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Brazil does not want us! It is sick and tired of us!

Our Brazil is in the afterworld. This is not Brazil.

There is no Brazil. By any chance, are there Brazilians?

Carlos Drummond de Andrade, 1934

Brazil is empty on a Sunday afternoon, right?

Look, sambão, here is the country of football.

Milton Nascimento and Fernando Brant, 1970



I

Brazil, by both area and population, is the fifth largest nation on earth. Its economy is perhaps the sixth or seventh largest and will soon surpass those of France and Britain. Yet this great continental state has barely registered its presence globally. In the complex flux of globalized popular cultures or the rarefied circuits of high culture and the sciences, Brazil is an undercurrent.1 Brazilian cuisine, or rather its beef-heavy southern regional variant, can be found in the global cities of the north and the few urban enclaves where a recent Brazilian diaspora has emerged (like Massachusetts and London), but it is a small side order compared to the truly global reach of Chinese, Thai and Indian cooking. Even coffee, with which Brazil was once synonymous, has been culturally colonized in the global north by its Italian variant. The nation’s once hegemonic position in coffee production has been eroded. Starbucks serves cappuccino not cafezinho. Brazil, at its height, supplied 70 per cent of the global market; now it supplies less than a third.

Music and carnival are, in their picture-postcard form, perhaps the most widespread if glib images of the nation. Denuded of their social and political context, they serve, alongside Copacabana and the other palm-fringed beaches of the Atlantic coast, as code for languid tropical hedonism, the brand identity of Brazil in the global tourist market. Alluring as these traditions might seem, the global popularity of samba and its valence for crossovers with other musical forms are dwarfed by that of salsa or Jamaican reggae, a now global musical genre from an island with 1 per cent of Brazil’s population. In the late 1950s and early 1960s bossa nova found a small market niche and considerable critical acclaim in the United States, before it was tragically rendered down by the music industry into the staple saccharine groove of 1970s lift muzak. The complex constellation of MPB (Música Popular Brasileira) has given the world Chico Buarque, Gilberto Gil and Caetano Veloso, but the world music audience has vastly preferred the rhythms of the Caribbean and Africa. Capoeira, the nation’s Afro-Brazilian martial art, has been gaining in global popularity since the 1970s and has established beachheads across the world, but it is almost a century behind the globalization of judo, and is still catching up with the post-war East Asian export drive led by karate, ju-jitsu and taekwondo.

We need not take the views of the Nobel Foundation and its judges as the definitive word on the nation’s sciences and the arts, but it is notable that not a single award has been made to a Brazilian. In the social sciences and humanities, Brazil’s extensive university sector and wide arc of well-funded research foundations are primarily in conversation with themselves. On the global stage perhaps only the work of Roberto Unger, the political philosopher, has been widely recognized. The nation’s literary traditions are unquestionably rich; a canon which includes the brilliant short stories of Machado de Assis and the widely translated novels of Jorge Amado is not marginal. Yet the global appeal and standing of Spanish-language writing from Latin America – a roster that includes Borges, Allende, Neruda, Márquez and Fuentes – exceed Brazil’s.

Despite being an early adopter of celluloid technologies and creating, at times, a sustainable national film industry, Brazil’s only cinematic movement of international note was the Cinema Novo of the late 1950s and early 1960s. Even then, outside the country it only registered with the small art-house audiences and cineastes of Western Europe. More recently, the very best of Brazilian movies, like Bus 174, have made the same journey, but only City of God has troubled the world’s box offices. While Brazilian cinema has yielded most of its home market to Hollywood, the Brazilian television industry has proved a very different competitor. Dominant at home, technically polished, it may speak with a narrow range of political and social voices but they are unambiguously Brazilian. In the telenovela the sector has forged its own unique mass popular genre in parallel with the Anglo-Saxon soap opera rather than simply imitating the European version.

In the visual arts, Brazilian painting and conceptual art in the last century developed their own variants on the dominant movements of Europe and North America, but rarely made an impact in the auction houses and galleries of London or New York. The nation’s single most famous sculpture, Cristo Redentor – standing, hands outstretched, on Corcovado above Rio’s beaches – is the work of a Franco-Polish sculptor. Only the sinuous tropical modernism of Brazilian architecture has acquired a truly global profile, and even this rests overwhelmingly on the work of one architect – Oscar Niemeyer – and one complex – the federal government buildings in Brasília.

