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Una cigarrería sahumó coémo una rosa el desierto. La tarde se había ahondado en ayeres, los hombres compartieron un pasado ilusorio. Sólo faltó una cosa: la vereda de enfrente.1


Jorge Luis Borges, ‘Fundación mítica de Buenos Aires’





1 A cigar store perfumed the desert like a rose.


The afternoon had established its yesterdays,


The men shared an illusory past.


Only one thing was missing – the other side of the street.
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THE GAME SHOULD NEVER HAVE been in the balance, but it was. Argentina had battered Brazil, created chance after chance, had shot after shot, yet it was only with three minutes to go that Humberto Maschio, the tough inside-right from Racing, finally made it 2–0. In the wave of relief that followed, the Independiente winger Osvaldo Cruz added a third and Argentina, with a game to spare, were South American champions for 1957, their eleventh title. As the players celebrated on the pitch after the final whistle in the Estadio Nacional in Lima, a microphone was handed to the River Plate defender Federico Vairo so he could address the crowd. Although a leader, he was a player whose gentle face suggested concern most of the time and, on this occasion, his emotions overwhelmed him. He tried to compose himself, gripped the microphone more firmly, but when he began to speak, his voice was tremulous. ‘It’s …’ he said uncertainly, ‘it’s all thanks to these caras sucias, to these five sinvergüenzas …’1 His voice trailed away and he handed the microphone back to the official who’d thrust it at him. He’d managed only one sentence, but in it, he both gave that team the name by which history would know them and encapsulated the spirit of Argentinian football to that point.


Nobody had any doubt to whom Vairo was referring. The forward line of Omar Orestes Corbatta, Humberto Maschio, Antonio Angelillo, Omar Sívori and Osvaldo Cruz had been devastating throughout the tournament, playing skilful, fluent football that resonated with a sense of enjoyment. What better name for the five players who had inspired Argentina to the Campeonato Sudamericano than ‘los ángeles con caras sucias’ – the Angels with Dirty Faces – a nod to the 1938



film starring Jimmy Cagney and Humphrey Bogart and a recognition both of the impudence of their style and the carefree way in which they played, which extended to a less than rigorous attitude to training. ‘Sívori drove [the coach Guillermo] Stábile mad,’ said the left-half Ángel ‘Pocho’ Schandlein. ‘If the bus left at eight for training, Sívori was always missing and he’d show up at ten in a taxi. Sívori liked to sleep …’


In time the Carasucias – as the nickname was abbreviated – came to stand for the great lost past of the Argentinian game, a golden age in which skill and cheek and fun held sway, before the age of responsibility and negativity. The image of the past may have been romanticised, but the sense of loss when it was gone was real enough and, in that nostalgia for an illusory past when the world was still being made and idealism had not been subjugated by cynicism, is written the whole psychodrama of Argentinian football, perhaps of Argentina itself.





In 1535 Don Pedro de Mendoza set off across the Atlantic from Sanlúcar de Barrameda, Cádiz, with thirteen ships and 2,000 men, having been named governor of New Andalusia by Charles V, Holy Roman Emperor and King of Spain. Mendoza, and those at the imperial court who granted him half the treasure of any local chief conquered and nine-tenths of any ransom received, dreamed of a land of immense wealth. What he found was a vast prairie populated by hostile tribes, whose culture seemed primitive when set against the sophisticated and wealthy empires of Mexico and Peru.


The whole expedition was a fiasco. Mendoza’s fleet was scattered by a storm off Brazil, then his lieutenant, Juan de Osorio, was assassinated; some say Mendoza ordered the murder because he suspected him of disloyalty. Although Mendoza sailed up the Río de la Plata and, in 1536, founded Buenos Aires on an inlet known as the Riachuela, any sense of accomplishment was short-lived. Mendoza was confined to bed for long periods by syphilis, while early cooperation with the local Querandíes turned to rancour. The three-foot adobe wall that surrounded the settlement was washed away every time it rained and, without the help of the local people, the early settlers struggled to find food and were reduced to eating rats, snakes and their own



boots before finally resorting to cannibalism. As the population dwindled, killed by the indigenous people, illness or starvation, Mendoza decided to return to Spain to seek assistance from the court. He died on the voyage back across the Atlantic.


Help did finally arrive, but it was insufficient and too late. In 1541 the few survivors of Mendoza’s mission abandoned Buenos Aires and headed north for Asunción. They did, though, leave behind seven horses and five mares which, doubling their population roughly every three years, became an essential factor in the gaucho culture that dominated Argentina three centuries later.


From the very beginning, Argentina, the land of silver, was a myth, an ideal to which the reality could not possibly conform.





I used to live, on and off, in a flat just off Avenida Pueyrredón where the district of Recoleta starts to become Palermo. If I turned left out of the door and walked past the hospital, carried on for four blocks, past the deli whose owner would loudly lament in English that only Europeans really understood cheese, and then turned right up the hill, I’d come to the cemetery where eighteen presidents, the writers Leopoldo Lugones and Adolfo Bioy Casares, and Eva Perón – perhaps the greatest of all Argentinian myths – are buried.


Far more often, though, I’d turn right out of the flat and follow Pueyrredón south. I’d cross the commercial busyness of Avenida Santa Fe and keep going, leaving the middle-class area behind. As I got towards Once – where touts tried to sell you coins for more than their face value because there was a shortage and you needed them for the bus – the Bolivian influence became more pronounced. It was there, if I needed it, I’d go to buy coriander, herbs being weirdly difficult to find in Buenos Aires. Passing the bus station I’d go on, following the length of Linea H of the Subte, through Balvanera to Parque Patricios, a down-at-heel barrio that was once noted for the blacksmiths celebrated in the tango ‘Sur’. By then, Pueyrredón has changed name, first to Jujuy and then Colonia, and there, an hour’s walk from the flat, is the Estadio Tomás Adolfo Ducó.


It may not be as feted as El Monumental or La Bombonera, but there is something striking about the home of Huracán. It was opened in September 1947 and still feels authentically of the forties, with



its red concrete seats and the tower that thrusts up from the main stand, seemingly in homage to the much larger tower at the Centenario in Montevideo, making it appear from the distance like an ancient cruise-liner. With a capacity of almost 50,000, the stadium is far too large for Huracán but the sense of faded grandeur captures the imagination. Certainly it has attracted filmmakers. It’s the Ducó that features in the famous tracking shot in Juan José Campanella’s 2010 Oscar-winning film La Secreta en sus ojos. It begins with an image of Buenos Aires by night, slowly closing in on the brightly lit pitch, on which Huracán are playing Racing, before swooping over one of the goals to the popular2 where one of the main characters stands, hoping to catch sight of a murderer. The stadium has also been used as a backdrop for scenes in Emilio Ariño’s Pasión dominguera (1971) and Luis Puenzo’s La peste (1992).


When I was spending a lot of time in Buenos Aires, Huracán often used to play on a Friday. It became a habit to wander down there and watch a game with friends before heading into Palermo or the Microcentro for something to eat. In red paint on a peeling white background along the top of the platea are written the names of Huracán legends: Carlos Babington, René Houseman, Alfio Basile, Miguel Ángel Brindisi … a reminder that this isn’t just the shabbily beautiful ground of another failing Buenos Aires football team but that it was here, in 1973, that César Luis Menotti made manifest the counter-revolution against the anti-fútbol that had dominated the thinking since the 1958 World Cup. In that team lay the seeds of success in 1978 and of the clash between the opposing schools of menottisme and bilardisme, the debate between idealism and pragmatism, that has dominated the Argentinian game ever since.


I was fortunate that my spell of watching Huracán coincided with the Ángel Cappa era. Cappa preached a doctrine of skilful football that appealed to traditionalists. For him, football offers an opportunity for the poorest to climb the social ladder, a way out of poverty,



both metaphorical, in the way a gifted player can achieve some kind of artistic transcendence irrespective of background, and literal, in the way a good player can earn vast sums of money and gain general respect.


A disappointing subsequent spell with River Plate has tarnished Cappa’s image, but in early 2009 this seemed stirringly old-fashioned, the attack on the corporate nature of modern football striking chords in an impoverished league. And, of course, it meant all the more because he was overseeing this thrilling football at Huracán, the most appropriate club for his romanticism. That Huracán were tremendous fun to watch, beautiful in the build-up, wasteful in front of goal and catastrophic at the back. They were never a side you would trust, but somehow they reeled on to go into the last game of the 2008–09 Clausura3 a point clear of Vélez Sarsfield, their opponents in that final round, at the top of the table.


The title showdown was always going to be dramatic, but the game at El Fortín, Vélez’s compact stadium in the western barrio of Liniers, soon took on an epic quality. The Huracán forward Eduardo Domínguez had a goal wrongly ruled out for offside and then, nineteen minutes in, came a hailstorm so ferocious that the game had to be stopped as fans fled to the concourses for cover. Cars parked in the streets round the ground were left with dinted roofs and bonnets while the whole area wailed with alarms. Within ten minutes of play resuming an hour later, Domínguez hit the woodwork and Gastón Monzón saved a penalty from Vélez’s Rodrigo López. It was Huracán who remained on top, though, and they seemed relatively comfortable as Vélez became increasingly desperate in the second half. But with Huracán seven minutes from securing the draw that would have meant only their second league title, Monzón collided with Joaquín Larrivey as he came for a cross. Most thought it was a foul, but not the referee, and Maxi Moralez knocked the ball into an empty net – and was then sent off after collecting a second yellow



card for removing his shirt in his celebration. The dream had been thwarted at the last and, as is the way in Argentinian football these days, Huracán’s best players were soon on their way to wealthier clubs. Two years later they were relegated.


Even after falling out of the top flight, the symbolic appeal of the stadium is obvious. When Coca-Cola shot an advert there starring the model Mariana Nannis, at the time the wife of the striker Claudio Caniggia, the creative director Maximiliano Anselmo explained that he had chosen it because it was a ‘universal stadium’. The tower aside, it didn’t have the individual characteristics of certain other grounds, but gave a sense of Buenos Aires in the forties. It gave a sense, in other words, of a time when Argentina was still an optimistic country, when Juan Perón offered hope of a workers’ republic, and people believed they were building a better future. In that sense, the Ducó works as a stage of rebirth on two levels: both in its physical construction and in the football it witnessed in the early seventies. It’s no coincidence that it was there that Cristina Kirchner, as keen a judge of symbolism as any world leader, launched her campaign for re-election to the presidency in 2011 in her first official engagement following the death of her husband, the former president Néstor Kirchner.





