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			For my mother, 
who showed me how I might find 
identity through culture; 
and   

			for my father, 
who taught me how to watch fútbol.

		

	
		
			In Latin America the border between soccer and politics is vague. There is a long list of governments that have fallen or been overthrown after the defeat of the national team.

			—Luis Suárez

			Tell me how you play and I will tell you who you are.

			—Eduardo Galeano

			Football is popular because stupidity is popular.

			—Jorge Luis Borges

			Whoever invented football should be worshipped as a god.

			—Hugo Sánchez

			Poverty is good for nothing, except for football.

			—Jorge Valdano

			That Latin America is unique, because there exists no other Latin America except this one, does not mean that it is one, in the sense that there is unity. Disunion does not exclude identity. Neither does diversity.

			—Mario Sambarino
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			COMO EL URUGUAY NO HAY

			(There’s No Place Like Uruguay)

			My father and I are watching the last match of the 2010 World Cup that we will see together. Not for us the hyperbole of a World Cup final, for this is our final, Uruguay’s final: an essentially meaningless affair for third place.

			“Mira . . . mira como lleva la pelota. Look . . . just look at that ball control,” my father says with approval, though I can detect a hint of malice in his voice that sounds more like justification.

			Football is the passion that my father and I share. While we differ on so many issues, many of which further that gentle father-son antagonism, here we come together. We applaud the flashier, more articulate aspects of the game: a deft back-heel, a neat flick, the weighted pass and, of course, the art of dribbling. (My father especially approves of the audacity of dribbling in one’s own penalty area, an approach much frowned upon by the ever-cautious sajónes, Anglo-Saxons.) I realize that his attitude toward football is not dissimilar to that of the Uruguayan polemicist and football fanatic Eduardo Galeano. But then they were born in the same city, Montevideo, a decade either side of Uruguay’s World Cup triumphs, and both retain nostalgia for the way the game should be played. I am reminded of the “author’s confession” in Soccer in Sun and Shadow, Galeano’s poignant love letter to the beauty of the game: “I’ve finally learned to accept myself for who I am: a beggar for good soccer. I go about the world, hand outstretched, and in the stadiums I plead: ‘A pretty move, for the love of God.’”1 Nevertheless, this love of good football is actually a passion for the Latin American game—or more to the point, for River Plate football (el fútbol rioplatense). It was what Galeano calls “the second discovery of America,” when Uruguay brought her own inimitable style of play to the 1924 Summer Olympics in Paris.

			“Suárez, che, no sos un boludo. Hey, Suárez, don’t be an idiot.” My father gesticulates at the television as the young player tries for goal from an unlikely angle. I can’t help but agree with him.

			According to my father, and for that matter every other Uruguayan to whom I have recently spoken, the fact that we have come this far shows that we can still compete at the highest level; that la garra charrúa (“the Charrúa claw”) is still alive. I, on the other hand, have never believed in la garra charrúa: that spirit of the Uruguayan national team—La Celeste—which allows it to snatch victory in the face of overwhelming defeat. (It somehow seems disingenuous to identify ourselves with those poor seminomadic Charrúa Indians, the last of whom were betrayed and vanquished in 1832, leaving the country without any semblance of an indigenous culture.) Nevertheless, our run to the playoffs, which has been born of good fortune rather than great skill, has allowed Uruguay to prove that it is not an irrelevance—even in terms of the rest of Latin America—and that, as Uruguayans, we earn the right to exist. Moreover this success is an indication, despite our checkered past both on and off the pitch, of our better selves.

			As with many small nations, Uruguay has developed an exaggerated sense of self. During the opening decades of the twentieth century, the Latin American republic channeled her sense of inferiority and was transformed into a modern social democracy; the first in Latin America. Nevertheless Uruguay’s inception had been inauspicious. By the time it was created as a buffer state between Argentina and Brazil with the help of British mediation in 1828, it had suffered varying degrees of occupation at the hands of her neighbors. Moreover, independence did not herald maturity, for the rest of the nineteenth century was played out through a cycle of wars. It was only in the first decades of the twentieth century, under the twin presidencies of the enlightened José Batlle y Ordóñez that Uruguay began to prosper. An ardent opponent of militarism, having witnessed the near destruction of the nascent nation through civil war, Batlle y Ordóñez sought to implement a number of social reforms to fulfill his vision of a proto-European Uruguay. Sustained immigration from the Old World throughout the late nineteenth century, which led to the rapid urbanization of the port capital, Montevideo, encouraged the development of football within the poorer parts of the city. Moreover, the development of public playing fields, from two in 1913 to 118 in 1929, allowed for a new generation of skilled players to emerge. It was due to this generation, which included the country’s black minority, that the country was able to secure gold medals at the 1924 and 1928 Olympics. Hosting and winning the inaugural 1930 World Cup confirmed the country’s sporting supremacy.

			By the middle of the twentieth century, Uruguay had one of the highest standards of living on the continent. “In no other country do people live as we do . . . no other people on earth currently enjoy achievements such as ours,” was the roseate view furthered by President Luis Batlle Berres in a 1949 speech.2 A year later the country secured its second World Cup, thereby intensifying its inflated self-image. While Brazil had played with flair and assurance, Uruguay had relied on sheer strength of character to win games. The competition from European football, which the Second World War had all but obliterated, lacked the cutting edge it would later regain.

			This golden age of prosperity, together with unparalleled successes on the football pitch, gave rise to a variety of self-aggrandizing and self-deluding epithets. In 1951, the New York Times praised Uruguay as the “Switzerland of the Americas” on account of its foreign trade boom and the large sums of flight capital (especially pure gold) that made its way there.3 Montevideo, once regarded as a parochial city, had become the “Athens of the River Plate”; while the slogan “Como el Uruguay no hay” (There’s no place like Uruguay) became a self-serving mantra for all Uruguayans. In half a century the country had emerged from a civil-war-riven agrarian backwater to become a modern social democracy. The concept of Uruguayan exceptionalism was born. Nevertheless the country’s euphoria would be short-lived. When Uruguay was truly tested by a mesmeric Hungary in the 1954 World Cup semifinal, she lost. What the country failed to recognize at the time was that this match would be the turning point in her sporting fortunes.