In one realm, however, Brazil is not only visible but ubiquitous, not merely competitive but the clear winner: football. Nike, whose commercial judgement on the value of global brands should be respected, have been prepared to pay more money than any other company for any other kit deal in pursuit of the yellow and green shirt. The Brazilian football authorities can charge more for the presence of the Seleção, as the national team is known, at an international friendly than anyone else. Since the 1970s, when film and television coverage of the team first reached Africa and Asia, the Brazilians have been supported across the global south, often alongside or even in preference to national teams. In the Gulf and South-East Asia, where the English Premier League and the Spanish duopoly of Real Madrid and Barcelona have made deep advances into the market for consumer loyalties, their respective national team shirts are a sideline. Brazil is the tribune of those football cultures that have never qualified for the World Cup. Except in Argentina and Uruguay, Brazil is almost everyone’s second team when the tournament rolls around.

Rio hosted the United Nations’ most important environmental conference in 1992, but for most of the twentieth century Brazil’s contribution to international institutions was invisible. By contrast, FIFA, although founded and run by Europeans for almost seventy years before the presidency of João Havelange, is now a global player built in the country’s image. Primarily responsible for the massively increased media profile and economic worth of the World Cup, as well as the growing cultural capital of FIFA in the global political arena, Havelange brought to the institution the unique imprimatur of Brazil’s ruling elite: imperious cordiality, ruthless clientelistic politics and a self-serving blurring of the public and private realms, institutional and personal benefit. Havelange stepped down almost two decades ago, but business at FIFA is still conducted in the mould which he cast, though without a fraction of his discretion or style.

In this realm Brazil’s standing rests not merely on the value of the brand or the breadth of its support, but on the fact that Brazilian football has become, in the collective imagination if not the daily practice of professional football, the gold standard of the game. Since 1938, when Brazil dazzled Europe at the World Cup in France, the European and then the world’s media have framed Brazilian football as exotic and other-worldly, musical and terpsichorean, a unique blend of the effective and the aesthetic. Cliché it may be, but very few Brazilian phrases have entered the global lingua franca like the phrase popularized by Pelé, O Jogo Bonito – the Beautiful Game.2 Hugh McIlvanney’s elegiac account of the 1970 final in Mexico City is among the best of simply thousands of similar paeans to Brazilian football that have secured its place in the global imagination:


Other teams thrill us and make us respect them. The Brazilians at their finest gave us pleasure so natural and deep as to be a vivid physical experience … the qualities that make football the most graceful and electric of team sports were being laid before us. Brazil are proud of their own unique abilities but it was not hard to believe that they were anxious to say something about the game as well as themselves. You cannot be the best in the world at a game without loving it and all of us who sat, flushed with excitement, in the stands of the Azteca sensed that we were seeing some kind of tribute.3



In the stands of British football Brazil’s football pre-eminence is invoked as both praise and sardonic comment on incompetence when crowds sing, ‘It’s just like watching Brazil’. In Belgrade, the fearsomely nationalist Serbs of Red Star named their ground the Marakana in honour of Rio’s great stadium. These tributes do not stand on mere invention or orientalist fantasy. The World Cup may only happen once every four years, just twenty occasions since its inception in 1930, and it may only be a football tournament, but for much of the twentieth century it has – alongside the Olympic Games – provided a rare and genuinely cosmopolitan cultural moment that reaches a global public like no other spectacle. Brazil is the only country to have participated in every one of them. It has won the World Cup five times and lost two finals. As well as being the most successful nation, Brazil’s style of play and the manner of its victories and its disasters have been seared more deeply into global football culture than any other. As importantly, long before the rest of the world came to consider football the exemplar of Brazilian national identity, Brazil had done so itself.

II

It took less than four decades for Carlos Drummond de Andrade, Brazil’s mid-century poet laureate, to get an answer to his question posed at the beginning of this Introduction. Milton Nascimento’s much-recorded song ‘Here is the Football Nation’ replied, ‘At the match’. It was, from the 1960s onwards, a commonplace of Brazilian culture that football was the national ritual. When the Seleção took the field at the World Cup and over 95 per cent of the population were watching them on television, Brazil existed in a more complete way than at any other moment. This was not just a symbolic practice; the demands of football could produce tangible material change too. The 1970 World Cup in Mexico was not only the occasion of Brazil’s third, and most scintillating victory, but also, to ensure nationwide coverage of the games, the first time that a comprehensive north–south telecommunications infrastructure had been built; just one of the many ways in which the Brazilian state has tried to use football to create the nation.