The sense of faded grandeur and disappointed hopes isn’t limited to the Ducó. Nor is it limited to football. Argentina is a land of thwarted wish-fulfilment: it’s the utopian dream that never quite came to pass as it spiralled through one repressive regime after another to hyperinflation and, ultimately, the crash of 2002, which shattered living standards and added another layer of disillusionment to already significant deposits. But when the present is such a disappointment, there is always the past.


The whole of Buenos Aires has an air of wishing the past had never ended: the only question is, which past is it? The stretch from affluent Belgrano south-east to the bohemian grubbiness of San Telmo is scattered throughout with grand buildings, surprising plazas and parks, sudden boulevards in which it’s easy to imagine men in fedoras promenading with an umbrella on one arm and a woman in a complicated hat on the other. Nowadays, many of



even the most striking buildings are coated in grime and defaced with graffiti, while the pavements are in a dreadful state of repair, cracked and uneven and dotted with dog shit. On a bright spring day when the jacarandas are in bloom, Buenos Aires can be a city of remarkable beauty, but you’re never far from thinking how much nicer it would be if only somebody would clean it up, relay the paving stones and give it a lick of paint. Various mayors have promised to do just that, but once in office they invariably find that the budget has already been allocated to give a pay rise to teachers or refuse collectors or other public servants and, with strikes and protests a daily occurrence anyway, they soon give up the fight. I quickly came to the conclusion that the constant street demonstrations I had at first taken as an indication of an impressive level of political engagement are actually a sign of dysfunctionality. If there are people marching with placards every time you go to the Plaza de Mayo, if roads are regularly blocked by sit-ins, if the twenty-four-hour news channels constantly show one profession or another clashing with police,4 it soon becomes little more than background noise, the specifics of each protest lost in a sea of dissent. Then again, in a country that has such traumatic recent memories of dissent being suppressed, perhaps the vigour with which the right to protest is exercised should be celebrated.


Nonetheless, a folk memory of the days of glamour seems to linger and there is a clear nostalgia for the early part of the last century. Traditional red English post-boxes have survived, despite it all, in parts of Palermo, while the pride in what Buenos Aires used to be is seen in the preservation of the old-style cafés and the astonishing prevalence of sepia photographs of the city in the most unlikely places. In the otherwise unremarkable Coto supermarket on Calle French, for instance, two blocks south-east of Pueyrredón, the walls by the travellator up to the first floor are adorned not with adverts and special offers but prints of old Buenos Aires. But nothing speaks so strongly of Buenos Aires’s love affair with its own past as the ongoing obsession with the tango, a dance that originated in the city



and in Montevideo in the 1890s, its popularity spread by its use in theatres and by street-side barrel organs.


The longing for the past is understandable. Around the turn of the twentieth century, Argentina was so buoyant that the Nicaraguan poet Rúben Darío described Argentinians as ‘the Yankees of the south’. In the 1920s Argentina was politically stable and economically prosperous, a thriving young nation often compared favourably to Canada or Australia. In 1928 its GNP per capita was the eighth highest in the world. By 2012, according to the International Monetary Fund’s figures, it had fallen to sixtieth. In 1930 Argentina had enjoyed seventy years of unbroken civilian rule. Then came the first military coup. Over the following forty-six years, there would be a further thirteen governments that rose either by coup or less overt forms of military persuasion. As a piece in the New Statesman in 1978 noted, ‘the failure of Argentina as a nation is the biggest political mystery of this century.’


And yet it came so close to succeeding. After the massacres of its indigenous population throughout the nineteenth century, Argentina became, for theorists at least, a tabula rasa. That encouraged a utopianism, a sense that this was a land in which a new, better, society could be created. Principles, though, ran always into reality and vested interests, and the most lasting effect of that utopianism was not to generate a better world but to encourage a mode of thought that sought always to establish ideals and absolutes and then, in response to the inevitable failure to live up to those ideals, an almost nihilistic belief that there can be nothing but pragmatism. Argentinian football, certainly, is populated by unusual numbers of both romantics and cynics, and some who seem almost to see a romanticism in extreme cynicism.





After the failure of Mendoza’s expedition, others followed. In 1580, Juan de Garay re-founded Buenos Aires. He, too, was seduced by mythical questing, spending much of the following two years hunting for the legendary City of the Caesars, a settlement of untold riches founded by, depending which version of the story you believe, survivors of a Spanish shipwreck, the last remaining Incas, ghosts or giants, and supposedly lying somewhere in the Patagonian Andes.



Garay died in 1583, killed by a group of Querandíes on the banks of the Carcarañá River.


The early settlers found a land that resisted the schemes they had for it, and, alienated from their homeland, began to construct a new identity based on that unease and the general lack of security: there were no state institutions so everybody had to fend for themselves. Yet when those institutions did begin to emerge and national laws were imposed, they were seen as intrusive, as a curtailment of the freedom the New World was supposed to represent. As a result, the laws were never trusted, were never seen as a benign code that brought security, but rather as something to be got around. And because of that pervasive sense of instability, anybody with money or power or influence immediately sought to protect their position, the sense of insecurity only heightened by an army without an enemy.


The historian and intellectual José Luis Romero wrote that ‘the soul of Argentina is an enigma’, arguing that the nation was a myth, a chimera, a land in which identity was there to be invented.5 That search – and its almost inevitable lack of fulfilment – itself has consequences, as a number of Argentinian writers have articulated. In La hipocresía argentina, for instance, the essayist and economist Enrico Udenio argued that, ‘Argentina is comprised of a neurotic society in which its inhabitants feel unfulfilled and compelled to act in a self-destructive manner … It’s a society that builds up dreams and, when they aren’t realised, looks outside itself for explanations and to apportion blame.’6


Udenio’s is an extreme view, but it is true that a sense of what might have been hangs over Argentina, a frustration and a sadness that the glories that were expected never materialised. That perhaps explains why there is a higher take-up of Freudian psychoanalysis in Buenos



Aires than in any other city in the world with the exception of New York. Virtually the only sphere in which Argentina has fulfilled its early promise is in football, which is probably the principal reason it has taken on such immense significance.


The sense of myth, of ideals of the past to be reinvoked, colours everything. Argentinians regularly lament that fans no longer know their history, and perhaps many don’t, but in terms of the newspaper and television coverage, no other nation is so in awe of its past. Before major games, TV channels relentlessly screen past meetings between the sides.


And, for a country of only 25 million population, Argentina has an almost incomparably rich history. They’ve won two World Cups and lost in three finals; they’ve won fourteen Copa Américas (six more than Brazil). Their clubs have lifted the Copa Libertadores twenty-four times (seven more than Brazil’s). It’s produced, in Diego Maradona, one of the only two realistic candidates to be considered the greatest player there has ever been; in Lionel Messi, it may have produced a third, and few would place Alfredo di Stéfano too far behind (and, this being Argentina, there is a whole list of candidates from the pre-televisual age who have their advocates: Manuel Seoane, Antonio Sastre, Adolfo Pedernera, Omar Sívori …).


But it’s not just about success or passion. No country so intellectualises its football, so loves its theories and its myths. Football in Argentina is overtly cultural, overtly political. Presidents know its power and seek to harness it; the unscrupulous mobilise hooligan groups, the barras bravas, in their support. The philosophers meanwhile dismiss titles, whole generations of success, because they were won in the ‘wrong way’.


This is a big book, one that took far longer to write than anticipated. At times it felt as though I was like one of the cartographers in the Borges short story ‘On Exactitude in Science’, creating ‘a Map of the Empire whose size was that of the Empire’. I wanted to include the theory and place the sport in its social, economic and political context, and I wanted to include the people, the players and coaches whose lives are so remarkable that they seem to have fallen from a magic-realist novel, but I didn’t want to stint on the football, on the games and the goals that actually make us watch in the first place,



on the culture that provides the currency in which so much of Argentinian life is transacted. But while this is primarily a history of football, so entwined are the political and socio-economic strands, so inextricably is football bound up with all public life, that this is also a book about Argentina.





1 Literally, ‘… to these dirty faces, to these five shameless ones.’


2 Argentinian grounds are generally divided into two sections: the platea, the seated area, which normally runs along the long sides, and the cheaper popular, a standing terrace usually located behind the goals. The difference is essentially the same as that between a stand and an end in the terminology commonly used in Britain before the wave of rebuilding in the nineties.


3 The Argentinian league structure is forever being changed and is endlessly confusing, but between 1990–91 and 2011–12 each season was split into two championships, each team playing everybody else once – the Apertura (opening) and the Clausura (closing). In that first season, the winners of Apertura and Clausura played off for the title; thereafter two championships were awarded each season.


4 The most farcical I witnessed were the clashes between police and waiters, all dressed in white shirts and black aprons, which had the air of a Monty Python sketch.




5 Bruce Chatwin’s 1974 book In Patagonia is the encapsulation of that: travelling through the Argentinian south, he describes encounters with a series of misfits, dreamers and eccentrics, many of whom made significant adjustments to their backstories to create a new life for themselves. The book marked Chatwin’s own reinvention as he abandoned his job at the Sunday Times to write it, and itself represented the reinvention of the whole notion of travel writing. It subsequently emerged that many of the episodes Chatwin recounts were themselves in some ways reinventions of his subjects’ recollections.


6 I’m grateful to Guillem Balague for bringing Udenio’s work to my attention.











PART 1


The Birth of a Nation


1863–1930













CHAPTER 1


This English Game


Head north-east along Sarmiento from the statue of Garibaldi on Plaza Italia, bearing left across the patchy grass towards Plaza Holanda. The track around the lake in its centre is marked off every 100 metres for the benefit of joggers, who chug around, dodging rollerbladers and any geese that aren’t attacking pedalos on the water. Skirt the path and head between the trees and you reach Avenida Figueroa Alcorta: if you turned left and followed the road you’d go past the rowing lake and the hippodrome before arriving at El Monumental. But if you cross Alcorta, onto the springier grass that surrounds the planetarium, you’ll find, beside green wooden boards detailing cycling routes around the city, an unremarkable white-grey stone perhaps five feet in height. The sides are daubed with red paint. On the back, in blue, is scrawled ‘CMB 2011’ and around that, in black paint, are other squiggles.


The front, though, is free of graffiti and bears an inscription proclaiming this to be a ‘lugar historico’ – a ‘historic site’. There is another, much smaller, stone set at the base of the main one. If it ever carried any writing, it has long since been worn away. The monument was erected by the Comisión Nacional de Museos y Lugares Historicos: ‘aquí,’ reads the central legend, ‘se instaló el primo campo de deporte del Buenos Aires Cricket Club 8-XII-1864’ – ‘here was established the first sports ground of the Buenos Aires Cricket Club, 8 December 1864’. Curiously, given the relative interest in the sports in Buenos Aires, it doesn’t mention football at all, yet it was there, on 20 June 1867, that sixteen members of the city’s business community – all from Britain apart from William Boschetti, who had been born in St Lucia – met to contest the first organised game of football ever played on Argentinian soil.


