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Clean break
A Los Tilos youngster 

runs through the opposition

n a Saturday night 
in March 2013, Juan 
Pedro Tuculet was 
at a barbecue with 
friends, gearing up 

for the start of the rugby season. He was 
part of the third generation of Tuculets 
to play for Los Tilos – a 75-year-old 
rugby club in La Plata, 50km south of 
Buenos Aires, Argentina. He had been 
playing for them since he was five. 

In the hours after midnight the fire 
would have dropped to a warm glow 
and the meat would have been gobbled 
between bits of bread. When the ice and 
mixers ran out, Juan Pedro and a friend 
drove to the nearest service station.

Pulling into the station, two boys their 
age started to yell insults from another 
car. Assuming it was a robbery attempt, 
Juan Pedro decided it was best to go 
elsewhere. He drove away only to spot 

the car in his rear-view mirror. Juan 
Pedro sped up but the car behind swung 
into the other lane to level with the boys. 
The teenager in the passenger seat 
pulled a gun through the open window 
and shot Juan Pedro in the head.

The trial would reveal that it was a 
case of mistaken identity. The two 
young men, brothers, had thought  
that the car belonged to someone  
who owed them money. For Gastón 
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Tuculet, it was little help. His first son 
was gone, at the age of just 19.

l
a Plata, the state capital 
of Buenos Aires province,  
is an administrative town, 
home to public servants, 

lawyers and a large student population 
who come from all over the country to 
attend the prestigious National University 
of La Plata. The city lies on ground as 
flat as a perfect rugby pitch. To the west, 
houses give way to a horizon of endless 
plains. To the east, the outer limits meet 
the Rio de la Plata, a river so wide that 
the water laps the skyline.

On the outskirts of the city, beside a 
creek that crosses it, sits the clubhouse 
and grounds of Los Tilos. Once a 
semi-rural, industrial area, today the club 
is surrounded by a mix of middle- and 
working-class houses. The club plays  
in the first division of the Buenos Aires 
league (URBA) and has been the 
starting point for nine Pumas, including 
current full-back Joaquín 
Tuculet, Juan Pedro’s cousin.

Three weeks after the death 
of Juan Pedro, the entire city 
of La Plata was crippled by 
devastating floods. On 2 April 
it started to rain, 400mm fell 
without a pause. West of Los 
Tilos, shanty houses – built on 
the banks of the creek – were 
swept into the torrent. As the 
debris built up, the water had 

nowhere to go and the club flooded,  
but the damage wasn’t irreparable.  
The disaster was outside their gates. 
Officially, 80 people lost their lives. Many 
suspect the number was much more. 

In the wake of the floods, Los Tilos 
became a major donation centre for  
the collection and distribution of food, 
clothing and mattresses. Outside, 
players started to knock on doors. One 
by one, they shovelled mud, removed 
rubbish and helped return their 
neighbours’ houses to normal.

The two tragedies were the trigger 
that saw Los Tilos player Enzo Vigliano 
send an email to close friends at the 
club inviting them to form a group,  
the Social Area. “It is time to open the 
doors,” wrote Enzo. “It seems to me  
that the message in the face of so  
much violence has to be more love. 
More inclusion, more support, more 
gestures of this type.” His intentions 
were clear: “We have to stop drawing  
a line between us and them.”

Mariano Maffía, a lawyer in his fifties, 
was one of the people who received 
Enzo’s email and decided to take up the 
call. Together with 13 others, the Social 
Area was born. “We want Los Tilos 
players to feel a part of society but with 
an active, sensitive, committed and 
integral role,” says Maffía. “Ultimately, 
we want to open doors, build bridges 
and break down walls.”

M
affía and Juan Pedro’s 
father, Gastón Tuculet, have 
known each other for more 
than 50 years – they call 

each other brothers rather than friends. 
“Gastón is very strong and 
very forthright with his views, 
almost overwhelmingly so, but 
on the inside he shows 
enormous sensitivity and 
kindness towards others,”  
says Maffía. “The clearest 
example of this is how he 
faced the death of his son.”

As the Social Area was 
gaining momentum within Los 
Tilos, Gastón, a PE teacher by 

trade, started working within a project 
teaching rugby to teenage inmates  
at a juvenile detention centre outside  
of La Plata. “The truth is that in the 
beginning it was very complicated,”  
says Tuculet. “Many people were 
resistant to the programme because  
the reality of the centres is complex and 
rugby was either virtually unknown to 
them or they had preconceived ideas 
about it being an elitist sport.”

