
 The world’s number-one polo player is straight out of a Jilly Cooper novel. Handsome, 
dazzlingly talented and married to one of the most beautiful women in 
South America, Adolfo Cambiaso has every reason to feel smug. In fact, says 
Tim Bouquet, he is surprisingly humble. Photographs by Simon Norfolk
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 In full flight he is like some elemental force, a 
whirlwind, thrilling crowds of 40,000 in America, 
Europe and his native Argentina. Riding flat-out 

at 40mph, two sets of reins in one hand cowboy-
style, he thinks nothing of standing upright in 
his stirrups, mallet aloft, or hanging horizontally 
out of his saddle to whack a small white ball way 
down a field 600ft long and 470ft wide.

His name is Adolfo Cambiaso and he is the best 
polo player there has ever been. But that’s not all. 
Unlike Tiger Woods and Ronaldinho, the only 
other current sporting hotshots who can compare, 
Cambiaso is extremely good looking. And he is 
married to one of the most beautiful women in 
South America.

In this most daring of sports, where the play 
changes direction more quickly than in a game of 
pinball, all top players can downshift a polo pony 
from full gallop to dead stop in a few strides. 
Cambiaso does it in fewer. His opponents some-
times wonder where the ball has gone – only to 
discover that he is nestling it on the head of his 
mallet before launching it straight though the 
middle of the goalposts.

Polo players are rated by a goal-based handi-
capping system on a scale from minus-two to 10. 
There are only ever 20 or so 10-goalers and most 
of them are from Argentina. ‘We have many farms 
and everybody starts riding young,’ Cambiaso 
explains in a drawl that trails seductively to some-
where deep in the Pampas. ‘You have a couple of 
horses around the paddock, you just buy a mallet 
and you play. It’s not expensive like in the UK.’

His parents had a bit more than a paddock. La 
Martina Polo Ranch, located on the Cambiaso 
family’s 350-acre estate on the edge of the Pampas, 
45 minutes’ drive from Buenos Aires, is one of the 
best and most beautiful polo schools in Argentina. 
It is named after Cambiaso’s indefatigable and 
elegant mother Martina de Estrada, from one of 
Argentina’s founding families, who created the 
ranch with its ivy-clad clubhouse, residences, 
swimming-pool and three polo fields from her 
grandfather’s estate in 1983, and still rules over 
it today. It was here that Adolfo grew up with his 
sister Camila and his polo-playing half-brothers 
Salvador and Marcial from his mother’s first mar-
riage. ‘My sons sat on horses when they were in 
diapers, just as I did,’ Martina says. ‘I left them to 
get on with it so they learnt to balance naturally. 
No helmets, no riding lessons, no fear. That’s 
because I never told them to take care.’

Adolfo’s father, also called Adolfo, is a lawyer 
specialising in conveyancing farm sales. He too 
used to play polo, winning a trophy with his 
son, but when the marriage ended he headed to 
Uruguay and a house on the ocean where he 
indulges in his new love, kite-surfing.

Adolfo was soon outstripping his siblings. Aged 
12 he had a one-goal handicap and school was 
taking a back-seat. ‘I don’t regret it,’ he smiles. 
‘I was a terrible student anyway.’ When he hit the 
top he was just 16, the youngest 10-goaler ever. 
Now 31, he has stayed there ever since, winning 
every big international tournament several times 
over. ‘I know nothing of being the best,’ he shrugs, 
his white teeth a smiling roguish beacon in his dark  
stubble. But he does know that ‘without an organ-
isation I can be nothing. If I don’t have the good 
horses then it’s like having the bad car 
in Formula 1; I go nowhere.’

But Cambiaso does get the best of everything, 
including a rumoured seven-figure salary, because 
he is wanted everywhere on the premier polo 

circuit by exceedingly rich men who fund the top 
teams in Palm Beach, Florida, Aiken in South 
Carolina, and at Windsor and Cowdray Park in 
England. One well-breeched enthusiast in Florida 
pays Cambiaso to turn up just so he can practise 
with him. These are polo’s patrons who think 
nothing of blowing a couple of million dollars to 
put a four-player team through a season lasting 
just eight weeks. That’s a lot of organisation.