The Football Association’s Laws of the Game, drawn up in December



1863, had arrived in Buenos Aires and been published in the English-language newspaper the Standard in early 1867. It served a population that, by 1880, had swelled to 40,000, the largest British (or, rather, British and Irish, as the majority of that number were from what is now the Republic of Ireland) population in any country that was not part of the Empire. So significant was the British influence that it could at times feel as though Argentina was part of the Empire, as a headline in The Times had declared it to be in 1806. The British ran the banking system, developed the railway and exported hide, wool and meat; at the time, Britain was by some margin Argentina’s largest trading partner.


The British in Argentina had done what the British did everywhere, creating a miniature version of home, setting up schools, hospitals, churches and sporting clubs. Initially those clubs tended to be focused on cricket, tennis and, given the fine horses available, polo, but some of their members must have played football of a sort at school or university. As early as 1840, meanwhile, British sailors had been playing some kind of football on the docks. It was a practice that seems to have provoked bewilderment among locals, as demonstrated by a report in La Razón that doubtfully explained that the pastime ‘consisted of running around after a ball’.





To carry the game forward and begin its propagation required organisation and that came from Thomas – or Tomás – Hogg. His father had been the owner of a Yorkshire textile factory before moving to Buenos Aires, where he not only pursued his business interests but had founded a British commercial centre, a British library, a British college and, in 1819, a cricket club. His son was no less active. He organised the Dreadnought Swimming Club, which staged its first competitions in 1863. He took up squash three years later and, with his brother James, established the Buenos Aires Athletic Society in 1867. At some point in the 1860s, he set up the first golf club on the continent. He was a pioneer in almost every sporting field, but it was his work in football that would gain the most traction, even though he soon abandoned the sport for rugby.


On 6 May 1867, Hogg had placed a notice in the Standard under the heading ‘Foot Ball’: ‘A Preliminary Meeting,’ the text read, ‘will be



held on Thursday evening next, at 7.30pm, in Calle Temple, opposite No. 46, for the purpose of making rules and regulations for Foot Ball Matches, to be played at the Cricket Ground, during winter. All persons interested are requested to attend.’


The first game had been scheduled for 25 May, but had to be postponed for almost a month because of a waterlogged pitch at Boca Junction railway station. On that brisk June afternoon, after a brief delay while the propriety of wearing shorts in front of female spectators was debated, a team wearing red caps (los Colorados) and captained by Hogg played a team wearing white caps (los Blancos) and captained by Hogg’s friend William Heald, over two eight-a-side halves of fifty minutes. And so, in an area of central Buenos Aires further from a football stadium than any other – as though today’s clubs are too respectful to draw too close to the hallowed ground – football came to Argentina.


Heald seems not to have enjoyed the experience particularly. In his diary1 he writes of taking the ten o’clock train to Palermo with Hogg and marking out the pitch with flags before they ‘adjourned to the Confitería and had some bread and cheese and porter’ while they waited for the rest of the players. The shortage of players made ‘the work very heavy’ and by the end Heald was ‘utterly exhausted’. That wasn’t the only ill-effect: ‘my back was very painful and indeed seemed to take away all my appetite as I could hardly touch a thing at dinner.’


Los Colorados won 4–0 and a second game was soon arranged, Heald being replaced as captain of los Blancos by H. J. Barge (Argentina has never had much patience with leaders held responsible for defeats – although by the sounds of it, Heald had little desire to play again). This time los Colorados won 3–0 and football had laid down tentative roots. Within three years El Nacional, a Spanish-language paper, was referring to ‘this English game’ and predicting ‘it will not be long before we get used to it’.


Football took a little time to grow, but only a little. Initially, football was just one game among the many played by the British community but, by the 1880s, it was the predominant sport, spreading rapidly in



part because of its simplicity – it required no equipment beyond a ball, which could be improvised from rags or tightly bound newspaper, and its laws were simple enough for anybody to grasp almost instantaneously – and in part because it was pushed through the British schools which, following their counterparts back home, saw football as a way of promoting the muscular Christian virtues of discipline, strength and endurance. Moreover, team sports were seen as a means of warding off the solipsism that could lead to that most debilitating of vices, masturbation – an obsession of Victorian schools.2


The greatest evangelist for football in Argentina was Alexander Watson Hutton. He was born in the Gorbals in 1852, the son of a grocer and his wife who had both died by the time he was five. He was brought up by his maternal grandmother and then at the Daniel Stewart Hospital School in Edinburgh. Watson Hutton was also a keen footballer; a photograph from around 1880 depicted him as a thin but athletic man with a high forehead and a luxuriant, if droopy, moustache.


In 1880 Watson Hutton was offered a job at St Andrew’s Scots School in Buenos Aires. He completed a second-class degree in philosophy at the University of Edinburgh in 1881 and, later that year, set sail from Liverpool to take up the position, although he didn’t arrive in Argentina until 25 February 1882. For him, perhaps because he had lost two brothers to tuberculosis, football seems to have been rather more than a game: it was something that could improve physical fitness – and that could prolong life.


Few in the expatriate community would have disagreed with him, but their preference was for rugby, with one piece in the Herald dismissing football as an ‘animalistic game’. The school board at St Andrew’s was equally sceptical and there had been disagreements for some time over the prominence football should be given in the curriculum when Watson Hutton snapped, resigning after his request for a gymnasium and extended playing fields were rejected.


A man of lesser resolve may have repented or considered a return



to Britain, but Watson Hutton was committed to his path and set up the English High School, which opened its doors on 2 February 1884. Within two years, with football central to the curriculum, he had fifty boarders and 500 day pupils and had to move to larger premises. The British schools catered not only to the pupils of expat families but also to the Argentinian elite and so the game began to spread among the local community.


Watson Hutton’s roots in Edinburgh remained central to his life in Buenos Aires. In March 1885 he married Margaret Budge, a former teacher from the school at which he had worked, at St Andrew’s Presbyterian church. The following year, the first of their three children, Arnold, was born: he would himself have a major role to play in the early years of the Argentinian game. In July 1886 another old acquaintance reintroduced himself: William Waters, the son of Watson Hutton’s landlady in Edinburgh, who arrived in Buenos Aires to take up a position at the English High School and brought with him a sack of leather footballs. Legend has it that the deflated balls baffled customs officers at the port who initially thought they were wineskins or leather caps; eventually they were noted down as ‘items for the crazy English’. Waters would later become a successful importer of sporting goods to South America, but his more immediate impact came on the pitch.


Just as Watson Hutton was placing football at the core of the curriculum, and other schools were following his lead, there arrived an influx of railway workers from Britain who were already familiar with the game. The combination of old hands and recent converts proved a potent mix and football grew rapidly. In 1888 came Argentina’s first attempt at international football as a group of British expats in Buenos Aires arranged a game against counterparts from Montevideo to celebrate Queen Victoria’s birthday. The event was repeated each year until 1894. By 1890 even Rosario, almost 200 miles to the north-west of Buenos Aires, had two teams – Athletic for the management and Central for the workers.


The following year, organised football in Argentina took a huge leap forward as a group of immigrants led by Alec Lamont, a Scottish teacher at St Andrew’s, brought together representatives from five teams – Old Caledonians, Buenos Aires and Rosario Railways, Buenos



Aires Football Club, Belgrano Football Club and St Andrew’s Scots Athletic Club – to found the Argentine Association Football League. Waters captained and coached St Andrew’s, who won the inaugural championship – the first football league contested anywhere outside of Britain. Waters’ team was comprised entirely of Scots, as was the side that finished second, Old Caledonians, their side made up largely of employees from a British plumbing company, Bautaume & Peason, that had been engaged to install a sewerage system in Buenos Aires.


The league collapsed the following year, undone by a lack of resources and leadership. Its salvation was Watson Hutton, who stepped in and relaunched it on 21 February 1893. An Argentinian championship has been contested every year since and it is the body that oversaw it that is regarded as the oldest football federation in South America, the eighth oldest in the world. Watson Hutton remained AAFL president until 1896, refereeing the occasional game and continuing to supervise the English High School.


Five teams contested that 1893 championship, which was won by Lomas, a British institution set up by old boys of Bedford School. A photograph of the first champions shows twelve players seated around A. Leslie, a benign-looking man with a grey moustache, dressed in a dark suit accessorised by a bow tie with a handkerchief spilling flamboyantly from his breast pocket. Of the thirteen, only one has a name that is not obviously British or Irish, F. Nobili.


According to a book published in 2006 that celebrates 115 years of the club, over 500 people turned up to watch Lomas play Flores in that first season, and a contemporary photograph shows spectators perched in trees peering over the heads of fans lined up three or four deep along the touchline. In another photograph, of the game against the English High School, it is the referee who catches the eye, the arc of his moustache reflected in the loop of his watch chain as he chases the play in jacket, waistcoat, broad white trousers and flat cap.


Lomas remained dominant, winning five of the first six titles – their only failure coming when they were pipped by their own reserve side, Lomas Academicals. Decline, once begun, was rapid. When relegation was introduced in 1908, they avoided the drop by a single place, but the following season they slipped out of the top flight, an emblem of



the waning power of the old British clubs as the game spread to other communities and an Argentinian consciousness began to emerge. By 1930 they’d given up football altogether, although the club still exists, focusing on rugby and wearing the green, scarlet and gold colours settled upon in 1896.





The end of Lomas’s hegemony came just as the rest of Argentinian football took a major leap forward: in April 1898 the Ministry of Justice and Public Education made physical education mandatory in all schools. Given the government’s initial suspicion of football and the panic prompted earlier in the decade when a report was circulated claiming over 400 deaths and injuries had been caused by the sport in Britain – insurance companies began to advertise specific policies for those taking part while the Standard warned parents not to allow their children to play such a violent game – that was a significant sign that the game had gained acceptance.


Confirmed in his belief that football would take root in Argentina, Watson Hutton bought a sports field in northern Buenos Aires and founded the Club Atlético English High School for pupils, former pupils and teachers. A year later, they entered a team in the second division of the AAFL and finished a point behind the champions, Banfield. Under the name Alumni, adopted two years later after the implementation of a regulation banning the use of the names of educational establishments on the grounds it was advertising, they would become the dominant force in Argentinian football in the first decade of the twentieth century, winning the first division ten times between 1900 and 1911.


