
The Argentine football club Boca Juniors is a dynasty that will never die, 
thanks in large part to their rabid fans. Each time a goal is scored in 

their home stadium, La Bombonera, thousands of screaming fans toss the 
remains of dead friends and relatives onto the field as a sign of loyalty 
and support. JONATHAN FRANKLIN attends a few matches and visits the 
Boca Juniors cemetery in Buenos Aires, and attempts to understand the 

profound dedication of football's most passionate fans
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"It is the dying wish of every Boca fan to be left to rest here," says 
Rafael Garcia, a 19-year-old fan, as he points around La Bombonera, 
Boca's famed home stadium which sits in a poor harbor 
neighborhood in the center of Buenos Aires, Argentina. "So you see 
people smuggling in pieces of bone and ashes, and after a goal they 
throw it onto the field." 

“My brother asked me to draft the legal documents for this,” 
explains Carlos Reyna, an Argentine businessman, who shows 
me a copy of his brother’s will and last testament which includes 
the phrase: “Please and with all care have my ashes delivered to La 
Bombonera where they can be spread on the field.” 

Reyna says “there are thousands of fans like this,” as if it were 
normal to ask family members to illegally smuggle in a plastic bag 
full of charred bones and ashes, and then toss them onto the field 
while 65,000 fans cheer madly. “In Argentina, Boca fans are like 
that.” 

When Boca Juniors won their 16th international title in 
September, they made headlines all across the football world. They 
beat the reigning World Club Champions Sao Paulo, Brazil—and 
now they have more International Cups than Real Madrid or AC 
Milan. 

Boca Fans are considered among the most passionate—not 
violent—but literally devoted to their team both in life and death. 
A classic song that the Boca fans sing has the now-famous stanza: 
“from heaven we cheer you on.” Thousands of fans regularly save 
precious pesos, even skipping meals for the last few days before a 

game. Seeing them asleep outside the stadium, you are reminded of 
religious pilgrims: devout and unstoppable. 

Brazilian striker Romario said that he never felt so scared going 
into a game as when he played Boca in La Bombonera during the 
South American championship Copa Libertadores. "I have played 
with Barcelona and Brazil all over the world in all the important 
stadiums but never have I experienced something like playing at La 
Bombonera against Boca Juniors. It is the closest you get to hell." 

"There are people who ask to be buried under the grass, which they 
put in their wills,” explains Miguel Angel Rubio, a reporter with 
Fox Sports in Buenos Aires. “I don’t think they are legally allowed 
to do that, you have to be buried in a cemetery, not a football pitch." 

So many ashes were being dumped on the field that it started to 
destroy the grass. "This is why the Boca administration began to 
think about a cemetery, the ashes ruin the grass. They [human 
ashes] are calcium, and when it rains, they turn into a solid—like 
cement,” says one club official who asked not to be named. “The 
ashes are bone; they are not like a light ash. So they start forming a 
coating that ruins the field.” 

For the Boca Juniors Football Club, the human ashes are a 
problem. “Of course we banned this,” says Orlando Salvestrini, a 
team official. “But still there is always someone who keeps doing it, 
sneaks in. You can’t have a football stadium full of people throwing 
ashes around! There’s no order to it. So we decided—we have to 
organize this.” 

In September, Boca Juniors announced a solution. A special 

OFF THE WALL
The wild Boca Juniors fans are 
some of the most passionate in 
the world.

When Boca Juniors, the Argentine football 
club, scores a goal inside their home 
stadium, La Bombonera, thousands of fans 
toss yellow and blue confetti, dozens launch 
firework rockets, and a few throw plastic 
bags onto the pitch—inside these bags are 
human ashes, pulverized bones, and the 
remains of dead fans. 

continued on page 121
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LOCO FOR BOCA
Fanatic Passion in La Bombonera

WHEn OnE FiRsT sTEps into this compact, 
steep walled stadium, your mind flashes to the 
Roman Coliseum. The field is tiny, players have 
to ask a photographer for permission to take a 
corner kick. And the crowd—they never sit. 

The stands are built straight up, making the 
steps seem like a fire escape as you climb higher 
and higher above the pitch.

You can imagine how it must be down on the 
pitch, feeling all 65,000 spectators who are 
standing, screaming, singing—all right behind 
you. The home team advantage is so strong, that 
everyone considers the fans as the 12th player on 
the Boca team. 

“It is almost the minimal size allowed by the 
regulations. When you have a corner kick, the 
player has to ask the photographers to move 
aside,” says Fox Sports Reporter Miguel Angel 
Rubio. “The sound does not escape. It bounces 
there as an echo. You can feel that in the stands, 
but even more so on the field. It is like being 
surrounded by speakers.” 

Not one second of a Boca match is quiet, the 
songs are yelled out over the pitch, powerful 
messages urging their team to victory. ”I 
remember when we lost a game against San 
Martin de Tucuman, 6-0 or 6-3. The fans from 
Boca stayed for hours as if we had won,” said 
Alfredo Graciano, a retired superstar for Boca. 
“We had lost, but they stayed for another hour to 
breathe life into the team.”

