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Antonio Fontán Pérez: first President of the Spanish Senate

A giant among Spain's journalists who fought for a free press during the final years of Franco's dictatorship
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Antonio Fontán Pérez was a giant among Spain’s journalists, whose fight for a free press during the final years of General Franco’s dictatorship played a vital role in promoting democracy in Spain. As the editor of the avant garde evening newspaper Madrid, Fontan courageously resisted government instructions to not only withold news of opposition activities, but to fill Madrid’s pages with eulogies to the General. On occasions when other papers might produce special 20-page supplements with photographs of the dictator, Madrid might publish one, accompanied by a terse photo caption. Such “coldness” infuriated the regime, and Madrid was prosecuted on 19 occasions, and fined on a further ten. 

But Fontán, a former professor of Latin, described by one who knew him as “Seneca with a smile”, took only calculated risks: rather than publish “exclusive” scoops relaying political opposition to Franco, he would circulate such news to other newspapers in the hope that all might print the same item simultaneously and thus avoid censure. At other times he would pass politically inflammatory news to foreign correspondents based in Spain, in particular those covering Le Monde and the New York Times. 
In 1966, the year before Fontán became editor of Madrid, the Government had replaced the 1938 Press law, with new, apparently liberal legislation. This declared the press free, but granted the Government the right to impose legal sanctions on both newspapers and individual journalists — and two hours before they were due to be distributed each newspaper had to be scrutinised in turn by the Ministry for Information and Tourism. 

In such a climate, even veiled criticism was leapt upon by the authorities. So when on May 30, 1968, Madrid published an editorial about General de Gaulle resigning, headlined “Leaving on Time”, this was interpreted as inferring that Franco should relinquish power too. Madrid was suspended, for an initial two-month period which stretched to four, and other newspapers, horrified by this turn of affairs, curbed all attempts at experimentation. 

Printing resumed again on September 30, 1968, but the Government continued to sanction the evening paper on the slightest pretext. Matters came to head in October 1971, with the publication of an article critical of Franco’s right-hand man, Admiral Luís Carrero Blanco, then vice-president of Spain. Rather than closing the paper, the Minister for Information Sánchez Belle, offered Madrid 24 hours to replace Fontán with a substitute editor who had formerly been Franco’s ambassador to Buenos Aires and had helped to compose the anthem of the Spanish Falange. He also asked the newspaper to accept a director who would represent the ministry. 

The management of Madrid summoned all 400-odd employees including the cleaners and asked them to vote on whether to retain Fontán as editor and risk the newspaper’s closure, or to accept the government candidate, José María Alfaro, and allow publication to continue. Unanimously they voted for Fontán. Shortly afterwards the paper folded. The publisher, by then in exile, was tried in absentia and found guilty of “crimes prejudicial to the authority and reputation of the state”. None of the former Madrid journalists were able to work in a Spanish newspaper for the remainder of Franco’s dictatorship. 

Fontán, who had always viewed journalism as a way to fight the dictatorship, turned instead to politics, and in Spain’s first free elections in 1977 was elected President of the Spanish Senate. He helped to draw up the 1978 Constitution that defines Spain as a democracy and also had a vital role in ensuring that the then Crown Prince Juan Carlos acceded to the Spanish throne. A keen monarchist, he believed a King essential to unite Spain. From 1969 Fontán was a member of the Private Council of Juan Carlos’ father, Don Juan de Borbón, and eased tensions between father and son after the death of General Franco, who had snubbed Don Juan by choosing Juan Carlos as his official successor. Fontán personally handed Juan Carlos the letter in which Don Juan recognised his son’s rights to rule Spain and said before his death he wished for only two things to be thoroughly content: to see an end to all terrorism in Spain and for the current Crown Prince Felipe to be as popular in Spain as his father, the King. 

Antonio Fontán Pérez, the son of a colonel, was born in 1923, in Seville. He studied Philosophy and Letters in Seville and Madrid and gained a degree in Classical Philology in Madrid in 1944, and a doctorate in 1948. The following year he obtained the chair of Latin Philology at the University of Granada. At the same time he studied journalism in the state-sanctioned Escuela Oficial de Periodismo in Madrid, then the only place in Spain to offer studies in Journalism at undergraduate level. 

Every journalist in Spain was required by the Escuela to sign an agreement promising to abide by the principles of Franco’s “Movimiento Nacional”. However in 1957 Fontán opened the first independent centre for journalism studies in Spain, the Instituto de Periodismo at the University of Navarre. While at the Escuela, students might meet the Minister for Information and Tourism; at the Instituto they might meet the editor of Le Monde. Occasionally the Guardía Civil would turn up to investigate when guests, including on one occasion a Russian, arrived to address the students. Fontán, who had founded and ran the weekly magazine La Actualidad Española from 1952-56, also founded Nuestro Tiempo, a monthly review still published at the University of Navarre. 

In 1966, he took up the editorship of Madrid, and after losing his post there in 1971 became involved in politics, eventually standing as the Seville candidate in the 1977 election for the centrist Unión de Centro Democrático. In 1979, he became the Minister for Territorial Administration in the government of Adolfo Suárez, charged with overseeing the political division of Spain into 17 semi-federal autonomous regions. He remained a UCD deputy for Madrid until 1982. 

An emeritus Professor of the Complutense University of Madrid, he wrote more than 70 books, many concerning life and politics in Ancient Rome. For almost a decade Fontán was president of the ethical committee of the Association of Spanish Press (FAPE). 

The vice-president of the Spanish radio broadcasting network SER, in 1990 Fontán founded the bi-monthly Nueva Revista de Politica, Cultura y Arte, a politics, arts and culture review of conservative liberal tendency. He belonged to FAES (Fundación para el Analisis y los Estudios Sociales), the think-tank presided over by José María Aznar, the former Prime Minister of Spain. 

In 2000 the Boston-based International Press Institute named Fontán a “hero of press freedom”. He is the sole Spaniard to be so named. In 2008 the King of Spain granted him the title of Marqués de Guadalcanal. 

Antonio Fontán Pérez, journalist and first President of the Spanish Senate, was born on October 15, 1923. He died on January 14 2010 aged 86 