Today it’s non-match day and the 100-acre 
home of Cambiaso’s British team, Dubai, just 
a few miles from Windsor, glistens with efficiency. 
Under a radiant sky a tractor is massaging velvet 
stripes on to two polo fields as flat and as true 
as billiard baize. The vet, the farrier, the cooks, the 

ground staff, the trainers and ‘Ratty the rodent 
man’ are all doing their tasks. A few feet from 
where Cambiaso sits sipping mate, a South 
American tea, and nattering with his Argentinian 
grooms, 65 horses, each one costing up to £70,000, 
are at rest in their well-appointed stables.

The Dubai-based entrepreneur Ali Albwardy, 
whose business interests range from ship-repair to 
wholesale foods and exclusive country clubs, funds 
the whole caboodle. ‘He is not my boss,’ Cambiaso 
points out. ‘It’s not about money. He’s my good 
friend. Somebody I like to spend my time with.’

‘Polo is worse than a drug,’ Albwardy has admit-
ted. ‘There are only two reasons you quit. You go 
bankrupt or you die.’ In his late forties, he shows 
no sign of doing either. He used to play alongside 
Cambiaso in the team until handing over to his 
18-year-old son Tariq. Polo is unique because the 
team’s owner, who usually has a handicap of zero, 
gets to play alongside 10-goal stars. It’s like Roman 
Abramovich playing centre-forward for Chelsea.

Not that they ride into battle on quite the same 
kit: Cambiaso is mounted on the equine equiva-
lent of a Ferrari – he needs about eight of these 
highly tuned ponies per match – but, he explains, 
‘We mount the patron on something a little safer 
and more solid, like a Range Rover.’

‘All the players are important,’ Robert Thame, 
the polo manager of Dubai, says, ‘but Adolfo is 
the main man, he is the team’s character and so 
everything we do is focused ultimately on him.’

Under Cambiaso, Albwardy’s Dubai are multiple 
winners of English polo’s top two titles: the 
Queen’s Cup – played at the Guards Club, Windsor 
– and the Veuve Clicquot Gold Cup for the British 
Open, which will be contested for the 50th time 
at Cowdray Park on July 23. Nobody is taking bets 
against Dubai walking off with it again.

Cambiaso doesn’t set out to be humble but, 
unlike many successful sports stars, he genuinely 
does not remember how many goals he has scored 
or how many matches he has won, and this isn’t  
just because they are too many to count. ‘It doesn’t 
interest me,’ he says with a hint of smoulder. ‘To 
me it’s important to play my best, to be the main 
guy in the team.’

Doesn’t he even display all his trophies and 

 ‘POLO IS WORSE THAN 
A DRUG. THERE ARE ONLY 
TWO REASONS YOU QUIT: 
YOU GO BANKRUPT OR DIE’ 

Above Cambiaso taking a break after a polo match 
at his team Dubai’s training ground in Berkshire. 
Below polo ponies tethered in the shade. Each horse 
costs up to £70,000
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cups at home? ‘Yeah,’ he shrugs, ‘but it matters 
much more to my wife than to me. She takes care 
of all the prizes.’

His home is La Dolfina, the elegant 100-acre 
polo ranch he has built 30 miles south of Buenos 
Aires, its name inspired by his boyhood nickname 
‘Dolfi’. His wife is Maria Vazquez, Argentina’s top 
supermodel, who also has her own television show 
and is mother to their two children, Mia, three, 
and Adolfo Jr, six months. If Cambiaso is big 
in polo – where his every move is tracked and ana-
lysed in a sport that ranks second only to football 
– Vazquez is massive everywhere in Argentina. The 
nation’s most glamorous and sought-after society-
page couple met on a magazine photoshoot and 
have been married for six years.

