, would you have any problem establishing the home off ice in 
Madrid and moving there with your family instead living in Barcelona?
–Not at all –I answered.
–Any problem with schooling for your children?
–None –I said.

Even though I was a fan of the Barça soccer team, Madrid appealed 
to me and it made sense to establish the home office there since it was 
located in the middle of the country and equally distant from all the 
different points of sale. He called the new International Marketing Di-
rector right in front of me to inform him about his decision. It was all set.
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Shortly afterwards, once back in Barcelona, I was taken aback by a 
surprise visit from Clyde de Force, the president’s right-hand man 
and the person who had chosen me; he informed me that in Chicago 
they had made the decision to rescind my contract and that I needed 
to look for another job. He asked me to return the company credit 
card, which I did immediately. I was shocked. My wife and I were 
having lunch with him at the Atalaya restaurant when he told me. I 
cried bitter tears. It was a terrible blow. I loved my job; I was happy, 
and at 45, felt I had the strength and experience to carry out the 
project in Spain successfully. I had the company president’s support. 
I was completely baffled.

The reason was very simple, I guessed that the new Internation-
al Marketing Director had threatened to resign if they insisted on 
keeping me in Spain. He evidently won the battle.

····················

Who was the new Marketing Director who had replaced my retired 
friend? It is essential to explain the inner workings of a multinational 
company in order to understand.

When I was chosen at age 38 to head the Wrigley Company in 
Spain, the selection was made in Spain by two people: the president 
of the Wrigley Company in the Philippines, Louis Garcia and Clyde 
de Force, the president’s right hand man for the European side of 
the business. The fact that the president for the Wrigley subsidiary 
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in England was excluded from the decision-making process did not 
sit well in his country. Clyde de Force told me once: “You have a foe 
within the organization”. The president of the subsidiary in England 
had been like an older brother to all the Wrigley subsidiaries in Eu-
rope and had been responsible for selecting the subsidiary presidents 
for France, Sweden, Germany, Austria and Italy. Why was he ex-
cluded from the decision process for selecting a president for Spain? 
This was humiliating for him and he could not stand it. He could 
not understand why a candidate who did not speak English had been 
chosen. It was a mistake.

When I first arrived in Chicago in 1967, I was warmly welcomed 
by the International Marketing Director at the time as well as by 
the other executives, including the president. They liked me, they 
thought I was a cheerful, active and straightforward Spaniard who 
appreciated the U.S. and who was a fast learner. My stays in the 
Philippines, Chicago, Canada and Canary Islands, pleased the upper 
echelon of the multinational company; everything was turning out 
well. Clyde de Force, the president’s right-hand man and the person 
responsible for submitting my name for the position, had great re-
spect for me and encouraged me every time he saw me. In the end, 
his recommendation turned out well. He always mentioned that the 
president was pleased with the way I was handling the Spain sub-
sidiary and that I should be proud. I only had one opponent, the 
president of the British subsidiary. He had not picked me and had 
not forgotten.
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The International Marketing Director who had retired, had been a 
wonderful mentor. He liked me and was very good-natured. He would 
travel to Hawaii every summer and go for a five-mile swim from beach 
to beach every day, stopping for a rest and a glass of whisky at each 
one. He had been an Olympic champion when he was young. While 
living in Chicago, he had invited my wife Mª Gloria and me to several 
football games at Northwestern University, where he had studied. He 
would pick us up in his Cadillac and on the way from our apartment to 
the football field, we would stop by three or four bars to have a very dry 
Martini. I never joined them of course; I’d had a bad experience once 
when during a convention presided by the president I kept nodding 
off during the afternoon session after drinking a very dry Martini at 
lunch. They all forgave this faux pas because the International Mar-
keting Director apologized for me. He said that it had been his fault 
because he had pressured me to drink a very dry Martini.

That gentleman was my boss for several years and he helped me im-
measurably. Then, as I mentioned before, he retired and, wouldn’t you 
know it, the president of the British subsidiary, the one who held a 
grudge, was chosen to be the new International Marketing Director. 
He moved to Chicago and was my new boss. He is the one who sent 
the same co-worker I had spent time with while in Canada, to “help” 
me in Tenerife, and the one my wife had warned me about. When 
the president called him from Marbella and asked him to send that 
co-worker to Kenya and to restore my position, he was livid. When the 
president flew back to Chicago, I suppose the new International Mar-
keting Director gave him a choice; it was either him or me. It was me.
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Ten years later, after I had already founded Natura Bissé, I visited 
the Canary Islands. The new director for the Wrigley Company in 
Tenerife told me that the president in Chicago had always regretted 
not having followed the excellent business plan that I had prepared 
to launch the chewing gum on the mainland and that they had not 
been able to introduce it during that entire decade. It was sold only 
on the Canary Islands until Chupa Chups Company, and then fi-
nally General de Confitería Company distributed it in the 90’s. He 
told me this in order to reassure me. I appreciated the gesture, but 
my thoughts by then were solely focused on Natura Bissé. Later on, 
in the 90’s, I received a personal letter from Mr. William Wrigley, 
president of the Wrigley Company, recalling old times and thanking 
me for the gift of Natura Bissé products we had sent his wife from 
our Neiman Marcus counter on Michigan Avenue. I later heard that 
the Wrigley Company had been bought by Mars.

In spite of the disappointment I felt when I was fired from the Wrig-
ley Company, I have to say that the seven years I had spent heading 
the Wrigley Company in Spain were extraordinary. Working for an 
American multinational at the highest level was a unique privilege. 
I will never forget William Wrigley´s friendship and what I learned. 
The wonderful memories I have will live on forever.
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CHAPTER III

1961 “UPGRADE!”

It was a gray day; it wasn’t cold, but it seemed to me as if it were 
freezing. It was March, 1961. I was walking alone from the current 
Borja Center, a Jesuit seminar in Spain, in the city of Sant Cugat del 
Vallés, to the Catalan train station for the ride down to Barcelona.

I felt as if a heavy weight had been lifted from my shoulders. I was free. 
I was leaving behind 12 years of studies and training with the Company 
of Jesus with great sadness, but I felt free. I was only four months away 
from receiving my holy orders and celebrating mass. It was not for me. 
I left. I was going back to a secular life. I still wore the cassock. I did not 
feel comfortable taking the trip to Barcelona, a trip I had taken so many 
times before, dressed any other way. I was leaving those years behind. 
The future seemed uncertain. My heartbroken parents were waiting 
for me. They had already had the chasuble made, the invitations print-
ed, and friends were overjoyed about my upcoming ordination. Then, 
everything came to an end very unexpectedly. It was terrible.

····················

I finished high school in Barcelona in 1947 and took my entrance 
exams. I did terribly in literature and languages, but I got an A in 
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math. Professor Lines, the proctor, asked me if I could explain 
the number e on the blackboard. I remember taking the chalk and 
filling the blackboard with numbers and equations in less than 20 
minutes, and when I had finished, throwing the chalk back into 
its box with a flourish. He congratulated me, told me I could leave 
and graded me with honors. That saved me from disaster in nat-
ural sciences, where I got a zero. I was good at math and physics, 
but awful at anything I had to memorize. My memory was, and 
still is, terrible.

In spite of that, I had other redeeming qualities. I was cheerful, 
gregarious and outgoing. I liked showing off in front of my friends 
and impressing the girls. I was dynamic and tried to be a leader, but 
sometimes I was too bold. I remember that a friend and I once came 
up with the brilliant idea of jumping over the wall of the Asunción 
School to impress the girls, but the ones impressed were the nuns, 
who unceremoniously threw us out; they had a quiet chuckle at our 
expense. They were not too upset about our little adventure; the nuns 
at the Asunción School were different. That’s how spontaneous and 
mischievous I was back then.

This is why all of my friends were so surprised when I suddenly an-
nounced that I was becoming a Jesuit. Impossible. Ricardo a Jesuit? 
Was this a joke? They could not understand it. Nobody understood 
nor could they believe it. But it was true. It was no joke. I was serious, 
I was becoming a Jesuit.
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My desire to join the Company of Jesus started right after my 
spiritual exercises in Manresa, a city close to Barcelona where St. 
Ignacio wrote the book of the Spiritual Exercises in the XVI cen-
tury. It was an internal revolution. Nobody understood it, but my 
mother was quite pleased. Having her son become a Jesuit priest was 
something that she thought was fantastic. My father did not agree; 
he wanted me to wait a year after finishing high school in order to 
think things through. I began studying Architecture, but after that 
first year, I joined the Company.

It’s one thing to say something and quite another to see it through. 
When the time came, in September 1948, leaving behind the sum-
mer trips to Olot and taking the train to Zaragoza and Veruela 
Monastery, at the base of the Moncayo Mountain, in the center of 
the country and 300 miles from Olot, was quite difficult. I met up 
with five other young men who were also joining that same day. My 
parent’s and sibling’s eyes filled with tears, as did mine. It was the 
beginning of a new adventure. Fortunately, I was not traveling by 
myself, there were six of us and we all encouraged each other.

I had left behind Olot, a land of dormant volcanoes and landscapes 
that were idyllic for artists. The famous artist from Olot, Ramon Bar-
nadas, confirmed this. There are three, four and up to five mountain 
ranges and the landscape was very picturesque. The Font Moxina, the 
Font de les Tries, the Font de Sant Roc, the Fageda…. all were spots 
where many pictures had been painted. The art institute of Olot, 
headed by Vayreda y Domenge, was and still is world renowned.
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My family, on my mother’s side, is from Olot, in the Vall de Bian-
ya, from a place called the Mulleras or Moleiras, a wet and swampy 
area. A lot of water along the river. My cousin, Ramon Mulleras, a 
historian, has traced the family history back to the year 1200, with a 
complete family tree. An amazing project. We are all very grateful to 
him for this gift to the family.

My great-grandfather, Don Camilo Mulleras Garros, built one of 
the top 50 fortunes of Barcelona in the late nineteenth century. He 
died in 1909, after having created an industrial empire. In his will, 
he bequeathed a yearly award to the best student, the best artist and 
the best heroic action to be awarded by the Olot City Council; the 
famous Mulleras awards. A very paternalistic philosophy that was 
the trend back then, although not well viewed nowadays, but which 
was highly commended in those days. As a matter of fact, the Olot 
City Council named one of the most important city streets after my 
great-grandfather, the street of the great philanthropist, Don Camilo 
Mulleras Garros.

My grandfather however, the philanthropist’s son, had a very different 
story. In the early 1900’s, he boarded a ship headed for Buenos Aires, 
accompanied by his best friend’s wife, who was expecting his child. 
This scandal rocked the bourgeois society of Barcelona. Two families 
completely destroyed. My mother, who at age 11 was staying at the 
Sagrado Corazón boarding school, suffered terribly because of all the 
gossip. In order to avoid this from happening to her own children, she 
vowed that they would never find out about this until the day she died, 
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and she kept that vow. In 1981, after my mother’s death, we found out 
about the mystery surrounding my grandfather’s life quite by chance.

We learned that a year after arriving in Buenos Aires and after the 
child was born, they separated. She took the child to Brazil and re-
built her life in that country. The child grew up in Brazil without ever 
knowing his father and using his mother’s last name. This is where 
the story began to unravel. As adults, on a trip to Spain, the children 
of my grandfather’s son, in other words, my grandfather’s Brazilian 
grandchildren ran into Santi, my older brother’s son, at a wedding. The 
whole story came out during that encounter. They exchanged letters, 
traveled to Brazil and Spain, and pieced together not only my grandfa-
ther’s story, but also the love and affection between the families.

Once the secret had been revealed, everyone in Barcelona who knew 
about the affair filled us in on the rest of the story. In 1914, after hav-
ing separated, my grandfather returned to Spain. My grandmother 
forgave him, but his brothers-in-law, who were in charge of his fac-
tories, did not allow him to get off the ship, threatening to imprison 
him for adultery. My mother, who adored her father and who had 
exchanged letters with him the entire time he was away, and her 
brother Ramón were able to see him and say goodbye before he de-
cided to return to Argentina, full of regret and sadness. While in the 
province of Corrientes, he successfully handled a cattle farm at the 
San Martin hacienda. He was financially successful during the first 
few years and is remembered as a benefactor of the lavish parties held 
at the Colon Theater in Buenos Aires.
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In the end things did not go so well for him. He married the daugh-
ter of the mayor of Yapeyú, a town near the border of Brazil and had 
two sons and a daughter, who, as far as we could tell from a photo-
graph we were able to get a hold of, looked a lot like my mother. He 
died at age 40 full of remorse and comforted by the Holy Sacraments 
according to the parish priest of Yapeyú. He was buried in the local 
cemetery. My grandfather’s remains lie in Argentina. When I trave-
led to Paraguay as a Jesuit, my mother told me bits and pieces of this 
story, but I never revealed any of it to my siblings. It was almost a 
secret told in confession.

Summers in Olot, which were almost three months long, were the most 
coveted times for me and my friends. Hikes, bicycle rides, the Sum-
mer Festival, novilladas (bullfights with amateur bullfighters and young 
bulls), the circus, movies, painting lessons, cabins in the forest, mountain 
climbing…..It was fantastic! As I excitedly watched the novilladas dur-
ing the Summer Festivals, little did I know back then that I was sitting 
in the very first bullring in Spain. That is where my love for bullfight-
ing was born. I fondly remember a bullfight at the Monumental Arena 
of Barcelona starring Manolete, Arruza and Bienvenida, the very best 
bullfighters back then. I also remember the Summer Festival at the Ball 
pla and the Gigantes y Cabezudos dance (The Giants and Big Heads 
are a popular tradition at many local festivals held in Europe), the Ball 
del Drac (the Dragon dance), where they would blow fire from their 
mouths; the painting contests, the fireworks and the magic shows at 
the Casal Maria. I was advertised as the great magician “Ricarfarsari”; I 
learned to do it quite well. It’s no wonder I missed it so much and that I 
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had such a hard time leaving this paradise to enter the Veruela novitiate 
near Zaragoza, a city 200 miles from Barcelona in an arid area with little 
vegetation. It was not Olot. The Moncayo Mountain was the only thing 
that made up for such a barren landscape.

····················

I spent four years in Veruela; two in the novitiate, where I made my 
vows to a religious life and two in the Juniorate, where I studied hu-
manities. We led a deep spiritual life and studied hard, but we added 
sports to the mix, hiking on the Moncayo Mountain, playing volley-
ball and participating at athletics. I became good at volleyball because 
I had the advantage of being tall, and I also won a 1,500 meter race in 
athletics.

Once, when all of the students were gathered in the Craft Room, our 
superior selected four of us, who would be leaving to do missionary 
work in Paraguay. I was among them. That decision filled me with joy. 
I had been hoping for it. I had asked God to grant me that opportuni-
ty. The news was difficult for my parents to take; it was the last thing 
they expected to hear. Back then, the thought was that whoever was 
sent off to do missionary work would never return home.

That summer, while waiting to go to America, and driven by my 
missionary zeal, I decided to give a conference at the Teatro Principal 
in Olot, and another at the Teatro Casino in Puigcerdà, a famous 
summer vacation town in northern Spain close to the French border. 
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Another Jesuit, came along with me. It appeared that my zeal was 
such that I went over the top during my speech. My Jesuit com-
panion was not at all pleased with what I had said or the way I had 
acted. He said that my speech was full of airs and conceit. On the 
way back to Barcelona, he criticized me so harshly that I felt shocked 
and deeply humiliated. I had thought that I had been great! As time 
went by, I realized that he had been right, and I was grateful for his 
honesty. I realized that I had wanted to satisfy my own vanity, rather 
than benefit others. I learned my lesson.

That was not all. I remember that while going through the process of 
obtaining a passport to travel to America, the police denied authoriza-
tion. They had done a background check and found out that I had a 
record. It turns out that before becoming a Jesuit, when I was 17 years 
old, a group of us had raided the Coliseum de Barcelona movie theater 
and slashed the big screen with pocket-knives in the middle of the mov-
ie. They were showing Gilda, the first risqué film in Spain. We made it 
out by the skin of our teeth, but someone reported us. I now realize that 
back in the days of national Catholicism, we were very easily influenced. 
I have always regretted having acted in such an unethical manner.

The Gato Montés was the paso-doble that the orchestra was playing 
aboard the Cabo Buena Esperanza ship on the day that we sailed out 
of the port of Barcelona. Farewells aboard ships are terrible. Sadness 
overtook all of us. My parents and siblings were on the dock, I was 
on the bridge saying goodbye and we were all weeping. I was not sure 
if I would ever see them again. There were several families from Ar-
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gentina and Uruguay who were traveling back home. The daughter 
of an Argentinean couple had fallen deeply in love with a Catalan 
boy. Their farewell was memorable and the girl’s sadness touched 
everyone on board. The boy ran alongside the ship all the way to the 
mouth of the port waving goodbye.

During the voyage something surprising happened. Since I was gifted 
in the art of sleight of hand and had a trunk full of items to perform 
magic tricks, the ship’s captain asked me to prepare a show for the pas-
sengers in first class. I was not able to say no. I was naïve and inexpe-
rienced and had no idea why people blushed every time I asked them 
to “grab” a card, an egg or a handkerchief. I was not aware that certain 
words had a double entendre in Argentina. I discovered this later in 
Buenos Aires when I asked a passerby which trolley I needed to “grab” 
to get to Palermo Park. When he realized that I was a foreigner, he 
politely but firmly told me that in Argentina one “caught” or “took” 
things, but never “grabbed” anything, much less a trolley.

The voyage took 18 days, with stopovers in the Canary Islands, Da-
kar, Santos, Montevideo and finally Buenos Aires. We wore white 
cassocks, which we liked. There were immigrants that were trave-
ling with only the clothes on their backs. I heard many heartbreak-
ing stories. When we arrived in Buenos Aires, the crew asked us to 
take several packages through customs. Imagine my surprise when I 
found out that the packages contained nylons, brassieres, and other 
feminine articles. We were taken aback, but we were able to get them 
through and help them.
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I studied Guaraní in the town of Paraguarí, 40 miles south of 
Asunción, in Paraguay. There were five of us living in a small house, 
preparing for our apostolate in that country. One day, I received a let-
ter from my superior asking me to leave Paraguay and move to Boliv-
ia, to the city of Sucre to be precise, to take charge of a radio station, 
Radio Loyola, which aired its programmes from the Jesuit School 
to the entire city, and so I left. Before leaving Paraguay, something 
happened in Paraguarí that broke my heart. A kind, elderly brother, 
a saint really, fell ill and they asked me to give him the injections that 
the doctor had prescribed for him, which I did. When I was in Bo-
livia, they informed me that the brother had died a few months later 
due to an infected injection site. I never knew if I had been the cause 
of his death. I felt miserable.

Leaving Paraguay was a terrible blow; I had grown to love it. I wept 
during the entire three day trip from Asunción to Buenos Aires 
through the Paraná River on a paddle boat, like the ones used on the 
Mississippi river. It was very hard for me to leave Paraguay, where I 
had spent an intense year. I had visited the Reductions and had lived 
there, learning about what the Jesuits had created in the XVII and 
XVIII centuries for the native Indians. The degree of training and 
cultural adaptation of the native Indians was such that the choir and 
orchestra of the San Ignacio Guasu Church were able to compete 
with the choir and orchestra of the Sistine Chapel in Rome.

I left Paraguay with vivid memories, especially the language. Para-
guay is a bilingual country; the two languages are Spanish and Gua-



55 

BRUSHSTROKES OF A LIFE TIME

rani. It reminded me of the historically bilingual region of Cataluña 
in Spain, because both languages were spoken on all occasions and 
people would easily switch from one to another. I was also very im-
pressed with the hospitality of the common folk. They would all help 
us, they loved us and they would give us fruit, milk, meat, etc as gifts. 
They called us Jesuits Pai, which means Founding Father. This name 
dated back to the Jesuit Reductions of yore. Every Jesuit was loved 
and respected in Paraguay. They had direct access to the highest lev-
els of authority, including the president of the country. We were and 
still are an institution.

I crossed the Argentinean Pampa (an extensive, treeless plain), trave-
ling from Buenos Aires to Salta, the northern part of the country and 
took a flight for the first time in my life to Sucre, “the little silver cup”. 
That city, the country’s former capital, at an altitude of 8,000 feet, is 
a true gem. I lived there for three years, in charge of Radio Loyola.

My adventure at Radio Loyola in Sucre, located in the Jesuit Sacred 
Heart School, is worth mentioning. The radio station aired classical 
music throughout the day, except for the newscasts at noon and in 
the evenings. The Jesuit in charge was elderly and ill and was not able 
to continue. I took over aged 24 and turned everything upside down. 
Classical music was played at night, we began playing native music 
as well as music from great American composers (such as Gershwin 
and others) and my brothers would send me the latest hits from the 
San Remo Festival in Italy, which impressed everyone. No other ra-
dio station in Bolivia had them. We were the only ones. In between 
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each record, instead of commercials, we would air adages, inviting 
people to improve and be better. That was our message. Newscasts, 
soap operas, radio contests, soccer matches from the stadium, a soc-
cer pool organized for soccer teams from Spain, Argentina, Chile, 
Paraguay and Bolivia ... a resounding success. In less than a year the 
radio station had been modernized and the message of the Gospel 
was reaching thousands of homes. The students of the senior courses 
were the broadcasters and provided the voices for the soap operas, 
and the female voices were provided by their sisters.