Watson Hutton had long since retired from playing, but his son – Arnoldo, as he became known – made his debut on the left wing for Alumni in 1902 at the age of fifteen. The real strength of Alumni, though, lay not in the progeny of Hutton, but in the offshoots of another Scottish family, albeit one that had left Britain much earlier and had far deeper roots in Argentina. James Brown was among 220 Scots on the Symmetry, one of several ships that left Leith and Greenock for Buenos Aires in 1825, their passage paid by two Roxburghshire-born landowners, John and William Parish Robertson, who had received permission from the Argentinian government to establish



an ‘experimental agricultural community’ at Monte Grande, to the south of Buenos Aires.


Within four years it had become apparent that the experiment had failed, but few of the settlers returned home. Brown bought his own plot of land and became a successful farmer. His youngest son, also called James, had nine sons, seven of whom – Jorge Gibson, Ernesto, Eliseo, Alfredo, Carlos Carr, Tomás and Diego Hope – played for Alumni.


Alumni were the last of the great Anglo-Argentinian sides, insisting that their aim was to uphold ‘British values’ as much as it was to win, and to ‘play well without passion’. On one celebrated occasion against Estudiantes, Alumni players refused to take a penalty they had been awarded for handball. It would be misleading to suggest, though, that Alumni were popular only among the British community. They were champions, capable of superb football, and their appeal was near-universal. As such, politicians made efforts to be seen with them; on one occasion, José Figueroa Alcorta embraced Alfredo Brown, an event the novelist Osvaldo Soriano suggested was ‘the first time that a president had used football for popular ends’.





While Alumni were dominating, the landscape was changing. Buenos Aires was growing rapidly, in part because of urbanisation as people from rural areas deserted the old ranches to take up jobs in the factories and industrial plants that were springing up in the metropolis and in part because of immigration from across the Atlantic, the majority from Italy and Spain, but also significant numbers of Jews from Poland and Russia, as well as Germans, Britons and turcos – the generic name given to anybody from the Middle East. By 1914 80 per cent of those born in Argentina were the descendants of immigrants who had arrived since 1860.


Football boomed as the city grew. A second division was added in 1895, a third in 1899 – catering initially to Under-17s who attended a full day session at one of the schools – and a fourth by 1902: by then, the game had long since ceased to be the preserve of British expats. Research by Julio Frydenberg shows that by 1907 there were at least 300 clubs outside the official championship. Some represented specific professions or sections of society, but the majority represented



specific barrios – a phenomenon that only came into being with mass urbanisation and electrification: once houses could be lit and heated by electricity rather than gas, they could be built much higher, leading to the forests of apartment blocks that characterise Buenos Aires today. The teams can, in part, be seen as part of a general yearning for a sense of identity. As the old theory has it,3 all countries needed an army, a bank and a football team, so the sporting club gave the people of a barrio something to rally behind, a projection of their area and by extension themselves in the wider world. It’s no coincidence that the vast majority of clubs in the Argentinian league today were founded between 1887 and 1915, just as the Argentinian national consciousness was beginning to be formed.





The first specifically Argentinian institution to field a football team was Gymnasia y Esgrima (Gymnastics and Fencing) of La Plata, a city thirty-five miles from the centre of Buenos Aires. The club was founded in 1887 and adopted football in 1901, while each of the five grandes of the Argentinian game were established in the first decade of the twentieth century: immigrants in the dock area founded River Plate in 1901 and Boca Juniors in 1905; French migrants from the factories of Avellaneda4 set up Racing Club in 1903, while their neighbours Independiente were set up by Spanish-speakers from the British-run City of London Stores sports club in 1905; and in 1908 a priest in Almagro created San Lorenzo as a safe place for the local youth to play.


Proper international football began in May 1901, as a team made up largely of players from Lomas and Alumni went to Montevideo and beat Uruguay 3–2.5 Uruguay won by the same scoreline in Buenos Aires the following year and, from their next meeting in 1905, there was a silver cup to play for, donated by Thomas Lipton, the tea



magnate, who had been born a couple of streets from Watson Hutton in the Gorbals in 1848.


By 1905 the league had seventy-seven clubs who between them played over 500 matches a season. On 1 June that year, for example, fifty-two teams played, drawing a total attendance of over 5,000. Soon, four-figure crowds became common and English and Spanish-language papers began reporting on the league regularly. So seriously was match-reporting taken that, by 1912, the Herald was insisting that the press needed bespoke accommodation rather than just being given seats in the grandstand.


The biggest draw, though, were touring sides, the presence of which was itself a confirmation of the credibility of the Argentinian league. It was the Hippic Club, a sporting society for the social elite headed by Baron Antonio de Marchi, who arranged the first tour, inviting Southampton to visit in 1904. The president of the republic, Julio Roca, turned up for the first game, against Alumni, an indication of the social – if perhaps not yet the sporting – importance of the occasion. Southampton were fully professional and, although they still played in the Southern League, they had reached the FA Cup final in both 1900 and 1902. Comfortably the better side, they beat Alumni 3–0 and went on to win their four remaining games in Argentina by a combined score of 29–4, before heading across the River Plate and beating a Uruguayan XI 8–1. The clear superiority of Southampton confirmed to the British in Buenos Aires that the old country and the old values were still supreme, while they made such an impression that, even in 1923, the Herald was still eulogising their ‘magnificent work with head and feet, their skilful blending of brains and boots’.


Nottingham Forest followed in 1905, impressing so much that Independiente ditched their white shirts for Forest’s red, although they stuck with their navy blue shorts. Argentinian teams may at that stage have been unable to match even quite ordinary English sides (Forest had finished sixteenth of eighteen teams in Division One in 1905 and would be relegated the following season) but the 1906 tourists gave an indication of how Argentina compared to the rest of the world. The South Africa team that travelled to Argentina was amateur and featured in its party eight British players and seven who were born in South Africa – it was in no sense a national side – but



it offered a glimpse of life outside football’s motherland. The South Africans beat San Martín 6–0 and a student side 14–0 before a game that was arguably the most significant played in Argentina to that point.


The crowd at Sociedad Sportiva probably wasn’t quite as big as the one that had seen Alumni hammered by Forest the previous year, but it wasn’t far off, and this time it saw an Alumni side featuring Arnoldo Watson Hutton6 win 1–0, the first victory by an Argentinian club over a touring team. The Herald, with typical sobriety, noted that Alumni had been lucky, but that did little to stint the celebrations. The goal was greeted by spectators cheering ‘until they were hoarse; hats and sticks and papers were flung into the air; highly respectable, portly and usually sedate members of the community actually danced with joy’. At the final whistle, the crowd poured onto the pitch and chaired the Alumni players from the field. The South Africans went on to win their eight remaining fixtures in Argentina, but Alumni’s victory had been a major breakthrough – even if the ease with which Everton and Tottenham dismissed Argentinian teams on their 1909 tours showed there was still a gulf to top-class English teams. Those games, particularly the ones against Tottenham, also showcased the growing divide in conceptions of how football should be played, with the local crowd antagonised by the English sides’ use of the shoulder charge. It was a difference of interpretation that would go on to have serious consequences.





1 Cited in Andres Campomar, Golazo! (Quercus, 2014).


2 This is something explored in detail by David Winner in Those Feet: A Sensual History of English Football (Bloomsbury, 2005) but, to take just one example, the Reverend Edward Thring, headmaster of Uppingham, insisted in a celebrated sermon that masturbation would lead to ‘early and dishonoured graves’.


3 It’s a line often attributed to Henry Kissinger, although I’ve found no evidence of him ever having said or written it.


4 Avellaneda is technically a separate city to Buenos Aires on the south side of the Riachuelo, although in practice it is these days effectively just another industrial district of the capital.


5 Since the home side included nine players from the Albion club, it is often said that it was not a true Uruguay national team; if that argument is accepted, the first Argentina international took place in Montevideo on September 13 when they beat Uruguay 6–0.


6 He also kept wicket for Argentina’s cricket team in their fabled victory over the MCC tourists in 1912.











CHAPTER 2


‘Hear the Sound of Broken Chains’


Martín Fierro, an epic poem by José Hernández, was the first great work of Argentinian literature. It tells the story of Fierro, an impoverished gaucho drafted to serve at a fort defending the internal frontier1 against the indigenous peoples. To later generations, Fierro became the image of the gaucho as a solitary, overtly masculine man riding his horse through the pampas, dealing with nature and natives (who by definition were not Argentinian) with equal courage if not necessarily aplomb. He was, though, a far from unambiguous figure.


The poet Leopoldo Lugones, who was fascinated enough by the gaucho character to have written the novel La guerra gaucha,2 hailed Martín Fierro as the great epic of Argentina, but for all the nostalgia for gauchos that existed in the Buenos Aires of the early part of the twentieth century, there was also a recognition that it described a time and a cultural code that had passed; in fact, the critic Calixto Oyuela, one of the leaders of Argentina’s early twentieth-century cultural boom, argued that even when it was first published Martín Fierro was essentially a lament for a way of life that was disappearing.


That was of profound social and political consequence. The River Plate Provinces had won their independence from Spain between 1810 and 1816, the great hero of that victory being General José de San Martín who, in 1812, had resigned from the Spanish army and returned to Buenos Aires where he played a leading role in a number of significant battles. Once independence had been achieved, he led 5,000 men on a great march from Argentina over the Andes into



Chile and north to Peru to carry on the fight against the Spanish. Every Argentinian city has a statue of San Martín and his portrait is still a familiar sight; his legacy, though, is a complicated one, his image being used by subsequent leaders and politicians to support their own agenda: numerous presidents and would-be presidents have found it suited them to portray San Martín as the great liberator whose war in Peru demonstrated Argentinian military might. That there remains a strong possibility his campaign was planned and financed by the British is often conveniently forgotten, as, more significantly given the way Argentina’s politics developed in the twentieth century, is his fundamental opposition to the involvement of the military in politics.


The 1820s were a time of almost perpetual conflict between the Federalists, largely provincial landowners, who wanted the country to be a federation of independently governed provinces, and the Unitarians, who favoured a centralised government based in Buenos Aires and represented the commercial and intellectual interests of the city. The civil war ended with a treaty that established an Argentinian confederation that had no common head of state but that delegated certain key powers to Juan Manuel de Rosas, the governor of Buenos Aires province.3


Rosas was a wealthy landowner – or estanciero – who had fought in the wars of independence. As his power grew, he gathered what was essentially a private army of gauchos and became the quintessential caudillo – a warlord, strong man or local leader, an archetype as central to Argentinian culture as the gaucho. Rosas seized power in 1829 and, aside from one brief hiatus, ruled Argentina as a dictator until 1852. He demanded absolute subjugation to his rule, expelling the Jesuits when they refused to join the rest of the Catholic Church in supporting him, and undertaking a programme of what was effectively state terrorism against his opponents. Official documents all



bore the slogan, ‘Death to the savage Unitarians’, while anybody on the state payroll had to wear a red badge inscribed with the phrase ‘Federation or Death’ and all males were supposed to adopt a ‘federal’ look, with a large moustache and bushy sideburns. Rosas promoted his idea of an Argentina of vast estancias run by gauchos under the leadership of local caudillos.