Tuculet quickly began to take the 
project very personally. Each week 
before training, on a soccer field inside 
the detention centre, it was Tuculet who 
filled the holes and cut the grass with a 
mower he brought from home. He also 
began to incorporate the values of rugby 
into the sessions, believing that respect, 
teamwork and egalitarianism could help 
prevent the inmates from repeating the 
same mistakes once on the outside. 

Just as importantly, Maffía adds: 
“Gastón believes that in this way, what 
happened to his son won’t be repeated. 
In the very least, that there is less 
chance that it will happen again.”

With time, Tuculet approached Maffía 
and the Social Area to see if Los Tilos 
players would come 
to train with the 
inmates. “They are 
two ends of a rope,” 
explains Tuculet. “If 
we can bring these 
two ends together, 
they can start to see the reality of both 
situations. For the inmates, they learn 
that not everything on the outside is 
bad. On that contrary, there are boys 
their age that worry for them, that take 
time out from working and studying  
to give them a hand.”

For Los Tilos players, Tuculet adds:  
“It opens their eyes to a different world, 
a world which, in general, they are very 
far removed from.” After one particular 
session, recalls Vigliano, one of the 

inmates said that he had spent the day 
lying around thinking horrible thoughts. 
“He told us, ‘And then you came and my 
day changed. Thank you for that.’ We 
were hardly able to contain ourselves, 
we left with tears in our eyes.”

t
oday, six years after  
its birth from tragic 
circumstances, the Social 
Area is starting to see 

profound changes in the club’s culture.
“The club was never particularly closed 

– we always made room for whoever 
wanted to play – but the difference now 
is that the process has been reversed. 
The club is looking outside of its own 
grounds and finding the time to help 
those in society that can’t come to the 
club by themselves,” says Tuculet.

The Social Area facilitates a number  
of different programmes, including 
Banco de Ropa, a clothing bank where 
ex-players return their kit to the club  
so that all players, regardless of their 
economic situation, have free access  
to clothing and equipment, and Rugby 
Sin Barrera, which prepares the club  
to receive children who have either a 
physical or intellectual disability.

The Social Area has also developed  
a scheme in which each section of the 

club participates in 
age-appropriate 
activities, from 
helping local 
communities with 
fruit harvests to 
spending time in  
a neighbourhood 
youth centre or 
collecting stationery 
donations for a 
hospital school. 
Changes are most 
profound in the 
boys who are now 
in senior teams and 
have completed the 

“rugby is a natural  lesson for 

l ife.  it  teaches you that if  you 

fall  down, you get back up again”
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entire cycle. “In these young men, it has 
become natural to carry out these types 
of activities,” explains Maffía. 

The same players that participated in 
the programme are now the ones who 
lead its growth, diffusing the culture 
across the club. “There was a moment 
when we realised that the success of 
the Social Area relied on our ability to 
disappear,” says Vigliano. 

“The result is that today many of the 
proposals that we carry out occur 
naturally within the club without the 
need for us to drive the momentum.”

In 2017, Tuculet started to think about 
how to include younger boys in the 
scheme that he had helped to develop 
within the juvenile detention system.

“Unfortunately those boys already 
have a destiny that is more or less 
mapped out,” he explains. “Their 
problems are already more serious. So 
we thought, what can we do so these 
boys don’t get to this point at all?”

Over the past couple of years, six  
children from local welfare homes and 
orphanages have been incorporated 
into junior teams at Los Tilos. The club 
offers scholarships so the boys are 

insured to play,  
and uniforms and 
boots are provided 
by the Banco de 
Ropa program. 

“In this situation, 
the incorporation  

of the kids into the club is immediate 
and automatic. They love rugby,” says 
Tuculet. “The boys have found a place 
where they can have a good time and 
they have constant company with their 
coaches and team-mates – everybody  
is looking out for them.”

Recently, two of the orphans in the 
original intake, brothers Nicolas and 
Ivan, were adopted by a couple who  
live in Sante Fe, a province 500km from 
La Plata. Upon leaving the club and 
changing his name as per the adoption 
process, ten-year-old Nicolas decided to 
be officially known as Nicolas Gonzalo, 
Gonzalo Zárate being the name of his 
Los Tilos coach. The brothers continue 
to play rugby in their new hometown 
thanks to Los Tilos coordinating the 
move with Santa Fe’s Universitario club.

For Gastón Tuculet, the use of rugby 
as a tool for inclusion is obvious. 

“Rugby is a natural lesson for life,”  
he says. “It teaches you that if you fall 
down, you get back up again. These 
boys have been knocked around – 
many of us have been knocked around 
by life – and rugby teaches us to just 
get up and keep going.” n

Coaches at work
Mariano Maffía, Gonzalo Zárate, 
Gastón Tuculet and Martín Etcheverry
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