I went back to Bolivia with my wife Mª Gloria in 2002. I wanted 
to show her where I had lived during those years. We visited Sucre 
and the modern facilities of Radio Loyola. We met with co-workers 
from the radio station, older now, married and some of them with 
grandchildren. It was a very emotional reunion.

Aside from being in charge of Radio Loyola, I taught classes at 
the school and would take the students hiking; I would supervise 
them during study periods and organize soccer matches for them. I 
was struck by the simplicity of the people. For example, a chola (an 
indigenous woman) who sold oranges on the street refused to sell 
all of her oranges to the large group of students who were going 
hiking because what was she supposed to do the rest of the day? 
Amazing.

During my stay in Bolivia, I had to travel to La Paz, the country’s 
capital, to attend a course on radio technology given by the Ameri-
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can embassy. I took the train from Sucre to Potosí, the city of silver 
coins, and from there another to La Paz, crossing the Path of the 
Condor at an altitude of 15,000 feet, at night. It was 7:00 a.m. 
when I woke up and saw what I could not even begin to imagine 
at an altitude of 13,000 feet. On one side of the train I saw a sea 
of water that blended into the horizon, and on the other side, the 
peaks of the Andes Mountains. The waves splashed the sides of the 
train. It seemed as if we were crossing the sea, a sea that was only 
one meter deep. Lake Popo had overflowed and had flooded the 
high plateau.

I traveled to the cities of La Paz, Oruro, Cochabamba and Santa 
Cruz, almost all of Bolivia. They were troubled times; the trade un-
ions were on strike. The government ruthlessly suppressed any in-
surrection. I lived through hard times in Bolivia. There was a lot of 
poverty. I wondered if Radio Loyola should have served some other 
purpose. I left it behind because I had to continue with my studies 
and this time I was sent to Ireland.

Bolivia left its mark. On the return trip to Spain on the Cabo de 
Hornos ship which I boarded in Santos, I exchanged the first class 
ticket I had traveled with to Bolivia for a third class berth shared by 
eight other people in the bowels of the ship. I still felt ashamed for 
having traveled first class on the outbound journey when there were 
so many immigrants aboard the ship in search of jobs in Argentina, 
the imagined paradise of the 50’s, General Perón’s Argentina.
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At last, I was unexpectedly returning to Europe. I would see my par-
ents and siblings again. I had missed them. The reunion was heart-
warming. I had been away for four years. My parents were very hap-
py. I was back. I would be closer to home.

I did not have an easy time in Ireland since I did not speak English. In 
spite of this, I gained the sympathy of the students from the Institute 
of Philosophy in Tullamore, a town in the center of the island. I have 
fond memories of my stay in Ireland. I loved the jovial and cheerful 
personality of the Irish people. I learned their customs. They were dif-
ferent but utterly fascinating to a curious mind. We studied a lot and 
played sports within a very spiritual environment. They always carried 
a teapot with them; they drank tea everywhere, including while out-
doors, even if it was raining. I never understood how they were able to 
light a fire under those conditions, but they did. I was also surprised 
by the small talk in Ireland, the wink, the smile, greeting everyone 
that crossed your path. I had never seen that before.

In August, we had 20 days of vacation. We traveled by train and bicy-
cle to the northwest, along the sea coast to Lord Mountbatten’s castle, 
which had been loaned to us. We were a well organized team. Each 
one of us accepted losing one day of vacation. On that day, one of us 
would do everything; clean the bedrooms, sweep, help the cook, and 
serve the table. A full day’s work, but the other 19 days, we did noth-
ing! By taking turns, and working for each other, everyone was able to 
enjoy a fabulous vacation. After a few days of hiking, fishing, spend-
ing time on the beach and camaraderie, we returned to our studies.
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In Ireland I met other Jesuit students from the Andalusian region 
of Spain. They had arrived at the Tullamore School of Philosophy 
a year before I did. When we were on vacation, my Irish classmates 
told me that the year the Spaniards had arrived, they had put on 
three bathing suits to go to the beach, one on top of the other. A 
complete bathing suit like the kind worn in the 1800’s, a white T 
shirt on top and a swimsuit in addition to that- talk about extreme 
protection! This was a subject of conversation throughout the Jesuit 
Institutions of the British Isles and even reached the U.S.A.

I must admit that having Spanish classmates in Ireland was a big help 
to me. I was always very grateful for how they went out of their way 
to help me. Being with them was like an oasis for me. I remember 
that during Christmas holidays, we made a ruckus. In the evening at 
the theater we had the bright idea of dressing up as Mexican charros 
(a traditional horseman from Mexico) and singing Mexican songs. 
Fantastic. They had us do three encores-they raved about us.

Studying in a foreign language that I did not master gave me such 
migraines that the wisest thing for me to do was to continue with 
my studies in Spain, at the Borja Center Seminar in San Cugat del 
Vallés, a city near Barcelona. It was here that my desire to continue 
vanished. There was such close-mindedness in Spain that it was hard 
for me to adapt, especially after having lived in other countries. I be-
gan doubting and after two years of uncertainty, I made the decision 
that I considered to be the wisest before being ordained a priest: to 
leave, which I did.
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It is hard for me to say if these were the only reasons for leaving or 
if there were others. The truth was that studying Philosophy and 
Theology required having a good memory; I felt discouraged and 
this tested my vocation. Only establishing the cinema clubs, which 
I pioneered, and which others continued and perfected, kept me ac-
tive, but that was not enough.

Perhaps because I was twenty-something, the nostalgia of what I had 
not yet done in my life overwhelmed me. I was not sure what was 
happening to me. I was dazzled by things I never even imagined. I 
really had no idea what was going on. The truth was that spending 
four years going against the grain, the lack of motivation and the 
lack of any zest for life ate away at my vocation little by little. I could 
not go on. I never did things half-heartedly. It was either yes or no, 
all or nothing. I talked about my doubts with the person who knew 
me best, my superior, the same priest who had been my teacher at 
the novitiate in Veruela Seminar. We both analyzed the situation 
thoroughly, to see if we could clear up some of my doubts, but we 
couldn’t. The doubts remained. Finally, I left.

This happened in March 1961, one year before the inauguration of 
the Vatican II Council. I was 32 years old. The news struck hard in 
Barcelona. My parents suffered a lot. Perhaps living this new life I 
was not able to be with them the way they needed me to. I have al-
ways regretted it. It was difficult for all of us.

I have always thought that Ignacio de Loyola, Francisco Xavier, 
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Francisco de Borja and many other founders of the Jesuit Order had 
downgraded when embracing the Company of Jesus because they 
had all renounced a great life, their noble heritage and the honors 
that came along with it; they traded all of that for the evangelical 
poverty of this new order. It was the opposite for me. In 1948, be-
coming a Jesuit was an upgrade socially speaking. It looked good. I 
was vain. Being a Jesuit made you stand out, and if in addition you 
were a missionary, that was be-all and end-all. Youth, zeal, enthusi-
asm, good intentions, it was easy to take the plunge. I think that God 
knocks on everyone’s door in the way that He thinks is best.

I have always thought that if I had to live my life all over again, I 
would do exactly the same things. I was very happy when I was a 
Jesuit student, and I have been very happy outside the Company of 
Jesus. I have always been very grateful to God for this great privilege.



1 My great-grandfather, Don Camilo
Mulleras Garros with his children
toward the end of 1890 

2 In Olot with my brother Federico
in 1942

3 Sign depicting my propagandistic
performance in Olot in 1948
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4 From left to right: with my sister
Mª Carmen, my parents, my brother
Santi, my sister Isabel and my brother
Federico in Olot in 1970

5 My mother, 11, with my grandfather
Ramon Mulleras

6 With my parents, saying goodbye
before sailing to America
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1 Working in Paraguay, 1953

2 With my students at the school in
Sucre (Bolivia) in 1955

3 Lord Mountbatten’s castle in Ireland

4  Uzandizaga Street Nº 20,
San Sebastián in 1938
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1 At the Jesuit school in San Sebastián
in 1938

2 My brother Fede, Santi and me in San
Sebastián in 2004 with our backs to the
steep mountain we climbed in 1938

3 The day of my First Communion,
May 16, 1936, with my mother

4 With my friends Paco and José Mª
Draper and Juan José Capo at the riding
school in Bonanova

5 On my way to Lourdes during Easter
in 1962
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1 Horseback riding on
Diagonal Av. in Barcelona

2 With Jorge Garriga at
Nestlé in 1962
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3 Mª Gloria on my scooter, in 1963

4 At the trade fair “Muestras de Barcelona”,
the evening I was introduced to Mª Gloria,
in June, 1962

5 With Mª Gloria, spring in 1963,
a couple of months before getting married
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1 Our wedding on October 31, 1963

2 As newlyweds in London in 1964

3 Mª Gloria with our daughter Verónica in 1965
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4 The Wrigley Building lit up
at night (Chicago)

5 Mª Gloria, Verónica and
Mª Pilar strolling through
Lincoln Park in Chicago, in
August 1967
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1 With Verónica in New York in 1968

2 Doublemint gum in Tenerife in 1969

3 With Mª Gloria, sailing around Lake Michigan
in Chicago

PINCELADAS DE UNA VIDA
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4 Jesús in 1978

5 Jesús in 1988

6 Playing golf with my son Jesús in Alp, 1996
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1 My family with Mª Gloria’s parents
on our Silver Wedding anniversary in
1988

2 Mª Gloria on our Silver Wedding
anniversary in 1988

3 My daughter Verónica and my sonin-
law Joaquín on their wedding day in
1993

4 My daughter Patricia and my son-inlaw
Jose on their wedding day in 1999

5 With Mª Gloria in 2008, five years
before our Golden Wedding anniversary
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6 The four bikers Carlos, Ricardo,
Ignacio and José Luis in 2008

7 Motorcycling through Europe with my
son-in-law Joaquín Serra in 2008

8 With our granddaughter Lucía in 2009

9 My son Ricardo with his wife Kokes
and their sons Jacobo and Lorenzo in
2008
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1 First set of grandchildren in 2004

2 Our granddaughter Alba in 2008

3 Our granddaughters Sofía and
Alejandra in 2009

4 Our grandson Pepe in 2010
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5 Our daughter Verónica with her husband
Joaquín and their daughters Pía, Lucía and Sofía

6 Our granddaughter Lucía horseback riding
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1 Our grandsons Jacobo and Lorenzo in 2009

2 Our granddaughters Patricia
and Claudia in 2009

3 Our granddaughter Pía

4 Our granddaughters Sofía and Pía in 2010
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CHAPTER IV

1974 RISING FROM THE ASHES

In 1974, at the age of 45 I found myself having to re-organize my life 
all over again and looking for a new job after having left the Wrigley 
Company. I had headed an American subsidiary in Spain. I spoke 
English and had traveled to many countries. I had a good resume and 
had several job offers. Out of these options, the one I liked the best 
was with a company in Barcelona that had good connections with 
Japanese companies, and that thought that starting a chewing gum 
factory in Spain with Japanese capital was a very attractive proposi-
tion.

There I was, well prepared and with a wealth of experience, ready to 
draft a plan, travel to Japan and present it to the directors of Lotte 
in Tokyo. The same salary, the same professional career. I could not 
have asked for anything better, and so it began.

My trip to Japan was very rewarding. The directors at Lotte were 
very receptive and liked the idea of setting up a plant in Barcelona 
to sell chewing gum in Spain and expanding their market into other 
European countries. They liked my proposal. They had set up a very 
modern chewing gum plant and business in Japan. It would be a 
challenge worth pursuing.



80 

BRUSHSTROKES OF A LIFE TIME

I returned to Spain believing that before the month was out, we 
would have an affirmative answer. But it was not so, the Japanese 
never responded. Weeks, months and years went by. The chewing 
gum project was abandoned. What happened during those years of 
waiting? The company that had hired me had a subsidiary that was 
having difficulties and they proposed that I get it back on its feet. 
This subsidiary hydrolyzed proteins from collagen and elastin, di-
viding the protein chains into their essential elements, the natural 
free-form amino acids, rich in lysine and methionine, which were 
very useful for enriching animal feed since the price of soy had 
skyrocketed.

I had never taken a job in order to have a guaranteed salary, but this 
time I did. I had a wife and four children and I had an obligation 
to them. I bit the bullet and focused on the rescue project they had 
entrusted me with. I traveled throughout Europe trying to introduce 
what appeared to be the short and long-term solution in the world 
of animal feed.

Heading a company that simply dealt with animal feed after having 
been a director at a chewing gum factory that made a widely con-
sumed product, was a very difficult pill for me to swallow. I accepted 
it for three reasons. The first one was to make sure I earned a salary 
in order to ensure a comfortable life for my family. I remembered 
the wonderful summers we spent in Menorca, one of the Balearic 
Islands, where our children enjoyed their youth. The second reason 
was the challenge I embraced in order to conquer something I was 
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not familiar with and that I needed to succeed in. Lastly, the third 
and main reason was the hope that the Japanese would one day re-
spond so that I would be able to carry out the biggest project of my 
life.

At the factory collagen, elastin and keratin-rich proteins were hydro-
lyzed and broken down into their basic elements: free-form amino 
acids. The results of using them as additives for animal feed were 
encouraging. I asked the nutritionist of a well-known animal feed 
company in Barcelona to teach me everything he knew about animal 
feed. I visited farms and we ran tests in order to check the results. I 
dove in and became an expert.

Because the price of soy, used as an essential additive for animal feed 
in the 70’s, was sky high, the search for substitutes that would pro-
vide lysine and methionine became crucial. There we were, trying 
to persuade the technicians at other animal feed factories in Europe 
that our natural free-form collagen, elastin and keratin amino acids 
worked. Unfortunately for us, the price of soy began to drop before 
we were able to produce sufficient amounts of amino acids.

Then a miracle happened. I noticed by chance that the hands of the 
employees that worked with the amino acids were unusually smooth. 
I immediately assumed that those natural free-form collagen, elastin 
and keratin amino acids could possibly have some topical cosmetic 
property.
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I asked a cosmetic chemist and a dermatologist, both friends of mine, 
to perform an efficacy test by applying these free form amino ac-
ids as active ingredients in a cosmetic cream. The study consisted 
of applying the cream with the amino acids on half the faces of 500 
people and the same cosmetic product without the amino acids on 
the other half of the face for a period of six months. The results were 
spectacular.

The experiment performed was a doubly blind one, meaning that the 
dermatologists that performed the experiment did not know what 
kind of protein was used in each test. If collagen amino acids were 
applied onto dry skin, it would become hydrated. If keratin amino 
acids were applied on that same dry skin, it would become drier. On 
the other hand, if keratin amino acids were applied onto oily skin, 
the secretion of sebum would stabilize. The result was that each type 
of amino acid had worked on each skin type as expected. The der-
matologists certified the surprising results of the test in writing. The 
dermatologist in charge of the test, recommended that I manufacture 
and sell the cream with these highly effective active ingredients. I 
paid no attention to him. My job was to promote them and sell them 
in the animal feed sector.

In 1978, when nobody remembered the Japanese or their chewing 
gum anymore, they unexpectedly landed in Barcelona; eight directors 
from Lotte in Tokyo willing to talk about the project. That was very 
surprising. They caught us completely off guard. After four years of 
not saying a word and then all of a sudden, there they were, with-
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out prior warning. They were willing to start a joint venture. They 
were excited about it, but by then, the company that had asked me 
to develop the project and had sent me to Japan had been acquired 
by the Gas Natural Company. The eight Japanese men were politely 
received at the offices of Gas Natural on Via Augusta Avenue, but 
were greatly disappointed. The head of Gas Natural was not at all 
interested in a joint venture with Lotte to set up a chewing gum 
factory in Barcelona. The Japanese were taken aback and returned 
to their country with a very negative impression of our behavior. I 
was not able to do anything about it; I was just an executive without 
decision making powers in that area.

At that time, something else that was unbelievable and unexpected 
happened: Gas Natural, the new owner, decided to close down the 
amino acid company just one year after having bought it. All the di-
rectors were fired. I signed the severance agreement and received the 
severance pay on January 17, 1979. I turned 50 that day.

The second slap in the face in less than 5 years. Fired and on un-
employment. I never thought I would ever be on unemployment, 
least of all at age 50. That was incomprehensible. In 1979 there was 
a great crisis in Spain. Bankruptcy proceedings were rampant, com-
panies were closing down, employees were being fired, and unem-
ployment was consistently on the rise as never before in Spain. The 
outlook was terrifying. Finding a job at the age of 50 under these 
circumstances seemed impossible. How was I going to get ahead? I 
had a wife and four children aged 7, 10, 11 and 15 and did not know 
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where to go or what to do. Yes, I was collecting unemployment, but 
what did that mean? A huge reduction in income. No more cars, 
we would be taking the bus from now on. Vacations were out of the 
question. Think, think, think; that was all I could do.

I could not see my family suffer. I had failed a second time. I had 
given the best I had to give to two companies. They had left me out 
in the cold; one for personal reasons and the other due to the crisis.

What to do? Like Scarlett O’Hara in Gone with the Wind, I swore 
I would never again work for anybody and said to myself: “As God is 
my witness, I will never again work for someone else. I will create my 
own company and start from scratch.” My wife wept inconsolably. 
Was there not going to be a paycheck at the end of the month? How 
are we going to live? It was natural for her to feel this way. For her, 
setting up our own company would be a huge leap in the dark. It was, 
but we had no choice.

I decided to take the advice that the deramtologist had given me af-
ter the success of the tests carried out with the cosmetic creams and 
the amino acids. We were going to manufacture and sell cosmetic 
products enriched with free form collagen, elastin and keratin amino 
acids. We had to start somewhere.

I knew absolutely nothing about cosmetics, nothing. Once again I 
delved into a world and a sector I was unfamiliar with, but there was 
no choice. My wife, as a woman, did know about cosmetics, so I in-
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cluded her in the project. She accepted, so now there were two of us. 
We had received good severance pay. We decided to invest part of it 
in the new project: about 8,000 dollars.

We could not do this alone. I asked the dermatologist and the cos-
metic chemist who had manufactured the cream for the test, who 
also had the facilities to manufacture them and was one of the most 
renowned cosmetic formulists in Spain to join us. They accepted.

My wife contacted several friends of hers and presented the project 
to them. They were the wives of architects, executives or doctors who 
had free time on their hands and who were able to join the project 
because their children were older. They all agreed to join in. It was a 
very appealing adventure. Selling beauty, how wonderfully appropri-
ate for women. Fine, but with or without a salary? Without a salary 
for the first year, but in order to soften this, all of them would become 
shareholders of the new company. My wife and I invested enough to 
have 52% of the shares and the other shareholders invested different 
amounts, making up the remaining 48%. All of us were going to be 
both shareholders and workers.

On June 7, 1979, we established the new corporation before a notary 
public. Natura Bissé International S.A. came to be. An uncertain 
adventure ahead of us.

During our first meeting, we all agreed that if we did not succeed 
that first year, we would close down and avoid going into debt even 
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further, but if we succeeded, we would all be paid a salary and re-
ceive back pay for that first year, which we did since the company 
forged ahead after the first year. One of the terms I established 
was that nobody would use any personal property as a lien for any 
bank loan. In addition, the company’s accounting would be done by 
an external auditing company chosen by the minority shareholder 
group so that transparency would be one of the company’s major 
assets, especially since we were all friends. The head of the auditing 
company was given the responsibility of maintaining this neutrality 
from day one. I remember that we all accepted the annual account-
ing reports that he delivered as accurate and concise and that we 
used to call him “the one with the green spine” because of the color 
of the bookbinding.

And this is how this wonderful adventure began, with courage, with 
passion, with enthusiasm and a lot of effort, overcoming all sorts of 
obstacles, even today.

Why Natura Bissé? The Natura Bissé brand was the result of a brain-
storming session we had a few months before forming the company 
where all the shareholders and their husbands attended, a total of al-
most 20 people. Each one had a list of possible names that they pre-
sented by turns. Some outrageous names were proposed and many 
suggestions were rejected. Someone said Natura de Bali, but that did 
not work. I later mentioned Jacqueline Bisset, a famous movie star, 
but that was also rejected. It was my wife who said:
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–What about Natura Bisset?
–Yes, yes, without the T at the end, but keeping the double “s” in the middle 
–we answered.

We all liked the name and that is how the Natura Bissé brand was 
created. Over time we discovered that our brand name conveyed the 
perfect union and balance of two fundamental values: Natura (es-
sence, nature, body, matter, freedom, freshness) and Bissé (seduction, 
style, elegance, glamour, fantasy and luxury).