			•   •   •

			Lack of political foresight coupled with an entrenched view that the outside world would have to adapt to the country rather than vice versa meant that Uruguay began to stagnate. Things were no better on the pitch. For the ensuing decades the epithet of the “Switzerland of the Americas” was to prove a curse and became a sick joke when, after years of economic decline and guerrilla insurrection, the country finally succumbed to a military coup in June 1973. (Though, as early as 1968, a state of emergency had been declared under a civilian presidency, which became known as “the dictatorship that dare not speak its name” [la dictadura que no osa decir su nombre].) The ensuing twelve-year dictatorship, which had the unenviable record of incarcerating more political prisoners per capita than any other country, put paid to the idea that Uruguayans were somehow “superior” to their fellow Latin Americans. Even non–Latin Americans saw the country for what it was. In The Return of Eva Perón, V. S. Naipaul skewered the Uruguayan psyche: “Uruguayans say that they are a European nation, that they have always had their back to the rest of Latin America. It was their great error, and part of their failure. Their habits of wealth made them, profoundly a colonial people, educated but intellectually null, consumers, parasitic on the culture and technology of others.”4

			Uruguay had become a self-satisfied, middle-class “medio-cracy,” mired in its own history, an overbureaucratized country that had seen its wealth slowly evaporate. Regrettably, it retained unrealistic expectations in relation to the game that had helped form its identity. Uruguay now worked on precedent: that it had won two World Cup finals meant that it might win again. The unnerving graffiti daubed on a wall at the airport—EL ÚLTIMO QUE SALGA QUE APAGUE LA LUZ (the last person to leave must put out the light)—said it all: the country was prostrate.5

			My father is now on his feet. Edinson “El Matador” Cavani, having slipped his markers, slots the ball in the right-hand corner of the net to bring us on level terms with Germany. “Epa! Ahora mira como juegan. Uruguay—siempre impredecible. Hey! Now look how they’re playing. Uruguay—always unpredictable.”

			Like many Uruguayans from the more genteel neighborhoods, my father supported Nacional, which sported the red, white and blue of the country’s great libertador, José Artigas. I, on the other hand, became a fan of Peñarol, a working-class club that had originally been founded as the Central Uruguay Railway Cricket Club in the final decade of the nineteenth century. (Nacional fans have always prided themselves on being truly Uruguayan, whereas Peñarol is seen as an immigrant club; hence the Italianate sobriquet “mangare merda” [shit-eaters].) My uncle, whose fault this blatant act of perfidy was, had been shrewd enough to buy me my first football strip: a cheap polyester-and-nylon affair consisting of a black-and-yellow-striped shirt, black shorts and fluffy yellow socks, all emblazoned with the number 9. This number belonged to Fernando Morena, who would become the greatest goal scorer in the country’s first division. Morena was un crack—a term used for players of exceptional ability—having scored seven goals in one match against Huracán Buceo in 1978. Unfortunately he was also known as “El Pajama,” having developed an undeserved reputation for not traveling well and only performing at home ties. On the back of Peñarol’s 2–0 drubbing of Aston Villa in the 1982 Intercontinental Cup, I wore my football kit with pride. This match, which at the time I had taken in my stride, changed the way I thought about football forever. I desired panache and flair rather than work rate. I never saw the European game in the same light again.

			Whereas my father had caught the tail end of Uruguay’s glory years—having witnessed Peñarol overpower Real Madrid over two legs in the 1966 Intercontinental Cup—I have only caught glimpses of what has been a great tradition. And yet it has been a tradition based less on fact than fantasy. For a country so proud of its prowess and so ready to tether its identity to two World Cup triumphs, failure has dogged the national team since her semifinal defeat against Brazil in the 1970 World Cup. I was too young to have followed Uruguay four years later, though my father assured me that her performance in Germany was abject: the team played without shame (sin vergüenza), losing two matches and drawing one. Nevertheless, it was not until the 1986 FIFA World Cup that I really understood what playing without shame meant.

			Having been on the receiving end of a 6–1 rout by a dynamic Denmark, Uruguay had to show its mettle. Loss of confidence in the aftermath of her golden era had prompted the country to adopt a physically aggressive style of play rather than revert to the finesse for which it was once renowned. And in Omar Borrás the country found a manager who saw football in proto-martial terms. (Unsurprisingly, Borrás had colluded with the dictatorship in order to further his managerial career.) He had also shown his hand early by coining the phrase grupo de la muerte (group of death) for a group that included West Germany, Denmark and Scotland. Before the tournament, Morena passed sentence: “Borrás’ team doesn’t take risks, underutilises its good players and has neither a tactical plan nor its own style. It’ll be a disaster, just like in ’74, due to lack of competent management.”6

			When ex-Peñarol defender José Batista scythed Gordon Strachan from behind and was shown a red card after fifty-six seconds, Uruguayan football had sunk to a humiliating low. The rest of the match, which was fraught with foul play, ended in a goalless draw. Despite making it through to the next round, the Latin Americans were unable to go quietly. The Uruguayan journalists spat at the Scottish press, while accusations of lying and cheating were leveled at Borrás by the Scottish officials. The Uruguayan manager, on the other hand, kept his bile for the French referee, by calling the latter an asesino (murderer). For the match against Argentina, Borrás was expelled from the dugout. (Throughout the tournament, Uruguay’s star player, Enzo “El Príncipe” Francescoli, failed to make the impression that had been expected; something he would sometimes do when he played for the national team; though it seemed to me that he would save his best for River Plate.)

			At the 1990 World Cup, Uruguay promised much in its opening match, outplaying Spain in a one-sided encounter. (Rubén Sosa did, however, sky a penalty.) Toward the end of the match, television viewers could hear the Uruguayan manager shout, “Dale, muchachos, están cagados. Come on, lads, they’re [the Spanish are] fucked.” It would be Uruguay’s turn next when it was subjected to another European primer in fast-flowing football, this time at the hands of the Belgians in a 3–1 defeat. Against South Korea, a goal in the last minute of the match allowed the former world champions safe passage in the last berth of third-placed teams. The hosts were waiting, though it took until the sixty-fifth minute for Schillaci to breach the Uruguayan defense. Defeat had been imminent: Uruguay had had her luck.

			Apart from a spectacular win against Brazil in the final of the 1995 Copa América—aided by a penalty shoot-out, the underdog’s twelfth man—success on the international stage was hard to come by. Three years later, Brazil did not make the same mistake and dispatched Uruguay by three goals to nil. Thereafter the country had to rely on its neighbors to see it through World Cup qualification. In the last match of the 2001 qualifiers, Uruguay had to draw against Argentina in order to secure a place in the playoffs. For a nation that has self-obsession as one of its better character traits, the end of the match saw the Argentine players display a hitherto-concealed altruistic nature. When Verón played for time on the touchline to see out a 1–1 draw, the crowd shouted its appreciation, “¡Ay, gracias Verón! Hey, thanks Verón!” Uruguay’s great nemesis, with whom it had shared a great footballing tradition, had finally come to its aid. Another mediocre display in the 2002 World Cup did little for the country’s image at home or abroad; though it showed a glimmer of former glories, when it made a strong comeback with three second-half goals against a hitherto rampant Senegal. Uruguayan football had come a very long way from its auspicious beginnings.