The passion for Boca here in Argentina is much 
more than Real Madrid can generate in Madrid—
or Barcelona in Barcelona. If Barcelona loses, 
the next day they are all sad; but in Argentina, if 
Boca loses, it’s a wake, a funeral.” 

In Argentina, football is everything. Everyone 
knows about it, talks about it, supports their 
team, and here ”everybody” does not refer to 
beer-drinking males but an entire population, 
regardless of age, sex, or social status. On 
important game days, three quarters of the 
Argentinian population know the result of the 
match before they go to sleep. 

“I had teammates in Europe say if we lose 2-0 
it's okay because we are the visitors. I wanted 
to kill them,” says Gracini who played 15 years 
with Boca. “Imagine, coming from Boca, winning 
matches, winning championships. With the spirit 
to always win, to win and win. I couldn’t permit 
myself to listen to a teammate say if we lose 2-0 
it is okay! All of us who have put on the Boca shirt 
and then had the fortune to play in Europe—in 
the end we all want to come back. Because what 
we live in Boca, you don’t have in Europe. Or 
anywhere in the world.” 

Pablo Aro Gerlades, an editor with Fox Sports 
magazine agrees. “I was reporting in Nepal and 
went with Maradona. And what the people in 
Nepal bring to Maradona—with their faces all 
destroyed by the altitude—is that he sign Boca 
shirts. They didn’t give him shirts from the 
national team to sign, but Boca jerseys.” 
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i LOVE YOU TO DEATH
The remains of dead fans 
scattered around the field in 
La Bombonera started to ruin 
the grass—so they had to build 
coffins and a cemetery just for 
the fans.

"There are people who ask to be buried under the grass, which they put in their wills,” 
explains  Rubio. “I don’t think they are legally allowed to do that, you have to be 
buried in a cemetery, not a football pitch."

graveyard exclusively for Boca Juniors fans including—they hope—
their slightly mad king, Diego Maradona himself. 

"We decided last year that we needed a cemetery for all these 
fans," says Salvestrini, as he walked me through the fields of the 
new Boca Juniors Cemetery, tucked between gated communities 
and high priced condominiums in the suburbs south of Buenos 
Aires. 

What does it cost to be buried amidst fellow Boca fans? For a 
simple urn the price is $600, while a proper tomb with seats for 
three goes for $1,200 (far less than a price to the World Cup final). 
But, Boca Fans worldwide, take notice and reserve prime space 
soon—the best seats in the house (under trees or near the Boca flags) 
are going fast. “We sold about 150 spots in the first month,” says 
Martin Stenner, the cemetery owner. 

In the first month, various dead Boca superstars were transferred 

to the official team cemetery. Others were young fanatics paying 
$60 a month for three years to guarantee they would always be 
surrounded by the Boca vibe. “When the fans from River Plate 
[Boca’s eternal rival] come here, they always make some comment,” 
said a cemetery worker. “One said 'hopefully it fills up soon and 
Boca is left with no fans.'” 

The first stage of the cemetery is set to hold some 9,000 people, 
with an expanded phase that could max out the size of many regular 
football stadiums: 27,000 fans (3 each in the 9,000 plots). “This is a 
long term project, we still don’t know how fast it will fill up,” says 
Stenner. “But with Boca’s 65,000 official fans, we are shooting for 
20%. That’s 13,000 right there . . . .” Then his marketing speech 
slipping in, he says, “We are only 25 kilometers from the stadium. 
That’s just 15 minutes on the highway.” 

The day after he announced the cemetery, Stenner, the cemetery 
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"I have played with Barcelona and Brazil all over the world in all the important 
stadiums," says Romario, "but never have I experienced something like playing at 
La Bombonera against Boca Juniors. It is the closest you get to hell."

director, received a call from Caracas—a family of Argentine expats 
was calling. Could they transfer the ashes of a dead Boca fan to the 
Argentine cemetery? “Now we get calls from all over the world,” 
says Stenner. “Ashes are currently being shipped from the United 
States. They should arrive tomorrow.” 

When the ashes arrive, a customized Boca Juniors religious 
service awaits them. The ashes (or casket) are draped in a yellow 
and blue Boca flag. The graveyard is flanked by rows of flowers, 
all in team colors. The Boca Juniors logo is everywhere—at the 
entrance to the cemetery, on a fountain, and then engraved onto 
every gravestone. 

Even the religious part is all Boca. The Catholic deacon talks about 
arriving here as a union for all the fans; like Mecca, he says. The end 
of a journey. The Deacon describes life as a football match and says, 
“Here we are at the end of the game, all together.” 

