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CHAPTER ONE 
A Short History of Colombia

Before Spanish conquistadors arrived at the end of the 15th century, 
more than a dozen indigenous societies inhabited the land we now know as 
Colombia. Among the tribes, three societies—the Muisca, Tairona, and Arwac 
people—held the most power, but all of the tribes co-existed peacefully. 

The Arwac society occupied the eastern slopes of the Central Andes. The 
tribe adhered to a matriarchal and patriarchal structure and survived by 
fishing, hunting, farming, and harvesting jungle fruits. 

Occupying the Sierra Nevada region, near the Caribbean city of Santa 
Marta, the Tairona people lived in a more advanced society. They maximized 
agricultural production by building retaining walls and terracing steep 
hillsides to form flat, multi-level gardens. They built bridges across streams, 
constructed foundations for their homes, and built roadways in their villages. 

The Muisca society lived in the Colombian highlands, in regions defined 
as the Cundinamarca and Boyacá departments today. The Muiscas primarily 
survived by farming and were intensely religious people, expressing their 
religion by crafting pottery and gold and silver pieces and adorning them with 
images that paid homage to the gods.

The Muiscas used gold to make their icons, not as a symbol of material 
wealth, but because it represented the sun. Nonetheless, word of Muisca gold 
spread across the Atlantic and eventually attracted Spanish conquerors.

Stories of Colombian gold center on the Muisca myth of El Dorado. As the 
story goes, following the death of the king of Guatavita, his nephew ascended 
to the throne. To show his appreciation to the gods, the newly crowned king 
sailed a raft to the middle of the lake and threw emeralds and gold into the 
waters as a sacrifice.
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European fortune hunters referred to the mythical chief as El Dorado and 
flocked to Colombia to search for his treasure. The explorers didn’t know the 
exact location of the gold-laden lake, so they searched every lake they could 
find in the region. In the early days, the Spanish drained lakes with buckets, 
later turning to explosives, destroying levies and flooding lowlands. British 
explorer Sir Walter Raleigh traveled to Colombia to join the search. Raleigh’s 
lust for gold yielded nothing and led to his undoing. First, he lost his son 
during a battle with the Spanish. And when Raleigh returned to England, 
a furious King James, who had ordered Raleigh not to engage the Spanish, 
demanded the explorer’s head for showing such insolence. 

The gold and jewels of El Dorado remain elusive and treasure hunters from 
around the world continue to come to Colombia seeking their fortune. Most 
believe the story of the grateful king was only a myth, but others hold onto the 
hope that a pot of gold waits for them at the bottom of a Colombian lake.

Conquest and independence
The Spanish discovered Colombia in 1499. They founded the first 

settlement along the Caribbean coast at Acandí, near the Panamanian border, 
in 1510. Twenty-eight years later, the conquerors found Bogotá. At that time, 
Colombia was part of the Viceroyalty of the New Kingdom of Granada, along 
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Representations of the Muisca tribe can still be seen around Colombia
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with present-day Venezuela, Ecuador, and Panama. Nearly 200 years later, in 
1719, Bogotá became the kingdom’s capital city.

Continuous conflicts between centralists and federalists led to a period 
of instability at the end of the 18th century. As the viceroyalty began to 
fracture, municipalities established their own governments, declaring 
themselves independent. As unrest swelled, colonists began to favor complete 
independence from their Spanish rulers. 

In 1810, colonists received news that Napoleon had conquered southern 
Spain, and on July 20th of that year, the South American settlers declared 
their independence from Spain. Unwilling to relinquish control, Spain 
sent forces to suppress the uprising, but the colonists had already gained 
momentum. In 1819, rebel general Simón Bolívar claimed victory over the 
Spanish after a fierce battle at Boyacá, located 90 miles north of Bogotá. 

The victorious colonists formed a new government, encompassing 
Colombia, Panama, and Venezuela. They called their new country the 
Republic of Gran Colombia, and installed Simón Bolívar as their president 
and fellow rebel general, Francisco de Paula Santander, as vice president. In 
1822, conflict arose again, after Ecuador joined the new republic. Ideological 
differences divided Bolívar and Santander and the citizens of Gran Colombia 
began to take sides. 

Birth of the Republic of Colombia
In 1830, Venezuela and Ecuador seceded from Gran Colombia, ushering in 

a new government, under a new name, the Republic of New Granada, headed 
by Santander. While the Catholic Church had long played a powerful role in 
the governance of the country, the new government sought to reduce their 
authority. In 1886, a new constitution renamed the country the Republic 
of Colombia. Over the following 45 years, conservatives controlled the 
government, opening the door for the church to regain its power. 

With the conservatives holding tight control of the government, tensions 
rose, leading to a civil war—known as the Thousand Days War—from 1899 to 
1902. The war devastated the country, killing 100,000 citizens and prompting 
Panama to leave the republic. 

