
“Es es sentimiento”: First Impressions of Porteño Fútbol, by Tom Smith 

 

Four days before I hopped on Aerolineas Argentinas flight AR1181 to Buenos Aires, I 

stood in the back row of Bay 23 at Allianz Stadium watching Sydney FC defeat Brisbane 

by two goals to one in the A-League, Australia's domestic football competition. As the 

Sky Blues repelled the visitors' attacking raids for the final 10 minutes, the home fans 

willed their team home with this song. 

 

"Whoa-oh, Sydney FC, it's such a feeling, I cannot stop, 

Ole ole ole, ole ole ole, ola, 

Ole ole ole, every day I love you more" 

 

Two weeks later I heard that song - a verbatim translation of a staple Argentine ballad 

sung on terraces across the country - in its native tongue, as Atlanta beat Colegiales in the 

Primera B Metropolitana division at the Estadio Don León Kolbovsky in Villa Crespo. 

 

"Yo soy Bohemio, es un sentimiento, no puedo parar, 

Ole ole ole, ole ole ole, ola, 

Ole ole ole, cada día te quiero mas" 

 

The tune is identical, and the translation is close to literal. However, a difference exists 

between the Australian and Argentine versions, and it's more than simply the lyrical 

flourish of a trumpet that accompanies the Latino rendition. There is a disparity between 



the "feeling" of the Sydney FC supporters and the "sentimiento" of Atlanta's hinchas; a 

fanaticism that is difficult for a cosseted North Shore kid to understand. 

 

* 

 

The decision to select football as the aspect of Argentine culture to discuss in this 

assessment was an easy one. Not simply because of my personal fondness for the 'world 

game', but because of fútbol's ubiquitous presence in porteño life. 

 

After emerging from customs at Ezeiza Airport six weeks ago, it took less than two 

minutes to encounter football: a Copa Libertadores clash between Rosario club Newell's 

Old Boys and Paraguay's Olimpia being breathlessly broadcast over the cab radio, 

diverting the driver's attention from the chaotic Buenos Aires streets. It was Valentine's 

Day, but I suspect this cabbie's true love - like so many of his compatriots - is the 

roundball game. 

 

Football is the national obsession. It's as Argentine as a cup of mate, malfunctioning 

ATMs, and pavements caked in dog excrement. The sport enjoys a monopoly over the 

front pages of the nation's tabloids that has only been temporarily disrupted by the 

appointment of an Argentine Pope. Spend five minutes at a cafe munching on a 

medialuna and you'll spot a kid in a Boca or River shirt. Fútbol is an ever-present 

element of life in Buenos Aires. 

 



* 

 

Outside Atlanta's Estadio Don León Kolbovsky hangs a hand-painted banner, declaring 

"Bohemios de Primera 2014. El cambio es posible hagamos un gran club", a bid for 

promotion from the third to the first tier that smacks more of optimism than expectation. 

Observing their ramshackle ground perched unobtrusively in the suburban barrio of Villa 

Crespo, Los Bohemios are a world away from the glitter of the primera división. 

 

Atlanta is a black sheep of porteño fútbol. In 109 years of existence, they have been 

unable to shake the 'bohemians' tag given to them for their inability to find a permanent 

home ground, and now wear the label with pride. Their strong connections with Villa 

Crespo's sizeable Jewish population contributes to their underdog status, attracting 

vicious barbs from rival clubs with right-wing hinchadas. 

 

The decrepit state of Atlanta's current home - the Kolbovsky; a decayed, concrete 

rectangle lacking a grandstand on its northern side to accommodate the adjacent railway 

tracks - does little to dampen the spirits of the local supporters. Locals congregate en 

masse in the street pre-game, queuing at the ticket office to purchase entradas from the 

grey-haired volunteers manning the till. On this sweltering February afternoon, groups of 

men greet each other warmly with the customary kiss on the cheek before lighting up 

cigarettes and trading stories from days of yore. The assembled crowd of 4,000 or so had 

the family-and-friends atmosphere you would expect at a game of Sydney park footy; a 

family reunion complemented by one lone gringo, a club with richly dense community 



ties an Australian can only observe with envy. 