The creation of a Brazilian nation-state and a living sense of the Brazilian nation or people has been a long and arduous process, for both tasks began with the most meagre of resources. Although the country notionally acquired independence from Portugal in 1822, it entered the post-colonial world without experiencing the defining break that characterized the emergence of nations in Spanish-speaking South America. First, the Portuguese court decamped en masse from Lisbon to Rio, fleeing Napoleon’s invading armies. Settling in for almost two decades, the royal court ruled the Lusophone empire from Brazil. When, reluctantly, Dom Pedro I returned to take up his throne in Europe, he left behind his son Dom Pedro II as emperor of a now independent Brazilian Empire. Thus Brazil’s life as a nation rather than some unusual imperial specimen began only in 1889 when the army deposed the emperor in a brief bloodless coup and declared the first Brazilian Republic. Nation in name, the Brazilian republican state was a fragile creature. The nation’s borders were only finally resolved in the early decades of the twentieth century and they remained, if geographically defined, virtually unpoliced. The federal state and the presidency, whatever their constitutional prerogatives, lacked the reach and power to govern a nation that stretched from the capital Rio over 500 miles south to the Uruguayan border and more than 2,000 miles to the depths of the Amazonian basin and the Caribbean coast of the far north. In effect, enormous autonomy was ceded to the states and their local elites.

At the turn of the twentieth century, economically and topographically Brazil might as well have been four or five nations. In the south an almost completely European population presided over rich cattle ranching; in the south-east, in the most important and populous states of São Paulo, Rio and Minas Gerais, a world-beating coffee plantation economy was at its peak. In what is now known as the centre west, the inland states of Mato Grosso and Goiás were still a refuge for indigenous Brazilians. A future inland capital had been located there on the maps, but the area was virtually uninhabited and unworked by Europeans. In the north-east, along the Atlantic coast, the remnants of the sugar plantation and slavery complex were combined with the vast, harsh-ranching latifundia of the dry interior, where the same families that had personally commanded these states for centuries remained firmly in control. In the north, but for Manaus, Belém and the short-lived rubber boom that created them, Brazil had barely scratched at the surface of the vast Amazonian rainforest. Moreover, until the advent of reasonably regular air transport in the late 1940s and 1950s, these regions were connected by the thinnest of threads. Coastal shipping remained the most reliable and the fastest way of communicating between the south and the north, roads were poor, and the country began the century with fewer railway tracks than Belgium.

Over the next half century or so Brazil would be transformed from an overwhelmingly rural to a predominantly urban society, and in Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo it acquired cities of truly metropolitan magnitude. Brazil’s agrarian economies, while remaining significant, were now joined by a rapidly growing industrial sector centred on the south-east. Both of these processes were driven by migration, internal and external. With the end of slavery in 1888, a vast Afro-Brazilian population of landless peasants was created which, along with the many poor whites and mulattos of the north-east, began heading for the coastal cities of the country. Simultaneously, millions of Europeans – predominantly Italians, Portuguese and Germans – crossed the Atlantic and stayed in Brazil. Among the many social and cultural transformations wrought by these changes perhaps the most significant was the emergence of the urban working and middle classes and the slow spread of literacy down the social hierarchy. In an electoral system where literacy was the key qualification for voting, this began to produce a larger and more complex electorate.

Brazil’s flimsy federal state and its antiquated military would eventually acquire significantly more power at the expense of individual states, making a national government a reality, but who and what was this geographically and socially fragmented nation? In the century after independence, Brazil’s tiny intelligentsia had looked to Europe for inspiration. Portugal itself proved as hopeless a source of cultural ideas as it had of both capital and labour, so the guiding compass for Brazilian high culture was France. The decorative architecture of the Parisian Belle Époque was reproduced with considerable flourish in Rio, and French novels and poetry were widely read. Auguste Comte, the founder of the discipline of sociology, provided the intellectual inspiration for the cabal of modernizing junior officers that drove the republican revolution. It is, after all, a Comtean notion of ‘Order and Progress’ that is spelt out on the Brazilian flag; a reminder of a time when it was thought that the European sciences could diagnose a nation’s ills and produce rational and effective interventions to deal with them. Alongside this kind of absurdly optimistic positivism, Brazil drew upon European biological theories of race and eugenics. On the one hand, they provided an apparently legitimate scientific explanation of white European superiority. On the other, they made their Brazilian advocates worry about the declining demographic position and racial health of European Brazil, and advocate the whitening of the nation. What didn’t make the journey across the South Atlantic were the more radical and democratic dimensions to the French Republic, the concept and indeed the practice of universal citizenship. This carefully edited cluster of ideas and imagery might have been enough to create a notion of upper-class, white European Brazilianness, albeit one constantly threatened by the demographic and racial realities of the country, but as an exercise in popular nationalism under conditions of rapid industrialization it was going nowhere.