Years later, my wife and I were at a restaurant in Barcelona with an-
other couple when we heard some diners at another table mention 
my name. We listened. It was one of the few executives that had not 
been fired from the hydrolyzed protein company. He was saying that 
the company only worked when it was headed by Ricardo Fisas. I 
got up and introduced myself. They were surprised, because they had 
never met me. Five years had gone by. My wife and I were pleasantly 
surprised.
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CHAPTER V

1937 THE CIVIL WAR

That night in February 1937, when the whole family, my parents and 
my siblings, were about to turn in for the night, the bombs began 
to whistle and explode close to the apartment we were living in on 
Lauria Street in Barcelona.

My younger brother and I jumped out of bed, terrified. The bombs 
whistled past the windows, and were followed by loud explosions. 
My older brother ran back and forth in the hallway. My parents and 
my sisters had us run to the door. We lived on the upper floor and we 
ran down the stairs, jumping two at a time. The bombs kept whis-
tling and exploding. All the neighbors took shelter in the basement 
belonging to the residents of the main floor. We rode out the storm 
there. When the bombing fell silent, we learned that they had ex-
ploded in a aircraft engine manufacturing plant six blocks away. It 
was the first of many bombings that Barcelona was subjected to dur-
ing the three years the Civil War lasted.

My mother hated the bombings. My father had a cotton and gauze 
factory in Barcelona about three miles away from our house. There 
was a great need for them in the zone controlled by the anarchist and 
communist forces due to the Civil War. The workers from the boiler 
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room set themselves up as managers of the company. My father was 
removed from his office and reassigned to the packing and shipping 
departments. My father accepted this and kept silent. He did not 
want to make the situation worse.

My mother went to a center that issued official safe-passage permits 
and requested permits to travel to Paris for herself and her five chil-
dren ages 14, 13, 11, 8 and 6.They requested referrals from the door-
men at my father’s factory who provided glowing reports. My father 
was a good person. I remember that the day he died, his chauffeur 
told me that at the end of the day, when they left the factory to go 
home, they would stop at the tobacco and newspaper stand and my 
father would ask him to buy two Cuban cigars, one for my father and 
one for himself. They granted us the safe-passage permits. We could 
leave Barcelona.

The German governess that had taught my younger brother and me 
German for the last four years returned to Germany. She was unfound-
edly suspected of being a spy for the Third Reich. Fraulein Claire was 
not a spy, but she was very Germanic. She made my younger brother, 
who was only six years old, and I take daily showers in cold water. One 
morning during breakfast, I poured salt instead of sugar into my bowl 
of milk by mistake. She made me drink every last drop of it. “This 
way you’ll learn not to do it again” she said, which of course I never 
did. We were surprised to learn at our age that as easily as we learned 
a language, it was just as easily forgotten. After a few months, no trace 
of the German language we had begun to learn remained. 
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I had had my First Communion at the Sacred Heart School on Di-
putación Street a short time earlier; there were four boys and eight 
girls. The scent of the altar flowers is still engraved in my memory. It 
was a very important event in my life. My mother, who was very de-
vout, prepared me very well. I remember how she explained the Gospel 
and the life of Jesus to me. She taught me how to pray. She once told 
me that God was so good that He made sure the trees had leaves dur-
ing the summer to provide shade for us and protect us from the sun, 
and that He made the leaves fall during the winter so that the light 
of the sun could cross straight through so that we wouldn’t be so cold. 
Her faith was simple and direct, but very profound. When she died in 
1981, she asked all my siblings and I to keep our relationship with each 
other very close. And so we have.

Leaving Barcelona meant abandoning my father. We did not know if 
we would ever see him again. The farewell was heart wrenching. I re-
member my mother and my siblings crying. There was no time to waste 
that February morning. The ship was leaving the Port of Barcelona. We 
got out of the cab. The voyage through the Gulf of Leon was horrible; 
we were all seasick. The only pleasant memory I have of that trip is the 
white bread, the French baguette, and the garbanzo stew they gave us 
for dinner. A young 16 year-old man left with us; his parents had en-
trusted my mother with him. He later became the Advertising Director 
for Nestlé in Barcelona and was the one who gave me my very first job.

When we arrived in Marseille, a city in the southern part of France, 
our uncle Ramon, my mother’s brother, was waiting for us at the foot 
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of the steps. We had no intention of travelling to Paris, but rather to 
San Sebastián, a beautiful city on the coast in the northern part of 
Spain, twenty miles from the French border. The civil war divided 
Spain into two zones, the “Red” zone and the “National” zone. San 
Sebastian was in the national zone.

I was dazzled upon entering the city. When we crossed the bridge 
over the Urumea River in the cab, I could see the lights from the 
lamps reflected in the water and I felt as if I were riding across Par-
is, as if I were entering the city in the story of A Thousand and 
One Nights. I was utterly fascinated. That city was not the dark and 
gloomy Barcelona that we had left behind.

Every year, my maternal grandmother used to take a trip abroad dur-
ing the spring season. Some years she traveled to Paris in a beautiful 
Hispano Suiza car driven by a chauffeur and packed with numerous 
suitcases and other years she would spend time at the Vichy health 
resort, also in France. When she returned to Olot on vacation in 
August, she would bring gifts for all the grandchildren and would 
let the chauffeur drive us around in that beautiful Hispano Suiza car. 
During the summer of 1936, the war caught her off guard while in 
France. She received a message not to return to Olot which was in  
the republican zone, so she went directly to San Sebastian. We all 
moved to that city for that very reason.

In San Sebastián we settled in at an apartment on Uzandizaga Street 
N° 20, where my grandmother and my cousins were already living. 
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We lived there for two years, and as I later found out, with a 3,000 dol-
lar loan. My memories of San Sebastián are of playing on the prome-
nade and getting soaked by the waves. I also remember the fishwives 
at dusk, singing the typical song “from Santurce to Bilbao….” on the 
streets and my mother buying fish from the window. My mother en-
rolled us in the Jesuit school. Every morning on the way to school we 
would take the trolley, at Miracruz. We would walk back from school, 
running and playing on Navarra Avenue, crossing through the bullring 
and then walking down the Gros beach when the tide was low.

One afternoon, soon after arriving, my sisters took my younger 
brother and me to watch a western. When it was over, we got lost 
among the crowd; my sisters had exited the building through the left 
and my brother and I through the right. We walked and walked in 
the wrong direction. My brother, who was only six years old, would 
not stop crying. The doormen at a building asked us where we lived. 
We could not remember the name of the street, but I did remember 
that it was close to the first bridge over the river. They pointed us in 
the right direction and we happily made it home.

Every Sunday, my mother would take all of us to ride the Topo, a 
tram-train that would take us from San Sebastián to the border city 
of Irún, where we would sit on the international bridge to watch 
the arrival of all the exiles from the republican zone, and be on the 
lookout for anyone who could bring us news from our friends and 
family in Barcelona. After six months, we were shocked to see my 
father standing on the bridge, holding a suitcase in his hand. We had 
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absolutely no idea he would be arriving. It was a completely unex-
pected surprise, a joyous and indescribable moment. At last we were 
all together in San Sebastián. But what had happened?

A week earlier, in the factory in Barcelona, they had run out of coal. 
Because of the ongoing war, it was essential for the factory to continue 
running and producing cotton and gauzes. The only coal supplier was 
French, so it was necessary to travel to Marseille. The machinist and 
the coal stoker, who were the new directors, did not speak French. 
They asked my father to accompany them and a few days later they 
boarded the same ship we traveled on (Emeritti). The difference was 
that they had traveled in first class and we had done so in third class. 
When they arrived in Marseille that Friday, the French suppliers post-
poned the meeting until Monday. My father asked for permission to 
go and spend the weekend with his wife and children in Paris, because 
they were supposed to be there, which they granted. My father took 
the train in the opposite direction, towards Toulouse and Hendaya in 
order to cross the border and end his journey in San Sebastián.

I remember my father telling me that at the end of the Civil War, 
upon returning to the factory in Barcelona, he restored the personnel 
to their former positions, without any hard feelings. In spite of the 
ideological differences, they were good people and they had been 
good to him. They even asked him if he had gotten lost in Paris. 

In San Sebastián, during the Civil War, the warlike environment was 
evident. We played war games. At the Jesuit school, there were students 
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from all over Spain, from San Sebastián, from Madrid, from Barcelo-
na, etc. Throwing rocks at each other after school was common. The 
local children against the children from Barcelona and Madrid and 
vice versa. Nobody was ever injured. It was a very tough game.

One spring afternoon, my older brother Santi, my younger brother 
Fede and I decided to go on a warlike adventure. My older brother 
named himself captain, I was the sergeant and my younger brother 
was a private. We had to take over an enemy position located on top 
of Mount Ulía, and to reach it we had to climb up a cliff that was 
facing the sea, which was churning that afternoon. My parents were 
unaware of this little adventure. It was about five in the afternoon 
when we began climbing the steep side of the cliff, up to a height of 
about 350 yards. All of a sudden, a five yard rock blocked our ascent. 
We could not climb back down, the cliff was very steep and danger-
ous and it was growing dark. We began to panic and started yelling:

–Help, help, help!

The echo repeated “help, help, help”. We decided to pray to Our 
Lady. My little brother began sobbing, saying:

–I won’t be able to have my First Communion.

It was to be the following month. He was bereft. It was getting dark. 
Our parents did not know where we were. We could not go up or 
down. We began yelling even louder. Suddenly, three heads popped 
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out from over the ledge, a few yards above us. They were grooms 
from a nearby farmhouse who had heard our shouts for help. They 
took their belts off, tied them together and hoisted us up one at a 
time until we were all safe and sound. 

–You fools –they said–. Last week a young boy who tried the same stunt, 
fell and died.

We were in shock. We thanked them for their help and took a dif-
ferent path down to get home. When we arrived full of scrapes and 
scratches, dirty, tired and terrified, my mother put us in the bathtub 
and washed us from top to bottom, then came the punishment. It 
was not too bad. It had been exciting and we loved retelling the story 
at school. 

At home, my eldest brother Santi would make us toys made out of 
cardboard. Boats, tanks, airplanes, ambulances, cannons, soldiers….. 
We would play war games in the entrance hall. I had the bright idea of 
sending a letter to my paternal grandparents, who were living in Bar-
celona, which was in the Red zone, via Switzerland telling them of the 
kinds of toys we played with. Luckily, my father read the letter and 
tore it up before it reached the mailbox. In times of war it would have 
been very dangerous for my grandparents to receive a letter that spoke 
of cannons, ambulances, airplanes and warships, even if they were toys.

My brother Santi’s talent and creativity were amazing. One day he 
built a town with houses that had underground garages on a large 
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piece of cardboard. He placed a nail on the bottom of the cars, and 
with a magnet, he would make them move through the streets and 
could even make them go down into the garages. Remarkable. It is 
not surprising that if he was able to do this at the age of 15, that at 19 
he built a loom that actually weaved and later on the most impressive 
miniature train set with more than 2500 yards of track, 120 model 
trains and 20 convoys running all at once, all controlled by computer. 
A veritable wonder.

On Sundays, my mother would make us hot chocolate and rolls for 
dinner. It was a break from cooking for her. We liked it. During sum-
mer vacations we would do chores in the mornings and then in the 
afternoons they would let us go swimming at the La Concha beach. 
I learned to swim there. We were not allowed in the water until my 
mother arrived.

During Holy Week, on Good Friday, my parents took us to see the 
procession. While walking on the sidewalk, looking for the best spot, 
I suddenly saw my cousins Juan and Mariano, who were also follow-
ing the procession, standing in a doorway. We embraced and learned 
that they had just arrived in San Sebastián. Our aunt Mercedes, my 
father’s sister, who was pregnant at the time, my cousins and their 
little sister, who was only three years old, had escaped from the Red 
zone and crossed the Pyrenee Mountains on the border of Spain and 
France, over 9,000 foot peaks on foot. When they were at the top 
of the mountain and were still quite far away from French territo-
ry, they saw their pursuers begin to trek up the mountain, close on 
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their heels. They were young men and she was pregnant and had to 
literally drag her children. Quite an impressive feat. They were able 
to escape and reach France and from there, make their way to San 
Sebastián. Days later, our aunt gave birth to our cousin, who grew up 
safe and sound.

I recall that during dinner one night, we were talking about other 
cousins of ours who had stayed behind in Barcelona, about how we 
had not heard from them and wondering if they were alive or if their 
parents had been shot. All of a sudden, the doorbell rang and there 
they were, the entire family, without any prior warning, all of them 
safe and sound and having just arrived in San Sebastián. That day I 
firmly believed in telepathy. Another day, a distant cousin who was 
older than all of us, arrived from the front on leave. He was dirty; he 
had not taken a bath in a month. He came asking for help and lodg-
ings. My mother filled several pots with boiling water and put all of 
his clothes in them in order to kill the lice. He took a bath and once 
he was refreshed, he sat down and told us all about what was going 
on at the front. We were shocked.

Another time a friend of my father’s came from Barcelona. He was 
skin and bones. He had escaped through the Pyrenee Mountains 
after having spent five months in solitary confinement in a secret 
police prison in Barcelona. A friend had been able to help him es-
cape death. What he told us was terrible. Once the war was over and 
we were back in Barcelona, my mother took me to see the cell on 
Zaragoza Street where he had been locked up and I was horrified by 
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the instruments used to torture the prisoners. At ten years old I knew 
enough to believe that we should never see anything like that again.

Everything that had happened until then left its mark. I remem-
ber everything surrounding the Civil War like a nightmare. Eight 
churches burning at the same time in Olot on July 18, 1936, or a 
member of the Red militia pointing a gun at my mother while they 
searched our house. Fortunately, my mother’s calm demeanor pre-
vented the threat of the “soldier” from turning into something worse.

When I was still in Barcelona, before traveling to San Sebastián, I was 
walking down Lauria Street with my father, and just as we were walk-
ing past the Metropol movie theater, a black car came to a stop. There 
were no people on the street, it was around nine o’clock at night, and 
there was barely any daylight left. Four armed men got out of the car, 
walked through the entryway and shortly afterward walked back out, 
dragging a screaming man with them and shoved him in the car while 
the desperate cries of his wife could be heard from the balcony. It was 
something very cruel to watch. I was eight years old. My father told me 
not to watch, but I did. The following day, we learned that he had been 
shot on the Rabasada road, at the foot of Tividabo Mountain on the 
outskirts of Barcelona, just for being an active Catholic. He was a friend 
of my parents. We lived on the same street, one block down. I still carry 
this horrible scene with me, in spite of all the years that have gone by.

On this same subject, in 2008, I remember that the Spanish televi-
sion station TV3 showed a film called Soldiers of Salamina. When 
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it was over, they organized a round table to talk about the repression 
carried out under General Franco shown on the film. I sent a letter 
to the director explaining the crime I had witnessed as a child that 
had left such a terrible impression on me. The host’s secretary called 
me to invite me to a debate at the next round table that would take 
place a week later. I thanked them for the invitation but declined. I 
did not want to talk about politics, much less on television. However, 
I do remember that the secretary asked me a very strange question:

–Sir, did what you describe in your letter really happen or was it some-
thing you made up?
–How old are you?– I asked. 
–I’m 25 –she answered.

I was surprised by the fact that Spanish youth was still unaware of 
the entire truth about Spain’s recent history.

Delving into the subject, I must say that I am without a doubt against 
any sort of repression, and although repression can never be justified, 
the reasons why it happened should be explained.

The repression carried out by the anarchists on the Red side was 
unjustly motivated by misplaced revenge by those who mistakenly 
thought that priests supported the oppressive establishment of the 
wealthy class. To them, the Church represented the opiate of the 
people. On the other side, General Franco’s forces killed Reds sim-
ply because they did not share their ideology. Repression by General 
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Franco continued for a several years even after the battle was over. 
On the Red side, it ended in May 1937. Even so, I hate to think 
about the purges and lack of freedom that would have resulted had 
the Red side won the war, which by the end of the war was ruled 
by the Communist Party. We have plenty of examples of what hap-
pened in Russia and in the countries behind the Iron Curtain.

I believe that those born after General Franco death in 1975, should 
be informed about what happened on both sides so they may reach 
the logical conclusion that the best thing to do is to forgive and for-
get and try to prevent this from ever happening again.

Once the war was over, we returned to Barcelona. I remember stud-
ying the first and second year of high school at the Jesuit School on 
Caspe Street. One day, the professor asked us what the names of the 
rivers that flowed into the Persian Gulf were. Nobody in the class-
room knew the answer. I did: the Tigris and the Euphrates. Bingo! I 
had a good visual memory. I knew every river in the world. I had the 
entire atlas engraved in my mind and knew all the names of coun-
tries, rivers and mountains. It was also easy for me to remember all 
the bones making up the human skeleton, but that was it. I failed at 
anything that required having a good non-visual memory: Litera-
ture, Latin, Greek, History, Natural Science…. These first years were 
such a fiasco that I had to repeat the second year of high school be-
cause I failed every subject. A complete disaster. The fact that I was a 
fan of comic books and Western novels did not help. I was especially 
keen on the ones by Peter Rice. As punishment, I was moved to the 
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Saint Ignacio Jesuit School in Sarrià, in the upper side of the city of 
Barcelona, which ended up being a blessing. Things improved there. 
I managed to get one year ahead and excelled in math.

During those years in Barcelona, things went well for my parents. 
The cotton and gauze factory expanded and began manufacturing 
poplin for shirts that were the trend back then and were sold in the 
best stores in the country.

I would go to mass every Sunday morning at 9:00, the Mass of the 
Marian Congregation at school. Then a group of friends and I would 
go horseback riding. We would gallop from the riding school on Bo-
nanova Square, ride through a path along Tividabo Mountain and 
continue down a steep slope as if we were horsemen from the Cav-
alry School. After galloping recklessly downhill, we would ride ten 
laps around the field at the Polo Club, gallop down the Diagonal 
Ave., pass Calvo Sotelo Square and then go cross country back to the 
Bonanova riding school. That was true galloping.

There was, however, something that unsettled me deeply. While 
riding towards Tividabo Mountain, I saw a group of nuns patiently 
tilling the garden in their convent. This did not seem right to me; 
there I was, horseback riding during the years after the war when 
thousands of people were still suffering from the aftermath. It took 
me a long time, perhaps too long, to react and develop a social con-
science. These thoughts stayed with me for a long time. Perhaps this 
was what led me to work for charities and offer training courses in 
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neighborhoods on the outskirts of Barcelona on Sundays.

During this time, my younger brother Federico was in the Puig 
d’Olena Hospital, 50 miles from Barcelona, recovering from tuber-
culosis, a very common illness in the years following the war. When 
he returned home he showed true grit and passed two high school 
years in one with the help of a private tutor. He was and is very intel-
ligent. He caught up in every subject and graduated from high school 
with all of his former classmates. I remember that when he was 10 
years old and going to school, he drew so well that the teachers never 
punished him, but rather admired and congratulated him. He was 
and still is a very talented draftsman. He passed the drafting course 
in Architecture the first time around, which was quite difficult to 
achieve back then. He is currently an amazingly talented painter. 
An excessive load of courses while studying Architecture in college 
damaged his health the following years. Now that he is older he has 
recovered and lives in an assisted-living community and spends his 
time painting and playing the piano.

On Sunday afternoons, every other Sunday, we had box seats in the 
Liceo Opera theater in Barcelona and for three years I listened to 
every opera in the repertoire, from Wagner to Puccini, but my reason 
for going was to meet girls, not listen to the opera. I was the errand 
boy in those days. My father would send me to buy movie theater 
tickets, or the newspaper in the summers. My sisters Mª Carmen and 
Isabel and my brother Santi were the untouchables. Everybody gave 
me orders. I was the gofer.
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I must say that although my brother Santi had become very author-
itarian by the age of 20, he still had noble traits. In order to get any-
thing from him, such as borrowing a tie or a shirt, I had to put it in 
writing, not verbally ask him for it. I would leave a note on his pillow 
and when I woke up, everything was neatly set out on my chair.

At that time I used to love playing soccer. I was not very good at it, 
but one summer, while playing with the class team against another 
school team, I scored four goals. I was of course a tremendous fan of 
the Barça soccer team. 

My sisters’ coming out parties and my older brother’s wedding were 
significant events for me before I joined the novitiate. My sister Mª 
Carmen’s coming out party was especially momentous for me. My 
sister was the apple of my father’s eye. It was a huge event. The entire 
family, aunts, uncles, friends and cousins attended. The rooms in my 
home sparkled. She looked magnificent. I had never been to a party 
such as that one.

My sister Isabel’s coming out party was different. My brother was 
able to remove an enormous mahogany table from the dining room 
at my grandmother’s house on Paseo de Gracia Avenue in Barcelona, 
leaving the area open for dancing. That apartment, with its ample 
rooms made for a party in grand style. My sister looked beautiful.