Social unrest in the 20th century
For almost half a decade following the Thousand Days War, conservatives 

and liberals alternated control of the country’s presidency. In 1947, liberal 
candidate Jorge Eliécer Gaitán announced his intention to run for president, 
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hoping to unseat conservative president Mariano Ospina Pérez. Gaitán, 
a former mayor of Bogotá, gained significant popularity nationwide and 
appeared headed for victory. By February of 1948, Gaitán was attracting 
crowds of over 100,000 people. But in April 1948, Gaitán fell to an assassin’s 
bullet in the streets of Bogotá. An angry throng of Gaitán supporters tracked 
down the assassin and bludgeoned him to death.

Chaos ensued as angry mobs fanned out through the streets of Bogotá, 
armed with Molotov cocktails, leaving burned out cars, city buses, and 
streetcars in their wake. News of Gaitán’s murder and the subsequent riots—
referred to as the Bogotazo, meaning violent argument in Bogotá—spread 
across the airways, leading to riots in the cities of Medellín, Barranquilla, and 
Ibagué.

As the authorities restored order in Colombia’s major cities, violence 
spread through the countryside. The unrest continued for 10 years, during 
a period referred to as la violencia, in which an estimated 300,000 people 
died. During la violencia, liberal politicians and peasant leaders pleaded 
with the government to enact socioeconomic reforms. But the conservative 
administration rebuffed them. 

In 1949, President Ospina suspended congress, banned public gatherings, 
and fired departmental governors who did not share his political views. Rural 
police forces, often with the assistance of the military, rounded up liberal 
leaders, executing some and imprisoning others, some for as long as nine 
years. 

In protest at the government’s heavy-handed control, the Liberal Party 
refused to participate in the 1950 presidential election. Conservative voters 
elected Laureano Gómez, a former parliamentarian and admirer of Adolf 
Hitler, who continued with his predecessor’s brutal “state of emergency” 
tactics. Following a successful coup d’état in 1953, General Gustavo Rojas 
Pinilla assumed power, as Gómez escaped to Spain. The following year, 
Colombians formally elected Pinilla president and he served one term.

The Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia
In the late 1950s, Liberal and Conservative party elite hatched a power-

sharing plan that would essentially ignore election results and allow them 
to remain in office in perpetuity. In the early 1960s, a prominent Canadian-
born landowner persuaded the government to subsidize large-scale farming 
to bolster the export market. Military forces moved into rural areas, driving 
peasant farmers off their land, creating an escalation of migration to the 
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cities that began during la violencia. By the late 1960s an estimated 400,000 
families had lost their land.

Communist ideology spread like wildfire through rural areas. Central 
Colombia communist leader, Manuel Marulanda, along with his peasant 
followers, established a community in the Tolima department, which they 
called the Marquetalia Republic. The group claimed economic self-sufficiency 
and vowed to defend the land against military force. 

In 1964, the Colombian military attacked the Marquetalia Republic, 
ostensibly ending the movement. In the midst of the battle, Marulanda and 
47 of his followers escaped. When the survivors regrouped, they set in motion 
a plan they had drafted before the military attack to form the Revolutionary 
Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), a Marxist-Leninist guerrilla organization.

Since their formation, FARC have carried out countless attacks against 
military and police personnel. They’ve kidnapped troops, police officers, 
politicians, tourists, and foreign contractors, holding them for ransom, often 
for years, in an attempt to further their political cause and gain funding to 
continue their campaign. In the early 1980s, FARC entered the drug trade, 
imposing a tax on traffickers and producers, who typically were peasant 
farmers living in remote, guerrilla-controlled areas. 

Other guerilla groups formed, including the ELN and M-19. As the 
guerrilla movement grew, large areas of Colombia came under rebel control, 
turning some regions into red zones. To counter the growing guerrilla threat, 
wealthy landlords funded and assembled paramilitary armies. Over time 
the paramilitaries’ role in the conflict shifted. They used their force to drive 
peasant farmers from their lands, handing over the spoils to their wealthy 
backers. After the government declared the paramilitary groups illegal 
in 2003, many formed criminal gangs, carrying out extortion rackets and 
entering the drug trafficking trade.

By 2001, guerrilla organizations had an estimated 16,000 fighters. When 
President Álvaro Uribe entered office in 2002, he vowed to crush the guerrillas 
and restore peace and order to Colombia. As police and military units 
infiltrated and attacked FARC strongholds, the rebels scattered and moved 
their operations into isolated jungle regions. Uribe’s successor, President 
Juan Manuel Santos, continued the assault on the rebels, killing their leader, 
Alfonso Cano in a 2011 raid. To date, an estimated 220,000 people have died 
in the war between the Colombian government and guerrilla organizations.