The relentless demands of industrialized warfare have been a powerful catalyst for the creation of national state institutions and a collective sense of national identity, but Brazil never experienced this. Although its military was kept busy fighting a gruelling nineteenth-century war with its Paraguayan neighbours, suppressing independent ex-slave communities in the north-east, putting down a rash of mutinies, regional rebellions and revolts, and even sending a brigade to fight on the Allied side in Italy in the closing years of the Second World War, none of these conflicts could serve as a crucible of national myth, heroic triumph or collective fortitude. Given Brazil’s calamitously low level of literacy, the creation of a national public sphere through a shared language and literature was not a plausible strategy either.

In this light, Carlos Drummond de Andrade’s apparent flippancy belies a profound problem for Brazilian nationalists of the early twentieth century. At the most protean moment of Brazil’s search to define itself, the answer could not simply be imposed from above on white, literate and elite terms. Brazil henceforth would have to incorporate some notion of its African demographics, its complex ethnicities, and the non-literate tastes and practices of its emerging urban popular classes. Brazil was, in actual fact, rich in precisely these cultural forms: popular music from choro to the samba and their accompanying dances and carnivals; candomblé, the generic term for African religious and spiritual practices forged from the hybrid of African cultures compressed under slavery; umbanda, the emerging urban form of candomblé that actively mixed African spirits and Catholic saints, pagan ritual and the Roman sacraments. Yet despite the various attempts made by Brazil’s elite to appropriate these forms, and to integrate at some level the African contribution to Brazilian life, they did not carry a sense of modernity. On the contrary they remained rooted in deeply antiquated cultures. Brazilian nationalism required a cultural practice that could encompass the full spectrum of the nation’s complex social and racial hierarchies, and that acknowledged the nation’s past but set it on a course for the future. Football, especially in its initial association with Britain, the most modern nation of the time, provided just that. It was in this context that the game, as a physical bodily practice, as a collective ritual, as a carnivalesque spectacular and as a historical narrative, open to all Brazilians, acquired its status in the national pantheon; a position solidified by the global success and poetic acclaim of the national team.

Although football was introduced by the British in São Paulo, and initially played by a predominantly expatriate body of players, it is remarkable how swiftly and completely these influences were overtaken. By the end of the First World War, just twenty years after the first recorded games had been played in São Paulo, the British influence had dwindled to almost nothing. Portuguese vernacular rapidly replaced the remnants of English in the game’s vocabulary. Corinthians, the team of working-class São Paulo, retained their Anglo-Hellenic name, but the gentlemanly, amateur ethos of elite British sports culture was on its last legs and by the end of the 1930s it had collapsed altogether. British football, represented by touring professional teams, was already seen as profoundly different from the emerging Brazilian style of play. Over the next half-century, as well as being the most popular participatory sport, with the biggest crowds and the overwhelming favourite of media audiences of all kinds, football would become a subject of inquiry and depiction in almost every form of Brazilian popular culture and high art.

Whereas the response of the visual arts in twentieth-century Britain to football can be boiled down to a single Lowry canvas, football has appeared in the oeuvre of dozens of Brazil’s leading artists – from the nationalist surrealism of Cândido Portinari to the abstract geometries of Ivan Serpa to the pop art of Claudio Tozzi. Its writers and novelists have, again and again, found space for the game in their literary landscapes: from Mário de Andrade’s Macunaíma, to José Lins do Rego’s epic saga of life on Rio’s periphery, Água-mãe, from the urbane and witty crônicas of Clarice Lispector to the sharp short stories of Edilberto Coutinho’s Maracanã, Adeus. The game has also been a thread and connector across the many spheres of Brazilian life. João Cabral Melo Neto was a diplomat who wrote poetry and his poetry featured Pelé. Pelé, a footballer, has gone on to be a businessman, the minister of culture and a singer and composer. The composer Ary Barroso crossed over into football commentary and then to municipal politics. Politicians regularly seek the presidency of clubs, while club presidents try to make the transition to formal politics. The crowd can become musicians, while musicians have endlessly written and composed songs for players and clubs. Poets and dramatists commentate on football. Football commentators like Washington Rodrigues and João Saldanha have become coaches.