			“Dale, Forlánnnnn. Come on, Forlánnnnn,” my father shouts, but his voice peters out as our hero hits the bar with the last kick of the match.

			We lose by three goals to two, though Diego Forlán—our best player and the best player of the tournament—has nearly carried the hopes of the continent into extra time. Typical Uruguay, I think to myself, so near and yet so far. But then this is what being Uruguayan has been like these past forty years—a peculiar mix of masochism and nostalgia. We can’t help ourselves: football continues to reinforce our identity as Latin Americans; it has made us who we are. As Galeano points out, “Every time the national team plays, no matter against whom, the country holds its breath. Politicians, singers and street vendors shut their mouths, lovers suspend their caresses, and flies stop flying.”7

			The beautiful game has achieved what a succession of third-rate dictators and craven presidents have never been able to do: to instill the continent with a sense of self-belief and a historical narrative of which it can be proud, and thereby cast off those heavy shackles of colonialism.

			London—Montevideo—Buenos Aires—Lima—Santiago—Asunción—São Paulo—Rio de Janeiro—Mexico City

			2011–2013

		

	
		
			CORTÉS AND THE BOUNCING BALL

			The man who sent the ball through the stone ring was surrounded by all. They honoured him, sang songs of praise to him, and joined him in dancing.

			—Fray Diego Durán, Book of the Gods and Rites (c. 1576–1579)

			The 1986 FIFA World Cup in Mexico will forever be remembered for the duality of “El Pibe de Oro” (The Golden Boy), Diego Armando Maradona. By turns footballing genius and pantomime villain, Maradona held a mirror to both the potencies and shortcomings of his native Argentina. Though his self-confessed Hand-of-God goal against England may have appalled sporting purists—Latin Americans take a more evenhanded approach when it comes to their own failings—his crime was assuaged by a goal of such sublime beauty that it represented the heights to which the continent might aspire.

			By the time Maradona lifted the World Cup trophy above his head in front of over 114,000 spectators, after having helped dispatch West Germany 3–2 in the final, it represented vindication and maintained the unbroken series of Latin American triumphs in World Cups held in the Americas. The connection was not lost on other Latin Americans, who, despite their misgivings about Argentinian ethnic snobbery, saw the victory as communal. And yet there was something more primal at play, something that went to the very soul of the continent.

			A few miles away from the Estádio Azteca, buried under modern-day Mexico City, lay Tenochtitlán—a city described by Hernán Cortés as the most beautiful in the world—whose memory stands witness to an Aztec (Mexica) ancestry from which not only Mexicans but also all Latin Americans should claim cultural heritage. In his Nobel lecture, delivered four years after Maradona had led the Argentines to glory, the Mexican poet Octavio Paz sought to explain what most Latin Americans instinctively felt but, for the most part, could not express: “Hispanic eccentricity is reproduced and multiplied in America, especially in those countries such as Mexico and Peru, where ancient and splendid civilizations had existed . . . That history is still alive: it is a present rather than a past. The temples and gods of pre-Columbian Mexico are a pile of ruins, but the spirit that breathed life into that world has not disappeared; it speaks to us in the hermetic language of myth, legend, forms of social coexistence, popular art, customs.”1

			Among Tenochtitlán’s ruins, which rest under the Metropolitan Cathedral of Mexico City, can be found a ball court dating to the 1480s. More than a hundred years later, Fray Bernardino de Sahagún would compile his General History of the Things of New Spain, a primer of Amerindian practices for clerics coming to the New World. The seventy-eight buildings documented in the book include a description of two ball courts: “The thirty-second edifice was called Tezcatlachco; this was a ballcourt, in it they killed some captives as devotion when the sign omacatl [an Aztec deity associated with specific calendar dates or signs] reigned.”2

			Notwithstanding their use as theaters for human sacrifice—which played a significant role in Mesoamerican religion often through live heart extraction, mutilation and decapitation—it was on these ball courts (tlachtli) that the most renowned variation of the ball game took place. Ullamaliztli, as witnessed by the Spanish conquistadors in the sixteenth century, was played throughout the Aztec empire. In his memoirs, Primeros Memoriales, the Franciscan de Sahagún sought to capture the essence of this peculiar pursuit:

			Then the playing of the ball game began. And the spectators sat above the ball court on both sides; all the noblemen, or lords, or seasoned warriors sat divided into two sections. And on each side above the ball court, each on his own side, sat the contenders to whom the ball game pertained. And to each side of the court was attached a [circular stone] called tlachtemalacatl, which had a hole [in the center]. And he who put [the ball] through it, won the game . . . And it was said that the ball game was like war . . .3

			At the game’s peak, over 16,000 rubber balls were exported each year from the lowland provinces to Tenochtitlán as royal tribute. (The Castilloa elastica—from which latex sap was gleaned, mixed with the extract of the morning glory plant and fashioned into rubber balls—grew wild from the lowlands of southern Mexico down through to present-day Colombia.) Nevertheless, the game that the conquistadors encountered had not been limited to the Aztecs. From what is now southern Arizona down through Mexico and into Central America, an area of a million square miles, the ball game had been played for over two millennia until the fall of the Aztec empire in 1521. (Over 1,500 ball courts have been unearthed.) Since its inception in 1600 BCE by the Olmecs (known as the “rubber people”)—to which time rubber balls from El Manatí, on the Gulf of Mexico, have been dated—the game gradually evolved. Although Pan-Mesoamerican in spirit, the ball game took on diverse meanings and traditions according to region.

			By the advent of the Spanish conquest, ullamaliztli had become a largely secular and highly popular pastime. Not a true sport in the modern sense, the ball game was a combination of competing functions: part ritual and part recreation, on which large wagers would be placed. Yet popularity—the game was played relentlessly—did not herald conformity. The Mesoamerican ball court varied in size, between one hundred and two hundred feet in length, twenty to thirty feet in width, and eight and eleven feet in height, though all courts retained the shape of a Roman I. Ball games were played as singles, doubles, and with up to eleven players. Teams did not have to be evenly matched: there were instances of matches where two players were drawn against three. The most important players, on either team, stood in the center of the court as if primed for battle.