 

* 

 

Despite their tumbledown stadium, Atlanta's equipo remains in good nick, sitting atop the 

Primera B Metropolitana standings for the visit of Colegiales, a side anchored to the foot 

of the ladder. Their own supporters hardly gave the away team a vote of confidence: the 

minuscule travelling support was nearly outnumbered by the Policía Federal segregating 

them from the home fans. 

 

The police presence has been a jarring, but expected, aspect of porteño fútbol. At a 

continental game between Vélez Sarsfield and Chilean side Iquique, I received the most 

thorough security frisking in my life (the time-honoured Australian tradition of carrying a 

flask of whiskey in your back pocket would have been summarily snuffed out). The 

locals were tame enough this Saturday afternoon - it's hard to muster the energy for 

mischief when it's upwards of 30 degrees - but Argentine matches certainly carry an air 

of tension, or a layer of intensity, missing from Australian games. 

 

If you hadn't known this was a first-versus-last clash, Atlanta's dominance quickly 

exposed the mismatch. In a game played at a far slower pace than you'd find in Australia, 

but with greater technical prowess and tactical sophistication, the hosts peppered the 

Colegiales' goal until the 55th minute breakthrough, when golden-locked striker Andrés 

Soriano smartly tucked away the only goal of the game, celebrating garishly in front of 



his doting admirers. La Hinchada sung their heroes home and greeted the referee's full-

time whistle with a rousing rendition of 'Es un sentimiento'. 

 

* 

 

Sydney's sporting public is infamously fickle. On a given weekend, you might have the 

choice of the city's two professional football sides, two AFL outfits, Super 15 rugby 

franchise or nine NRL clubs, plus cricket and tennis in the summer, not to mention the 

inexhaustible list of leisure activities offered by the Harbour City. There's a limitless 

number of mistresses to tempt the average average Australian sports fan away from 

fidelity to just one club. 

 

From an outsider's perspective, a porteño's relationship with his football club more 

closely resembles a marriage than a fling. Between the rickety stadium and the obscurity 

of life in the third division of Argentine football, there is nothing glamourous about 

supporting Atlanta, especially when two of the world's most famous clubs - Boca and 

River - are just a short colectivo ride away. But an ingrained loyalty draws them back to 

the Kolbovsky every other Saturday. 

 

This unwavering devotion is alien to the Australian observer. Australia is often described 

as a sports-mad nation, but as Tony Ward describes, we are a nation afflicted by the 

sporting sniffles. Argentines suffer from a condition far more serious: full-blown football 

influenza. While Australians pick and chose from a sporting smorgasbord, fútbol is the 



only dish that appears on the porteño menu, which engenders a fanaticism that surpasses 

unparalleled Down Under. 

 

* 

 

The sentimiento of Atlanta's hinchas possesses a grit, an earthiness, a resolve, that is 

lacking from the Australian understanding of support. Back home in the 'lucky country', 

our idea of instability is the puerile quarrelling between Julia Gillard and Kevin Rudd 

over the Labor leadership. Whereas Argentina is a nation that bears very real scars from a 

history of genuine struggle, and I believe this manifests itself in the resilience of porteño 

football fans. 

 

The path from my San Telmo house to my classes at UCA is laced with plaques 

memorialising the English Invasions of the early 19th Century, and further north, the 

iconic white kerchiefs of Las Madres de la Plaza de Mayo are painted on the pavement 

where they have been protesting since the 1976 military coup. Last Sunday, thousands of 

protesters met there for the Día de la Memoria por la Verdad y la Justicia, testament to 

the trauma the dictatorship still inflicts. 

 

Economic frailty is another constant source of angst for porteños, who moan bitterly 

about the import restrictions that fuel inflation, render domestic savings worthless and 

spawn an army of touts trading US dollars at the illegal 'blue rate' on Calle Florida. The 

din of dissatisfaction towards populist president Cristina Kirchner - usually referred to 



scornfully by her first name only - is reaching a crescendo. 