When Globo’s leading commentator Galvão Bueno criticizes the Seleção’s opponents for a fumble or misplaced pass, he says with a mixture of pity and contempt, ‘They don’t have the same intimacy with the ball.’ It is a tone that assures you that he and his listeners are quite convinced that whatever its origins, whatever the competition, it is only in Brazil that football is truly at home, sunk deep into the web of meanings and memory that the nation has spun around it.

III

This kind of intimacy with the ball is a mixed blessing, or as musician and composer José Miguel Wisnik has more floridly described it in his 2008 book, Veneno Remédio – a poison remedy.4 In part this is because football is an unpredictable game. All the statistical evidence reinforces the observation that on any given day the worst team can win, that favourites are more vulnerable than in other sports, that the place for the random, the chaotic and the unexpected is surprisingly large in football. To gauge if not the ultimate fate, then at least the spirit and feel of the nation by the performance of one’s national football team is a risky choice for a culture, even one like Brazil with a preference for ritual over reason; but the trade-off between the instrumental logic of winning and the creative aesthetic of play has, as Roberto DaMatta makes clear, its own wisdom and logic:


In futebol there is art, dignity, genius, bad luck, gods and demons, freedom and fate, flags, hymns and tears, and above all the discovery that although Brazil is bad at a lot of things, it is good with the ball. It is a football champion, which is very important. After all, it is better to be a champion in samba, carnival and football than in war or the sale of rockets.5



The real price of making football the avatar of the nation is that the game’s deep connections to Brazil’s social structures, economic institutions and political processes are also laid bare. For the most part these have made much less edifying viewing, for Brazilians and foreign observers alike, than the game itself. The history of Brazilian football, like the history of the Brazilian nation, must reckon with some harsh sociological realities. First, Brazil’s location in the global economy has, despite everything, remained as a supplier of raw materials, from soya beans to footballers, so that Brazil reaps only a fraction of the economic value of its fertility.

Second, Brazil’s economy and social relations are marked by an almost unparalleled level of inequality, across region, class and race: the global north and the global south sit side by side in Brazil’s biggest cities. Social hierarchies and patterns of authority established centuries ago still persist. This is both the engine room of Brazil’s endless conveyor belt of footballing aspiration and talent, and the source of so many of the game’s pathologies: its harsh and often unfair treatment of players and fans; its persistent racism and sexism; and the systematic advantage that accrues to the already powerful, be they clubs or players.

Third, Brazilian football operates in a political and administrative culture that has struggled to live up to the democratic aspirations of its constitutions. In part this has been a consequence of the role of the military in arbitrating political conflicts and their predilection for coups and periods of governmental authority. However, even in their absence, the Brazilian state has been riddled with corruption and nepotism, has a weak sense of the public good, and has a dismal record of transparency and accountability. Increasingly its clubs and its football federations have been run on this model. Brazil, of course, has no monopoly on such practices in the world of football, but it is an ugly, vicious and chaotic football polity nonetheless.

Fourth, Brazil is a violent society. This is nothing new. The limited reach of the rule of law, the prevalence of weapons, and the erratic probity of its multiple police forces and militias, together with the long shadow of the country’s history of forced labour, have all left their mark. Over the last three decades, approaching two hundred people have died in football-related violence in Brazil and thousands have been injured. Fights between players, officials, police and fans at both the highest level and the most marginal grassroots of the game are tragically common.

This book is a short history of the many dimensions of Brazilian football: its brilliance, its magic, its style and its dash, and the fabulous myths and stories that have been constructed around it; its tragedies and its miseries, the light it shines on the economic and political injustices of Brazilian life; and, just occasionally, the example it offers of a society that might underline Brazil’s conviviality and creativity rather than its brutality and conservatism.











The first bug fell in Campinas, miles away; it was a caterpillar. The second bug fell thereabouts too, it was a woolly bear; the leather ball fell in a field. It was thus that Mannape introduced the coffee bug, Jique the cotton boll weevil and Macunaíma the football; three of the main pests in the country today.