Rosas’ preference for the estanciero way of doing things, though, wasn’t only rooted in politics. With sedentary agriculture undermined by attacks from the indigenous people, cattle ranching and its cult of caudillismo was for a long time the most efficient way of working the land. The attack on that way of life was not just political4 but also technological. Wire fencing was introduced to Argentina by Richard Newton in 1844 and its impact was enhanced when barbed wire arrived in the 1870s. The fences meant that, rather than roaming free under the eye of the gaucho, cattle could be domesticated, a change as radical as enclosures had been in England in the sixteenth century. The old skills of horsemanship became less important and the gaucho was reduced from necessary expert to little more than a hired hand. Proper fencing also made selective breeding possible, something that so gripped the imagination that Tarquin, a prize bull imported from Britain, became a national celebrity. The development of refrigerated crates in 1876 meant beef could be bred for export, which was when the British began to take a serious interest.


At the same time, the pampas came increasingly under the control of settlers from Europe, thanks largely to the army’s activities against the native populations in Patagonia. The wilds were becoming less wild. Only a few decades old as an independent nation and racked



by civil strife, Argentina was an unstable entity; almost everything about it – its borders, its governance, its laws, its sense of self – uncertain and open for debate, which perhaps explains why so much energy was expended in self-definition in the nineteenth and early twentieth century. How could the European past and the American present be reconciled?





1 Through the nineteenth century the boundary between colonial lands and those still occupied by the indigenous people was slowly pushed south and west from Buenos Aires. In the time described in Martín Fierro, the frontier roughly followed the boundary of Buenos Aires province as it is today.


2 Published in 1905, its adaptation for the cinema in 1942 became one of the most successful films in Argentinian history.


3 Much of what we know of Rosas comes from the first history of Argentina, which was written by the aristocrat Bartolomé Mitre who served as president between 1862 and 1868 and founded the conservative newspaper La Nación. He fought against Rosas in the war and was fairly clearly predisposed against him but his interpretation of history dominated until the 1950s. There have since been attempts to rehabilitate Rosas, portraying him less as the tyrannical figure described by Mitré than as almost a proto-Perón.


4 It was condemned as ‘barbarous’ by Domingo Faustino Sarmiento, who would in 1868 become the seventh president of Argentina, in his 1845 work Facundo o civilización y barbarie en las pampas argentinas. He promoted the ‘civilisation’ of Europe, of which sport, he insisted, was a key component. He became an honorary member of the Buenos Ayres Cricket Club in 1875 and, in his letter of thanks, he suggested it was the discipline of sport that had allowed the British to withstand the Indian Mutiny of 1857. ‘When I saw the students of Oxford and Cambridge compete for their famous rowing prizes and the virile cricket matches, athletics and other games that the young in England practise in order to exercise and develop their physical strength,’ he wrote, ‘I understood how 20,000 clerks and civil servants in India managed against 200,000 insurgent Sepoys, maintaining British dominion over 150 million inhabitants, until the arrival of the line troops.’











CHAPTER 3


A Second Birth


The AAFL had been renamed as the Argentine Football Association in 1903 and, although it affiliated with the Football Association in London, decided that from then it would conduct meetings in Spanish, a sure sign of the criollisation of the game. In 1912 it changed its name again, this time to the Asociación Argentina de Football, and affiliated with Fifa. By then, players with British heritage were very much in the minority: as a report in the Standard in June that year pointed out, Porteños, San Isodro and River Plate had three Anglos each, Gimnasia y Esgrima (Buenos Aires) and Estudiantes (La Plata) each had one and Racing didn’t have any at all.


Further evidence of the growing strength of the local game on the pitch as well as off it came in 1910 as Argentinos beat Britanicos 5–1 in the final staging of what had been an annual exhibition game between the two communities. In part the match was discontinued because it was becoming one-sided, but AFA also had bigger fish to fry. That year, to celebrate the centenary of Argentina’s first autonomous government, AFA tried to set up a four-team South American championship. Brazil declined their invitation but Chile and Uruguay both sent teams for what was probably at the time the most significant international tournament played outside the British Home Championship.


The opening game saw Argentina face Chile. They won comfortably enough, 3–1, with a goal from Arnoldo Watson Hutton, but two other details are telling. First, that the Herald’s report included the detail that Mrs G. D. Ferguson had provided the teas – this was still, emphatically, a British social occasion. And second that Argentina missed a penalty: it had been controversially awarded and there were shouts from the crowd urging the taker to kick the ball out of play. Whether the taker actually did miss on purpose is impossible to say,



but even if he was trying to score, it says much for the prevailing mores that at least some at the game felt fair play demanded he should not.


That spirit of fair play was offended when the Uruguay side to face Chile was revealed and featured, in Buck and Harley, two players who were born in the UK. However British the surnames in the home team may have appeared, all their side were born in Argentina. The crowd, neighbourly rivalry already setting it against Uruguay, was further riled by that and was notably supportive of Chile, howling in disgust as they had two goals ruled out. Uruguay won 3–1 but it was the Chilean goalkeeper who was chaired from the field.


The final, the Herald claimed in its preview, was the ‘most important association football match played in this country’. Ten thousand paid to get in and a further thousand or so watched from the embankment of the Central Argentinian Railway Company as Argentina swept to a 4–1 victory. Arnoldo Watson Hutton again scored but the influence of his family and Anglo-Argentinians in general was waning.


When Alumni won their 1911 title, Alexander Watson Hutton was fifty-eight and tiring of the demands of running the club. Many of his players were ageing and the sense was growing that the old-boys teams couldn’t compete in an era in which money was playing an increasing role as attendances swelled. Their self-conscious amateurism meant they hadn’t developed their ground, often leasing pitches from other teams, while what profits they did make tended to be donated to charity. Recognising that Alumni couldn’t realistically carry on and expect to be successful in that form, Watson Hutton decided to retire and disbanded the club. He continued to live in Buenos Aires and died there in 1936, being buried in the British Cemetery at Chacarita. His role is remembered, though: the library at the Argentinian Football Association’s headquarters is named after him, and a 1950 film, Escuela de campeones (School of Champions), told the story of Hutton and his Alumni side. He stands as the undoubted founding father of the Argentinian game.


After Alumni were wound up, the majority of their players moved to Quilmes who, having finished bottom of the nine-team first division in 1911, won the title the following year.


The league was, in a sense, a victim of its own success. The tours



by foreign clubs had proved highly lucrative to those deemed worthy of playing visiting teams; those who weren’t not only missed out on those payments, but were also banned from playing matches on the same day as a tour game so as not to draw away spectators. Money became an increasing motivation and those clubs that hadn’t developed their grounds early found themselves doubly disadvantaged: they were unable to accommodate the large crowds that brought significant revenues, and without those revenues they were unable to afford the costs of constructing a stadium, particularly as the price of land increased as the city expanded.


Financial gripes crystallised more widespread disgruntlement and in 1912 Richard Aldao, a lawyer, businessman, member of the International Olympic Committee and president of Gimnasia y Esgrima (of Buenos Aires), established a rival governing body, the Federación Argentina de Football. The result was a mess. The AAF championship was hit by withdrawals and annulments and, by July, there were two championships being played. Quilmes won the six-team AAF title, while the FAF championship went ahead with eight teams. Independiente went into the final game of the rebel season needing to beat Argentino de Quilmes by more than a goal to pip Porteño to the title on goal average. As it was, they won 5–0 but, recognising that Argentino, who had little to play for in mid-table, had fielded a much-weakened team, Independiente offered Porteño a play-off for the title. Or – and it’s difficult to tell at this remove – Porteño protested and, seeing the potential for a further money-spinning game at Gimnasia y Esgrima’s ground, the FAF pressured Independiente into playing the game.


Either way, it should have been possible to present the play-off as a noble gesture, one that confirmed that the best traditions of gentlemanliness hadn’t died with Alumni and that a sense of justice and doing what was right prevailed, but it produced the most shameful scenes in Argentinian football history to that point. Pedro Rithner, the brother of the great goalkeeper Juan José Rithner, put Porteño ahead but Bartolomé Lloveras levelled. Then, with three minutes remaining, Independiente believed they’d scored a winner, only for Carlos Aertz, the referee, to give a corner. Their protests were so ferocious that three players were sent off, at which the other eight



decided they didn’t want to play on. The FAF awarded the game and thus the title to Porteño.


In the midst of the chaos, Swindon Town had arrived for a tour, which at least gave locals some football to watch in June while AAF and FAF squabbled. With no other football to distract them, fans flocked to those games, attendances twice topping 20,000. The Swindon manager Sam Allen was taken aback by the enthusiasm for football. ‘Everywhere,’ he told the Daily Chronicle, ‘one sees the hold it has taken on the people. Boys in the streets, on the seashore, down alleys, soldiers on the barracks ground – all have the fever.’


That only fuelled flames that were already beginning to flicker. The schism was the result of a dispute over money, and players too were beginning to wonder why they weren’t benefiting from the thousands of people who paid to watch them play. It was no great secret that for years inducements had been offered to players. As early as 1906 there had been complaints in the Buenos Aires newspapers about the number of Uruguayan imports, whom nobody believed were coming just for the love of the game. By 1913 La Nación was speaking explicitly of disguised professionalism.


That year was the first to produce a genuinely criollo champion as both AAF and FAF titles were won by teams who had little to do with the British expat community. The FAF championship went to Estudiantes of La Plata, while AAF, looking to build drama and interest, contrived a bewildering championship structure – and so began one of the great traditions of Argentinian football.


Racing faced San Isidro for the title three days after Christmas and won 2–0, the inside-right Alberto Ohaco, the son of one of the Spanish factory workers who had founded the club, scoring both goals. A glance at the line-ups says much about the changing make-up of the Argentinian game: of the twenty-two players who played in that final, only three – Wilson, Goodfellow and Hulme of San Isidro – had British surnames.


For Racing it was the start of a golden era in which they won seven successive championships. They dropped only a point in winning the AAF title (thankfully back to a straight round-robin schedule) in 1914 as Porteño took the FAF championship, and their dominance continued after the leagues were reunified into one twenty-five-team



division, their neat, intelligent, progressive football earning them the nickname ‘La Academia’. Ohaco, who always played in a white cap, was the league’s top scorer four seasons in a row from 1912 to 1915 and, by the time he retired aged thirty-nine in 1923, he had amassed 244 goals in 278 games for Racing, still the club record. Borocotó, the editor of El Gráfico, later described him as a ‘one-man orchestra of Argentinian football in that he performed well in any position’.