			There seem to have been variations in scoring points, the ability to send the ball through a ring, secured to the side of the central court, which won the game instantly:

			The Spectators seeing the Ball so drove through the Hole, which they look’d upon as miraculous, tho’ it was only an accident, were wont to affirm, that the Man who did it was certainly a Thief, or an Adulterer, or would dye very soon, since he so fortunate, and this Success was talk’d of for a long time, till the like hapning [sic] again it was forgot.4

			This necessitated both skill and good fortune: the knee, buttock and hip were all used to propel the ball, while employing other parts of the body would incur a foul. Belts and padding, fashioned from leather and wood, were used to protect the players’ hips and thighs. Moreover, the rings were at times either the same size or fractionally smaller than the ball, which made scoring even more problematic. According to Fray Toribio de Benavente Motolinía, “A man, throwing it by hand from close range could not put it in once in one hundred tries, nor in two hundred.”5

			Rubber balls were usually the size of a skull, and both quick and heavy. As one Spanish chronicler observed: “Jumping and bouncing are its qualities, upward and downward, to and fro. It can exhaust the pursuer running after it before he can catch up with it.”6 Or as the seventeenth-century Spanish historian Antonio de Herrera y Tordesillas succinctly pronounced: “The balls made thereof tho’ hard and heavy to the hand, did bound and fly as well as our footballs.”7

			Given that it was lauded for its belligerence, it is unsurprising that the ball game often resulted in death and injury. Too often balls rebounded with such speed that players were unexpectedly caught in the face and stomach. The fortunate had to have their bruises cut open in order to have the blood clots removed. The less fortunate were struck dead instantly by the sheer force of impact. There was an art to playing the game well that provoked admiration in one of the great Spanish chroniclers, Fray Diego Durán:

			There were those who played it with such skill and cunning that in one hour the ball did not stop bouncing from one end to the other, without a miss, [the players] using only their buttocks [and knees], never touching it with the hand, foot, calf, or arm. Both teams were so alert in keeping the ball bouncing that it was amazing.8

			Durán applauded the panache with which Indian males—highborn or low—played the game, also remarking on “the skill and lightness with which some play it, how much more are to be praised those who with such cunning, trickery, and nimbleness play it with their backsides or knees!”9 In the manuscript of the Book of the Gods and Rites, the Dominican friar dedicated a chapter to the ball game in what must be one of the finest accounts of Aztec culture. Admonished during his lifetime for seeking to understand Aztec society and practice, and subsequently forgotten for over three hundred years, Durán chronicled a civilization that was on the verge of vanishing.

			While applauding the noblemen for playing the game for “recreation and sport,” he balked at those who played it “for profit and as a vice.”10 (Though the Spanish were not immune to the pleasures of gambling themselves.) The Aztec nobility, who took to the courts with great skill, often employed the services of proto-professional players, who were made to play each other on feast days. Gambling on ball games was rife, and with it came the obligatory superstitions. The ball, an object of reverence, was subjected to incantations and the creation of spells, so as to increase the chances for success on the  court. Priests, “black as those who come from Hell,”11 would consecrate ball courts by throwing the ball across the court four times; while games were played at midnight, especially on days of auspicious omen. In many cases there was a personal cost:

			These wretches played for stakes of little value or worth, and since the pauper loses quickly what he has, they were forced to gamble their homes, their fields, their corn granaries, their maguey plants. They sold their children in order to bet and even staked themselves and became slaves, to be sacrificed later if they were not ransomed.12

			Though for the nobility the stakes could be even higher. The tyrannous ruler of Azcapotzalco, Maxtla, who eventually met his death on a ball court, was reputed to have lost the Tepanec empire in a ball game. While Axayacatl, monarch of Tenochtitlán, gambled his annual income, together with duty revenue, against Xochimilco. When Xihuitlemoc, ruler of Xochimilco, won the match, he was duly assassinated by his quondam ally. This was no game: this was war by proxy.

			Cortés returned from the New World to the court of Charles V with a team of ullamaliztli (ball game) players who were drawn by the German painter Christoph Weiditz juggling various objects with their feet. (Although there is no evidence of the ball game having been played at court, López de Gómara disdainfully records that the team only included “eight tumblers, several very white Indian men and women, and dwarfs and monsters.”13) Nevertheless, it was not long before the game that had charmed the very earliest conquistadors and that Motecuhzoma Xocoyotl had introduced to Hernán Cortés with such delight, was prohibited “because of the Mischief that often hapned [sic] at it.”14 Motecuhzoma should have listened to the portents long before the arrival of the Spanish. Nezahualpili, ruler of Texoco, had construed a comet, which had been observed in the east, as an ill omen: namely, the destruction of the empire. Motecuhzoma, however, failed to believe Nezahualpili’s prophecy, so a ball game was held to test its validity. Motecuhzoma duly lost the game, and history took its course.

			Tragically, by 1585, all 556 ball courts in the region had been destroyed, a process accelerated by the Iberians’ proselytizing impulse. The Franciscan Motolinía, who believed Mesoamerican religion to be in effect devil worship perpetrated by Satan himself, saw the ancient ball game as a form of witchcraft. He recorded how the ball courts were destroyed because of their idolatrous nature. Tchatali had all but been eradicated.

			•   •   •

			By the twentieth century, all that was left were the shadows. In Itinerary, his intellectual memoir, Paz recalls Chichén Itzá, where in his youth he spent a week among the ruins:

			One morning as I was walking through the Ball Game Court in whose perfect symmetry the universe seemed to rest between two parallel walls, under a diaphanous and impenetrable sky, a space where silence converses with the wind, a game field where constellations battle, altar of terrible sacrifices: on one of the reliefs that grace the sacred rectangle one can see a defeated player, on his knees, his head rolling on the ground like a sun decapitated from the heavens, while from his severed throat sprout seven jets of blood, seven rays of light, seven serpents . . .15

			The significance of the Grand Ball Court was not lost on the young Paz, who marveled at the explicitness of the Mayan bas-reliefs. It was here, in what had been one of the largest Mayan cities, which boasted thirteen ball courts, that the Spaniards would have “encountered history as well as geography.”16 And while death may not have been a prerequisite of the Aztec ball game, the Mayan variant (Pok-Ta-Pok) was steeped in chthonic mythology where death and the game had become inextricable. Even the court itself, architecturally configured so that it rested lower than the surrounding pyramids, may have represented a portal to Xibalba (Place of Fear), the terrifying underworld where the Lords of Death would be encountered.

			The myth-historical narrative of the Quiché Mayan, contained in Popol Vuh (Book of the People), is arguably the most important Amerindian text that survives. Transcribed and translated into Spanish by Fray Francisco Ximénez at the beginning of the eighteenth century, the book recounts the creation myth of the Quiché and the gods’ various attempts to create a conscious human being. Yet what makes the text even more remarkable is the importance of the ball game and its significance in Mayan culture.

			Divided to into five parts, opening with the beguiling “This is the beginning of the Ancient World” and ending with the tragic finality of “This is enough about the being of Quiché, given that there is no longer a place to see it,”17 the central myth in part three of the book records the various ball games played against the Lords of Death in Xibalba.