“I have been working in the cemetery business for many years, 
and I can tell you one thing: when you start talking about a 
cemetery, people move away, they say no they don’t want to hear it,” 
says Cristina Diaz, the General Manager of the cemetery. “But when 
you present a cemetery for Boca, the people love you. . . . I go to the 
stadium and people come up to me, they greet me. I don’t even know 
these people, but they know me. How’s this? I work at a cemetery 
and they are so nice to me.” 

With the Boca fans solidly behind her, Diaz started launching 
squads of sexy chicas to distribute cemetery fliers and brochures 
inside the stadium. “We can’t do much publicity on the field because 
the players and the coach are so superstitious,” confides Diaz, who 
explains that selling funeral plots to fanatic football fans only works 
when the team is winning. “We announced this cemetery very 
carefully, when Boca was leading the division, when things were 

BOCA CHiCA
A young Boca Juniors fan 
shows us just how intimately 
loyal she can be. 
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ViVA LA BOCA!
An elaborate and almost 
political mural in honor of 
Boca Juniors is painted on 
a schoolyard wall in Buenos 
Aires.

BLOOD, sWEAT, 
AnD TEARs
Fox Sports Reporter Miguel Angel Rubio has been 
following Argentine football for years. Here he 
speaks to the author about what it takes to become 
a true Boca Juniors hero

JsF: What makes a Boca player different? 
MAR:  Historically, the Argentine football is a nice 
touch, a quality game, that’s not Boca. Boca is 
crashing, is resistance. The traditional Boca fan 
values a combative player, with lots of physical 
exertion and effort more than talent. That’s what 
Boca values. 

JsF: But Boca had Diego Maradona, talk 
about talent! 
MAR: Okay, Boca had Maradona. Fantastic! But 
there are very few Diego Maradonas, who are 
great but never fight for a ball or chase it. He was 
all about creation. The [Boca] fans will tolerate 
this in Maradona. But in the rest? No. They are 
going to demand a combative, warrior spirit. 
The Boca fans want Boca players to be warriors. 
A player who provides talent without sacrifice? 
They will never love him at Boca. 

JsF: someone like Beckham, would he work 
at Boca? 
MAR: No! No! No! David Beckham could not 
play in Boca. Even if he has the best free kick in 
the football world. They are not going to love 
him at Boca. They are going to demand that he 
sacrifices, that he sweats; crash to the ground to 
get the ball. Beckham is an example of a talented 
player who might only show up three times in a 
game and still define it. In Boca, they don’t like 
that kind of player; they want to see a constant 
sacrifice. 

JsF: name a European player who has the 
Boca spirit? 
MAR: If there is any player who was born to 
play in Boca, it is Gennaro Gattuso from Milan. 
That is the style that the Boca fans love. He is 
temperamental, more combative than talented. 
Obviously you need some exceptions to that; you 
can’t have a team with eleven hot heads. 

JsF: Do players rise to another level with 
Boca? 
MAR: Yes, that’s why Boca does not have so many 
members go onto the national team. In the ‘78 
and ‘86 [World Cup] championship teams, there 
were no Boca players. That’s an important fact 
given that Boca is the most important team in 
Argentina. 

JsF: is Boca the epitome of a team? 
MAR: These players on their own are not great 
players. Boca has had championship years like 
‘92, and you look at their lineup and not one was 
a great star. Not one. Nevertheless, as a team, 
they work.

marvelous, when Boca had won various matches in 
a row.” 

And if Boca starts to lose? “We pull back, so that 
they don’t associate us with Boca’s problems.” 

“When Boca loses, we don’t push the product that 
week. The Boca fanatics don’t even want to talk,” 
says Martin Stenner, who said it took a few weeks 
to understand the fanatic fan sales cycle. “After 
speaking with two or three fans [after a loss], we 
quickly understood that they were in mourning. Not 
because a family member died, but because they lost 
versus River.” 

While being buried in the team cemetery is 
regarded as cool, is the true Boca fan ready to be 
buried there in just any old box?  Obviously, not. They 
need an official team casket. That's where Fernando 
Garcia comes in. He runs Dieues, Argentina's largest 
casket factory, which now churns out hundreds of 
Boca Juniors caskets, with a variety of models, each 
with the team logo emblazoned on the front. 

"I saw that Boca had franchising for everything, so I 
thought, why not coffins? I met with the folks at Boca, 
we had lots of meetings, and at first they said no. 
They thought it might be rejected by their fans. Now 
it is well accepted; but at the time they were trying to 
sell key chains, coffee mugs, and t-shirts—and I show 
up with coffins.” 

About the only negative comments heard about 
Boca’s football fan cemetery came from families of 
people already buried in the area. They imagined 
Boca’s legendary fans—known as “La Doce”  
(the Twelfth Player)—coming to party, trample the 
flowers, and destroy the peace. “I told them, no, don’t 
worry,” says a grave digger at the cemetery. “Boca 
fans are crazy in the stadium, but here they are 
respectful. Do you think that if we bury a Formula 1 
driver his friends are going to come drive a racecar 
over his tomb?” ☐
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