My brother Santi`s wedding with Mª Angeles was another memo-
rable event for me. It was the first time in my life I had attended a 
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wedding. New suit, new shoes, new shirt and tie, I was dressed to the 
nines. They paired me up with my cousin and I went to the church 
ceremony and the reception with her. Everything sparkled. My sis-
ter-in-law Mª Angeles was especially fond of me. She was beauti-
ful. I remember her one afternoon anxiously waiting for my brother. 
When he arrived, they embraced and kissed just like in the movies. 
One day she asked her father to invite me to go partridge hunting at 
their country farm near Barcelona. My first hunting experience. We 
left early in the morning and walked through an endless number of 
fields. They hunted many partridges while I hunted none. When I 
finally had a good shot, the safety was on. A true novice. I never went 
hunting again. It was not for me.

I was not able to attend either of my sister’s weddings. Both had 
several suitors, especially Isabel who had a boatload of them. She 
was headstrong though, and with no regard to her mother’s anxiety, 
she rejected every one of them. She finally chose Manolo , who was 
self-confident, intelligent, a traditional gentleman, a patriarch and 
with a great sense of humor. A great person, just like Mané, Mª Car-
men’s husband.

I remember him being a joker; he would make fun of his own shad-
ow. He was also a great negotiator and bragged that no one had ever 
filched a client from him. He knew all of the best known families 
in Barcelona. They both died young, but left a great legacy; a great 
family. I learned a lot from them.
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I happily remember the day I went to buy the newspaper in Calde-
tes, a prestigious summer resort on the sea side, near Barcelona, in 
August 1945, which announced the end of World War II and the 
armistice in Japan. It was amazing. There, in Caldetes, I had my first 
mixed group of friends. I definitely liked girls, and maybe one in 
particular, but it never went further than that. My thoughts were fo-
cused on the great adventure I was about to begin: becoming a Jesuit 
and dedicating my life to God.
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CHAPTER VI

1962 FINDING Mª GLORIA

All of us, my wife, my son, my two daughters and I arrived at the or-
phanage in Girona, 70 miles north of Barcelona, one spring morning 
in 1976. We were there to pick up a little four-year-old boy called 
Jesús to become his foster family. It was a decision made as a family, 
including the children, and looking back, it was one that marked the 
rest of our lives in a very positive way.

····················

When I left the Borja Center in San Cugat del Vallés in March 1961 
and joined civilian life, I had the impression that I had entered a new 
dimension, a new way of life with no experience. I had no idea what 
I would be facing, everything was new to me. Even my new attire 
seemed strange. It had been 12 years. I had been out of circulation all 
this time, as if my life had stood still. It seemed as if I had everything 
to learn, and so it was.

My older brother, who has constantly been my point of reference and 
who at critical moments of my life was always by my side, found me 
a job in the Advertising Department at Nestlé, headed by the same 
young man that my mother had sheltered on the way to France dur-
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ing the Civil War. My brother had also managed to have me includ-
ed in an amnesty from military service granted by General Franco, 
which allowed me to start working immediately. He was amazing. I 
have always been very grateful for everything he did for me.

Nestlé was the first company I worked for. My first salary. I learned 
everything there. I came from an academic world and knew noth-
ing about the business world. Fortunately, training was a priority at 
Nestlé, and it was first class. I specialized in advertising. I remem-
ber that in those days, marketing was a new concept. Hardly anyone 
knew what it was. It wasn’t studied at college and there were no busi-
ness schools. Nestlé, which was a very forward-thinking company 
for its time, was a pioneer in marketing courses, market research, 
sales and advertising. For Nestlé, these techniques were a priority, 
and there I was, soaking it all in.

The director of the Advertising Department at Nestlé, took my busi-
ness apprenticeship very seriously and decided to help me find my 
feet in all of these different areas. It was a personal matter for him. 
From day one he had a desk set up for me in his own office so that I 
could listen and learn about everything Nestlé was doing in advertis-
ing. I remember being fully involved in the Nesquik project. Nestlé 
was the company that kick-started my business career.

Once my professional career had been set on track, I decided that 
I also needed to steer my personal life in the right direction and 
thought that if I was meant to live a new life, I needed to find some-
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one to share it with. I was definitely not the type to stay single. I 
needed to find the person I could dedicate my life to from now on. 
This was not an easy task.

At that time, women married at a young age, at 18, 20 or 22 and men 
at 24, 26 or 28 at the latest. I was 32 and needed to snap into action. 
The young women I met before becoming a Jesuit were all my age. 
Most of them were happily married with children and those that 
weren’t, started calling me and inviting me to parties. They had heard 
that I had returned and wanted to catch up. I was very surprised to 
discover that they had flown so much farther than I had, that they 
knew so much about so many things that when chatting with them, 
I felt as if I were chatting with my mother. I gave up. They were not 
for me; they had a big advantage over me.

And so the months went by. I couldn’t find what I was looking for. 
The thought that it was too late and that I would never find her 
crossed my mind. I was very worried. Of course, I was no angel; I was 
just starting to live. My success in life was yet to come, but I was not 
about to commit to just any woman. For me, getting married was a 
life commitment.

One day during Easter holidays in 1962, after having bought a scoot-
er, I decided to ride from Barcelona to Lourdes 400 miles away in 
France, across the Pyrenee Mountains, to ask Our Lady to take care 
of this matter. She had always helped me when I was young. She had 
introduced me to Her Son, with whom I have always had a close 
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friendship. She was the ideal Being to help me. I detailed all of the 
characteristics I was looking for in the person I would marry and 
waited, because I knew that She would not let me down. My trust in 
Her was rewarded.

In June 1962, while working in Nestlé’s Advertising Department, 
I was assigned to supervise the company’s stand at the Barcelona 
Trade Fair. It was a Sunday. After closing, a friend of mine stopped 
by and asked me to tag along with him as he was going out with a 
girl from another stand. I did not want to be a third wheel and said 
no, but he was so insistent that I finally relented on the condition 
that he introduce me to one of her friends. So it was. When Ana in-
troduced me to Gloria, I knew she was the person I had been looking 
for. She was tall, beautiful, 12 years younger than me and spoke the 
same language. It was her, without a doubt. On June 23, at the San 
Juan “Verbena” party , we started dating and were married in Octo-
ber 1963. We will celebrate our golden wedding anniversary in 2013, 
50 years of devoted marriage.

But not everything was wine and roses at the beginning. I had to 
endure a lot of jokes from some people and a lack of understanding 
from others because I had been a Jesuit. During my cousin’s wedding 
reception, as we walked into the garden to greet everyone, the bride’s 
brother blurted out: “Here comes the priest with his girlfriend!” We 
were mortified. With time, we learned to laugh at my cousin’s jokes; 
he is a wonderful person and I hold him in high esteem.
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Our wedding was also peppered with lack of sympathy. It was like 
trimming a tree. Church yes, but reception no; wedding gown yes, 
but no dancing. Because my parents were still not over my past as 
a Jesuit, they were not keen on having a customary wedding. Mª 
Gloria suffered greatly because of these absences that mattered little 
to her. Fortunately her love, kindness and boundless understanding 
overcame it all.

Mª Gloria was and is beautiful. She was young, charming and had 
a great sense of humor. I would pick her up at home every day on 
my scooter, we rode everywhere on it. One day, when starting the 
motorcycle, I pulled out so fast that I lost her. A bystander informed 
me that I had left her behind sitting on the ground. What a guy! The 
following year, to the dismay of the gynecologist, we arrived at the 
hospital on the scooter to give birth to our first daughter.

Mª Gloria’s parents had welcomed me as another son when we be-
gan dating. I felt at home when I was with them. They were my sec-
ond parents. Throughout their life, they were points of reference for 
me. I learned many things from them and I owe them a lot. I think 
I reciprocated 100%.

Mª Gloria and I had two miscarriages and five children: Veronica; 
Miguel who died when he was one year old due to hydrocephaly; Ri-
cardo; Patricia and Borja, who died prematurely when he was a month 
and a half old. My wife and I had a serious RH problem in our blood. 
Miguel and Borja’s death as well as the miscarriages had frustrated our 
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dreams of having a large family. After discussing it with our three chil-
dren, we unanimously decided to adopt a fourth child. Here is where 
Jesús comes in.

During the car ride back to Barcelona, after picking Jesús up in Gi-
rona, he would not speak; he would only say” “It’s leaving, it’s leaving, 
it’s leaving” when he saw a tractor out on the fields. My wife per-
formed an amazing labor of love and recovery with him. Jesús grew 
up safe and sound along with his siblings, just like one of them.

A few months earlier I had attended a presentation at my parish 
about a foster care program that appealed to me very much. I talked 
it over with my wife and we both agreed that it would be a gift to 
be able to take in a child even if it was only as foster parents. From 
that time forward, my wife, and then myself became involved with 
an organization located in the Capuchin convent in Barcelona which 
took in children and placed them with previously selected and prop-
erly prepared families. More than 400 children found homes within 
a 5 year period. An astounding success. Many of the children were 
adopted if the circumstances allowed. This was the case with Jesús.

All of our children, including Jesús, have grown up, married and giv-
en us seven beautiful granddaughters; Lucía, Pía, Alejandra, Sofía, 
Alba, Claudia and Patricia; and three fantastic grandsons: Lorenzo, 
Jacobo and Pepe.
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CHAPTER VII

1984 NATURA BISSÉ

In 1979, one of the major cosmetics companies headquartered in 
New York bought a Spanish hair care products company, and found 
that the Spanish company did not only manufacture hair care prod-
ucts which were sold in hair salons, but also a small line of skincare 
products called Henriette, which were sold in their client’s treatment 
rooms.

They were baffled in the U.S. by the fact that many products were 
manufactured in Spain exclusively for aesthetic centers and were 
distinctive of other well-known retail products. They were so curi-
ous that they had a sample of each product manufactured and sold 
exclusively through the Aesthetic Institutes of Spain sent to New 
York. They wanted to learn about these products, their efficacy and 
possible competitiveness. 

By 1984 Natura Bissé had been on the Spanish national market for 
five years with a stellar success we could not have begun to imagine 
at the beginning of the journey. The Aesthetics Convention that 
took place in Barcelona every year had every one of the professional 
cosmetics companies (sales through aesthetic salons) participating as 
exhibitors. Natura Bissé was there with a modern stand. 
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Attending the Professional Aesthetics Convention in Spain was an 
unwavering obligation during the early years. We had to make Natu-
ra Bissé known and these conventions were attended by aestheticians 
from all over Spain. We had to draw them in to the Natura Bissé 
stand. It was crucial in order to get referrals for prospective clients.

The Business Manager for that major company stopped by the Nat-
ura Bissé stand to give me some great news. All the samples sent to 
New York had been analyzed and a report with the results of the 
tests performed had been sent to Spain. The Business Manager for 
that same company told me that although his company considered 
all of the samples to be quality products, one had stood out from the 
others for quality and efficacy and would have to be watched closely 
because it was going to be a major competitor. The brand was none 
other than Natura Bissé. We were ecstatic. We had been on the mar-
ket for five years and were already considered number 1 in quality. 
All the work we had put in since 1979 had paid off.

····················

In 1979, the building at Craywinckel Street #9 was a semi-modern 
structure built at the beginning of the century. It was a six story build-
ing with twelve apartments. The doorway was made of wood and the 
staircase leading to the entryway was majestic. It was a property that 
belonged to my mother and had been empty for years. There were 
only two elderly tenants in the building. The rest of the apartments 
were empty. The property was not profitable because the rents were 
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very low. My mother planned to sell it as soon as it was unoccupied.

Then, a miracle. My mother agreed to rent us one or two unoccupied 
apartments for a modest fee so that we could establish the new-
ly founded company Natura Bissé International S.A. there. That´s 
where we began our adventure. We decided to set up the office on 
the main floor and the warehouse on the first floor. All of the share-
holders spent weekends emptying the two apartments. They had 
been leased by a corset company that had left a lot of fabric and other 
items behind. We painted the walls and ceilings and organized tables 
and chairs so that we could begin as soon as possible.

We had only one old fashioned black telephone hanging on the en-
trance wall. We added an extension cord to it and would take it from 
one office to the next as if we all had a phone on our desks. The sup-
pliers were skeptical when they came to see us. Both the building and 
the stark surroundings instilled a certain amount of mistrust in them. 
In addition, it was a company that, other than myself, was headed 
completely by women. They thought the company would only last a 
few weeks. It took us time to win them over, but they finally did come 
back. Sales were good. There was a lot of action. A bank director who 
came to see us said that a company with so much activity was sure 
to succeed. Enthusiasm and good faith abounded. The women were 
housewives who had gotten a degree and were suddenly executives. 
There were a few mishaps because some of them had never worked 
before. One day, they asked the branch manager of a bank what the 
bank´s hours of operation were. In discussing an appointment time 
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he agreed to see them after hours because he must have thought that 
they were important clients. In fact, these new executives were still 
a bit green, but they more than made up for it with enthusiasm and 
hard work.

I was also green, not in running a business, but in cosmetics. Back 
then I did not know what a cosmetic cream, an emulsion, a toner or 
a makeup remover were. I certainly had no idea what exfoliation or 
a mask were either. My experience in this field was nil. Fortunately, I 
was very well advised in both cosmetic products as well as in the pro-
tein hydrolysates that led to the creation of Natura Bissé. This matter 
was a true revelation for me. I understood it when our amazing doc-
tor, who had a Phd in chemistry and was in charge of our formulas, 
explained it to me using a very simple example.

In 1967, Doctor Christiaan Bernard had become famous for per-
forming the first heart transplant, and transplants became popular. 
Transplanting collagen protein, which was used in the operation, was 
good for an ad, but that’s all it was, advertising. Applying a protein 
directly on the skin was a mistake. It was not absorbed by the skin 
because its molecular weight was too high. A protein is similar to a 
350 link chain, in other words, amino acids. Unfastening the links 
from the chain was like releasing the amino acids. Applying these 
free form collagen amino acids on the skin worked perfectly as they 
have a low molecular weight, and could be absorbed and re-used by 
the skin. This was Natura Bissé’s great secret. 
Because I was completely clueless when it came to cosmetics, I sur-
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rounded myself with the best experts in dermatology and cosmet-
ic chemistry from the very beginning, thus ensuring the most in-
novative formulations. My obsession was to sell cosmetic products 
that worked, that did what they were supposed to do. We certainly 
achieved that.

My wife Mª Gloria became the Marketing Manager. She knew what 
she was doing. In a few short months she set up an extensive sales 
network and recruited financially sound distributors. We gained a 
respectable customer base in very few years. Banks would extend us 
lines of credit without the need to provide collateral. The goods we 
sent were diversified and the rate of returns was very small. This gave 
the company financial guarantees. I would like to stress that the wise 
financial advice provided by a relative of ours was extremely helpful. 
Every year I would talk to him about the company’s balance sheet 
and the profit and loss statement and was very grateful for his advice.

Natura Bissé began doing business with only five high quality and 
extremely effective facial creams, bottled and packaged in exception-
ally attractive jars and boxes. We did not sell toners, cleansing milk, 
peelings or body creams. Only five facial creams at a price 40% higher 
than the competition´s and with an exceptional launch offer. When 
professionals bought five creams, we gave them another five. The 
aesthetic centers gladly welcomed the brand. We were completely 
different from others in everything: presentation, cutting-edge tech-
nological products with the exclusive feature of having natural free 
form collagen, elastin and keratin amino acids in the formula, and we 
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had a polite elegant approach. We inspired admiration and trust. The 
business worked. Every year we sold more than the year before, sales 
were over the moon.

We chose the aesthetic centers channel to begin our business and not 
perfume shops or large department stores. We did not have the fi-
nancial capacity to launch an ad campaign that would result in a huge 
demand. We preferred to go slowly but surely. Every aesthetician at 
a beauty salon would promote and sell the brand. There was no risk. 
We made the right decision. We currently have over 5,000 aestheti-
cians using and selling Natura Bissé treatments in Spain alone. 

No one in the cosmetics sector would have dared to launch such a 
limited product line. We were outsiders; we were off the beaten path. 
Even so, we succeeded. The quality of the creams was extraordinary. 
Our line consisted of a moisturizer for dry skin, a stabilizing cream 
for oily skin, a nourishing cream, a firming cream and a shock treat-
ment cream for aging skin. They were all enriched with natural free 
form collagen, elastin or keratin amino acids.

It was a total success. The product worked. As to the professional 
aesthetician’s clients, their friends would stop them on the street to 
ask them what they had had done, because they looked amazing. 
This made the beauty salons look good and the brand’s good repu-
tation spread like wildfire, making it become one of the most sought 
after brands.
Little by little the line was extended. Complementary products to 
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prepare for and finish each treatment. Cleansing milks and toners. 
Cosmetic products for every skin type, for every age, for any time of 
the day, for every season, designed for different geographical loca-
tions ( sea side or mountain side), for the face, for the body, for the 
neck, for the eye contour area, to firm the arms or the chest area, to 
address cellulite, to protect the skin from the sun’s rays, to contour 
the body, all of this to make the modern woman feel happy with 
herself. In other words, to provide satisfaction and happiness and joy. 
All of Natura Bissé’s treatments and cosmetic products have been 
and continue to be like this.

The Natura Bissé shareholders had different job responsibilities at 
Craywinckel. My wife Mª Gloria was in charge of the commercial 
network, others were in charge of billing, the warehouse, the pick-
ing area, purchasing and shipping, dealing with the bank. I ran the 
company. The cosmetic chemist who performed the initial test with 
amino acids was a shareholder and responsible for the brand formu-
las. The different products were manufactured in his lab, ready to be 
packaged.

Back then, we offered several promotional schemes to boost sales. 
Mª Gloria would select the gifts, such as watches with the Natura 
Bissé brand name on the dial, jewelry, purses and other luxury items. 
The customers, in order to receive a prize, would purchase and push 
sales in order to achieve the goals. All of the gifts were costly and in 
very good taste.
At Christmas time my wife would quite often exceed the annual 
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budget. There needed to be gifts for everyone; for the clients, the 
sales team, the company personnel, the shareholders, everybody. She 
showed great sensitivity. She and a friend of hers, who was an expert 
in jewelry, were a great team. During the Christmas season, they 
would wrap presents for everyone non-stop. In the beginning, I pro-
tested, but with time I realized that this was important, and that 
what my wife did was very well done.

However, life was not all a bowl of cherries. One day, I had to make 
a very difficult decision. Two of the founding shareholders who were 
friends of my wife and who worked at Natura Bissé, did not fit in 
with the company and I had to fire them. It was awful. It was the first 
time I had ever fired anyone. It was a painful experience. That day I 
discovered that being a businessman was not always easy.

····················

When I arrived in Paraguay in September 1952, I initially stayed at 
the Christ the King School that the Jesuits had set up in Asunción. 
That week, the awards ceremony was being held in the school gar-
dens. All the families were sitting facing the stage while backstage, 
they asked me to announce the performers. I remember that when I 
announced the piano performance of a little 11 year-old girl called 
Olga Benitez de Cocavelos, I unfortunately said Cacavelos instead 
of Cocavelos. They asked me to correct the mistake and I said “Oh! 
Goodness! I apologize; it’s Coca, not Caca”, a scatological term. The 
entire audience burst out laughing.
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In 1995, my wife, as Marketing Manager, was visiting our first dis-
tributor in Madrid and happened to meet a lady from Paraguay who 
often traveled to Madrid and who would stop by and purchase cos-
metic products that would be easy to sell in Paraguay. To my wife’s 
great surprise, they introduced her as Ms. Olga Benitez de Cocavelos. 
My surprised wife asked her:

–Are you a pianist?
–Yes –she answered–. How do you know?
–Do you remember that when you were 11 years old, at the Jesuit School 
in Asunción, someone mispronounced your name? –my wife asked.
–Yes, how do you know that? –asked the ever more surprised lady.
-That was my husband –answered Mª Gloria.

They were overjoyed by the strange twist of fate; it almost seemed 
supernatural. What a coincidence! How was it possible to run into 
each other and remember that incident 43 years later? Giving a sales 
course and seeing a cat walk across the room while you’re speaking 
is not very common, but it happened. It was the first course we were 
giving to potential Natura Bissé saleswomen in the Madrid area. It 
was held at the home of a friend of ours in Pozuelo, a town near 
Madrid. The lady friend was an aesthetician. She had good contacts 
in Madrid. She was the one who helped us take the first steps in the 
country’s capital. She now has a magnificent salon headed by her 
daughter. Besides being a friend, she has been a big Natura Bissé fan 
from the very beginning.
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There came a time when the office in the building on Craywinckel 
Street in Barcelona became too crowded so we decided to move to a 
more comfortable place to set up another office and choose a bigger 
place for the warehouse. We moved the office to a very select area in 
Barcelona and the warehouse to a good neighborhood with easy access.