As the league developed AAF reached out to its neighbours. Games against Uruguay were already well established and 1914 brought the first international against Brazil, a friendly Argentina won 3–0. In 1912 AAF officials met with delegates from the Rosarian league and the Uruguayan league to discuss the formation of a football federation of the River Plate. That was the beginning of a slow process that gained momentum in 1915 when Héctor R. Gómez, a Uruguayan teacher and MP and the president of Montevideo Wanderers, began campaigning for a South American confederation, arguing it would help head off the sort of factionalism that had split the Argentinian game. The following year, as AAF arranged a tournament to mark the centenary of Argentina’s declaration of independence from Spain, Gómez made a decisive move. The Confederación Sudamericana de Fútbol (Conmebol) was founded on 9 July 1916 and boldly announced the schedule for four Campeonatos Sudamericanos, the first one having started seven days earlier.


It took only a week for Conmebol to face its first crisis. Argentina and Uruguay both hammered Chile, but Argentina could only draw with Brazil while Uruguay beat them 2–1. That meant the final match, between Uruguay and Argentina, was effectively a decider, Uruguay needing only a draw to lift the inaugural title.


The game was scheduled for 16 July at the Gimnasia y Esgrima stadium. More tickets were sold than there was space, though, and with the stands overwhelmed and crushes developing, the match was abandoned after five minutes. As the players left the field, fans reacted with fury. Some stole naphtha from the lights of cars parked near the ground and used it to set the stands on fire. The blaze burned for four hours, only the central pavilion avoiding damage.



The game was rearranged for the following day at Racing’s ground in Avellaneda and ended, anticlimactically, in a goalless draw and Uruguayan glory.


Uruguay would go on to dominate the early years of the championship. On home soil in 1917 they beat Argentina in the final game to take the title ahead of them again and, although the hosts Brazil won in 1919, in Valparaíso in 1920 the familiar order was restored: Uruguay first, Argentina second, Brazil third – with Argentina paying for their failure to beat the perennial fourth-placed side, Chile.





By then, Argentinian football was undergoing another schism, this one growing from dissatisfaction at how the game was governed and how the regulations were implemented. The problems began towards the end of 1918 with a dispute over the eligibility of a player Columbian had fielded against Ferro Carril Oeste. At the same time in the Intermediate League, the second flight, Vélez were docked eight points for fielding a suspended player. They argued that they hadn’t, that the player in question was actually the brother of the one who was suspended, an explanation AAF accepted, restoring the points. A number of teams protested, leading AAF to convene a special assembly, but that was undermined by a filibuster that came to seem like a concerted effort to highlight the body’s failings.


What happened the following year was even more chaotic. With six of the nineteen sides suspended, the league was abandoned in July with no team having played more than eight games. Although Boca, Estudiantes (La Plata) and Huracán remained loyal, thirteen clubs, including Racing, River Plate, San Lorenzo and Independiente, broke away and were joined by Vélez in creating the Asociación Amateurs de Football (AAmF). Seemingly corroborating the rebel clubs’ complaints about AAF’s ineptitude, the six-team championship it tried to institute dragged on into the following year and was eventually abandoned on 21 January. The new AAmF championship, meanwhile, ran almost without a hitch and, despite some withdrawals in the final round of games, was completed on 6 January, with every team having played (or had the governing body determine the result of) thirteen games. Racing, who had won six and drawn two in the AAF league before seceding, won thirteen out of thirteen, a fittingly perfect end



to an extraordinary period in which they had won seven straight titles, four times going unbeaten through the season; in those seven years, they lost just five matches.


Both bodies declared a champion the following year. Racing’s reign was ended by River Plate in the AAmF championship, while Boca retained their AAF title. Huracán and Boca went on to win three each of the next six AAF championships, while the AAmF title was won twice each by San Lorenzo, Independiente and Racing. Argentina’s great sides were beginning to assert themselves.











CHAPTER 4


The Global Stage


Uruguay went to the 1924 Olympics as unknowns; they left having redefined football. The final was almost a procession as Uruguay, playing with a revolutionary fluency and verve, completed a simple 3–0 win over Switzerland to confirm the gold medals that had seemed assured almost from their first game at the tournament. For South American football as a whole, this was the breakthrough moment. They had taken the game born on the muddy fields and in the cloisters of the English public schools to unimagined levels of refinement and sophistication and the majority of Europe – Britain a notable exception – saluted their virtuosity. Remastered footage reveals a startling modernity to their play: the game was less frenetic then, but the one-touch passing and the fluidity generated by rolling the ball into space differs only in pace from the fundamentals of the twenty-first-century game. ‘The principal quality of the victors was a marvellous virtuosity in receiving the ball, controlling it and using it,’ wrote Gabriel Hanot, who would go on to edit L’Équipe but was then coming to the end of a distinguished playing career. ‘They have such a complete technique that they also have the necessary leisure to note the position of partners and team-mates. They do not stand still waiting for a pass. They are on the move, away from markers, to make it easy for their team-mates.’


Uruguay’s story was a genuinely remarkable one. If the legend, as propagated by the poet and political thinker Eduardo Galeano, is to be believed, theirs was a team of true amateurs, including in their squad a marble cutter, a grocer and an ice salesman. There may be some poetic licence involved in that description, but what is certainly true is that Uruguay had limited resources, travelling to Europe in steerage and paying for their board by playing a series of friendlies: they’d won nine games in Spain before even arriving in France after



a thirty-hour train journey. Few seemed too excited when they did get there, only around 3,000 spectators turning out to see them play Yugoslavia in their first game.


‘We founded the school of Uruguayan football without coaches, without physical preparation, without sports medicine, without specialists,’ said Ondino Viera, who would go on to manage the national side; for him the rioplatense game was born in opposition to the more structured approach of the British clubs. He continued:





Just us alone in the fields of Uruguay, chasing the leather from the morning to the afternoon and then into the moonlit night. We played for twenty years to become players, to become what players had to be: absolute masters of the ball … seizing the ball and not letting it go for any reason … It was a wild football, our game. It was an empirical, self-taught, native style of football. It was a football that was not yet within the canons of the management of football in the Old World, not remotely … That was our football, and that’s how we formed our school of play, and that’s how the school of play for the entire continent of the New World was formed.





‘Game after game,’ wrote Galeano, ‘the crowd jostled to see those men, slippery as squirrels, who played chess with a ball. The English squad had perfected the long pass and the high ball, but these disinherited children from far-off America didn’t walk in their father’s footsteps. They chose to invent a game of close passes directly to the foot, with lightning changes in rhythm and high-speed dribbling.’


Uruguay completed their success with a win over Switzerland and returned home to be greeted at the docks by celebrating crowds. ‘Millions of maps were sold in Paris to people who wanted to know exactly where that tiny nation that is the home of the football artists was,’ El Gráfico reported excitedly. ‘Soon there will be Argentinian and Uruguayan clubs going to Europe, just as the English were coming to South America to show us and teach us football. Argentinians and Uruguayans have enjoyed Uruguay’s victory as if it was for both [nations]. There weren’t many fans from South America, they were outnumbered by at least three to one, but they were so noisy that they cheered louder than the Europeans.’




A national holiday was declared in Uruguay and commemorative stamps released; immediately it was recognised that this sporting success had greater ramifications: it was also a cultural success and proof that the new world could compete with the old.


If the Uruguayans were delighted, though, the Argentinians were divided between respect and jealousy. As Uruguay were winning the Olympics, Argentina were entertaining Plymouth Argyle, who had just finished second in Division Three (South) and whose captain, Moses Russell, brought with him a bulldog, the team’s mascot. The tourists began with a 1–0 win over an Argentina XI, a result that brought a weary response from El Gráfico. ‘Following our usual custom,’ it noted in a sentence that continues to be repeated with minor variations, ‘the porteño selección1 was nothing but a bunch of men who individually stand out in their respective clubs, but that have little knowledge between them and so lack a coordinated game that can only be achieved after a long practice with the same personnel.’


The tour was deemed a success, although Plymouth’s manager Bob Jack caused controversy with a comment about the lack of physicality of the Argentinian game. ‘The curious part,’ the report continued, ‘is that they [Jack and a director, a Mr Waling] ‘censure the excessive finesse of the style of our boys … Is that a good or bad such characteristic of rioplatense football? We respect the wise words of Mr Jack, but we prefer to continue with our school. For when it wins, their superiority is unchallenged; on the contrary it leaves unforgettable memories as happened with the Uruguayans in Paris. Science prevails without being escorted by harshness.’


Everything looped back to the Olympics and the unspoken thought of what might have happened had there been more than one rioplatense team in Paris. ‘The Olympic matches that they’ve won in Paris have brought joy to Argentinians, because the impression is that their victories are also ours,’ said the Boca Juniors goalkeeper Américo Tesoriere.




Others were less magnanimous, more partisan. If only Argentina had bothered to go to the Olympics, the attitude seemed to be, then of course they’d have won it – a self-confidence that conveniently ignored the fact that in six of the seven South American championships to that point, Uruguay had finished ahead of Argentina. So Argentina challenged Uruguay to a two-legged game to determine who was really the better side. Uruguay, seeing the financial possibilities of being Olympic champions and probably placing rather less emphasis on the game than their rivals, accepted.


Uruguay included nine of their gold-medallists, but Argentina had the better of a draw in the first leg in Montevideo. ‘The 1–1 scoreline reflects clearly there’s no superiority as some people thought,’ said the report in El Gráfico. The second leg had been arranged for the ground of Sportivo Barracas in Buenos Aires the following week. There was great excitement, huge anticipation, a large crowd and familiar problems. As fans encroached on the pitch, the players were forced off after five minutes. Police and conscripts drove fans back but Uruguay refused to play on and the match was abandoned. ‘Rowdy elements’, as the Herald put it, overturned ticket kiosks and tried to tear down the stadium. They were prevented from doing so, but before the rearranged game was played the following Thursday, a four-metre-high wire fence was erected between the pitch and the stands – the first physical separation in South America between fans and the game. It would soon become accepted as a necessity across the continent.


Not that the fence did anything to calm the crowd. Around 35,000 packed in for the rearranged match, with a further 5,000 locked out – although La Nación suggested as many as 52,000 might have managed to squeeze into the stands. They saw a ferocious game, with both teams later protesting about the supposed roughness of the other and, after fifteen minutes, one of the most famous goals in Argentinian history. Cesáreo Onzari, a craggy left-winger from Huracán, whipped in a corner from the right. It evaded everybody and flashed into the net. The International Board had only decided that goals could be scored direct from a corner on 14 June, and the Uruguayan referee Ricardo Vallarino claimed official confirmation of the change hadn’t been formally communicated to the Uruguayan federation:



nonetheless, he gave the goal and it was written into history as ‘el gol olímpico’, even though its only connection with the Olympics was that Argentina wanted to emphasise that it was they who should have been gold-medallists in Paris. As a consequence, all goals scored direct from corners are now known in Argentina as ‘Olympic goals’.