In October 2012, the Colombian government entered into formal peace 
talks with FARC leaders. At the time of this writing, the talks have yielded 
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agreements on four of the six points on the agenda. The Santos government 
originally set a November 2013 deadline to reach an agreement, but that 
was extended to the end of 2014. In preparation for that deadline, President 
Santos has embarked on an international fundraising tour, soliciting money to 
fund post-conflict programs needed to restore the country after an agreement 
is reached.

The Colombian drug wars
Most people have some knowledge of Colombia’s drug war, so we would be 

remiss if we failed to mention it here. It’s equally important to understand the 
history of medicinal plants used throughout the Andes. 

Since the pre-Columbian era, Andean societies have used plants such as 
marijuana, tobacco, and coca in religious rituals and for medicine. In the 
Peruvian Andes, farmers openly sell coca in public markets. Throughout the 
Andes, people living at high altitudes have historically used coca to combat 
altitude sickness. Peasants chew coca to ward off hunger pains and shamans 
administer coca, marijuana, and tobacco to treat physical and mental illness. 

During the 1970s, the worldwide demand for drugs such as marijuana 
and cocaine skyrocketed. With these drugs so readily available, enterprising 
Colombian criminals saw an opportunity to tap into the market by supplying 
the need. For an investment of $1,500 in processing costs, they could reap a 
profit of $35,000 on American streets. 

Although Pablo Escobar, a lowly thug from the streets of Medellín, is the 
most well-known Colombian drug lord, Colombia’s elite first entered the trade. 
Members of a wealthy ranching family, brothers Jorge, Juan David, and 
Fabio Ochoa joined forces with Pablo Escobar and emerald merchant Gonzalo 
Rodriguez Gacha to form the Medellín cartel. 

In the early days of Colombian drug trade, traffickers produced cocaine in 
makeshift labs, hidden deep in remote jungles. As the Medellín cartel’s wealth 
and power grew, they began bribing police and government officials, which 
enabled them to operate openly, without the risk of arrest and incarceration. 
They bought expensive cars and mansions, openly flaunting their wealth. 
Escobar even built a zoo at his rural ranch, importing lions, hippopotamuses, 
and rhinoceroses, which became a favorite destination for local teachers to 
take their students on field trips.

The Cali cartel, led by Santacruz Londono and brothers Miguel and 
Gilberto Rodríguez Orejuela, rose to become the Medellín cartel’s greatest 
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competition. With billions of dollars in profits at stake, the two organizations 
began fighting. The Medellín cartel employed the tactic of sending hit men on 
motorcycles to kill top-ranking rivals. The Cali cartel fought back, but often 
employed covert attacks, such as supplying the Colombian police or DEA 
agents with information about Medellín cartel leaders. 

The shooting war actually began in the United States, under the command 
of Griselda “The Grandmother” Blanco, a member of the Medellín cartel. 
Suspected of ordering the murders of more than 200 people, Blanco was 
arrested in California in 1985. Convicted, she remained imprisoned in the 
United States until 2004 when she was released and returned to Colombia. 
In 2012, at the age of 69, Blanco was assassinated in Medellín while leaving a 
butcher shop. 

Under pressure from the United States to take action against the drug 
lords, the Colombian police issued arrest warrants for cartel leaders. The 
Medellín cartel, under the direction of Escobar, launched a series of attacks, 
first on government officials, then on civilian targets. The cartel exploded a 
large bomb in the basement of government building in Bogotá, followed by a 
similar attack at a private social club.
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Today Pablo Escobar’s zoo is now a “Jurassic Park” style park with plastic dinosaurs
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The Colombian police eventually caught up with the cartels’ top brass. 
Police arrested Jorge Ochoa, who spent less than six years in prison. After 
arresting the Cali cartel’s Rodríguez brothers, Colombian officials extradited 
the pair to the United States, where they are serving prison sentences. Police 
tracked down Pablo Escobar in 1993, and shot and killed him on a Medellín 
rooftop in the midst of a gunfight.

Colombia today
Colombia’s challenging, sometimes dark, past does not paint an accurate 

picture of the nation that exists today. More than a decade of military 
campaigns has driven guerilla organizations deep into isolated jungle regions. 
Since the death of Pablo Escobar, drug trafficking has become all but invisible, 
driving cocaine production back into makeshift jungle labs. 

Today, Colombia focuses its attention on the country’s positive aspects 
that were at times overshadowed by various conflicts. Colombia is the world’s 
largest producer of emeralds and has vast supplies of natural resources, 
including oil and natural gas. In 2013, Colombia rose to become Latin 
America’s third-largest economy. New free-trade agreements are delivering 
lots of new products to the Colombian marketplace, feeding the demands of a 
rapidly expanding middle class. 

Colombia’s coffee industry continues to deliver quality products to a global 
market, while fueling a sense of national pride at home. 




