			When the terrestrial ball games of Hun Hunahpu and Vucub Hunahpu, the sons of the divine grandparents (the oldest gods), disturb the Lords of Death, four messengers in the form of grotesque owls are dispatched from Xibalba. The message from these dark lords, who among their number include Demon of Pus, Demon of Jaundice, Scab Stripper, Blood Gatherer and Demon of Filth, is a firm challenge to a ball game in Xibalba. The brothers take up the offer and make their way across rivers of blood and pus and past a torrent of scorpions into the Underworld. Nevertheless, it is after a night in the Dark House, where they are given two cigars and a torch and told not to exhaust them, that Hun Hunahpu and Vucub Hunahpu are sacrificed for failing the trial. They are buried in the ball court, though the decapitated head of Hun Hunahpu is put in the fork of a calabash tree, which then duly bears fruit. When Blood Moon, the daughter of a Lord of Death, passes the tree, the severed head spits into her hand. Discovering she has fallen pregnant, Blood Moon is expelled from Xibalba through a hole in the ground. On earth she gives birth to the hero twin boys, Hunahpu and Xbalanque.

			Once the hero twins discover a ball-game kit hidden in their house, they become accomplished players. Their games, like those of their father, upset the Lords of Death, who summon them in seven days. The message, however, is sent to their grandmother, who dispatches a louse to bid the boys into the Underworld. Unlike their fathers before them, the hero twins manage to outwit the Lords of Death, both on and off the ball court. Deception through illusion, however, allows the Lords of Death to be defeated, when Xbalanque decapitates Hunahpu and brings him back to life. Two Lords of Death, who are overly impressed by this trick, ask to be mock-sacrificed, only to die at the hands of the hero twins.

			There have been numerous interpretations of the significance of the ball game and its centrality to Mayan culture. The ball, with its mysterious flight through the air, is thought to have reflected the movement of the sun and the solar system. While the transition from the terrestrial to the underworld is certainly the battle between light and darkness, day and night, good and evil as well as life and death. The ball court, on the other hand, represented both the removal and renewal of life: a place where the shedding of blood would bring rebirth and fertility. The very nature of the game meant that fortunes could be reversed at any point. While decapitation (of figures such as Hun Hunahpu) came to symbolize the maize god and the sacrifice of defeated players the crop harvest. Skull racks (tzompantli), such as those at Chichén Itzá, were placed adjacent to the ball courts: a timely reminder of those that had been sacrificed. The pitting of two opposing forces in a game of both skill and chance, where sacrifice was the endgame, acted as the harbinger of seasonal change.

			While the Mesoamerican ball game may have been the most highly developed in the Americas, it was not the only ball game played by the Amerindians. As far south as Patagonia, tchoekah proved a popular pastime, played as a forerunner of hockey. A variety of rubber-ball games were played in what is now Colombia, Venezuela, Ecuador, Bolivia and the western heartland of Brazil. According to Eduardo Galeano, even “the Indians of the Bolivian Amazon say they have been kicking a hefty rubber ball between two posts since time immemorial,”18 though this is more likely a tongue-in-cheek view of Latin American hegemony in all things football.

			From the Otomac in the Venezuelan llanos (plains), who mostly used their shoulders to play, to the Amniapä of Brazil, who liked to wager arrows, the ball game flourished wherever there was rubber. The Apinayé, who live between the Amazonian rain forest and Brazil’s savannah, played the rubber-ball game as part of an initiation ceremony into adulthood. The game’s mythology tells the story of a madman who uses a leg bone to attack villagers at night. The villagers manage to capture the man and cut off his head, only for it to roll away and return in the light to exact its revenge. The head is tricked into a hole, whereupon it is covered with earth. In time a rubber tree grows from the burial site, and the sap is used to create the first rubber balls.

			Even as late as the first decades of the twentieth century, explorers found that Amazonian Indians were playing with balls “not unlike football.”19 “In some parts of the Putumayo the author has seen the Indians at their games with these balls of caucho, and their cleverness with them was really remarkable as they passed the ball from one to the other, impelling it by means of their knees, hands and heads.”20

			Despite the conquistadors’ efforts to drive it into extinction, variants of the ancient Aztec game survive to this day. (In Sinaloa, Mexico, a variation is still played as ulama; while in Michoacán, a nocturnal game is played, whereby the ball, symbolizing the sun, is set alight and moved around with sticks.) Nevertheless, in the writings of Durán and his fellow Iberian chroniclers, the evidence of this ancient ritual is still alive. The Dominican friar may have been unable to persuade a group of Aztec elders to play a game for him, but he remained captivated by “the games, tricks, and skills which these people performed with their feet, hands, and bodies.”21 Durán seemed to foretell what would be made clear for the world to see in the twentieth century: “I venture to say that there is not and never has been another nation in the world which has practiced greater and cleverer skills than these.”22
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			CHAPTER ONE

			NOT QUITE CRICKET

			1800–1900

			If I should die, think only this of me: That there’s some corner of a foreign field that is forever England.

			—Rupert Brooke, “The Soldier” (1914)

			Put the bum, the gaucho, the peasant, the basic element of our population, through all the transformations of the best systems of education; in one hundred years you won’t make of him an English worker, who works, consumes and lives in dignity and comfort.

			—Juan Bautista Alberdi, Bases and Starting Points for the Political Organization of the Argentine Republic (1852)

			The Cricket Clubs of Rio Janeiro and San Paulo had a set-to last month, the latter being the challenger. Each side won a match. The games were played in Viscount Maua’s demesne at S. Paulo. The San Paulo club gave a grand banquet of 50 covers, and the toasts were eloquent and numerous.

			—The Standard (June 3, 1875)

			It is commonly, but mistakenly, held that the first team sport the British introduced to Latin America was association football. It was, in fact, cricket.

			On February 3, 1852, a cricket match was played in Buenos Aires. The pitch, even by mid-nineteenth-century standards, was notorious for its treacherous bounce, so much so that “swift bowling was apt to inflict wounds.”1 As the shadows began to lengthen on that late summer afternoon, the players, all of whom were of British extraction, could make out Federalist troops in the distance. These Argentines, defeated by their own countrymen at the Battle of Caseros, had fought for Juan Manuel de Rosas, the authoritarian caudillo dictator, who would shortly board the HMS Locust and spend the next twenty-five years in exile on a farm outside Southampton. When the battle-weary men filed past the ground, the cricketers stopped play and gave a gentlemanly round of applause. After a few minutes, the match was quietly resumed. Six years later, during the siege of Buenos Aires by General Justo José de Urquiza, who sought to reintegrate Buenos Aires into the Confederation, the cricket ground was cut off from the city. Oblivious to yet another internecine war and disgusted by the potential loss of a day’s cricket, the British players successfully petitioned the besieging commander and were allowed safe passage across enemy lines to play their match. As one contemporary travel writer noted: “It was a very risky proceeding for a few men to spend the day surrounded by such characters as might be expected in the rear of Urquiza’s army.”2

			Cricket matches such as these, often played in fantastic and improbable circumstances, were not exclusive to the Argentine republic. When W. H. Bullock traveled across Mexico in the mid-1860s, he was surprised at what he found at the “head-quarters of cricket,” the village of Napolés.