Cea levelled just before the half hour and as the game became increasingly frantic, the Argentina right-back Adolfo Celli suffered a double fracture of his leg and was replaced by Ludovico Bidoglio (the regulations of friendlies in those days permitting each side one substitution for an injury if it occurred in the first half). The Boca Juniors centre-forward Domingo Tarasconi restored Argentina’s lead eight minutes into the second half, prompting Uruguay to an even more aggressive approach. That riled the crowd, who began to pelt the away side with stones. The referee stopped the game but Tesoriere, Argentina’s captain, calmed the fans sufficiently for play to restart. When, with four minutes remaining, Vallarino failed to give a penalty as José Andrade, Uruguay’s first black footballing hero, charged Onzari from behind, ‘a shower of pebbles’, as the Herald reported, ‘fell on the offending darkie’. The Uruguayan players returned fire and when Vallarino told them not to, they walked off. They continued to throw stones into the crowd, leading police to intervene. Scarone kicked an officer and was arrested, although he was later released without charge. Argentina’s players remained on the pitch, leaving Vallarino no option but to abandon the game. Argentina happily accepted the 2–1 victory – a 3–2 aggregate win – and insisted that proved they would have been Olympic champions had they turned up.


El Gráfico, though, saw little glory in the victory. ‘The scenes of guerrilla combats between the Olympic champions and the public, Scarone fighting against police officers,’ it wrote, ‘have no precedent in rioplatense matches. How can this happen? How did both sides and fans manage to create this?’


When Uruguay set sail for Montevideo the following day, a crowd gathered to see them off. There followed what the Herald termed ‘an exchange of coal’ between ship and shore. But that wasn’t the end of it: ten days later the South American championship began, held in Uruguay after Paraguay, who’d been slated to stage the tournament,



demurred on the grounds they had insufficient infrastructure – although technically the tournament was still run by the Paraguayans. Argentina met Paraguay in the opening game in the Parque Central before a crowd that, while not huge, clearly supported the Paraguayans. After a goalless draw, they invaded the pitch and carried the Paraguayans in triumph from the field. Uruguay beat Paraguay 3–1 and, with both sides winning against Chile, a 0–0 draw when they met on 2 November secured Uruguay their fifth South American title.


That night, a group of Argentinian fans gathered outside the Hotel Colón in Montevideo, where the Argentina team was staying. The players came out onto the balcony and were roundly cheered until a drunken Uruguayan in the street began to abuse them. The players responded by throwing bottles at him and, as the mood turned ugly, another Uruguayan passer-by, Pedro Demby, took off his jacket and squared up to the Argentinians. It’s alleged that an Argentinian in the crowd, José Pedro Lázaro Rodríguez, drew a gun and shot Demby in the neck and throat. He died the following day, the first fatality of Argentinian football violence. Rodríguez, a Boca fan and a friend of Onzari, escaped in the confusion of the night and, reportedly, the next day left on the same boat as the players, which departed an hour early to evade police. Two days later, Uruguayan police identified Rodríguez from a photograph that appeared in the Argentinian newspaper Crítica showing him dining with Argentinian players. Rodríguez was later arrested but was never extradited.





1 The term porteño can be used of any inhabitant of a port city, but is specifically used of those from the port area of Buenos Aires, seen by some as the spiritual heart of the city – and, by extension, has come to be used of any Buenos Aires native.











CHAPTER 5


Argentinidad


Aside from making the Argentinians jealous, the other major effect of the Paris Olympics was to generate a European demand for rioplatense football. In 1925 three South American teams toured Europe, including Boca Juniors, playing largely in Spain but also winning five matches in France and Germany. The games received widespread coverage in the Argentinian press; the sense of national pride that was felt in their achievements was palpable and reflected in the fact that the Argentinian national anthem was sung after games.


That sense of patriotism was part of a greater trend as Argentinian demographics were transformed. In fifty years, criollo society went from being rural and agrarian to urban and industrial, while mass immigration from Europe created political pressures. Universal male suffrage was introduced in 1912, ending the hegemony of the conservative land-owning elites. They contested elections but were overwhelmed by the weight of the urban middle-and working-class vote. At the same time there was a clear shift in the attitude to Britain. As the historian Charles A. Jones put it1 ‘public sentiment [in Argentina] underwent an abrupt change in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, passing from enthusiastic support for the British to scarcely veiled hostility.’ Where British capital had initially been regarded as encouraging liberalism and progress, it came to be seen as denying nationhood and autonomy.


In 1916 the general election was won by the populist Unión Cívica Radical (UCR), led by Hipólito Yrigoyen, who was nicknamed ‘the father of the poor’ and had forced the reforms of 1912 by boycotting the election. He was a reformist and presided over a rise in living



standards for the working class but his power was still drawn from familiar sources: five of the eight ministers in his first cabinet were either cattle ranchers or connected to the export sector. Yrigoyen was a strange man, who seemed wilfully to cultivate an air of mystery. For a long time he refused to give public speeches, instead having deputies read out texts he had prepared. He objected to having photographs taken of himself, claiming it offended his religious beliefs2 – at least until the propaganda benefits of a nationwide poster campaign were explained to him in the run-up to the 1916 election. Yrigoyen was also wildly promiscuous, fathering at least a dozen children with a succession of mistresses, and prone to disappearing for hours at a time while entertaining young widows who had come to the parliament to claim state benefits.


With women and immigrants still disenfranchised and the economy in turmoil as the First World War came to an end, Yrigoyen faced significant opposition from those on the left who felt he hadn’t gone far enough. The discontent drove many to extremes: to anarchism, syndicalism and radical unionism. A national general strike in 1918 drew widespread support. The UCR, tiring of the unrest, ordered the police and army to suppress dissent, which they did, often brutally. Socialism, though, was not easily to be eradicated and it became an increasing challenge for governments through the 1920s. The unrest was born of two sources: on the one hand a sense of desperation among the very poorest, and on the other the increasing self-confidence of the working class as the full implications of democracy and the power it gave them became evident. That in turn led to a vibrant culture at the heart of which lay football.


The major ideological conundrum facing the UCR was to try to find a way to pull its disparate support together, to find one theme that unified people across the class spectrum and so head off the attempts of the far left to outflank it. The obvious way was to use the one characteristic that united them all: a shared sense of national identity. That, though, wasn’t easy to define.




There was the old Argentina of frontiersmen and gauchos, as characterised by Martín Fierro, and that certainly had its adherents. It was Leopoldo Lugones,3 the pre-eminent poet of his day, who made the link explicit in a series of lectures given at the Odeon Theatre in 1913 – later published as El payador – and attended by the president, Roque Sáenz Peña. ‘The gaucho,’ Lugones said, ‘was the country’s most genuine actor when our sense of nationality was being shaped … And so we accept him wholeheartedly as our ancestor, believing that we can hear an echo of his songs in the pampa breeze every time it whispers in the grass.’


In the decade that followed, the sense of identification with the gaucho intensified. Borges and other aesthetes published a magazine in the 1920s named after Fierro, while Italian immigrants set up gaucho clubs, dressed in bombachos4 and held asados5 in an attempt to identify with the traditional embodiment of argentinidad. Tales of the gauchos were hugely popular. While some intellectuals eagerly propagated the cult of the gaucho, and others, such as Borges, retained an amused interest, others were openly scornful. The novelist Adolfo Bioy Casares, for instance, argued that gauchos as they came to be portrayed had never really existed, pointing out that the costumes of many of the revivalist societies had more to do with the films of Rudolph Valentino than anything nineteenth-century men of the pampas might actually have worn.


And even those who were devoted to the gaucho ideal had to accept



that romantic ideals of the pampas had little to do with the reality of life in a booming metropolis in the 1920s. There was a need both for more accessible, immediate heroes and for archetypes around which a new nationalism could be constructed. There was only one cultural mode with the general appeal to fill the breach: the space gauchos had occupied in the mid-nineteenth century came to be occupied by footballers.


Those ‘organic intellectuals’, who took porteño football and created from it an entire national myth, were largely journalists working for El Gráfico, which in the 1920s and 1930s was arguably the most influential football magazine there has ever been. It had been founded in 1919 as a general news weekly for men, covering politics, crime, sport and celebrity stories but within two years it had decided to focus solely on sport, mainly football. By 1930 it was selling 100,000 copies a week, not only in Argentina but across Latin America.


Vitally, El Gráfico, under its Uruguayan editor Ricardo Lorenzo Rodríguez, better known by his pseudonym of Borocotó, didn’t simply offer straight match reports or interviews. ‘Its tone,’ David Goldblatt wrote in The Ball Is Round, ‘was often moralistic, usually educative and self-consciously modern. Above all, it developed a model of sports journalism that was historical and comparative.’ It had an awareness of football history and shaped the discourse by examining where in the canon of great teams, players and matches contemporary events should be placed. While European publications still tended to regard football as ‘just’ a sport, something to keep the masses entertained on a Saturday or Sunday afternoon, El Gráfico ensured football was seen as a vibrant facet of culture: it treated players and games as literary magazines might have treated writers and their works.


Given that mindset, it was inevitable that Borocotó should develop a theory of the historical development of rioplatense football. ‘It is logical,’ he wrote in 1928, ‘as the years have gone by that all Anglo-Saxon influence in football has been disappearing, giving way to the less phlegmatic and more restless spirit of the Latin … it is different from the British in that it is less monochrome, less disciplined and methodical, because it does not sacrifice individualism for the honour of collective values.’


By the 1940s, with the great River Plate side that was known as la



Máquina, the idea of football as a machine would have taken on far more positive connotations, but there is an irony anyway in Borocotó’s theorising in that it depicts British football as industrial and explicitly links criollo football to a pre-industrial artistry. In an Argentinian context, that ties it to the ideals of the gaucho, a bond made concrete by the fact that the term gambeta, the style of dribbling so fetishised in Argentina, is derived from gaucho literature and refers to the running motion of an ostrich. As such, football’s development had an inverse relationship to the development of society as a whole: British influence waned with urbanisation and industrialisation, yet at the same time Argentinian football became less industrial, and more concerned with the individual. Football’s role in the Argentina of the twenties and thirties, perhaps, was analogous to that of Hollywood in the USA of the Depression in offering a means of escape, its stadiums a venue of colour and excitement in which dreams could be played out and individuals could be free of the suffocating routines of factory life.