Mário de Andrade, 1928

Football is as important in Rio de Janeiro today as the theatre is in Paris.

João Carlos, 1919



I

Football as popular curse, football as high art; the magical invention of an indigenous Brazilian anti-hero or the centrepiece of the nation’s distinctive tropical urban modernity; either way, as the account of football in Mário de Andrade’s epic novel Macunaíma and this description of the game in a Rio newspaper crônica suggest, Brazil’s elite were not merely playing and watching football in the first three decades of the twentieth century, but thinking and writing about it, asking it to stand for something important, even profound, about the emerging Brazilian nation.1 Andrade’s novel takes indigenous folklore as the backbone of his tale. Macunaíma, described as a ‘hero without a character’, a shape-shifter possessing more than one life and voice, is sent on a long journey from the rainforests of Amazonia to Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo in search of a lost amulet. Playful and surreal, the book was a bravura combination of ancient mythic narrative and fractured modernist prose, Latin magic realism before the term had been coined, its meanings and symbols as slippery as its characters. Football might be a curse, but it was a Brazilian curse, not an import. In fact, by the 1930s, Andrade was a quiet football fanatic, exclaiming of his favourite player, ‘What a dancer!’ and complaining of the ‘three hundred and fifty reasons that keep me from the stadium’.2

He has not been alone in the impulse to invent a Brazilian football creation myth. Nationalist historians of physical education have tried to claim that indigenous ball games provided both context and example for the emergence of Brazil’s distinctive modern sporting culture. In Carlos Diegues’s film Quilombo (1984), set in the independent communities of north-eastern Brazil created by runaway slaves and paupers of all kinds, one scene depicts two boys practising capoeira. From off screen, from nowhere, a ball appears in the air and without breaking step the boys incorporate it into their wheeling and swerving. There is not a scintilla of truth in any of these claims, but that is hardly the point.

More prosaically there are scattered reports in the Brazilian press, as well as the memories of elite Brazilians recalling the 1870s and 1880s, which reveal that slaves, the urban poor and dockworkers attempted to improvise some version of the strange but magnetic ball game they saw played by British merchant seamen, while wealthy schoolboys tried to mimic their footballing peers encountered on visits to Europe.3 There is no evidence, however, that they possessed a real football or a copy of the FA’s Laws of the Game, first printed in 1863. For both of these objects, Brazil would await the return from his English public school education of Charles Miller, son of a Scottish émigré father and an Anglo-Brazilian mother, herself connected to a great São Paulo coffee dynasty. Disembarking in 1894, he carried with him in his kit bag two leather footballs and a copy of the rule book. Both would spread with the speed and self-replicating energy of the most lethal weevil or virulent bug.

At first glance imperial Brazil did not appear fertile soil for football or indeed sport of any kind. As it was a slave economy for over three centuries, all forms of physical labour and exertion carried a subaltern taint; the ruling elite disdained work and, given the epidemiology of the day, preferred to refrain from close contact with large gatherings of people. Luíz Edmundo, an early twentieth-century historian of Rio under the Empire, recalled, ‘Until the end of the century we were, in fact, indifferent to the pleasures and benefits of sport.’ The word ‘sport’ had actually appeared in Rio’s newspapers between 1840 and 1860, but its meaning was closer to the idea of games or an entertainment, referring for the most part to the city’s increasing interest in gambling, card games and bullfights.4 From the 1870s onwards, spurred by visits to Europe as well as the tastes of a new wave of prosperous and professional European migrants to Rio, the city’s elite loosened up and began playing. First, they started swimming, making the shift from therapeutic bathing to recreational paddling and eventually competitive swimming. A flotilla of bath houses was erected in the Baía de Guanabara at the end of the century and they were used by male and, for the first time, female swimmers. There were also new crazes for skating, cycling and athletics, and so by 1885 Rio possessed two skating rinks, a velodrome (as did São Paulo), swimming pools, gymnasiums and clubs where, in addition, gentlemen could fence, wrestle and play billiards. In the British-dominated clubs cricket flourished, but it made few converts. Established papers and magazines found more space for sports news, and new journals like O Sport, started in 1891, and O Remo, first published in 1900, wrote about nothing else. The pages of every publication began to carry adverts for sports-sponsored products and medicinal tonics.