Our children began to work at Natura Bisse after school. They 
would come to our facilities, pack products and help out in the 
shipping department. The young man that organized the packag-
ing duties was a phenomenon. He was young, enterprising, and 
enthusiastic; he organized work for all the shareholder’s children at 
the facilities in the old building on Craywinckel Street, and then at 
the new one. He established the daily plans, organized, supervised 
and assessed the work of each and every one of them, and more 
importantly, was able to do all of this while having all of them work 
happily. That young man has always been a beacon of efficiency 
at Natura Bissé. Currently, when something is not working in any 
area of the company, we always say: “He would be able to solve the 
problem”. 

Natura Bissé grew in presence and stature at the new offices. We 
were respected and were acknowledged as an emerging prestige 
brand. We had begun exporting to Hong Kong through a distrib-
utor friend who had visited Barcelona several times and was very 
impressed with the brand. When our delivery driver, took the first 
shipment bound for Hong Kong to the port, he said he finally un-
derstood why it was called Natura Bissé International. He had been 
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a chauffeur for one of our shareholder’s grandmother. He was total-
ly devoted to the brand. We have always been very grateful.

One day, when things were starting to get better for us, I told God 
that I should like to drive the car that I had had to sell once again. It 
was a Ford which I had been very fond of . Of course it would have 
to be a different one, but I wanted the upgraded model, the Guia. 
It was just a dream, but I had been assured that faith moves moun-
tains. That very night my sister called me. Her husband had died six 
months earlier and she asked me if I would be interested in buying 
the Ford that was parked in her garage and was practically new for 
a very modest amount. I was floored. And then they say that no one 
above ever hears them. I thanked God for that unexpected gift, and 
because God always does everything right; it turned out that the 
model was the Guia. Bingo!

For the first few years, Natura Bissé had to attend conventions in 
order to help position the brand in the aesthetics business market. 
The first convention my wife and I attended was in Madrid. We set 
up the stand ourselves and had brought everything in our car. Our 
competition laughed at us. They said we would not last six months. 
They even placed bets. Undaunted, I strolled by every stand with my 
business cards and introduced myself. They were bewildered.

Years went by and our attendance at these conventions entailed a lot 
of work. The stands were large and elegant. We wracked our brains 
in order to attract potential clients to our stand. I remember that 
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we raffled cars and had participants enter a contest through touch 
television screens, we even offered beautiful prizes to be won in a 
makeshift casino. The die was cast. The roulette table sparkled as if 
we were in Las Vegas; music, lighting, smoke, the whole atmosphere. 
The aestheticians would place their bets with free chips. If they won, 
they would receive prizes. The influx of clients eager to play and win 
was constant. The members at the other stands were very surprised. 
The croupiers were dressed in tuxedos. The point was to catch every-
one’s attention in order to attract potential clients. Since the Casino 
was such a success at the Barcelona convention, we did it again at the 
Madrid convention. People talked about Natura Bissé for a long time 
because of it.

Another effective way to make the brand and the company known 
was to give presentations at hotels in all the major cities in Spain. 
All of the speeches given were supported by renowned doctors that 
collaborated with the firm. Hundreds of clients attended each event. 
The atmosphere was respectful and warm. We discussed methods, 
the application of the treatments and ended with a festive cocktail. 
The presentations given in several cities in Spain, such as Valen-
cia, Madrid, Alicante, Murcia, La Coruña, Sevilla, Santander, San 
Sebastián and Barcelona were memorable. In Barcelona, they were 
given in a large theater; the turnout was extraordinary, Natura Bissé 
captivated everyone. 

During the 80’s, Natura Bissé established its basic cosmetic line in 
the market for both face and body. There were a total of 150 products, 
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including the Oxygen Line and the Vitamin C+C Line, the cosmet-
ics line for body care and the maximum protection sunscreens. Dur-
ing the 90’s the company launched the safe and effective exfoliating 
line with glycolic acid.

In 1995, the company purchased a five story building in a neigh-
bourhood near Barcelona and moved its offices and warehouse there. 
For five months the real estate agent who sold me the property had 
previously insisted that I and go and see a five story building that he 
felt would be perfect for us. I paid no attention and kept putting it off 
because I was not interested in moving again. One day, out of cour-
tesy I finally agreed to visit the site in order to have a valid reason for 
telling him I was not interested.

When we arrived, my heart sank. Natura Bissé could not possibly set 
up office there. We took the elevator up to the last floor and I was 
very surprised to find that the building faced three streets and had 
enormous windows which let in an extraordinary amount of light. 
The main façade faced south and it was a pleasure to see the sunlight 
that streamed in. In comparison to the semi-basement we had been 
in, it was overwhelming. The emphatic no I had said at the begin-
ning became an instant yes. In addition, because of its location, the 
city ordinance would allow us to remodel the building. I was able to 
negotiate a 30% discount and we purchased it. It was the first mort-
gage that was ever signed. We moved there once it had been restored 
and redesigned to fit our needs. It was something else. The company 
filled an entire five story building. It was the Natura Bissé building. 
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We were someone. Those were magical years of growth and definite 
consolidation.

Then an offer we received for the building just five years after pur-
chasing it was too good to let it pass. They offered us more than 
twice what we had paid for it. We sold it and built the current lab in 
the outskirts of Barcelona at the Parque Tecnológico del Vallés, sim-
ilar to Silicon Valley, where only companies using cutting-edge tech-
nology are allowed. We would have the offices, the warehouse, the 
manufacturing plant and the labs located in one place. We would not 
have to depend on third parties any longer. We would be in control of 
the manufacturing, the bottling and the packaging. The formulations 
would remain in-house.

When I was young, before I became a Jesuit, I had wanted to be an 
architect. Building a factory at the Parque Tecnológico del Vallés was 
something I became passionate about, especially after the bitter pill I 
had had to swallow on Tenerife Island. In order to avoid surprises, I 
selected a good engineer that specialized in industrial buildings and 
who was an expert in structures. For the technical area, we were very 
privileged in that we were closely advised by a friend of ours who 
was the director of a lab in Madrid. The building was erected in 12 
months and the plant began manufacturing products four months 
after that. It was the first time that Natura Bissé manufactured its 
own products, because until then, we had had them manufactured 
by third party labs. The plant was exemplary and impressed visitors.
We were extremely proud during the inauguration of the building 
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on February 15, 2002; it was attended by officials, family members, 
friends and suppliers. After 20 years, we had the satisfaction of hav-
ing built a brand new, cutting-edge and highly efficient lab. It repre-
sented the heart of the company, along with the corporate office. But 
we are currently thinking about expanding.

We had come a long way and I felt extremely happy.
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1 The team that started  
Natura Bissé

2 Mª Gloria in the offices in
Esplugues, suburb of Barcelona,
in 1997

3 Patricia in the offices in
Esplugues in 1997

4 Mª Gloria at the first Natura
Bissé stand in Madrid trade 
cosmetic show, October 1980
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5 My first office on Craywinckel Street in 1980

6 Our daughter Patricia modeling in one of our ads in 1988

7 Pep Los Santos and my son Ricardo
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1 My speech when introducing Natura Bissé in
Thailand

2 My daughter Verónica and Elena Serra carrying gifts 
for Princess Som Sawaree 

3 Gala for presentation of the Natura Bissé distribution 
channel in Bangkog: Princess Som Sawaree chaired the 
event; at her side, the Ambassador of  Spain and his wife, 
and Ricardo Fisas and his wife

4 My daughter Patricia with Joaquín Serra
carrying a bouquet of flowers for Princess Som
Sawaree, wife of the Crown Prince 
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5 The Natura Bissé stand at the 1990
Conference in Barcelona

6 The croupiers

7 The roulette table
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1 Presenting the Natura Bissé brand to 
our clients in Barcelona in 1991 

2 Convention team with the
Natura Bissé sales in 1992

3 Convention with the Natura Bissé 
sales team in 2010

4 The Natura Bissé sales team at
Niagara Falls in 1990
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5 In the first Natura Bissé counter at Neiman Marcus

6 Our beginnings in Neiman Marcus in 1995 

7 Visiting the Neiman Marcus stores in 1995

8 Gloria, Patricia and Veronica in the first Natura Bissé 
counter at Neiman Marcus
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1 Presentation of Judit Mascó as new brand 
image to spanish press

2 Ad campaign

3 With my wife Mª Gloria and Mr. Al Fayed 
at the inauguration of the new White Hall in 
Harrods in London

4 With Joaquín Serra and John A. Quelch, Senior 
Associate Dean at Harvard
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1 With my daughter Patricia presenting Natura Bissé on 
television

2 During an interview on the television

3 Elena Serra attending reporters at the “The Diamond 
Sanctuary”, the 2009 Oscar® prior event organized with  
H. Stern, a Brazilian jewelry company

4 Joaquin Serra with Rinko Kikuchi, Anastasia Soare and 
Naomi Campbell during the 2007 Oscar® prior event

5 Renowned chef José Andrés with Natura Bissé presenting 
“A Taste of Beauty” at the press event, Oscar® 2012
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Verónica Fisas presenting the latest from Natura Bissé to the press in Tokyo

Presenting Natura Bissé to the press in Dubai
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Gloria Vergés and Patricia Fisas during a presentation to the spanish press in Santo Mauro Hotel in Madrid

Presenting Natura Bissé to the press in Hong Kong
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1 Receiving the “Barcelona is Fashion” award 

2 Receiving the TELVA magazine award 

3 Ricardo Fisas, son, receiving the “Excellence in 
Exportation” award granted to Natura Bissé

4 Gloria Vergés receives the award The International 
Foundation for Women Enterpreneurs

5 Patricia Fisas, receiving the VOGUE award
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6  During a private 
audience with H.R.H. 
King Juan Carlos I during 
the 10th Anniversary of
the Leading Brands of 
Spain Association

7 Natura Bissé, Member 
of the Leading Brands of 
Spain Forum

8 Receiving the “Excellence 
in Enterpreneurship” 
award from H.R.H. Prince 
Don Felipe de Borbón and 
thanking H.R.H. Doña 
Letizia Ortiz for the honor
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In Hong Kong, with my son Ricardo, in charge of the International Division of Natura Bissé

With Mª Gloria, Verónica and Patricia
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The Fisas family signing the 
generation turnover protocol 
under the guidance of Julia 

Téllez, (the Gomez Acebo & 
Pombo law firm)
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Natura Bissé management team photographed on the terrace of the Hotel Majestic in Barcelona
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Natura Bissé headquarters in Parque Tecnológico del Vallès (Barcelona)

Natura Bissé lab in Parque Tecnológico del Vallès (Barcelona)

147 



FOUNDATION | NATURA BISSÉ

www.fundacionricardof isas.org

The Ricardo Fisas Natura Bissé foundation is a non-profit 
organization established in 2008, when Ricardo Fisas and 
Gloria Vergés, founders of the Spanish cosmetics firm, 
handed over the reins of the company which allowed them to 
dedicate their time to the development of a project that they 
had had in mind for quite some time.
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Natura Bissé donates 0.7% of its profits to 
the foundation, which focuses on funding 
projects that ensure the welfare of the most 
vulnerable people. One of the many projects 
created is a program for the aesthetic care 
of patients undergoing cancer treatments 
in addition to collaborating with entities 
that are focused on Social Work and 
International Cooperation. 

AESTHETICS EDUCATION  
FOR ONCOLOGY
A complete program carried out in 
conjunction with medical teams which 
provides individual and free cosmetic 
treatments for those undergoing cancer 
treatments in hospitals and Patient 
Associations and training courses for 
professional aestheticians as well as a 
network of volunteers in various hospitals 
around the country.

SOCIAL WORK
We collaborate with healthcare associations 
supporting the most vulnerable groups in 
Spain.

INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION
We work closely with non-profit entities 
that respond to the needs of disadvantaged 
groups in countries around the world.
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CHAPTER VIII

1990 STRENGTH IN TEAMWORK

Sneaking out of a hospital is not a common nor an easy thing to do. 
If the hospital you are sneaking out of is in Vienna, it makes it even 
more so. 

Our current distributors in Madrid, are prominent in the aesthetics 
market in the country’s capital. The only difference between them 
and me is that they are fans of the Real Madrid soccer team. Aside 
from being brand distributors, they became very good friends of ours 
and my wife and I have travelled extensively with them throughout 
the world. The last trip we took was to Vienna, where we spent four 
days. On the way over, we had a direct flight. The return fight, how-
ever, left from Munich. This gave us an entire day to drive through 
the Tyrol region in springtime and to visit Salzburg as well.

Early one morning, our friend frantically knocked on the door of 
our hotel room. His wife had slipped in the bathtub, hit her head 
and was in a great deal of pain. We went to see the hotel doctor, who 
immediately sent us to the hospital. She had to stay in the emergen-
cy room under observation for two very long hours. Fortunately, she 
was not injured. However, the neurologist would not release her from 
the hospital; she told my friend’s wife to check in and wait 24 hours. 
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However, the emergency room doctor told us that in his opinion, she 
was well enough to leave and continue traveling. 

The doctor hinted that the only solution would be to sneak out of 
the hospital. Really? Yes, if we snuck out, he would wait a few min-
utes before sounding the alarm. I lent my friend’s wife my raincoat 
and she, her husband, Mª Gloria and I sped through the hospital 
hallways like fugitives, running up and down stairways trying to find 
the exit. We did not understand the signs because they were in Ger-
man. Finally, before the alarm went off, we found the exit. Once 
settled in the taxicab, we could not stop laughing and talking about 
our little escapade and completely forgot to tell the driver where we 
needed to go. Eloisa, who was sitting next to the driver, pointed at 
her slippers which had the logo of the Gran Hotel on them, and he 
drove us there. We were able to take that car trip, visit Salzburg and 
get to the airport in Munich on time.

During the 80’s, it was not easy to find salespeople who were willing 
to work for Natura Bissé on an income based solely on commissions. 
We did not have the financing to offer them a base salary. In spite 
of this, we were very fortunate. A business manager in Alicante who 
had previously worked for a competitor saw how well Natura Bissé 
was selling in other provinces and wanted the opportunity to join 
in. He was hard-working, a great salesman and a good person. He 
joined the team and through the years, proved to be not only a great 
salesman, but a good distributor for the region and on occasion, a 
very savvy marketing advisor. Natura Bissé owes him a lot.
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During that time, I remember the launching of a new cosmetic line 
under the brand name Colette Latour, which was priced lower than 
the Natura Bissé brand and designed to compete with other compet-
itor’s low cost brands. This turned out to be a complete failure, and 
not because of the product’s quality, but because the sales force was 
embarrassed to sell it. In view of this fiasco, our makeshift marketing 
advisor, suggested doing exactly the opposite. Instead of offering a 
less expensive line, he suggested that we launch a higher priced cos-
metics line, even higher than Natura Bissé’s standard line. It seemed 
incongruous but it wasn’t. Following his advice, we created Exclusive 
by Natura Bissé, a line associated with high technology, latest gener-
ation  active ingredients and a luxurious presentation at a price that 
was 50% higher. This new line broke every sales record and was a 
brilliant success.

Valencia, on the Mediterranean coast of Spain, was a jinxed region. 
It was the most profitable region in aesthetics, but Natura Bissé had 
made no headway there. During those years, the area was handled by 
all sorts of salespeople and distributors. It failed completely and the 
brand had a very poor reputation. Out of nowhere, two salespeople 
who worked for another brand’s distributor approached us. They saw 
that Natura Bissé sold very well in Alicante further south, why not 
Valencia? We gave them the distributorship who, along with their 
team, took the brand from minus zero up to the highest sales level. 
A total success.

I personally took charge of the selection for a good salesperson in 
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Murcia, another region on the Mediterranean coast. I was looking 
for a person who would be able to promote the brand in that region. 
Several candidates showed up. All of them were good choices for the 
position. I selected a very pretty lady. At first, she made me doubt 
about my choice. She was timid and hardly uttered a word during 
the conferences. Had we made a mistake? It turned out we had not; 
she sprang into action and became one of our best delegates. Natura 
Bissé always called its collaborators delegates instead of simply sales-
people from the very beginning. That gave them a certain distinc-
tion. They were our spokes people in each region. It worked.

Traveling on a Harley Davidson motorcycle through Cantabria on 
the northern coast of Spain is idyllic. During our travels through 
Spain on motorcycle we always stopped in Santander. It was a must. 
Our distributors there went out of their way to make our stay won-
derful. They have been in charge of distribution for Natura Bissé 
in that region for years. I remember the dinners at our distribu-
tor’s house surrounded by all of her children, daughters-in-law and 
daughter. They told us so many jokes and when they began, you nev-
er knew when they would end.

One morning, while riding along the road close to the town of Panes 
in Cantabria, I stopped the motorcycle. A famous radio presenter 
had called my cell phone to interview the “80 year-old biker” who 
still rode the 2,000 mile trip from Barcelona to Santiago de Com-
postela and back as if it were nothing at all. It was amazing to talk 
to Luis while standing at the foot of the Bulnes Mountain. The ra-
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dio program was broadcasted from the motorcycle shop that his son 
opened in Barcelona: the Harley Davidson store. The listeners were 
ecstatic.

It is quite common to arrive in San Sebastian, a famous city on the 
northern coast of Spain completely drenched if you are riding on a 
motorcycle. Our distributor there, was waiting for us at the hotel 
entrance. He loved his homeland dearly; he enjoyed talking about 
the Real Sociedad soccer team and about how peculiar Natura Bissé 
sales were in that region. Whenever he attended our conventions, we 
had to order an extra serving for him at dinner because portions in 
Cataluña were a lot smaller than those served in his homeland. He 
died because of a gross error made during a simple goiter surgical 
operation and post-op carelessness. He was a wonderful person and 
we miss him greatly. He was the first person we lost at the company. 
We all wept for him. The second generation have taken over.

As to our distributor from Granada, a historically famous city in 
Andalusia, I fondly remember the story he told us while eating at 
a restaurant, about the pilgrimage to the Rocío chapel, in southern 
Spain, that he organized every year: the wagons, the campfires at 
night during the journey, the singing, the prayers, the deep reli-
gious devotion they felt on the Rocío pilgrimage, and the reverence 
shown by everyone when they brought out the Virgin. A deeply 
religious tradition. We were and are very good friends. Since they 
were from Granada, I always played the same joke on him when 
we parted:
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–How beautiful Córdoba is! (instead of “How beautiful Granada is!”) 
–and he would curse at me.

A lady from Segovia, in the old Castilla region, was and continues to 
be a veritable legend. The day my wife and I were going through the 
interviewing process at the Parador Hotel to select a saleswoman to 
cover the provinces in Castilla, we were taken aback by her bluntness. 
She said that there was no need to interview anyone else for the po-
sition, that there was only one person who could fill the position we 
were looking for in Segovia. She said;

–I’m the best. To continue interviewing would be a waste of your time.

We selected her and goodness!, she did prove to be the very best as 
well as a very good person, but at times she went too far. She was a 
saleswoman who befriended her clients. She did a good job. Nowa-
days she is semi-retired and her nephew and his wife are in charge 
of the business.

In 1968 several candidates showed up to sell Wrigley’s Doublem-
int chewing gum in Tenerife. Among the candidates was also a very 
nice woman. That afternoon, while holding interviews at the Hotel 
Mencey in Santa Cruz de Tenerife, I intentionally left her interview 
for last. She was very enthusiastic:

–I want to work anywhere and in any job position –she said.
–This job is not for you –I answered.



157 

BRUSHSTROKES OF A LIFE TIME

I explained why and thanked her for her willingness to work, but the 
answer was no. She then suggested that perhaps her husband would 
be a good choice; at the time he was head of Ford’s body shops on 
the island. 

–My husband is waiting for me in the car. I’ll introduce you to him and 
we can drop you off at the Rodeos airport –she said.

When I met her husband, I said:

–This is our man.

He was an extremely good choice. He was honest, hardworking, a 
true friend to his friends and he became instrumental for the Wrig-
ley project. This happened towards the end of 1968.

Twelve years later, when Natura Bissé had been established and we 
were looking into launching the brand in the Canary Islands, the 
nice woman I had rejected came to mind. She was perfect for this 
position. Cosmetics were her thing and she excelled at it. She was 
devoted to the brand. Her aesthetician clients adored her. A won-
derful person surrounded by an excellent team. They did a wonderful 
job in distributing Natura Bisse products in the Islands. Unfortu-
nately she recently left us. She died surrounded by her family. It was 
a tremendous loss. She was the second person we lost within the 
organization. Her memory will live on forever.
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Doing two things at the same time is not an easy thing to do, but some 
people have this uncanny ability. Such was the case of our distributor 
in Sevilla. He agreed to distribute our brand but stated that he would 
also continue distributing another brand that was also profitable, just 
in case. Of course the ‘just in case’ meant in case the launch of Natura 
Bissé in that area failed, but such caution was not necessary. Very soon 
our brand outsold the competition and he became a great enthusiast 
of Natura Bissé. He has done wonders in Sevilla, and in another cities 
such as Córdoba, Cádiz and Huelva. What a region. A great person.