			During the voyage out from England I had heard that cricket was played in the country, but supposed it would turn out to be cricket of that degenerate sort which one finds occasionally played by the English residents in different parts of Europe. So that when I got to the ground, and found an excellent pavilion, a scoring-box, visitors’ tent, the field marked out with flags, with the well-known letters M.C.C. (Mexico, not Marylebone, Cricket Club) marked upon them, and some eighteen or twenty players in flannels and cricket shoes, I was not a little astonished, and soon found out that I had to do with a very different sort of cricket to what I had expected.

			Perhaps the most surprising part of the performance was that the best player on the ground was a Mexican, whose bowling and batting did infinite credit to the training which he received at Brice Castle School.

			Among the English players were several gentlemen close upon sixty years of age, who all expressed to me their conviction that they owed much of the health and energy which they still possessed, in spite of forty years’ residence in Mexico, to having stuck, through thick and thin, to their Sunday cricket. They assured me that they had never allowed political events to interfere with their game, which they had pursued unconcernedly, more than once, in view of the fighting going on in the hills around them.3

			The game had also been played in the grounds of Latin America’s only royal castle, the neoclassical Castillo de Chapultepec. Two years before his execution at the hands of a firing squad in 1867, the Austrian archduke Emperor Maximilian I of Mexico posed with Sir Charles Wyke, the British ambassador, for a surreal photograph, both wearing cricket “whites.” In Rio de Janeiro, Emperor Dom Pedro II “the Magnanimous” was frequently seen at matches. Chilean cricket, however, was far less sophisticated. While a British Royal Navy lieutenant was heartened to see that Valparaíso possessed a cricket club, he lamented the poor ground and slope on which the game took place.

			Wherever the British settled in Latin America, sporting—especially cricket—clubs were quickly established. As early as 1827, mine owners and businessmen founded the Mexico Cricket Club in Mexico City. In 1842, the Victoria Cricket Club, its name a tribute to Britain’s young queen, was established by a group of Englishmen in Montevideo. Lima’s Salon de Comercio, conceived three years later, would become the Lima Cricket and Lawn Tennis Club. Meanwhile, in Chile, the Valparaíso Cricket Club was inaugurated 1860, the second club to be formed there. Rio de Janeiro boasted a number of clubs—including the Anglo-Brazilian Cricket Club, British Cricket Club, Rio British Cricket Club and Artisan Amateurs Cricket Club—though matches seem to have been played on an ad hoc basis. (George Cox, whose son Oscar would be instrumental in establishing football in the Brazilian city, founded the Rio Cricket Club in 1872.) Clubs such as these, where expatriates could reinforce their culture and maintain their contacts, provided civilized respite from the hardships of day-to-day life in Latin America.

			Cricket’s popularity was not exclusive to the Spanish-speaking Americas. In the 1850s and 1860s, clubs blossomed in the United States. Fred Lillywhite, the cricketer-cum-entrepreneur, noted that “Cricket in Philadelphia has every prospect of becoming a national game”4 when he toured Canada and the United States in 1859. Enthusiasm for this most English of sports in the United States would be short-lived, as baseball began to capture the nation’s imagination. This would also be true for the northern Latin American republics, where baseball was the favored pastime among Yankee workers. Proximity proved an unfair advantage for the United States, so that her influence from the mid-nineteenth century onward stretched from Mexico, through Central America, and into Colombia and Venezuela. Cricket in Mexico, though popular within the expatriate communities of Pachuca, Puebla and Monterrey, could never compete with baseball. (Baseball would later usurp football in Nicaragua, Panama, as well as along the coastal regions of Colombia and Venezuela.) Even the myth that Abner Doubleday invented baseball, for which there is scant evidence, has a curious Mexican provenance. During the occupation of Mexico City in the Mexican-American War, Doubleday was said to have encouraged his cadre to play the game in the Halls of Montezuma. With no other bat to hand, an Illinois army volunteer employed General Antonio López de Santa Anna’s wooden leg, which had been requisitioned as war booty.

			With her commercial interests displaced by the United States in the northern republics, Britain would have to settle for exerting her considerable influence over Brazil, Uruguay, Argentina, Chile and Peru. Her attitude to these Latin republics—which would always be imbued with certain high-handedness—differed little from that of Spain. The quest for “El Dorado” remained, though it now spoke a different language. Under Iberian rule, South American trade with imperialist Britain had been a somewhat erratic affair. Initially independence failed to ignite local investment, and though in 1808 40 percent of British exports found their way to Latin America, it proved to be an arrant overestimation of what was an unknown market. By the late 1810s, these nascent republics had started to attract foreign investors, who could provide the necessary expertise for developing infrastructure and mining projects, especially in Mexico and Peru. By 1822, Latin American governments had started to float bonds in London. Gran Colombia was the first republic to do so, followed by Chile and Peru. Such was the appetite for Latin American investment that the fictional Republic of Poyais, invented by a Scottish adventurer, issued a bond. After three years, the loan bubble finally burst when the Bank of England raised the lending rate. The defaults now came in quick sucession: Peru, Gran Colombia, Chile, Mexico, Argentina and the Federal Republic of Central America. This lesson in financial mismanagement would set the tone for the next two centuries.

			•   •   •

			By the 1860s and 1870s, foreign investors began to flock back to the region despite the inherent trading risk. The products varied from country to country. Argentina and Uruguay produced meat, wool and hides; nitrates and guano were exported from Peru; coffee, sugar and rubber from Brazil; copper and nitrates from Chile. The British, ever keen to act the mediator, provided banking, insurance and other services. Fortunes were made as quickly as they were lost. Investors were particularly drawn to infrastructure projects, in the form of railway and utility companies, which would give the British greater influence than the size of her expatriate communities would suggest. In the 1880s, the British began to exert a commanding presence in the railway market, having bought both railway lines and concessions from Latin American governments. The Santos–São Paulo Railway in Brazil became one of the most lucrative ventures on the continent, dominating coffee exports. These railway networks that radiated from capital city across the continent, for the most part operated and manned by the British, would be instrumental in advancing football in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Railway workers, both local and British, across the continent formed teams, and the ease with which the new lines allowed swift movement between hitherto remote locations encouraged the development of competitive matches. By the outbreak of the First World War, Argentina would have the largest network on the continent, which would give her a sense of national cohesion, if not identity. The Argentinian version of “Manifest Destiny”—Roca’s Conquest of the Desert (Conquista del Desierto) in the 1870s and 1880s—may have been genocide under the guise of civilization, but it catalyzed the railway industry.