Yet all of these games were dwarfed in popularity by Rio’s favourites – rowing and horse racing – for here alone the athletic was made spectacular, and sport mixed most easily with socializing. The first organized horse racing took place in the 1810s, initiated by the colony of British merchants. By 1895 Rio possessed four racecourses, with tram routes adapted to their location and local press brimming on a daily basis with rumour, review and preview of the racing scene. While organizationally the sport was in the hands of the rich who owned the clubs, the course and the horses, attendance was for virtually everybody. As the Gazeta headline read in 1875, ‘Let’s go to the races! Rich and poor, men and old men, old women and young women.’5 In addition to the prestigious Jockey and Derby clubs, whose facilities and architecture matched the wealth of their patrons, more basic tracks were available in the working-class neighbourhoods of Prado Guarani and São Cristóvão. Such was the fervour for the races that the rich were prepared to travel across town and slum it there; there was not only the frisson of downward social mobility available, but also illegal betting.

Horse racing, for all its pleasures, had an ineradicable rural and agrarian feel. It was the spectacle of the past. For a more modern edge, Rio turned first to rowing. Based in the now exclusive and multi-sport social clubs of the beaches of the Zona Sul, the craze for rowing marked a shift among young Cariocas (as the city’s inhabitants are known) from merely watching sports to playing them as well. By the early 1880s up to 30,000 people would line the beaches and quays that overlooked Rio’s bays to watch boats compete, and spend the day drinking and mingling before making the short walk to a beachside house party or the luxurious dining rooms of the rowing clubhouses. Indeed the sport was so popular that in 1903 the mayor of Rio, Pereira Passos, won plaudits and votes for spending public money on improved regatta facilities in Botafogo. It was to be rowing’s high point. Just a year later, the organizers of one of Rio’s biggest regattas wrote to the organizers of the city’s football matches begging them not to hold their games on the same day as their event, for the crowds they were drawing so depleted theirs.

II

Charles Miller, with the kind of sentimentality in his voice that suggested he had fully acculturated to Brazilian norms, recalled his return from England in October 1894 to Santos, the port city to the south of São Paulo:


On the quay … solemn, as if he were at a funeral, my father was waiting for me to disembark holding my degree certificate. But in fact I appeared in front of him with two footballs, one in each hand … The Old Man, surprised, enquired:

‘What is this, Charles?’

‘My degree,’ I replied.

‘What?’

‘Yes, your son has graduated in football.’

The old man, in good spirits, laughed, I was off the hook …6



Miller had been educated at Banister Court in Hampshire, played football for his school, then the county and even a few games for the newly professionalized club Southampton. Whatever the real manner of his return, he was soon ensconced at the São Paulo Athletic Club playing cricket and trying to persuade the uninitiated to give football a go. In spring 1895 he and a few other club members made their way to the flat scrubland east of the old city centre where the mules that pulled the trams were left to graze. The mules were chased off and two hastily assembled teams created – the São Paulo Railway Team and the Gas Team – whose players were drawn from those heralds of urban modernity, the new electrical tram corporation and the municipal gas supply company. Opposition was not long in coming; the students of the elite school Mackenzie College took to the game and formed a team. Then, in 1897, a German immigrant called Hans Nobiling arrived in the city with his own German-language rule book and a few games under his belt back in Hamburg. Initially rebuffed by the almost exclusively English members of São Paulo AC, Nobiling helped form SC (Sporting Club) Internacional with players from many of the city’s expatriate communities; though strangely he would quickly go on to create a breakaway club of exclusively Teutonic members called SC Germânia. With the arrival of distinct Brazilian elite clubs like CA Paulistano, whose president was the state government’s minister of justice, and AA Palmeiras, a team exclusively comprised of engineering and legal students, the city now had six teams and, just a few years after Miller’s arrival, a small but functioning championship.

São Paulo had started the football mania, but Rio was not far behind. In 1897 Oscar Cox, a fabulously wealthy Anglo-Swiss Brazilian, returned from his studies in Lausanne, where among other things he had learned to play football. Initially Cox persuaded the Rio Cricket and Athletic Association to try the game and they were joined by the equally English Paysandu Cricket Club and the Rio Cricket Club across the bay in Niterói. In 1901 he arranged the first game between representatives of Rio and São Paulo, played at São Paulo Athletic Club in October of that year. The local press purred over the calibre of the occasion: ‘The crowd … besides being very select was very big, and prominent were the elegant women who lent a happy note to the festivities.’7 The following year, after the final match of the São Paulo Championship, the match ball was bathed in champagne. Brazil’s relationship with the game was set in a hedonistic and flamboyant cast.