It was not hard to come to an agreement with the distributors from 
Galicia, in the northwestern corner of Spain. In spite of the fact that 
with them you never know if you are coming or going, we became 
very good friends. They have done a wonderful job in Galicia. One of 
them was a fan of the Deportivo de A Coruña soccer team. His wife 
was the niece of the late abbot of the Samos Monastery. Her parents 
owned the manor adjacent to the monastery. One day, on the way 
back from the hotel after a conference with clients from Galicia, he, 
who can be an oaf when speaking, said that the conference had been 
the ‘cream of the crop’, and that their salespeople were the ‘cream of 
the crop’ and that aesthetics in Galicia were ‘the cream of the crop’ 
and so on. The wife of our inhouse chemist ironically answered that 
with so many cows in Galicia, she understood why everything in-
volved having cream in it. Very witty!

When riding my Harley Davidson motorcycle in the center of Spain 
from Avila down the road that crosses the spectacular Sierra de Gre-
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dos in the center of Spain, you come across the Yuste monastery, 
where the Emperor of Spain, Charles V, passed away in 1558, and 
then the city of Cáceres. It was amazing to stroll through the old city 
by the glow of the streetlamps. One can clearly picture being in the 
XVI century. Beautiful. A very nice person handles the distribution 
in Cáceres and Extremadura, the regions where the famous “con-
quistadors” came from. An upstanding man who can make a profit 
from selling rocks. He has achieved what nobody else has in that 
region of Spain, a good distribution channel. He is solid, has a great 
team and has transformed the area.

During those years, business ventures were not always easy. In 2004, 
a very modern urban spa with very impressive facilities opened for 
business in Barcelona. They had promised us that they would only 
carry Natura Bissé products, in both the treatment rooms and the 
store, which would exclusively sell Natura Bisse products. They 
would not work with any other competitive brand, and they kept 
their word until a little over a year later when they called us and 
asked us to remove every product they had bought because a perfume 
shop in that same plaza was selling Natura Bissé products at a dis-
count. Their own clients had informed them of this. They were very 
upset. The Natura Bissé delegate for that area was beside herself. She 
did not know how to solve this predicament.

Since I had been the one to recommend the brand to the spa, I felt 
responsible for this setback and decided to pay the client a visit. The 
owner met me with a scowl and I thought it best to deal with the situ-



160 

BRUSHSTROKES OF A LIFE TIME

ation diplomatically. I asked her to show me around the spa center and 
she did. I was pleasantly surprised by the very impressive facilities. This 
certainly deserved special attention. I began by complimenting her and 
then asked her to give me three months to solve the trouble. If the shop 
had not rectified the problem within that time frame, we would not sell 
them any products any longer. I asked her not to make a hasty decision 
and to postpone carrying out her threat of returning the products. She 
agreed. Three months later, the problem solved itself. The store was not 
selling at a discount and sales at the spa had not decreased; both the 
perfume shop and the spa were selling more than expected. 

Using the Socratic Method to teach a sales course or to give a con-
ference is uncommon but a very useful tool when you have to teach 
counter staff how to improve sales techniques, especially if the sales 
team is set in their ways or too clever for their own good, so to speak. 
This was the case when I was teaching sales techniques while work-
ing at the C.O.C. consulting company in Barcelona in the 60’s. The 
courses were provided to groups of salesmen from different compa-
nies who arrived with the attitude that there was nothing they could 
be taught because they knew it all.

The way I began the course was very simple. I would always begin 
by asking the same question, the simplest and most direct question 
one could ask at the beginning of a course on sales techniques: What 
does to sell mean? I put forward this question to the very salesmen 
who spent their days making sales, how ironic. There were between 
8-10 people in the room, sitting in a U shape.
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The answers were quite colorful. They did not provide the correct 
answer. They were puzzled. When one of them offered an opinion, 
I would ask the rest of the group whether they agreed or not. Quite 
often they did not, and so I would ask them why. Everyone partici-
pated, and out of these discussions, the correct answer would always 
come out. Every topic was discussed in the same manner, and every-
one offered their opinion. They were the ones who built and shaped 
the course. The conclusions of each one of the attendees was written 
down on a blackboard. The true gift of the instructor was not in 
explaining the topics, but in guiding them to reach the right conclu-
sions on their own.

We would have two four-hour sessions daily, one in the morning 
and one in the afternoon for five consecutive days. This technique, in 
which everyone participated enthusiastically, would make the time 
go by very quickly and by the end of the course, there was a sense of 
camaraderie and friendship between the instructor and the partici-
pants that made it very difficult to forget. This way of “teaching” a 
course without pontificating but rather extracting the lessons from 
the participants themselves is called the Socratic Method because 
Socrates used it in ancient Greece. Given that I had ample experi-
ence in this teaching method, I thought that it would be a good idea 
to use the Socratic Method in every conference held for the Natura 
Bissé sales team, and I did so for many years.

The Natura Bissé sales force was initially made up of the company’s 
direct agents. I must point out how competent and resourceful they 
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all were. All of them, have been key to the company’s expansion in 
Spain.

Throughout the years, Natura Bissé has always affectionately cared 
for its sales force and its clients. Since 1988 it has organized incentive 
trips every couple of years for them with the help of an expert on the 
subject. First, for its salespeople to New York, Rio and Bali, and then 
for its clients, in groups of 250, on exclusive charter flights to Bali, 
San Francisco, Las Vegas, Thailand, London, the Mauritius Islands 
and Mexico, and from the US to Spain. They were very rewarding 
positive trips. Aside from the corresponding increase in sales, they 
would help to instill loyalty to the brand.

The incentive trips organized by Natura Bissé became famous in 
Spain. They were trips to be enjoyed. They were organized perfectly. 
The company executives would go out of their way to cater to the cli-
ents. Arrangements were made for all sorts of activities: excursions, 
cultural visits, water parks, rafting, dinner parties, etc. Great joy and 
a great atmosphere were a guarantee on these trips.

One day I remembered a brilliant idea my brother had come up with 
and had implemented in his own company. Why not have yearly 
outings with all of our personnel in order to establish closer ties be-
tween the departments? Why not? It is held on a Monday during the 
month of June.

It is not a workday and attending is not mandatory, it is an outing 
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where everyone is considered an equal. It is a day full of adventure 
that people remember fondly. Different activities are organized in 
order to promote personal relationships and to reorganize the staff 
into mixed teams for friendly competition. These outings would al-
low them to put aside their roles as employees, act naturally, and feel 
at ease. They laugh, share, run, participate and play practical jokes on 
one another. More than one has “accidentally” fallen into a swim-
ming pool. There are no hierarchies, the bosses also get wet.

There are almost 90 people. There have been excursions to differ-
ent areas surrounded by mountains where they played games and 
took part in other competitive activities such as zip-lining, climbing, 
treasure hunts, archery, bicycle races, go-cart or ATV races, balancing 
acts trying not to topple a tray of glasses filled with water, etc. The 
attendees are divided into groups of 10 and the bosses also partici-
pate. Each team is assigned a different colored t-shirt. They arrive at 
the location, have breakfast and begin the games. The teams compete 
against each other. Only three teams win medals: 1st, 2nd and 3rd. 
Afterwards, there is food, music and dancing and then the return 
home, thus ending a wonderful day.

Through the years, Natura Bissé earned its reputation as an expert 
specializing in cosmetic facial and body treatments. This was done 
through the creation of cosmetics made with an exclusive selection of 
highly concentrated active ingredients that provided aesthetics pro-
fessionals with products that guaranteed success.
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Our know-how and awareness of the needs within the market and 
within the professional aestheticians sector provided added value 
when competing with other premium brands in the market.

The slogan created by Natura Bissé, “Spa results at home” clearly 
communicated the idea of providing the end user with the advan-
tages of all the experience acquired by Natura Bissé throughout the 
years.

These were our main activities during the first 20 years. They were 
years dedicated to building and consolidating our brand in the Span-
ish market. Was there any possibility of achieving the same success 
outside of Spain?
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CHAPTER IX

2001 TOUCHING HEAVEN

As president of Natura Bissé, I was very surprised by a phone call I 
received in April 2001 from the British Embassy in Madrid inquiring 
about the company and informing me that Harrods, the renowned de-
partment store, was interested in carrying our products in their store.

When the deal was closed in London a few weeks later, the lingering 
question was evident. Why did Harrods wish to sell the brand Nat-
ura Bissé? Why had Harrods approached us and not the other way 
around, as is customary?

The answers were clear. First of all, the unprecedented success in 
sales in the U.S. had reached London, and American tourists there 
were requesting Natura Bissé. Second, they knew that the Natura 
Bissé cosmetics line was a complete line of high quality products and 
they regarded it as an emerging and sought-after brand. Lastly, the 
owner’s wife was a fan of Natura Bissé but she had to purchase the 
products in New York. Period.

By 2001, Natura Bissé, the then 20 year-old Spanish cosmetic treat-
ments company had two distinct markets, the day and destination 
SPA market in Spain, in which about 5,000 professional aestheti-
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cians were using and selling Natura Bisse treatments and cosmetic 
products, and the major retail market abroad, in which it competed 
against the best known luxury brands around the world.

····················

In 1985, crazy me, I decided to replicate the success achieved in Spain 
in the U.S.; I knew English and I knew how companies worked in the 
U.S. but I hit the biggest bump in the road in my professional career. 
I went to the U.S., to Texas to be precise, and for five years we tried 
over and over and lost a lot of money in the process. I had chosen the 
wrong sales channel. Back then, there were very few spas or aesthetic 
centers in the U.S. In 1985, there were mainly beauty salons where 
they did hair, nails and makeup, but there were very few aesthetic 
centers that provided facial treatments, much less body treatments. 
There was no culture of skincare. The hairdressers or beauticians did 
not dare touch their client’s face or skin. They were afraid of making 
a mistake and being sued. In light of this failure, I decided to close 
the operation in the U.S. and return to Spain so as not to jeopardize 
the parent company. For me, the business in the U.S. was a trap.

Once back in Spain, the products that sold there during our absence 
did their job. Former clients began to call us and send letters asking 
us to come back, telling us that they could not survive without our 
products, even threatening to take us to court if we didn’t. This was a 
joke, of course, but this persistence triggered a cautious desire to try 
again and we turned to the U.S. once more.
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The first attempt had not succeeded because the pertinent market 
study had not been properly carried out and we returned in 1994 
only after having conducted a proper market survey which showed 
us what the right and most promising sales channel would be, which 
was that of large luxury retail stores.

This decision was made in a very peculiar way. On our way back from 
a trip to Mexico, my daughter, Veronica, and I stopped in San Anto-
nio to meet our best customer, who wanted to resume the business. 
We had already said no to her through a written letter, but during the 
meeting she was so persuasive that she convinced us and we agreed 
to return to the U.S. She was the one who prepared the market study 
and who suggested that we switch the sales channel. We began the 
American adventure with her. This time we were successful.

Our new partner suggested that we should start with the most lux-
urious store which was based in Dallas and had other stores all over 
the country: Neiman Marcus. And so that is where we went. I re-
member that the day she and I, along with my daughters Veronica 
and Patricia, company executives, made our presentation to the Nei-
man Marcus executives in Dallas, the buyers were very impressed 
and agreed to sell the new brand on a three month trial basis at their 
Houston store.

When they asked us where we were from and we answered that we 
were Spanish, they were not sure exactly which Spanish we were re-
ferring to. When we told them that we were from Barcelona, a light 
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went on: we were European. The 1992 Olympics had taken place in 
Barcelona and the city rang a bell. They asked us to add the word 
“Barcelona” to the Natura Bissé brand in order to better identify it, 
and we did. We found that the word Barcelona was as seductive as 
the city. We were the first ones to incorporate Barcelona into our 
brand logo.

The trial run held at the Houston store was a total success. It is im-
portant to stress that our technical director was crucial to the success 
with the treatments she provided at the counter. During the two-
week launch, we sold daily what it took the “big” brands to sell in one 
week. In view of this success, the management at Neiman Marcus 
asked us to begin selling our products immediately in 10 additional 
stores (San Francisco, Beverly Hills, Fashion Island, San Diego, Las 
Vegas, three in Dallas, Atlanta and Miami). We were definitely here 
to stay.

The success at the end of the first year was such that the following 
year we were asked to begin selling in 14 additional stores covering 
the New York area, Chicago and Boston. By the third year Natura 
Bissé was widely accepted in all of the Neiman Marcus stores, a total 
of 40, including the famous one in Honolulu (Hawaii). Later on, we 
began selling in stores such as Bergdorf Goodman on Fifth Avenue 
in New York, in the six Barney’s New York stores and many spas and 
independent stores. We were quite happy. We had enough sales and 
showcase windows to seduce the world. In addition, in less than two 
years we had reached the most ambitious goal any Spanish cosmetics 
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brand could wish for, the fact that the most famous Hollywood stars 
were using Natura Bissé.

In November 2009, Leonard Lauder, president of the international 
cosmetics company, Esteé Lauder, invited my daughter Veronica and 
me to dinner in New York because he wanted to meet the directors 
of that Spanish company that was doing so well in the market. It was 
a friendly meeting and one of mutual interest. That was the day I 
realized that Natura Bissé had joined and been accepted in the ranks 
of honor of the most exclusive cosmetic brands in the world.

So the question here was: how could a brand that was completely 
unknown in the U.S. up until a few years ago, created by a fami-
ly-owned company that was not a large international firm and from 
a country that was relatively unknown to them, have had such a re-
sounding success in an extremely competitive market that had for 
years been dominated by the most exclusive cosmetic brands without 
investing a single dime in advertising? The answer was simple: the 
quality of the product. Whoever tried it was hooked. Natura Bissé 
worked. People asked our clients what they had had done to their 
faces because they looked amazing. The answer was always the same: 
they used Natura Bissé; that was their secret.

The CEO of Neiman Marcus told me one day that she would never 
have believed that a company of our size would have been able to pro-
duce and launch such innovative cosmetic products; she thought that 
only large international companies would have been able to do this.
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In the beginning, within the cosmetics sector in the U.S. , it was said 
that Natura Bissé had a product and that the other competitors had 
brand recognition. Now, Natura Bissé, aside from having a product, 
has brand recognition in the most exclusive market niche. Achieving 
brand recognition took time, but we did it. To achieve this in the 
U.S., amidst such renowned and well placed brands within the mar-
ket for so many years, is quite an accomplishment.

Natura Bissé has a very advanced research department. Two teams 
constantly work on the creation of new formulas. It is a job per-
formed by both the marketing team and the technical team. There is 
no limit in product costs; that is to say, cost is not one of the factors 
guiding or limiting R&D when creating new products. That is our 
main asset. R&D+i is our leitmotiv. It is there where we invest a great 
deal of our resources.

On a trip from New York to Barcelona, a marketing expert who knew 
us and who was seated next to me on the plane congratulated me for 
having positioned Natura Bissé in such an exclusive niche and for 
having specialized in facial and body treatments. Natura Bissé does 
not in fact manufacture perfume or makeup, nor is it in the sector 
of fashion. It is dedicated exclusively to creating and manufacturing 
products for facial and body treatments and is a specialist on the 
subject. This was probably another factor contributing to the success 
achieved in the U.S. aside from the quality of the products.

A third factor may have been our professional experience. In Bergdorf 
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Goodman on Fifth Avenue in New York, Natura Bissé products were 
sold from a spot in one corner of the store. Sales figures were good, but 
they could have been better. My son-in-law, Joaquín, asked the man-
agement to transfer us to another area of the cosmetics department 
where we could set up an aesthetic treatment room in order to perform 
free facials on our clients. We made the request several times and they 
finally acquiesced. Our sales doubled once we had a treatment room 
behind the counter. After receiving a cosmetic treatment best suited to 
their skin from a professional aesthetician, clients would then be shown 
to the counter where they would purchase everything that was offered. 
The management team at Bergdorf Goodman were astounded.

They were so impressed by this experience that the following year, on 
their own initiative, they transfered us to the best location in the store 
with two treatment rooms behind the counter. We again doubled our 
sales. When clients take the escalator to the cosmetics department 
at Bergdorf Goodman, they find a competitive brand to the right 
and Natura Bissé to the left in the most prominent site of the store. 
When we were placed there, other renowned brands complained. 
They did not understand how a brand that had been unknown until 
a few years ago could have been given such a coveted spot in the 
store. The answer was easy: we had achieved our sales goals. Using 
our professional experience and offering innovative treatments in the 
store provided us with unimaginable advantages when we started.

Many Hollywood stars use Natura Bissé cosmetic treatments. We 
learned this through our personnel at the stores.
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One day, a very famous movie star walked into an urban spa in New 
York and asked to have a treatment with Natura Bissé products. 
Since the spa did not carry our products, she left and said she would 
not return until they carried them. They called us immediately and 
told us about it. “Please, we do not want to lose such a famous client. 
Come and pay us a visit and show us your treatments and products” 
they pleaded. 

I am very grateful to His Royal Highness Prince Felipe and his wife 
Princess Letizia for having granted Natura Bissé the prestigious 
Prince Felipe Award for business excellence. When they handed me 
the award and I kissed Princess Letizia’s hand, she told me that she 
wished to speak with me during the cocktail party later. She told 
me that during her recent trip to the U.S., all the ladies, artists and 
celebrities had talked to her about a cosmetic brand that was doing 
extremely well in the U.S. and had developed a cult following. It 
turned out to be Natura Bissé. At first she thought it was an Ameri-
can brand and when she found out that is was Spanish, she felt very 
proud. She congratulated us warmly.

With the help of my wife, Mª Gloria, as well as our daughters, sons 
and sons-in-law, in other words, the second generation, the compa-
ny’s expansion became a reality. Aside from the Natura Bissé sub-
sidiary in the U.S.,  we established another in Mexico and opened 
branches in Dubai and London, employing over 200 associates. In 
addition, Natura Bissé had reached agreements with 15 distributors 
in a number of countries: Spain, the Netherlands, Norway, Italy, 
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Switzerland, Russia, the Ukraine, Turkey, Singapore, Hong Kong, 
China, South Korea, Japan and Australia.

A Mexican banker residing in the U.S. once gave me very good ad-
vice when we were setting up the company in the U.S. He recom-
mended that Natura Bissé own 100% of the subsidiary. I followed his 
advice and we did very well.

Isetan, the exclusive Japanese stores in Tokyo, sell the largest amount 
of luxury cosmetics in the world. Japan is a very demanding country 
when it comes to cosmetics. Japanese women do not accept medioc-
rity, they demand the very best. To be selling in these stores is a privi-
lege and only very exclusive foreign cosmetic brands have the oppor-
tunity to sell their products there. Natura Bissé is the only Spanish 
luxury cosmetics brand sold in Japan, and it was no easy task.

The first distributor we had in Japan was a complete failure. I re-
member him well because he was very flamboyant. He spoke Span-
ish because he had worked for several years in the JAL airlines of-
fices in Madrid as a young man. He was in love with Spain and its 
customs. During the first aesthetics conference ever held in Tokyo 
he totally surprised us with a stand that looked exactly like a typical 
building found in Andalucía, and the hostesses were dressed in ruf-
fled flamenco costumes while he wore a typical hat from Córdoba. 
It was very Spanish-looking but clearly inappropriate. The situation 
today is completely different. Natura Bissé fortunately found and 
works with another distributor in Japan.
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Our American adventure has also made for some interesting stories. 
Losing a suitcase during a trip from Barcelona to Los Angeles is not 
uncommon. If your flight includes stopovers, it is even more likely. If 
this happens to a suitcase that never even moved, it’s a different story 
altogether. This happened during a trip the Natura Bissé sharehold-
ers took to see the Neiman Marcus stores in 1996.

My wife, Mª Gloria, reported her missing luggage at the Los An-
geles airport. It was a terrible inconvenience. We had several events 
that we needed to attend. We had to replenish Mª Gloria’s wardrobe. 
The display of dresses to choose from at the Forgotten Woman store 
next to the Wilshire Hotel in Rodeo Drive where we were staying 
was unforgettable. Once we had made the purchases, we were finally 
able to visit the Neiman Marcus stores where Natura Bissé sold its 
products.

The incident with the lost suitcase and the report turned in to the 
airline would have ended there if my wife hadn’t discovered upon 
returning to Barcelona that the suitcase with all her wardrobe had 
never been checked in with the airline and had never even left Bar-
celona. This adventure branded our entire trip to California, where 
we were able to see how well Natura Bissé’s products were selling in 
Neiman Marcus and how well they were competing against all the 
other exclusive brands.

Back in Barcelona, the jokes about the lost and then recovered suit-
case were constant. Several weeks later, friends would phone my wife, 
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and speaking with a foreign accent, pretend to be calling from the 
airline asking about her suitcase. A Kafkaesque story.