			Industrial superiority, coupled with a perceived moral ascendency derived from their vast empire, afforded British immigrants and workers a position in society that was closed to those who had emigrated from the poorer European nations. The continent, especially on the Pacific coast, where riches were thought to be most abundant, proved a draw for many speculators, scrupulous or otherwise, who sought to take advantage of natural resources and cheap labor. In the 1870s, an English traveler in Peru discerned a distinct lack of ethics among the country’s new rich, which was not untainted by snobbery: “Men who would never have been anything but lackeys in their own country have become masters of land and money in Peru . . . [they] were noted for neither moral nor intellectual capacity, utterly innocent of any culture or regard for it.”5 Over thirty years later, the British were still being accorded an astonishing degree of respect, regardless of their social class or education. “From the moment of his arrival on Brazilian soil, an Englishman, even the very humblest specimen of his race, in scholastic parlance, ‘goes up one.’ He is transformed from Bill Jones to Senhor. His views are respected, and, however profound his ignorance concerning the world and its inhabitants, he will not be told peremptorily to ‘shut up.’”6 Britain stood for industry, modernity and progress, something that could not be said for the agrarian economies of the Iberian Peninsula and Italy.

			The late nineteenth century had witnessed immigration to South America on a substantial scale. Immigrants may have come looking for the life that their home countries had failed to provide, but some were sorely disappointed. Many even returned. In Brazil, the coffee plantations attracted workers, especially from Italy. The conditions that greeted many of these workers were so bad that in 1885 the Italian government published a leaflet warning against migration to Brazil. In London, The Times warned its readers of the dire conditions to which Yorkshire workers were exposed in São Paulo. Immigration could also be selective, with immigrants tending to congregate where their fellow countrymen had already settled. The Welsh settled in Patagonia, while the Germans and Italians opted for southern Brazil. Indentured Koreans worked the henequen industry in Mexico and Chinese laborers worked the sugar and cotton plantations in Cuba and Peru. Between 1870 and 1900, Latin America more than doubled in population, growing from 25 million to 62 million. During this period Brazil, a country that actively sought immigration, grew from 3 million to 18 million. With the abolition of slavery, cheap labor was sought, especially for the coffee plantations. And yet it was Buenos Aires that became the first city in Latin America whose population broke the million barrier. By 1914, this port city had a foreign-born population of 30 percent. In a century, Buenos Aires had been transformed from a colonial city, which under Iberian rule had contributed little in terms of commerce, into a proto-European metropolis.

			The criollo (creole) upper classes, always susceptible to European values that could be worn as a badge of ascension, mimicked those whom they saw as their betters in both belief and custom. Though relatively small in number, the British were able to maintain a profile that belied their size. Thus, when it came to sporting events, the local criollo population could not afford to ignore what were seen initially as the outlandish antics of the British.

			The British would attempt to consolidate their position in one country in particular. Of all the republics, Argentina proved to be the closest the British ever came to establishing a colony in the region. In the 1890s, a United States consul, posted in Buenos Aires, wryly observed: “It almost seems that the English have the preference in everything pertaining to the business and business interests of the country . . . They are ‘in’ everything, except politics, as intimately as though it were a British colony.”7 Paradoxically, it would be the very country that would endure the most fractious relationship with Britain over the next century that would also be the first to take up football.

			The Lands That England Lost

			The myth that football was introduced to South America by uncouth sailors who played free-for-alls on the docksides of the continent as they waited to pick up their cargo is so good that it has become accepted as truth. In his paean to the beautiful game, Soccer in Sun and Shadow, the Uruguayan polemicist Eduardo Galeano poeticizes the story told by his fellow countryman:

			Outside the madhouse, in an empty lot in Buenos Aires, several blond boys were kicking a ball around.

			“Who are they?” asked a child.

			“Crazy People,” answered his father. “Crazy English.”

			Journalist Juan José de Soiza Reilly remembers this from his childhood.8

			Football, however, was born of the British club, where it would supersede cricket as the game of choice. The idea that sport in Latin America was somehow propagated by the local working-class criollos watching sailors on shore leave remains rooted in myth. In the nineteenth-century cricket, football and rugby were the preserve of expatriates, who in turn were aped by the criollo elites. Nevertheless this bewildered attitude toward the “crazy” English—Englishness and Britishness to this day remain interchangeable in Latin America—obtained even as late as 1896 in Rio de Janeiro, where a Brazilian journalist observed: “In Bom Retiro, 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.”9

			In turn, British attitudes to Latin America had always been ambivalent at best. And their early dealings with the viceroyalty of the Río de la Plata—culminating in the humiliating conclusion to Sir Home Popham’s ill-fated and unsanctioned expedition to Buenos Aires and Montevideo in 1806–1807—exemplified the British government’s confusion regarding its policy toward the continent. Popham had sought to conquer this part of the Spanish empire by provoking unrest in Buenos Aires. Yet he underestimated the local criollos, who would fight valiantly against the invaders and refuse to submit to another colonial power. Even before the British withdrawal, Lord Castlereagh had dismissed “the hopeless task of conquering this extensive country against the temper of its population.”10 While las invasiones ingleses (the British invasions) may loom large in the annals of Argentine and Uruguayan history, reinforcing the myth of criollo exceptionalism, they are all but forgotten on the part of the British. Failure to take the Río de la Plata (River Plate) did not end British interest in the region. Unable to exert its dominance on Argentina directly, Britain sought a more “informal” route—through commerce. And with commerce came the British obsession with ball games. The Río de la Plata proved especially fertile ground for these most English of pursuits.

			Cricket had come to Argentina early. The Buenos Aires Cricket Club was founded in 1831, with a membership of twenty-five, but it was not the first time the country had witnessed the game. During las invasiones ingleses, the British troops had found time to revive “the national diversions of horse-racing, and cricket, for which we always carried the materials.”11 By the 1850s, the Buenos Aires Cricket Club was established as the preeminent club in the capital and would play ad hoc matches against visiting elevens, made up of British naval officers on shore leave. In 1864, the club thrashed an eleven from the HMS Bombay by seven wickets, only for the ship to be destroyed by fire off the coast of Uruguay. Three years later a cricket match took place that would set the tone for one of the most fiercely fought rivalries in sporting history. Montevideo’s proximity to Buenos Aires—together with her shared history under the viceroyalty of Río de la Plata until the second decade of the nineteenth century—had formed an uneasy bond between the two countries. (Uruguay, dwarfed by both Argentina and Brazil and whose independence was abetted by British intervention, would later shape its identity through football.) In 1868, the Buenos Aires Cricket Club, captained by the British consul Frank Parish, played the Monte Video Cricket Club (MVCC) in the Uruguayan capital. The match would have been held as early as 1864, but political upheaval in Uruguay led to its being postponed. Although the match was played by “11 B. Ayreans contra 18 Montevideans,” all the players were British. The Uruguayan president Pedro Varela believed that even though both teams consisted of Englishmen and sons of Englishmen, who never wished to be considered anything else, “in the thing they loved the most, which was sport, they took Uruguayan and Argentine nationalities.”12 The following year a second “international” took place in Buenos Aires. Between 1868 and the Second World War, twenty-nine such matches were played between these Río de la Plata rivals, of which Argentina lost only six.