Not everyone was convinced. One newspaper report of a very early match in Rio seemed to find the sport genuinely incomprehensible. ‘In Bom Retiro,’ it spluttered, ‘a group of Englishmen, a bunch of maniacs as they all are, get together from time to time to kick around something that looks like a bull’s bladder. It gives them great satisfaction or fills them with sorrow when this kind of yellowish bladder enters a rectangle formed by wooden posts.’8

In São Paulo, it was considered by some to be just a passing fad, while other papers thought it both uncivilized and dangerously foreign. One dismissed it as ‘A blind and barmy battle of physical force without the intervention of our superior faculties.’ The same author concluded that, ‘Football is an English game and should only be played by the English.’ A São Paulo Athletic Club player, making his way to the velodrome in full kit for a match, was stopped and arrested by a Brazilian police officer who considered him ‘dressed for carnival, out of season, offensively showing his legs in public in the centre of the city’. But for most of the Brazilians who came into contact with the English game it was neither too violent nor too modern. It was irresistible. Charles Miller, in a 1904 letter to his school in England, described the new football mania that had spread beyond the tiny enclave of elite athletic clubs:


You will be surprised to hear that football is the game here. We have no less than sixty or seventy clubs in S. Paul’s city alone … We always get two to three thousand people to a league match, but for the final we had 6,000 … A week ago I was asked to referee in a match of small boys, twenty a side. I told them that it was absurd to be playing twenty a side … but I found I was very much mistaken. They played over two and a half hours and I only had to give two hands … even for this match about 1,500 people turned up … No less than 2,000 footballs have been sold here within the last twelve months: nearly every village has a club here.9



The social and cultural consequences of this kind of rapid diffusion of football would only become clear in the 1920s. For the first two decades of the twentieth century Brazilian football remained set in its elite cast. Any doubt about the enthusiasms of the rich and powerful for football, any concerns that it might be too uncivilized were brushed away by the formation of Fluminense, the super-club for the super-rich in Laranjeiras in Rio. The club was founded by Oscar Cox and a cross-section of his chums from the Rio elite, unhappy with the lack of enthusiasm for football at the various cricket and rowing clubs they had frequented. Mário Filho later described the cast of characters in the dressing room and around their fabulous dining tables as ‘chiefs of companies, sons of rich fathers, educated in Europe, used to spending money’. The season was a relentless round of games, dinners, parties and dances. Jack Hamilton, the English coach who had been employed at the equally louche CA Paulistano in 1907, found that his squad needed ‘a lot of coaxing to train properly’.

By 1917 the Estádio das Laranjeiras had been built. Nestled next to the Palácio Guanabara – the former residence of the Emperor’s daughter – Laranjeiras was a striking mix of the functional and the decorative, the popular and the elite; the pitch was entirely enclosed, access was via the gates in walls of repeating neo-Palladian arches which led out on to three stepped terraces for the general public; the best view was from a seated stand for club members whose woodwork and detailing suggested a beachside palace. Behind this sat the clubhouse which included a gilded ballroom big enough for 500 guests, as well as ample space for drinking and dining, socializing and networking. Indicative of the place of Fluminense within Brazil’s power elites was the role of the Guinle brothers. Carlos and Guilherme held the presidency three times between them before the oldest brother, Arnaldo, took over in 1916 and held on to the position until the 1930s. From an old and wealthy aristocratic clan, Guilherme started out as a civil engineer, founded a bank in Bahia and then in the 1930s moved to the very centre of economic decision-making in Getúlio Vargas’s government, responsible for the creation of a nationalized steel industry and then for a short period became president of the Bank of Brazil. Carlos was a composer and a key patron of the arts in the city, while Arnaldo had time and money to devote himself to Fluminense. Alongside them Fluminense could boast among its roster the leading writers of the day, from the novelist Henrique Coelho Neto to the poet Olavo Bilac.

In Rio the foundation of Fluminense was quickly followed by the creation of football teams at the Botafogo rowing club which drew players from the elite schools nearby, the Colégio Alfredo Gomes and the Ginásio Nacional. The following year América was created by the sons of old north-eastern families, declining rural elites who had gravitated to the
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