Luxury spas from around the world began knocking on Natura 
Bissé’s door. Every 5 star hotel has a luxury spa. Natura Bissé jumped 
in and began providing advice about how the treatments should be 
performed in the treatment rooms and how the products for the 
home maintenance program should be sold. Many spas understood 
this and have enjoyed the success. Hoteliers would never have im-
agined this. If on top of this, the brand they use has the best and 
most effective treatments and the products have been acknowledged 
as the best in luxury retail stores, the demand multiplies, and their 
own sales increase.  This is the case with Natura Bissé.

Based on the success achieved in the U.S., we decided to cross the 
border and launch our products in Mexico. Getting Natura Bissé 
into the luxury retail stores of El Palacio de Hierro was not easy, 
but not that difficult either. Let me explain. We had ended the rela-
tionship with the distributor that handled the brand in that country 
and established our own subsidiary in order to better control the 
business. We wanted to replicate in Mexico what we had achieved in 
the U.S. and to be very successful in selling our products in the large 
luxury retail stores in that country.

We approached the head management at the Palacio de Hierro and 
proposed selling Natura Bissé products in their stores. We explained 
how successful sales had been in the U.S. and they were very im-
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pressed. They had heard something about it. We let them know that 
we would be handling the launch of the brand in the country since 
we would be establishing a subsidiary in Mexico City for that very 
purpose. We promised them that we would return within two weeks 
to discuss this further. And we did. As soon as the Natura Bissé sub-
sidiary in Mexico was operating, we closed the deal with El Palacio 
de Hierro. All went well. They had believed us and we had followed 
through.

Later on we learned that what had made them decide to accept our 
offer was the fact that we had returned two weeks later, keeping the 
promise we had made to them. They were used to people offering 
them many things and never hearing from them again. We gave 
them the impression of being a serious company and that was a de-
cisive factor.

····················

When we began selling our products in Harrods, there was no room 
for us at the White Hall, where all the great cosmetic brand names 
were located. They placed us in the Beauty Apothecary Room, a 
“secondary” area adjacent to the White Hall. We were told that we 
would be transferred if we reached certain sales figures. We were 
transferred six months later, when they happened to be redesigning 
White Hall, and we were placed in a prominent area right next to the 
most renowned brands.
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During the inauguration ceremony on October 31, 2002, when all 
the presidents of the cosmetics companies were gathered together 
with Mr. and Mrs. Al Fayed, the Beauty and Fashion Director Mary-
gay McKee said something that moved my wife and me deeply: “To-
day, 26 of the major cosmetic companies in the world are gathered 
here”. Natura Bissé was included among them. From nothing to the 
top. It was a very touching moment.

Natura Bissé, with 150 products, has a wide range of cosmetic facial 
and body treatments. We have treatments for everything. Our roots 
trace back to the very demanding professional field, where we spe-
cialized in cosmetic treatments for 30 years; that is our strength. In 
addition, the packaging of our products, which is entirely designed in 
our graphics department, is exceptionally attractive.

In 1999, Neiman Marcus asked us to create a product that could 
compete with the high-priced products of our competitors. We were 
initially drawn to the idea of launching such a high-priced product 
simply because we were curious about the price-point and because 
our competitors had done so as well, so when Neiman Marcus insist-
ed, we took the decision to launch a revolutionary product: Diamond 
Cream at a high but justified price because of the extremely high 
concentrations of active ingredients and its extraordinary effective-
ness. Where it seemed as if the price would inhibit making sales, 
the opposite occurred. The Diamond Line, with Diamond Cream 
at the helm, represents 25% of our entire revenue, both in Spain and 
around the world. Diamond Cream, with its 12 active ingredients 



178 

BRUSHSTROKES OF A LIFE TIME

has earned its place worldwide as the most exclusive and effective 
product on the market.

A well-known actress on Spanish television once said that a celebrity 
in New York told her that the coolest thing in the city was a cream 
called Diamond, and took her to Bergdorf Goodman on Fifth Ave-
nue to purchase it. “Oh! –she said-this product is from Spain! I’ll buy 
it in there and probably at a better price, too”. 

Indeed, the Diamond Cream launch was a great success. The day we 
presented it to the sales team in Spain and talked about a US$ 150 
price point, when the most expensive cream in the sector cost US$ 
70, they said we were crazy. Within a few months, they had sold 
an inordinate amount. Its success surpassed every expectation. From 
the very first year, Diamond Cream became Natura Bissé’s bestseller, 
both in Spain and in the U.S.

The late Enric Puig, of the Antonio Puig Perfumes, was elected 
president of the Nautical Club of Barcelona. While having lunch one 
day in the Club restaurant, I approached him to congratulate him. 
He thanked me and asked me to touch his face. He was a charming 
jokester. I was baffled. He said: 

–I’m using Diamond Cream by Natura Bissé.

A Puig using Diamond Cream, a moisturizing cream by Natura Bissé. 
It meant a lot. He told me that he had been to a meeting in Washing-
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ton with the president of the CTFA (Personal Care Products Council), 
and that the first question the president had asked him was if he was 
from Barcelona because he wanted to find out where his wife could 
purchase Diamond Cream by Natura Bissé. Amazing. He said that he 
was turning into a big advertiser for our brand. He was very fond of us 
and I of him as well. 

And now comes the time to mention Natura Bissé’s most amazing 
marketing adventure in the U.S. It was the launch of Inhibit line, 
our second flagship product, initially sold exclusively at the 40 Nei-
man Marcus stores in the U.S. Within the first three months of the 
launch, we had sold two million dollars worth of products. The pres-
ident and senior executives from Neiman Marcus congratulated us. 
Never before had any other product sold as much during its launch.

What is Inhibit? Inhibit is a serum with 20% Octamioxyl (an Octa-
peptide), and is a topical alternative to botox. Botox had been all the 
rage in the U.S. for years, but it was costly. Each injection cost 500 
dollars, but it was very effective. The product is injected into differ-
ent areas of the face, and it paralyzes the muscle. Wrinkles do in fact 
disappear, without a doubt. The effect lasts only about six months.

Inhibit is a product that is applied directly on the skin, without any 
injections, and has no side effects. It does not paralyze the muscle, 
but it does relax it and provides visible results similar to those ob-
tained with botox after 21 days of use. There was a great demand 
by clients who either refused to use botox or by clients who did use 



180 

BRUSHSTROKES OF A LIFE TIME

botox but who wanted to delay the next application.

The third flagship product launched that proved to be key in es-
tablishing the brand in the American market was Glyco Peeling, a 
chemical peeling that when concentrated at 70%, may only be ap-
plied by dermatologists. However, Natura Bissé was able to create 
one with a concentration of 50% with a pH of 4.5, very close to 
the skin’s own pH, making it so safe that it could be sold directly to 
the public. The application of the peel before any facial treatment is 
essential as it effectively removes any accumulated impurities. Glyco 
Peeling’s compatibility with any brand of cosmetic products made it 
an easy product to launch in the American market. We were unique 
and had no competition.

Lastly, the fourth flagship product launched by Natura Bissé which 
is successfully competing in the most exclusive cosmetic markets in 
the world is The Cure line. Knowing a person’s biological age is im-
portant. However, it has nothing to do with a person’s age on their 
I.D. and can be very surprising. You may be 65 and appear to be 
closer to 80, or be 80 and look like a 65 year-old; what a difference! 
Diminishing the signs of aging on your face, neck and hands and 
boosting your biological age is The Cure line’s main function. 

Our brand model and spokesperson in Spain for the past few years 
has been Judith Mascó. One day, I read a newspaper article in which 
she was giving an interview following the publication of a book on 
her career and family, and she was asked if she still had anything else 
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to achieve in her career. She said yes, that she had yet to be “the face” 
for a cosmetics company. I called her manager and we signed her on. 
She has been the endorsement image of Natura Bissé for the past 
four years. We flooded Spain with posters of her and launched a huge 
ad campaign in the most important magazines, Telva, Hola, Vogue, 
Elle, etc., since the most exclusive cosmetic brands placed ads there 
too. Brand recognition rose to the forefront, increasing demand and 
placing Natura Bissé in the client’s mind as a very exclusive brand. 
Quite an achievement!

I remember that during a TV interview with me and my daughter 
Patricia, the hostess introduced me as the president of a cosmetics 
company whose brand was better known outside of Spain than with-
in. That was the main reason why Natura Bissé was unanimously 
admitted into the Leading Brands of Spain Forum. We had accom-
plished the objective of being well-known and praised outside of 
Spain before being recognized within Spain.

We also realized that when a foreigner visited our country, they would 
wonder where Spain’s Natura Bissé brand was hiding. And they were 
right. Since they could not find us at El Corte Inglés Department store, 
they automatically assumed that we didn’t sell the brand in Spain. In 
order to solve the problem, we broadened our sales channels. In ad-
dition to the aesthetic centers that carry our brand, Natura Bissé is 
currently being sold in many high end perfume shops and luxury spas. 
This way we make sure we cover all of the market requirements; now 
our clients can find our brand in stores as well as in beauty centers.
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In the following years, the success Natura Bissé had achieved was 
not only limited to Spain, England and the U.S., but had spread 
to the entire world. This was not only because of the quality of the 
products, but also due to the business strategy applied. Natura Bissé 
directly or indirectly has contracts with public relations firms in 
several countries. These companies constantly promote us through 
articles and editorials in the leading magazines and newspapers in 
Spain, England, the United States, Mexico, Japan, Hong Kong and 
the Middle East. Natura Bissé has become newsworthy. 

And here, at this point, I wish to clarify something about Natura 
Bissé prices. I often hear that Natura Bissé’s products are very good, 
but expensive. I say it is not true that they are expensive even though 
some of them do have a high purchase price. Why? Because Natura 
Bissé products and treatments work, and since they work, we can say 
that they are not expensive in spite of the fact that their purchase 
price is high. In other words, once you see the results, the price is 
forgotten. The expensive products are those with a low price that do 
not work. There are many of those in the market. 

In November 2005, after our international expansion which was 
helped along its way by the second generation, my wife and I agreed 
that it would be a good idea to make a purchase offer to buy out the 
minority shareholders’ shares. In fact, they had already hinted at their 
willingness to sell. After agreeing on the bid price, the purchase was 
made, leaving 90% of the shares owned by the Fisas family and the 
rest belonging to other family members.
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I remember that when I was young, I spent many hours oil painting. 
I loved to paint. When I signed my paintings, I used to make the 
mistake of making my signature too large. A friend of mine recom-
mended that I place my signature in a corner and to make it as small 
as possible. Why? If people liked the painting, they would immedi-
ately look for the name of the artist, but if they did not, it would be 
better if they did not remember the artist. Good idea. I really think 
that sometimes small things can stand out more than large ones. 
This is the case of Natura Bissé, a family-owned cosmetics firm that 
in spite of its size, stands apart from the large multi-national compa-
nies in the sector.

Natura Bissé has definitely become a luxury cosmetics company that 
is being sold successfully around the world, and of this we are very 
proud. I honestly believe that Natura Bissé currently manufactures 
and sells some of the best, most innovative and effective treatments 
and cosmetics available in the world. 

Natura Bissé, has ceased to be a promise and has become a reality 
and a winner in the world of cosmetics. We are certain that in the 
next few years, we will become one of the greatest cosmetic compa-
nies in the sector. We are on our way there and that is the goal we 
aim to achieve.
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CHAPTER X

2008 EXPANSION OR SALE

I felt very proud the day that the president of one of the greatest cos-
metic brands in the world approached my daughter Veronica, who at 
that time was the CEO of our U.S. subsidiary, to let her know that 
her company was interested in buying Natura Bissé. My daughter 
was very surprised, but she let the president know that in our com-
pany the second generation had taken over and was ready to put the 
expansion plan into gear, and that according to her father, there were 
no plans of selling the company. Even so, the offer still stood. The 
main reason they approached us was that they liked the quality of our 
products, they were very much impressed by our ability to innovate 
quickly and create high-tech cosmetic formulations. But we did not 
want to sell, as we were set on expanding the company. 

Passing the baton and retiring from the day to day activities seemed 
like an easy thing to do but it definitely was not. It was very hard for 
me to make the decision to pass the baton on to the second gener-
ation. Letting go of the company that you built with so much hard 
work for so many years is not easy. On the one hand, your head tells 
you that it must be done, but on the other, your heart has a hard time 
letting go.
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I remember that during a conference given at the Hotel Villa Magna 
in Madrid by John A. Davis, an American guru who was a Harvard 
professor and an expert on family businesses, said something that 
shook me to the core. Those were two very informative days since I 
had been seriously thinking about the need to pass the reins to the 
next generation but I did not know how. Among the many things he 
said, one in particular stood out for me. He mentioned that he knew 
of business situations where the father would not let go when it was 
time to let his children take over, to the point that his children want-
ed him to die, to disappear and to clear the way for them. I definitely 
did not want that to happen. So, I bit the bullet and made the firm 
decision to retire from day to day operations. If I was going to do 
it, it would be done 100% and not halfway. Should I ? shouldn’t I ? 
Enough! I’m leaving!  I’ll pass the baton on. Period!

The truth is that I was able to rely on something that made it easier 
for me to do this. Something very simple: I had surrounded myself 
with more intelligent and better qualified people than me; my daugh-
ters, my sons and my sons-in-law, so I was leaving the company in 
very good hands. In addition, I had taught them to work as a team, 
to make decisions as a group, so a peaceful transition was ensured. 

Even so, I faced a problem that I had to solve without causing any 
distress. I would pass the baton on alright, but to whom? Should it 
be to one of my children or to someone from outside the company? 
It was not hard for me to make that decision. There was no doubt. 
No outsider. It had to remain within the family. I had to choose one 
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of my children. Which one? Who should head the company? It was 
not easy; they were all perfectly qualified.

I solved the problem by having them choose the person who would 
head the company for the next few years, and I asked them to go 
to a hotel and lock themselves in until there was a plume of white 
smoke, in other words, a unanimous decision. They elected my eldest 
daughter Veronica, who had headed the U.S. subsidiary for six years 
and had shown great organizational skills and leadership. 

Another common problem for family businesses is the salary to be 
paid to the offspring who are company executives. Should they be 
paid a family-related salary or one that would be standard in the 
sector? A salary based on knowledge and efficiency or family ties? 
Should I act as a parent or as a director? I was paying my children 
good salaries, but always from my position as a father, not an  em-
ployer. I wondered how much I would pay an outsider should any of 
my daughters, my sons or my sons-in-law leave the company. I spoke 
to experts about standard salaries, and surprisingly I realized that I 
was far from what was standard. I not only raised their salaries, but 
raised them to what was normal in the sector. 

Since the founding of the company, I have never allowed any share-
holder to secure any credit or promissory notes with personal prop-
erty as collateral. To me it was important to separate the business 
from each partner’s personal equity. This was sacred to me. Many 
families have been ruined by bailing out companies in times of cri-
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sis. For example, my mother lost a very valuable property within the 
city of Barcelona in order to save my father’s business, which in the 
50’s ran into financial difficulties and soon afterwards went out of 
business. Both properties were lost, the company and the personal 
property. That always stayed in my mind; credit should be granted by 
the banks using our own business as a guarantee. That is the way we 
always did it, we never used any of our personal property as collateral. 
I am very proud of that. 

There is still another dilemma to solve in every family business. Should 
earnings be paid out or invested? The second generation wanted to 
invest them, but the first generation preferred passing them on to the 
shareholders. A very reasonable agreement was reached: one third of 
the earnings are paid out and two thirds are reinvested.

Finally, I also want to mention an obsession I have always had and 
which I have done my utmost to pass on to my children: that of 
having and maintaining good cash flow. The advantage is that you 
do not have to depend on banks, which is vital in times of crisis. It 
allows you to firmly maintain the business, investments and jobs, and 
more importantly, ride out any crisis successfully. For me, sales are 
important, but the bottom line and profits are as well. It has always 
been important for me to get across that the financial strength that 
I established from the start was vital. The fact that the company is 
able to finance itself is a good thing. No doubt about it. To ensure 
reasonable earnings and the continuity of the business on a yearly 
basis is essential. That is the way it should be done.
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My wife and I built our Natura Bissé over a span of 30 years with 
the help of a great team. Now, my daughters, my sons and my sons-
in-law would have to build their own Natura Bissé. We needed to let 
them be. We had done our work, we had taught them how to work 
and now it was up to them to follow their own plans. What plans? 
That was the question. They told me that they had thought about 
hiring a prestigious consulting firm to study both the company’s 
and the sector’s positions and work out a business recommendation 
for the following five years. The purpose was to find out where we 
were and where we wanted to go. It was a good idea. It was a good 
beginning.

A very good consulting firm steered the company’s business activity 
by re-defining its core business, the heart of the company. They sug-
gested it dedicate all of its activity to reinforcing this. For them, Nat-
ura Bissé’s core business was essentially selling cosmetic treatments 
in any new country through the professional channel, precisely what 
we had done for so many years, and only selling in strategic luxury 
stores that served as showcase windows. We would not be entering 
full force into the independent retail channel (perfume shops) until 
we achieved the same level of success in the professional sector, as we 
had in Spain.

If this was a key point, the additional suggestions they made regard-
ing what Natura Bissé needed to do were even more important. No 
resources or efforts should be diverted to manufacturing products 
for third parties, nor should we delve into the makeup sector, or the 
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perfume market, or the fashion sector, or any other tempting activity 
that was not clearly a part of the company’s core business. This way, 
Natura Bissé could triple its sales and profits within the next five 
years. The path was clear and we only needed to do three addition-
al things: first, organize the professional management team; second, 
organize the processes, and third, find the appropriate people to head 
each project. We are working on this now.

In 2008, during the baton exchange, my daughter and I agreed to 
give ourselves two years for the transition. She was stepping into a 
position of executive power and I was leaving it. I ceded my office to 
her from the very first day in order to make it clear to everyone that 
she was in charge. I assured her that should any discrepancies arise, I 
would back fully any decision that she made, whether I agreed with 
it or not. And it worked.

The day I attended a conference given by John Davis at the Hotel 
Villa Magna in Madrid, a lawyer for a very important firm and an 
expert in family protocols sat at my table at the lunch. She spoke 
about the advantages of establishing a family protocol for the family 
business. She spoke so convincingly about the subject that I invited 
her to come to Barcelona to explain to all of us, the first and sec-
ond generation, what a family protocol was, as well as its advantages 
and how it worked. She persuaded us and we got to work. First she 
asked us to individually answer a questionnaire that consisted of 100 
questions. The questionnaire was remarkable. It really stripped you 
down and portrayed you just as you were. Once the questionnaires 
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were answered, she returned to Barcelona to talk about them with 
each member of the family behind closed doors. Afterwards, once 
she had gathered everyone’s suggestions, she returned to Madrid and 
uploaded them to her computer and wrote the draft of a protocol 
which we later discussed paragraph by paragraph until we reached a 
unanimous agreement. One night, at an informal family dinner, the 
family protocol was signed. A total success: we had a protocol that 
everyone agreed on.

And now, I would like to make an illustrative comparison. Beginning 
the Natura Bissé adventure with my wife can be compared to pur-
chasing an airplane because aside from being the owners, we were 
also the pilots. With time, we included our sons and daughters as 
co-pilots so that they could learn to fly the airplane. We then became 
the co-pilots and they became the pilots. Now my wife and I ride in 
the passenger cabin. They are piloting the plane but they know they 
can count on us. And there we are. When they ask us if some day we 
will stop getting on the plane in order to pursue our hobbies or to 
spend time with our grandchildren, we answer that perhaps my wife 
might. I will not, I will go to the control tower. They laugh.

One day I was asked to close the Sales Convention held at a pres-
tigious hotel in Barcelona in front of a large audience made up of 
members of Natura Bissé’s sales force. I happily agreed to do it and 
in the talk underlined four points. First, Natura Bissé had become 
a well-known brand. Second, Natura Bissé is above all, a very solid 
company because it is financially sound. It is self-financed. It can be 
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trusted. Third, the sales team had the best cosmetic product in the 
world in their hands and that they should go out into the field know-
ing and being proud of that, and convey that to their customers. And 
fourth, the company was in good hands, headed by an outstanding, 
well-prepared young team which my wife and I support one hundred 
percent. I stressed that these four factors together made for an explo-
sive cocktail. They left the convention “on a high note” and in a very 
motivated state.

····················

I have always thought that there are two ways of getting older. The 
first is to always look towards the past: what I did, what I failed to do, 
what I could have done, the mistakes made, the successes achieved. 
The second is to look forward: to see what you can still do and what 
you still want to do. The latter was our approach when my wife and 
I created the Ricardo Fisas Foundation.