			Cricket, however, remained an acquired taste for the criollo population and a recherché sport for the elites. (Argentine cricket was played to subcounty standards in the 1920s and 1930s.) Even in the second half of the twentieth century, by which time Argentina had cemented its identity, the game continued to be seen as a symbol of British imperialism. When the Buenos Aires Cricket Club’s pavilion burned down in 1946, bad luck was not deemed to have played its part: rather the hand of the Peronist government was suspected. Worse was to come in 1953, when the majestic Jockey Club also fell victim to Peronist arsonists. Several masterpieces, including Goya’s portrait of Don Antonio de Porcel, together with the 50,000-volume library, were destroyed. When the fire brigade was telephoned, the reply was unnervingly curt: “We have no instructions to put out a fire at the Jockey Club.”13

			•   •   •

			In 1867, the Football Association’s Laws of the Game—which had been codified in December 1863 after heated debate and sought to unify the game and differentiate it from rugby—were sent to the editor of The Standard in Buenos Aires. The editor, Edward Mulhall, forwarded the rule book to Thomas Hogg, a keen games player. Six years earlier, Dublin-born Mulhall and his brother had established an English-language newspaper in order to serve the needs of the Anglo community, which was largely made up of English, Scottish and Irish immigrants. On May 6, the following announcement was printed in The Standard:

			Foot Ball

			A Preliminary Meeting will be held on Thursday evening next, at 7.30 p.m., in Calle Temple, opposite No. 46, for the purpose of making rules and regulations for Foot Ball Matches, to be played on the Cricket Ground, during winter.

			All persons interested are requested to attend.

			BY ORDER.

			Buenos Ayres, May 6, 186714

			The match, scheduled for May 25, the republic’s national day, had to be postponed due to a waterlogged pitch at the Boca Junction railway station. And so on June 20, 1867, the first official football match was played in Latin America, though it is possible that it had been played informally beforehand. Employing the Football Association’s 1863 rules, “with some slight modifications,” and playing in red and white caps respectively, the Blancos (whites) ran out 4–0 winners against the Colorados (reds) over one hundred minutes. The players were all British, except for William Boschetti, who had been born in St. Lucia. The Standard expected a large attendance, weather permitting. Walter Heald, the club’s secretary, recorded the match day in his diary:

			June 20th, Thursday. This being a holiday and the football match day, J. Hogg and I went out by the 10 [o’clock] train to Palermo to mark out the ground as we had settled to play on the cricket ground, after having placed all the flags we adjourned to the Confitería and had some bread and cheese and porter and soon after that, the rest of the players came out by the 12 o’clock train; we could not muster more than about 8 on a side and that made the work very heavy, we played for about 2 hours and then shut up, being utterly exhausted; we returned by the 3.30 train and I forthwith proceeded to dress for the L. as I was going out to dine with Barge previous to the meeting; my back was very painful and indeed seemed to take away all my appetite as I could hardly touch a thing at dinner; we dined at the Louvre with Kohman and had champagne and claret; I had to hold out [sic] 7 o’clock as our Lodge opened at that hour and they are very punctual in commencing business, particularly as it was the installation of W. M night; they were nearly a 100 present and the proceedings lasted until about 10 o’clock, I being made S.; on leaving the Lodge I went straight back to Temple and then at once to bed, but alas! Not to sleep as my back was so very painful that I got very little sleep that night as I could not rest long in any one position and there was no doubt that I was injured internally (probably in the region of the kidneys) from a severe blow in the side that I accidentally received from J. Hogg in a charge.15

			Football may have come to Argentina early, but despite the club’s promising start, it was short-lived. Rugby Union Laws were soon adopted by the club, only for the sport to be banned by the government in 1875 because of the number of injuries suffered by its participants. Even The Standard took up against the game, only for its rival, The Buenos Ayres Daily News and River Plate Advertiser, to come out in the game’s defense: “Football is a capital game, as all Britishers know . . . although our friends The Standard run it down, and think it impossible to play without getting a rasper on the shin bone, or a bang in the eye.”16

			By the early 1870s, yellow fever and cholera, exacerbated by the lack of adequate sanitation, had depleted Buenos Aires. Civil wars, blockades, disease proved difficult conditions in which to conduct business. Published in 1870, Mansilla Fuentes’s Una excursión á los indios Ranqueles (A Visit to the Ranquel Indians) paints Buenos Aires as “a vertiginous agitation, in the middle of narrow, muddy, dirty, fetid streets that block out the horizon and the clean, pure sky . . . all crowded together by egoism, like a bunch of disgusting shell fish.”17 Moreover, there was the inherent corruption of successive governments with which to contend. (A game at which the British were especially proficient.)

			In June 1875, however, The Standard ran an editorial that would change the course of Argentinian football forever: “A meeting of the members of the Foot-ball Club was held . . . it was decided that the rules of the Foot-ball association should be adopted in lieu of Rugby rules under which the game has hitherto been played.” It even provided a comical explanation for the uninitiated: “The game is essentially one of the legs.”18 Three years later, the Spanish-language El Nacional acknowledged the sport for the first time in its editorial, pronouncing, “this English game, it will not be long before we get used to it.”19 Hogg and his peers may have been the first to establish the game in Argentina, but it is to a Scot that the Argentinians still look as their founding father.

			Born in Glasgow’s Gorbals, a working-class area prone to emigration, and educated at the University of Edinburgh, Alexander Watson Hutton arrived in Buenos Aires on February 25, 1882. His early life had been blighted by the death of his parents and his brothers, the latter having been stricken by consumption. In Buenos Aires—now a burgeoning city of immigrants—Watson Hutton taught at St. Andrew’s Scots School, but swiftly fell out with the school’s board when it failed to grant his request for a playing field and gymnasium. In 1884, he established his own school, the English High School, where physical education would become part of the curriculum. Two years later William Waters, the son of Hutton’s former landlady in Glasgow, arrived in the Argentine capital with a bag of leather balls. (Waters would later establish himself as one of Argentina’s foremost importers of sporting goods.) When he brought the deflated footballs into the country, the customs officers found it impossible to classify what they thought to be wineskins or leather caps. An officer cleared the matter up by stating, “Things for the crazy English.”

			Watson Hutton’s insistence on sport, especially football, may have been in part due to the tragic ill health of his immediate family. Nevertheless, the fervor with which he sought to proselytize his
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