An awareness of the difference between the Anglo and criollo approaches to football had been mounting through the first decade of the twentieth century. By 1929, when Chelsea toured Argentina, the variations in style were obvious. Their games, it soon became clear, would be far more even contests than those of previous tours. Before the fourth game, against a Capital XI, the Herald warned that Chelsea, who had just finished ninth in the second division, would be facing players who had ‘a sound knowledge of the intricacies of a non-intricate game’. Chelsea lost 3–2, the game ending early amid ‘disorderly scenes’ prompted by a tackle from the Chelsea captain Andrew Wilson.6 As fans invaded the pitch, one struck Wilson in the face. Again the shoulder charge had been booed, while Luis Monti had booted George Rodger in the testicles, leading him to be stretchered off. The Chelsea director Charles Crisp subsequently claimed that a local player kicked through a pane of glass in the dressing-room door after the final whistle. The Herald was predictably outraged, railing against the lack of grace shown by the home fans and the cheers for



the underhand and violent sides of the game. It wasn’t just the Anglo paper that thought things had gone too far, though: La Nación, La Época and El Diario all criticised the Capital team. When Chelsea finally felt it safe to emerge from their dressing room, ninety minutes after the game had ended, they found the tyres of their charabanc had been slashed. ‘¡Que vergüenza!’ as La Época said. What a disgrace!


Violence was an increasingly common occurrence at matches in Argentina. That same year, as rival supporters clashed after a second division game between San Martín and Villa Bargano, two people were killed and an elderly woman injured in a subsequent gun battle.


The mood was very different when Ferencvarós toured a couple of months later. There was, of course, no historical reason for Argentinians to feel antipathy towards Hungarians, as many by then clearly did towards the British, but there seems also to have been an appreciation of how Ferencvarós played, the fluent, passing style of Hungarian football being far closer to the Argentinian model than the English one.


It wasn’t just in style of play that the Anglo and criollo games diverged, though; there was a huge difference in the approach to the game, something explored by the historian Julio Frydenberg.





There was a model: the values of English sports … The youth admired Alumni, and the gentlemen. However, in reality football was fashioned out of the practice of daily competition and there was a constant tension between the idea of a clean game and the explosion of rivalry with certain doses of violence … While the new footballers dyed their lives with the values of rivalry and enmity, the creators of fair play promoted the custom of ‘the third half’, a moment of confraternity among the players once the game was over. In the practice of competition the popular groups had difficulty imagining friendly relations with the opponents when the match was over.





The British were unimpressed, both by the criollo way of playing and the criollo approach to playing. The Standard berated crowds that whistled the Tottenham and Everton tourists, while in 1914 Arthur Chadwick, the manager of Exeter City, noted that locals were ‘clever



in dribbling and fast, but their weak point is that they are individualist and try to shine each above their fellows. They will never achieve real success until they recognise that it takes seven men to score a goal.’


For El Gráfico, Argentinian football effectively had two foundations. There was the British one, with its good manners, its monotonously mechanical style, its sense of fair play and teas provided by Mrs Ferguson, and there was the criollo one of passion, fury, trickery and naphtha fires ushered in by Racing’s championship success of 1913. ‘The football I cultivated,’ the Alumni star Jorge Brown wrote in the magazine in 1921, ‘was a real demonstration of handiness and energy. A game more brusque, but virile, beautiful, vigorous.’


Over the mid-to-late-twenties, Borocotó became increasingly strident in arguing for the merits of the criollo style. In a piece written in 1926, for instance, he was still careful to acknowledge the primacy of the British, saying merely that rioplatense football is ‘almost on a par’ with the game in England. ‘We are convinced,’ he wrote, ‘that our play is technically more proficient, quick and more precise. It perhaps lacks effectiveness due to the individual actions of our great players, but the football that the Argentinians and, by extension, the Uruguayans, play, is more beautiful, more artistic, more precise because approach work to the opposition penalty area is done not through long passes up field, which are over in an instant, but through a series of short, precise and collective actions; skilful dribbling and very delicate passes.’


As Borocotó observed, in part the criollo style was the product of the environment. In 1928 he suggested that because criollo players learned to play in the potreros, on the uneven surfaces of the vacant lots of urban Buenos Aires, rather than on the playing-fields of the schools, their method was more rooted in tight technical skill and the cunning needed to survive in a game in which there was no space than in hard-running required to keep up on a broad expanse of grass.


But there was a sense too that there was something innate about the criollo style of play. Chantecler, another writer for El Gráfico, also tackled the subject across a number of issues in 1928. For him, the dribbling ability of the criollo was born of the cunning needed to



survive in the rougher parts of the city. The British, he insisted, were ‘a cold and mathematical people’ who practised ‘a learned rather than a spontaneous football’, whereas the criollo played with greater warmth. There may be a certain truth to that, even if the distinction imputes to the British a love of theory and ignores the headless-chicken-ness that so often overwhelms English football at its worst. More apposite was the distinction he drew between the Argentinian and Uruguayan styles, which picked up a point Hanot had made after watching Uruguay at the 1924 Olympics. Argentinians, Chantecler said, played with the heart, their football was about passion, while Uruguayans played with the head and were calmer.


Beneath the talk of national styles was an awkward question, one to which there was no simple answer, and one that in some ways underlay the usefulness of football as a patriotic tool: what was an Argentinian? Why was the child of British immigrants any less of an Argentinian than the child of Italian immigrants? The term ‘criollo’ covered some of the complication – but only some of it.


Up to a point, an Argentinian was best defined as somebody who supported Argentina at football. Borocotó may have acknowledged that, and by 1950, struggling to maintain his definition of Argentinian football as something unique, he had accepted the notion of Argentina as a melting-pot and was insisting – not especially convincingly – that the distinguishing characteristics of Argentina football were environmental rather than innate. If that were not the case, he said, then why did Spaniards and Italians of Argentinian descent not play like Argentinians (or, it might equally have been asked, why would Argentinians of a huge array of descents play in the same way?). He concluded that what made Argentinians play like Argentinians was the pampa, asado and mate.


That sounds tenuous, but it does suggest just how much, by then, Argentinian self-identity had come to be identified with gaucho culture, which in turn was perceived – even if the historical truth was rather more complex – as being in opposition to British control. When the first issue of the children’s magazine Billiken was published in 1919, it depicted, with the caption ‘This Season’s Champion’, not a neat, scholarly boy which, as the academic Mirta Varela outlines in her work on the magazine, remained the hegemoniacal image



for years to come, but a dishevelled pibe7 in football kit, an image designed to appeal to the growing urban working class.


Ultimately, the true heart of Argentinian football lay in potreros and the explosion of cultural self-confidence and creativity in the twenties that also inspired the rise of the tango, even if Martínez Estrada did describe it as ‘the dance of pessimism, of everyone’s sorrow’. As Galeano put it, what developed was ‘a home-grown way of playing football, like the home-grown way of dancing which was being invented in the milonga clubs. Dancers drew filigrees on a single floor tile, and football players created their own language in that tiny space where they chose to retain and possess the ball rather than kick it, as if their feet were hands braiding the leather. On the feet of the first criollo virtuosos, el toque, the touch, was born: the ball was strummed as if it were a guitar, a source of music.’


‘Football is the collective sport of the criollo people,’ wrote Borocotó. ‘Tango is their music. The main part is an aesthetic power associated with the issue of barrios, small clubs … there is also a part that is absolutely sentimental with some sensual aspects. The other styles of music are to tango what other sports are to football. They can attract some people, but the masses aren’t there, for tango and football are Argentinian passions.’ Origins mattered and it’s telling that the most appealing practitioner of the criollo style in football was the player who was most obviously criollo of background. The football of the potreros was played best by those of the potreros, those who had learned the game in the rough and crowded alley games of myth. In 1928 Borocotó proposed raising a statue to the inventor of dribbling, saying it should depict





a pibe with a dirty face, a mane of hair rebelling against the comb; with intelligent, roving, trickster and persuasive eyes and a sparkling gaze that seem to hint at a picaresque laugh that does not quite manage to form on his mouth, full of small teeth that might be worn down through eating yesterday’s bread. His trousers are a few roughly sewn patches; his vest with Argentinian stripes, with a very low neck and with many holes eaten out by the invisible mice



of use. A strip of material tied to his waist and crossing over his chest like a sash serves as braces. His knees covered with the scabs of wounds disinfected by fate; barefoot or with shoes whose holes in the toes suggest they have been made through too much shooting. His stance must be characteristic; it must seem as if he is dribbling with a rag ball. That is important: the ball cannot be any other. A rag ball and preferably bound by an old sock. If this monument is raised one day, there will be many of us who will take off our hat to it, as we do in church.





However dubious some of Borocotó’s claims about nationality, that description seems to capture the essence of Argentinian football: at once the pibe is established as a liminal figure, the urchin who will make his way through life with a combination of charm and cunning. At the same time, football is established as an activity by which growing up can be deferred; it is the preserve of the urchin and thus those who play it are absolved of responsibility – encouraged, almost, never to mature into adulthood.


What is most stunning, of course, is that, almost half a century before the greatest Argentinian (and the most ‘Argentinian’) footballer there has ever been made his debut, Borocotó drew, in extraordinary detail, a portrait of Diego Maradona.





1 In his essay, ‘British Capital in Argentine History: Structures, Rhetoric and Change’.


2 Yrigoyen followed the teachings of the German philosopher Karl Christian Friedrich Krause, who believed that God was the universe and that knowledge was to be attained through the inner self and its contact with God, which in part explains Yrigoyen’s severe introversion.


3 Lugones became increasingly convinced by right-wing political philosophies and, in 1924, called for a return to militarism in his ‘la hora de la espada’ [‘the house of the sword’] speech. He supported the 1930 coup but was seemingly disillusioned by its outcome and, in 1938, committed suicide in the tourist resort of Tigreby drinking whiskey laced with cyanide. It was never clear whether the cause was political weariness or despair after his son, Polo, made him break off an affair he was having with a student who had attended his university lectures. Polo Lugones became chief of police under the Uriburu dictatorship and, it’s said, was the first to use the picana, the cattle prod, as an instrument of torture. He committed suicide in 1971. Polo’s younger daughter, Susana ‘Pirí’ Lugones, was arrested by the junta in December 1978 and disappeared. Her son Alejandro also committed suicide, like his great grandfather, in Tigre.


4 The bombacho was a baggy-kneed trouser similar to the knickerbocker traditionally worn for horse-riding.


5 Asados remain hugely popular in Argentina. They’re barbecues, but the English term gives only the slightest indication of the social importance attached to the grilling of meat.


6 Wilson, a centre-forward who joined Chelsea from Dunfermline in 1921, always wore a glove to protect his hand, which had been shattered by shrapnel during the war.


7 Literally ‘kid’, although the term also has a sense of ‘urchin’.
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