Today, after having signed an excellent family protocol, I have retired 
from the day to day activities. I am still the chairman of the Board 
of Directors and I spend all my time developing the Ricardo Fisas 
Foundation, so that our earnings and the contributions made by oth-
er people can help hundreds of needy families in Latin American 
countries through the micro-credits granted. In just a few years, there 
are already thousands of women and their families that have received 
this help and there will be many more. Both my wife and I felt that if 
we earned money from a business that is dedicated to women, what 
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better way to make use of these earnings than to earmark a portion 
to helping them. You may find out more about the foundation on its 
web page www.fundacionricardofisas.org

I believe that every company must be socially responsible. I may own 
a $ 100 bill, but I cannot roll it up around a cigar and burn it, even 
if it is mine. I believe it does not fully belong to me. The purpose of 
every business is to make a profit, but that is only achieved through 
the effort of many people, which is why I believe that every company 
has the responsibility of giving something back to society. That is 
why Natura Bissé has always maintained social commitments, and 
especially now. Certainly its purpose is essentially financial; to earn 
money and to create jobs, but it is not limited to that. It should also 
allocate part of the profits to charity. Natura Bissé allocates 0.7% of 
its yearly earnings to non-governmental organizations. 

I dedicate my time to giving talks at Family Business Forums and 
Business Schools and explaining the history of the wonderful com-
pany that our Natura Bissé is. People are fascinated to hear about a 
Spanish family business that started from scratch and has come so far.

Retiring from the day to day activities at the company has allowed 
me to enjoy more free time. When I turned 60, I thought that it 
might be a good idea to exercise the way I used to when I was young. 
I decided to take up cycling. Bad mistake. At 60 I was not able to ride 
uphill anymore; the energy level was not the same. I thought that 
perhaps the bicycle needed a small engine. The final solution was a 
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motorcycle. That is how my passion for motorcycles was renewed. At 
first, it was motorcycles with small engines, then I switched to more 
powerful motorcycles and finally I ended up with a Harley Davidson 
Heritage Softail with a 1,600 cc engine. It is “the” bike. My separa-
tion (not estrangement) from the daily tasks has left me more time to 
enjoy my Harley Davidson, on which I have traveled throughout Eu-
rope and of course all over Spain, accompanied by my biker friends 
I store the Harley during the winter months, but in spring, summer 
and autumn, I use it to travel, travel, travel. It is ideal for long jour-
neys, very comfortable and a very smooth ride; it lets me enjoy the 
scenery. 

The experience of riding on my beautiful Harley Davidson is worth 
telling. Riding a bike is the most captivating and sensory experience. 
The five senses work in unison. What joy! The sense of sight delights 
in the landscape, the sense of hearing in the roar of the Harley, the 
sense of touch in the caresses of the wind, the sense of smell in the 
fragrance of the open fields and the sense of taste in the feasts we 
eat every day. All five senses stimulated and enlivened! It is a unique 
experience among peers; good talks, discussions about religion and 
politics, jokes and great friendship.

Mª Gloria chides me because I have no time for other things that 
were once important to me, like movies, oil painting and the pi-
ano. These are pending tasks. I do play golf though. Exercising is 
important. 
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I do not want to end the story about Natura Bissé without mention-
ing the many awards we have been granted.

Among the awards we have received, I would like to mention the 
Principe Felipe Award for Business Excellence in the category of 
SME Business Competitiveness and the nomination received in the 
category of Internationalization in 2004, which meant so much to 
our company. There was also an award granted recently which was 
unforgettable-the award for best Boss, granted by the Natura Bissé 
staff. It was very moving.

Nevertheless, I must admit that in the midst of so many successes 
and awards, at some point I did fall prey to a crisis of vanity. I only 
peered over the edge of it, but that is where it stopped. It fortunately 
only lasted for a short period of time and I was able to overcome it. 
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CHAPTER XI

2010 EPILOGUE

God writes straightforwardly on tortuous lines.

When I found myself without a job in 1979 and had to apply for 
unemployment in order to survive, I could not comprehend why this 
had happened to me. I had given seven wonderful years of my life to 
an American multi-national company; I had been committed to my 
job, had worked hard and had obtained very positive results, but the 
ending had been very unfair. Then I had worked hard to ensure that 
a Japanese company agree to a joint venture with a Spanish compa-
ny and manufacture chewing gum, but to no avail. Next I devoted 
myself to trying to make a profit from the production of natural 
free form collagen and elastin amino acids and when it seemed as 
if the project would come to fruition, the company closed, was left 
on standby, the entire management was fired and I found myself on 
unemployment. Why? I did not understand it.

In the 90’s, when Natura Bissé began its international expansion, I 
began to see the light at the end of the tunnel. I began to understand 
something more clearly.

Certainly Natura Bissé would never have been founded if I had 
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not first headed a protein hydrolysates plant. Second, its expansion 
would not have been possible if I had not worked at the C.O.C. 
consulting firm, giving courses on sales, marketing and business or-
ganization. Third, I would never have known how to promote the 
product without the knowledge I had acquired at Nestlé on how to 
advertise consumer goods. Fourth, I would never have been able to 
begin the international expansion in the U.S. if I had not been in 
charge of an American multi-national company in Spain. Finally, 
I would never have been able to work with a consistent socially re-
sponsible approach without the education I had received during my 
years with the Jesuits.

Now, everything made perfect sense. Now I understood why God 
writes straightforwardly on tortuous lines. His GPS kept shifting 
throughout my life in order to gear it toward the chosen goal and I 
was merely the doer. I have always believed that above me, there is 
another president, the President of the Truth. The one that is always 
with you. Thank you Lord. I did not see the end of the tunnel, but 
He did, and I was fine as long as He saw it.

····················

Without Mª Gloria, my wife, Natura Bissé could not have existed. 
She has always been the balancing factor. I was “the force”, but she 
was in charge of “the how”. Her generous and kind personality, her 
affection towards people and her attention to detail have set a prece-
dent in Natura Bissé that has transcended generations. “This should 
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not be done”, “this is not Natura Bissé’s style” are phrases that have 
been repeated many times. She created that style. Believe me, she 
really did. In addition, she demonstrated her great skill and impres-
sive accomplishment in creating and supporting the sales network in 
Spain so successfully. She has earned the admiration and affection of 
everyone, both inside and outside the company. Quite a role model!

Another mainstay who has been instrumental in the growth of Nat-
ura Bissé is our daughter Verónica. She is exceptionally intelligent, 
a natural leader … the company is in her blood, and I cannot pic-
ture Natura Bissé without her. She grew up in the company. While 
packaging products at Natura Bissé, she met Joaquin, her husband. 
Both of them, with great generosity and commitment to the needs 
of the company, began their great American adventure on Septem-
ber 9, 2001, two days before the collapse of the Twin Towers at the 
World Trade Center. Veronica is intimately linked to Natura Bissé 
and she is a true godsend. She is an attorney, with a Master’s degree 
in Business Management, and she masterfully headed the Natura 
Bissé subsidiary in the U.S. for six years. She is currently the Manag-
ing Director and CEO of the Group.

Patricia, our second daughter, took her sister’s place in our U.S. sub-
sidiary in Dallas and very effectively headed Natura Bissé for two 
years, which brought her great recognition. Her perfect English and 
her intelligent easy manner have earned her everyone’s appreciation 
and respect. A graduate in Business Management from the School 
of Business Administration in Barcelona, Patricia is currently the 
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Group’s Marketing Director in Spain, and is also heavily involved in 
the creation of new cosmetic formulas at headquarters in Barcelona. 
She also grew up as part of the company and is greatly committed to 
Natura Bissé. Another real treasure.

Ricardo, our eldest son, did not begin working for Natura Bissé until 
he was 30. To him, working for the company represented an overly 
easy way to make a living. He wanted to work in something very 
different. When he met Kokes, got married and had his first child, 
everything changed. He asked me one day if the company door was 
still open for him or if it had been permanently closed. Of course 
it was still open for him, but he had to earn his position, just as his 
sisters had. He began working for Natura Bissé, gained experience 
and currently heads the International Division with great acuity. He 
is generous with his friends, a friend to all, and a master at public 
relations. He is prudent and a perfectionist. He studied history and is 
a graduate in Anthropology and holds an Executive MBA from ES-
ADE, one of Spain’s most famous business schools. He had worked 
for Natura Bissé when he was younger, but he had never really been 
committed. He wanted to fly on his own, to experience something 
outside the company and he did. I will never forget the wonderful 
surprise he gave us the day he baptized his son and got married by 
the Church. He is an amazing person. A great guy.

Jesús, our youngest son, also works at Natura Bissé. He follows his 
own rhythm. He is generous, honest and wins everyone’s affection. 
He works in selection of data and filing, with amazing mathematical 
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precision. He is clever and strong-willed and is essential to Natura 
Bissé. We all love him madly.

Joaquín, Veronica’s husband and my first son-in-law is an important 
member of Natura Bisse. He is a master at networking at the highest 
levels. He knows everyone in every area imaginable and everyone 
knows him. He is a real creator of ideas and a door opener. A pillar of 
support for his wife. She and he spent six years in the U.S developing 
and consolidating Natura Bissé’s U.S. subsidiary. He is solid, gener-
ous, meticulous and sometimes quarrelsome. He is a gentleman. He 
studied Hotel and Restaurant Management and rubs elbows with 
the greatest chefs. He handles Natura Bissé’s Institutional Relations 
with skill and grace. He is a genius.

Finally, Jose, Patricia’s husband and my second son-in-law, used to 
work for his family’s construction and housing development business. 
One day he left the family business for personal reasons and began to 
look for other opportunities and experiences. He was already married 
to our daughter Patricia, and she and my wife informed me that he 
was an expert in finances. They told me that he had been responsible 
for dealing with banks and handling the financial activities for the 
family business. He was exactly the person that we needed. We hired 
him. An extraordinary addition. Nothing is done in finances without 
his contribution. He worked alongside his wife for two years in the 
U.S., where he not only proved to be a great financial expert, but also 
a great manager and organizer. They left the U.S. with the subsidiary 
solidly on track. A job well done.
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A great company is easily built when you have the help of such 
strong members on your team. All I had to do was to direct them 
as if they were an orchestra. They were and are the “virtuosos”. My 
favorite motto has always been one of action, the famous “let’s do it”. 
I have been merely an orchestra director surrounded by people that 
are more capable, better prepared and more intelligent than me. I rely 
on them.

Everything that Natura Bissé has achieved is the direct result of the 
amazing work done by all the teams that have helped me and oth-
er colleagues with whom we began and kept the company going. I 
could not have done anything without them. I would like this story 
to pay homage to everyone who we began this adventure with, to 
the current company staff in every the department and finally to 
my family: my wife, my daughters, my sons and my sons-in-law, the 
entire second generation of managers, because they are the ones who 
built the company. To all of you, my deepest appreciation.

····················

I do not want to end this story without talking about a providential 
event that happened to me.

In January, 2009 I was chatting with a friend who mentioned that 
he was going to have a colonoscope. I myself had never had one and 
I was already 80 years old. I started to get frightened and began to 
think the worst. I decided to go for a check-up. To my great aston-
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ishment, everything was fine except for one lung. I had cancer and 
had never been aware of it.

I admit that the news upset me because I hated having to go into an 
operating room. Even so, I tried to keep a stiff upper lip. I asked God 
to help me. There were only two options: either I came out well from 
the operation or I came out even better because I would go to Him 
forever. Even so, it was painful to think about leaving Mª Gloria by 
herself because I think she still needed me.

All of my children and Mª Gloria were with me during those hours 
and when I woke up, the first thing I saw was Mª Gloria, her face 
bright with encouragement.

I spent an entire night in the ICU. I anxiously waited for it to be 7 in 
the morning to see them again. I needed them.

Once in my room in the hospital, the most profound and somewhat 
surprising thoughts came to mind.

1st I cherished the great affection that Mª Gloria, my children, my 
sons-in-law and my grandchildren felt towards me as I never had 
before.

2nd I realized how many people loved me. The calls we received were 
constant in number and heartfelt salutations. I felt their affection 
towards me and towards Mª Gloria as well.
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3rd The third thought was that from then on I had to be much more 
sensitive to others going through similar experiences because I had 
not done so until then.

4th I also thought that I should be much more humble. I could not 
go around boasting about what I did, my motorcycle, my founda-
tion, the generational changeover, etc and always bringing up my age 
in order for people to admire me. Enough! I will never again boast 
about my good health, which has been a gift.

5th I realized that I did not bear suffering very well and that I was 
not a good patient. The fear of feeling pain terrified me. I thought I 
was braver than that. I apologize to Mª Gloria if I was not as docile 
and affectionate as she expected. She suffered as well and she needed 
me. It is peculiar to think that although I calmly accepted everything 
related to the operation, I had a hard time accepting the collateral 
discomfort during the post operative phase that had nothing to do 
with the surgery. 

Fortunately the cancer had not metastasized or spread to the lymph 
nodes so it was easy to remove cleanly. The operation was a success. 
On April 30, 2009, the doctor gave me the news: the cancer had 
been dealt with just in time. No chemotherapy would be necessary. 
In addition, it was not a mutating type of cancer. There was no risk 
of it coming back. Bingo! Eureka! Thank God we had caught it just 
in time; had it been six months later, I would not have made it.
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It dawned on me that God had given me an extension on life and 
that I ought to make the most of it and dedicate myself to others. 
That is what I am doing. Besides, I have the impression that it will 
not be long before the third generation joins the scene. I want our 
wonderful grandchildren to get to know the company that they will 
one day manage. Perhaps it is too soon to dream, but as the famous 
Spanish poet Calderón de la Barca said, “dreams themselves are only 
harmless dreams.”

I would like to thank everyone I have met and got to know through 
the years for their friendship, their help, their understanding. And I 
wish everyone the great happiness that I feel now and have always 
felt.

THE END
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LETTER TO MY HUSBAND

Beloved Ricardo, 
 
I don’t know if you were aware when you began the adventure of 
writing Natura Bissé’s story, or rather, your story, which gradually 
became intertwined with the company you loved so much, that it 
would turn out to be the most beautiful gift you could have left us.

For me it has been an amazing experience. You have made me relive 
many moments of our lives in which only you, with your contagious 
optimism, knew how to reverse the negative and managed to lead me 
towards the path that you had chosen and which was, in the end, the 
best for all of us.

I think Ricardo, or rather, I’m sure, that we complemented each other 
beautifully. You were the engine that came into my life to give me 
50 years of joy, travels, adventures and Love. Together we laughed, 
cried and enjoyed life like only you knew how, with that contagious 
way that deeply touched everyone you met. You could skillfully 
handle everything and everyone, yet at the same time you were very 
realistic and you never let yourself be taken in by false expectations. 
Do you know what I think? That above all, you were a great person 
who, don’t ask me how, was able to radiate this; you made others 
feel at ease with you. You were never dictatorial, but rather a man of 
dialogue and compromise and I have no doubt that this was due to 
the enormous influence that the Company of Jesus had in your life.  
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My dear Ricardo, my soul mate, it is a pity that you didn’t leave us 
a book for every day that I will have to live without you by my side. 
I look back and worry that I might forget something you said or 
something we did together. Your grandchildren and I talk a lot about 
you. I share with them what you did and what you thought about 
things. You would be amazed at how fresh and alive your memory is 
for them.

We all love you very much.

Mª Gloria Vergés de Fisas
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Welcome to the world of NATURA BISSÉ.

With origins in the spa industry and 
focused on technologically advanced 
products, NATURA BISSÉ is an expert 
in luxury cosmetic skincare treatments.  

Its broad range of spa and retail products are 
set apart by utilizing very high concentrations 
of active ingredients and ground-breaking 
scientific advancements to offer the ability to 
customize a treatment for any skin type or 
skin concern.

NATURA BISSÉ SPA & RETAIL
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Dry Skin Line

Essential Shock Intense Line

C+C Vitamin LineOxygen Line

NB·Ceutical Collection

GlycoLine

Inhibit CollectionDiamond Collection

The Cure Collection

COLLECTIONS
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Diamond Luxury Lift Diamond Experience  
Life Infusion

Diamond MagneticQuirogolf Massage Crystal Cryotherapy Globes

L’AtelierBubble Pure Air A Taste of Beauty

La Alternativa
Sonoli ft ing

EXPERIENCES
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QUIROGOLF
MASSAGE

In addition to being a great excuse 
for socializing and enjoying leisure 
time within privileged and refined 
surroundings, playing golf is 
associated with the idea of calm, 
order, health, wellness and style.

This luxurious 100% golf experience 
will submerge the guest in a world 
of new sensations. QUIROGOLF 
MASSAGE is an innovative full body 
massage technique that relieves 
stress and tensions.
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BUBBLE PURE AIR

Discover the latest cosmetic innovation and entice your senses 
with the aroma-filled rituals and exclusive beauty ceremonies 
performed in a protected environment, where you will breathe 
99.995% pure air.

This exceptional bubble will increase the efficacy of the 
products and massages of the treatments, transporting you to 
a world of great sensations. 

A perfect combination of the skin care science provided by 
NATURA BISSÉ with innovative therapies that will make your 
skin look beautiful while intensifying your sense of wellbeing.
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l ’Atelier
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A TASTE OF BEAUTY

NATURA BISSÉ beyond the senses.
The evolution of a taste-based Spa.

A truly extra-sensorial trip, A TASTE OF 
BEAUTY, is an invitation to totally escape 
the world around you and plunge into a 
marvelous sublime world that leaves every 
sense exalted.

A TASTE OF BEAUTY is an incredible fusion 
of colours, tastes, tactile sensations and 
aromas. This singular event synchronises 
all sensations that, without any eclipsing any 
other, makes each becomeone whole. 

The same script, the same participant, two 
scenes: the SPA and the CULINARY AREA.
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Destino Barcelona Skin Advisory Center at Bergdorf Goodman New York, USA

Natura Bissé in Neiman Marcus Honolulu (Hawaii) and present in 40 stores of this luxury brand

5th AVENUE NEW YORK

USA
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Natura Bissé in Barneys New York, USA

USA

Natura Bissé has its Flagship Store (concept store with two treatment rooms) in Pacific Place, Hong Kong

HONG KONG

N AT U R A  B I S S É  F L A G S H I P  S T O R E
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Natura Bissé in the prestigious White Hall of Harrods, London, UK

LONDON

Natura Bissé in the prestigious and luxury store Harvey Nichols in Birmingham, UK

BIRMINGHAM
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Natura Bissé at the online luxury retailer Net-a-Porter

Natura Bissé in Space.NK stores

USA and UK
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Natura Bissé in La Perva, Seoul, South Korea

SEOUL

Natura Bissé in 10/10 Apothecary, Taipei, Taiwan

TAIWAN
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Natura Bissé in Joyce Beauty, Hong Kong

HONG KONG

Natura Bissé is present in 10 stores of luxury El Palacio de Hierro, Mexico

MEXICO
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Natura Bissé in Gus Mayer, independent of prestige, in Birmingham, Alabama, USA

USA

Natura Bissé in Cos Bar department stores, all around USA

USA
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Natura Bissé in Bluemercury Apothecary in Minnesota, New Jersey and Connecticut, USA

USA

Natura Bissé in Julian Gold in Texas, USA

USA
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Natura Bissé in Regia perfumeries

BARCELONA

Natura Bissé in Isolée Beauty in Madrid and  
in El Corte Inglés (María Cristina) in Barcelona

MADRID and BARCELONA

Natura Bissé in Júlia perfumeries

MADRID, BARCELONA and ANDORRA
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FOUR SEASONS

RITZ- CARLTON

Beverly Hills
Westlake Village

Las Vegas
Orlando
Dubai
Macau

Istanbul
Marrakech

Bahrain
Doha

Riyadh
Dubai
Dallas

Dorado Puerto Rico
Marina del Rey

Osaka
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MANDARIN ORIENTAL

THE ADDRESS

Hong Kong Landmark
Guangzhou

Washington D.C.
Las Vegas

Downtown Dubai

Dubai Mall

Dubai Marina

The Palace   
Downtown Dubai

Montgomerie Dubai

Dubai Polo & 
Equestrian Club
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BANYAN TREE

JUMEIRAH

Riviera Maya
Singapore

Macau
Haugzhou
Yaugshoo

Ras-Al-Khaimah, UAE

Kuwait
Zabeel Saray Dubai

Mallorca
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Natura Bissé at Grand Velas Resort in Nuevo Vallarta, Mexico

MEXICO

Natura Bissé in Waldorf Astoria Resort in Florida, USA

USA
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Natura Bissé at the Wentworth Club in London, UK

LONDON

Natura Bissé at The Grove in Hertfordshire countryside, UK



238 

LONDON

Natura Bissé at The Conservatorium Hotel in Amsterdam, Holland

AMSTERDAM

Natura Bissé at the Baglioni Hotel in London, UK
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Natura Bissé in the Arts Hotel in Barcelona, Spain

Natura Bissé in Aevum Spa, China

BARCELONA

CHINA
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MALLORCA

Natura Bissé in the exclusive Spa in the luxury cruise ship The World

AROUND THE WORLD

Natura Bissé in the Hotel La Residencia ***** GL, in Deià, Mallorca, Spain