 

However, Argentina's history of collective struggle has constructed a sense of 

community, as well as a stoic resilience to hardship, that is clearly reflected in porteños' 

unyielding support of their respective football clubs. There is no comparison between the 

tragedy of los desaparecidos and sport, however, a society that has endured this 

communal experience of suffering is likely to possess a resilience in other walks of life. I 

believe their unswerving support of football is an example of this. 

 

Daily life in Sydney, thankfully, is not a struggle. Democracy is sacrosanct and the 

economy is robust. Perhaps that means - when it comes to sport - we are fair-weather 

friends who shy away from a struggle. Argentines, on the other hand, are accustomed to 

collective struggle, the kind of shared experiences that bind a national community 

together, or wed football supporter to club. With a shallow understanding of Argentina's 

collective social hardship, it is difficult for me to truly understand the sentimiento that 

grips Atlanta's throng of die-hards. 

 

* 

 

Recently, chatting over a choripán drowned in chimichurri, an Australian living in 

Buenos Aires proposed that Argentina is a nation defined by sorrow. Sorrow at a century 

of squandered economic potential and crippling political fragility. He pointed out that 

Argentines are the most psychoanalysed people on earth, a group intimately in-tune with 



their emotions. He highlighted the nation's great cultural icon - the tango - as evidence of 

this shared melancholy; a dance fusing sorrow and passion, in stark contrast to, for 

example, the unbridled joy of the Brazilian samba.  

 

This Aussie porteño posited that if Argentina met their great continental rivals Brazil in 

the World Cup final next year that, of course, every Argentine would cheer for La 

Albiceleste. However, if that Argentine spent an hour on his psychologist's couch, he 

would admit that he subconsciously wanted the national team to falter, adding another 

shared tragedy to Argentina's tortured history, such is their perverse attachment to 

sorrow, the most authentic of sentimientos, the emotion that binds together el pueblo. 

 

It is easy to perceive Latin America as one homogenous entity, especially in football 

terms. The region's supporters are often described by Australian fans as the gold standard 

in passion, seduced by vibrant images of frenzied, flag-waving hinchas blanketed by 

streamers and confetti; a kind of mini-Carnival on the terrace. My afternoon in Villa 

Crespo quickly dispelled that myth. 

 

Certainly, la hinchada stationed behind Atlanta's goals generated an impressive amount 

of noise and colour, but the atmosphere was far from Carnival. Their repertoire of songs - 

many slow and protracted, all hugely emotive - harboured a brooding intensity, a forlorn 

devotion, that wouldn't have been out of place raising the curtain for 'Don't Cry for Me, 

Argentina' in the musical 'Evita'; the story of Eva Perón representing another of the 

country's great sorrows. Atlanta's hymnbook - 'Es un sentimiento' included - was 



characteristically porteño, melding passion, devotion and sorrow in equal parts, and 

reflecting a unconditional loyalty foreign to an Australian onlooker. 

 

* 

 

"Whoa-oh, Sydney FC, it's such a feeling," sung the Sydney FC fans in the cavernous 

Allianz Stadium, its title the result of a seven-figure deal with the multinational insurance 

conglomerate of the same name. The game takes place under the watchful eye of Football 

Federation chief Frank Lowy, Australia's second richest man, and the middle-class 

patrons return to their leafy suburban homes at full-time. This is the 'lucky country', after 

all. 

 

Two weeks later in Villa Crespo, I observed 4,000 Atlanta devotees assemble in at the 

Estadio Don León Kolbovsky, the ground named after the Jewish president of the club 

who secured Atlanta's precarious financial future in the 1950s. There's no running water 

in the bathrooms and the once-resplendent blue and gold paint job is starting to fade and 

chip away, but the hoary old men that fill the terraces don't seem to mind. 

 

The contrast is profound, and reflects the difference between the Australian 'feeling' and 

the Argentine 'sentimiento'. Porteños' passion for fútbol runs deeper than Sydneysiders', I 

believe, because of Argentines' shared history of struggle and preparedness to 

collectively shoulder the burden of sorrow. Buenos Aires provides the conditions 

conducive to this sentimiento; Sydney - for better or worse - does not. 