‘I know nothing about polo,’ the 31-year-old 
ambassador’s daughter has said. She tried it just 
the once. ‘Adolfo bought me a pony and he painted 
the mallets pink. These are the things you do for 
love!’ Her husband’s game is not for her. ‘The mare 
that he gave me is even fatter now. And the mallets, 
I don’t know who has them.’

Vazquez is happy to get away from the media 
scrum and travel the world half the year with 
Adolfo and the children as plain Mrs Cambiaso. 
‘She doesn’t know polo but she comes to watch all 
my important matches,’ Cambiaso says. ‘I like that. 
She’s good for me.’

Cambiaso first came to England in 1991, aged 
just 15, and won the British Open for the first 
of four times. The Cowdray commentator Terry 
Hanlon, the ‘Voice of Polo’ who has watched and 
played with the best, remembers the 1991 final 
vividly. ‘This boy just arrived fully formed. He was 
playing a different level of game to everybody else. 
Nobody could stop him and nobody could get 
past him. In all sports you get a genius who comes 
along every 50 years, an Ali, a Bradman – 
Cambiaso is one of them.’

What makes him so special? ‘We all have to 
practise to get good but Adolfo, I think he was 
born that way, it’s in his genes,’ Lolo Castagnola, 
a fellow Argentinian 10-goaler and Cambiaso’s 
best friend, says. The two men have known each 
other since they were boys. They have played and 
won many times together. Cambiaso claims that 
he works hard to stay ahead of the pack. 
Castagnola laughs. ‘Look, I practise something for 
three hours and he turns up and does it in a few 
minutes. Oh, and he’s a nice guy too,’ Castagnola, 
who is now married to Cambiaso’s sister, says.

To the top players, traditionally known as ‘hired 
assassins’ for their prowess and earning power, 
all lavish accoutrements are available. First-class 
flights, champagne, parties, fast cars, the use of a 
patron’s helicopter, nice houses wherever they go 
and the obligatory battalion of beautiful women. 
But none of that does it for Cambiaso. When he 
has finished a match he just wants to be with either 
his family or with his grooms and three team-
mates talking polo over drinks while half a cow or 
a couple of sheep sizzle away on the barbecue. ‘I 
have 20 people behind what I do,’ Cambiaso says. 
‘That’s who I celebrate with.’

So how does this serial winner cope with losing? 
‘I’m OK,’ he smiles. ‘From losing you learn. 
Winning is just about celebrating.’ Off the field 
he is as laidback and slouchy as he is wired on 
it. More like a surfer than an assassin, although his 
sensitive hands would look more at home around 
a rapier than the reins, crops and mallets he uses to 
pilot a thousand pounds of galloping horseflesh.

He seems to have a perfect home/work balance, 

although he does not achieve this in a conven-
tional manner. Last November he was playing an 
early-round match with his La Dolfina team in 
the Argentinian Open, the biggest tournament in 
polo, in front of 20,000 people at the renowned 
Palermo ground in Buenos Aires. His team were 
already 10 goals up at half-time when his mobile 
phone rang. ‘It was a doctor at the hospital. He 
said to me, “Your wife has gone into labour a week 
early. You have half an hour to come.”  I say, “You 
give me one chukka more and I be there.” I play 
one chukka more, we score another five goals and 
win easy, and I get to the hospital in time to see my 
son being born.’

In Argentinian fashion he named his son after 
himself, as his own father, a lawyer, had named 
him. ‘I am Adolfo six, my son is Adolfo seven.’

Days later, as the proud new dad prepared for 
the final of the Argentinian Open, his teammate  
Lolo Castagnola asked him, ‘Do you want to talk 
about how we are going to play this game?’ 
Cambiaso rubbed his chin, shook his head and 
grinned. ‘Just pass me the f***ing ball.’ And pass 
him the ball they did, enabling Cambiaso to score 

15 of his team’s 20 trophy-winning goals. It was 
the finest of his many finest hours. 

‘I don’t like a mathematic way to play this game,’ 
he says. ‘It’s too boring. I do this for fun. I believe 
whatever happens at any moment, that I will do 
the right thing. If you think too much before you 
play it’s not going to be good.’ No matter how 
many fireworks Cambiaso packs into a game of 
polo, he says, ‘To read the game is the most impor-
tant thing. From the outside you might be watch-
ing me play a shot but in my mind I am always 
thinking about the next play, and the next.’ Which 
might explain why he is light years ahead of the 
nearest opposition.

While Maria Vazquez looks on from the team’s 
tented pavilion, she may not read the game like 
he does, but she is using her knowledge and clout 
in the media to turn the husband who never thinks 
about retiring into a brand that will ensure com-
mercial longevity. She is the driving force behind 
Cambiaso’s clothing range, La Dolfina Polo 
Lifestyle. Its flagship marble-clad boutique has 
opened in a suitably opulent street in central 
Buenos Aires, a city dubbed by one fashion writer, 
‘the Paris of the Pampas’. The Dolfina style is 
Armani casual cool meets gaucho chic. Modelling 
the clothes on the website, Cambiaso is a charis-
matic clotheshorse. One moody picture puts every-
thing into perspective. It is a straight-to-camera 
close-up, his dark locks strewn across his face by 
Pampas breezes, but he is cheek-to-cheek with an 
immaculate pony.

Away from the Cartier movie-star glitz, corpo-
rate marquees and the upmarket bling that now 
surrounds the global polo circuit, especially in 
England, Cambiaso is still a farm boy at heart and 
this is where he indulges his biggest passion, breed-
ing horses. In fact he gets a touch fanatical about 
it. ‘Don’t get him started or you will be here for 
days,’ Robert Thame warns.

Over the past 10 years embryo transplants have 
revolutionised the breeding of polo ponies. ‘In the 
old times a mare would produce one baby a year 
and she would have to stop playing while she carry 
it,’ Cambiaso explains, his dark eyes twinkling. 
‘Now we can take maybe six embryos from her, 
place them in receptor mares and keep her playing. 
From good mothers you get good babies,’ he says. 
And good prices. The Dubai team recently 
donated an embryo to a charity auction. It was 
sold for £19,000.

At his farm near Cordoba, Cambiaso produces 
about 80 foals a year, which at two years he will 
start training into champions. ‘Now I’m playing 
on some of those babies,’ he says. He has about 
500 horses at home. ‘I know the name of every 
single one. I know all their fathers’ and mothers’ 
names too. That’s why I am fanateec for it.’ Do 
they all know him? ‘Maybe the older ones,’ he 
shrugs, ‘but hey, they’re horses, man.’

All this horse talk and Cambiaso’s body language 
imply he is keen to saddle up. One question 
remains. Ever since the publication of Jilly Cooper’s 
novel Polo, sex and polo have been inextricably 
linked. So is it true that polo is even better than 
sex? Cambiaso ponders and then translates the 
question for his grooms. Suddenly they are all 
roaring with laughter. ‘I much prefer sex to polo,’ 
he says, grinning. ‘But the polo, it lasts longer.’
The Veuve Clicquot Jubilee Gold Cup Final for the 
2006 British Open takes place at Cowdray Park, 
Midhurst, West Sussex, at 3pm on Sunday, July 
23. For full details and bookings: 01730-813275; 
cowdraypolo.co.uk

 ‘IN ALL SPORTS YOU GET 
A GENIUS WHO COMES ALONG 
EVERY 50 YEARS, AN ALI, A 
BRADMAN. CAMBIASO IS ONE’

Above Cambiaso starring in an advertisement for his 
fashion label La Dolfina Polo Lifestyle. Below 
his wife of six years, the Argentinian supermodel and 
television presenter Maria Vazquez
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