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A SHORT HISTORY OF COLOMBIA

By Tim Lambert
Early Colombia

For thousands of years before Europeans arrived Amerindians lived in what is now
Colombia. Some lived by fishing and hunting but some lived by farming. The first
Spaniard to land in the area was Alonso de Ojeda in 1500, However there was no
permanent Spanish settlement until 1533 when Cartagena and Santa Marta were
founded. Bogota was founded in 1538, In 1564 Colombia was made a captaincy-
general. The colony thrived and many African slaves were taken there

However in 1808 Mapoleon made his brother king of Spain but many people in the
Spanish colonies refused o accept the new king. In 1810 most of Colombia declared
independence. It did not last long. The Spanish re-conquered the area in 1815-16. Yet
in 1819 Simon Bolivar defeated the Spanish at the battlie of Boyaca, Subsequently a
new nation was formed consisting of Colombia, Panama, Venezuela and Ecuador. The
new nation was called the Republic of Colombia.

However regional differences caused the new country to break up. Bolivar became
dictator in 1828 but he resigned in 1830 and Colombia (including what is now Panama)
became separate from Ecuador and Venezuela.
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Brief history of Colombia is a journey through time that reflects the rich tapestry of cultures,
conflicts, and transformations that have shaped this South American nation. From its indigenous
roots and colonial past to its modern-day challenges and achievements, Colombia's history is a vivid
narrative of resilience and diversity.

Pre-Columbian Era

Before the arrival of Europeans, the territory that is now Colombia was home to various indigenous
groups. These groups included the Muisca, Quimbaya, and Tairona, among others. They developed
complex societies with advanced agricultural practices, intricate pottery, and elaborate religious
rituals.

- Muisca Confederation: This confederation was a loose alliance of various tribes in the Altiplano
Cundiboyacense. The Muisca are particularly known for their goldsmithing and the legend of El
Dorado, which described a king who covered himself in gold dust.

- Tairona Culture: Located in the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, the Tairona people were known for
their unique stone architecture and sophisticated agricultural systems.

Spanish Colonization

The arrival of Spanish explorers in the early 16th century marked a significant turning point in
Colombia's history. In 1499, Alonso de Ojeda was one of the first Europeans to explore the area. By



1536, Gonzalo Jiménez de Quesada led an expedition that resulted in the establishment of Santa Fé
de Bogota, which would later become the capital of Colombia.

Colonial Administration

The Spanish crown established the Viceroyalty of New Granada in 1717, which included present-day
Colombia, Ecuador, Panama, and Venezuela. This period was characterized by:

1. Economic Exploitation: The Spanish exploited gold and silver resources, leading to the
establishment of mines.

2. Social Hierarchies: A caste system emerged, where Spanish-born individuals held the highest
status, while indigenous people and enslaved Africans were marginalized.

3. Religious Influence: The Catholic Church played a crucial role in the colonization process,
influencing education and social norms.

Struggle for Independence

The 19th century was marked by growing discontent among the colonies, leading to a series of
independence movements across Latin America. Colombia's quest for independence began in the
early 1800s and was influenced by several key factors:

- Enlightenment Ideas: Concepts of liberty and equality inspired revolutionary sentiments.
- Napoleonic Wars: The weakening of Spain during the wars allowed colonies to assert their
independence.

Key Events in the Independence Movement

1. First Cry of Independence: On July 20, 1810, the people of Bogota staged a revolt against Spanish
rule, marking the beginning of the independence movement.

2. Battle of Boyaca: On August 7, 1819, Simdn Bolivar led a decisive battle that resulted in a
significant victory for the patriots, paving the way for the liberation of New Granada.

3. Gran Colombia: In 1821, Colombia, Venezuela, Ecuador, and Panama formed Gran Colombia, a
republic that was short-lived due to regional tensions.

19th Century Turmoil

Following the dissolution of Gran Colombia in 1830, Colombia experienced a series of political
conflicts, civil wars, and changes in governance. This period is often referred to as the "Liberal vs.
Conservative" struggle.



Significant Conflicts

- The War of a Thousand Days (1899-1902): A devastating civil war between Liberal and
Conservative factions resulted in considerable loss of life and economic hardship.

- The Separation of Panama (1903): A key moment in Colombian history occurred when Panama
seceded with the support of the United States, leading to further political instability in Colombia.

20th Century Challenges and Developments

The 20th century in Colombia was marked by a combination of violence, political strife, and social
change. The country faced various challenges, including:

1. Political Violence: The period known as "La Violencia" (1948-1958) saw widespread violence
between Liberals and Conservatives, resulting in the deaths of hundreds of thousands of people.
2. Emergence of Guerrilla Movements: The late 1960s and 1970s saw the rise of guerrilla groups
such as the FARC (Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia) and ELN (National Liberation Army),
which sought to address social injustices through armed struggle.

Social and Economic Developments

Despite the turmoil, Colombia also experienced significant social and economic changes:

- Urbanization: The country saw a massive migration from rural areas to cities, leading to the growth
of urban centers like Bogota, Medellin, and Cali.

- Coffee Boom: The coffee industry became a major economic driver, with Colombia becoming one of
the world's largest coffee producers.

Modern Colombia

The late 20th century and early 21st century were crucial for Colombia as the nation worked to
address its internal conflicts and improve its international standing.

Peace Process and Drug Trade

One of the most pressing issues has been the ongoing conflict with guerrilla groups and the impact
of the drug trade:

- Drug Trafficking: Colombia became a major hub for cocaine production in the 1980s and 1990s,
leading to violence and corruption.

- Peace Agreements: In 2016, the Colombian government signed a historic peace agreement with
FARC, marking a significant step towards ending decades of conflict.



Social Progress and Economic Growth

In recent years, Colombia has made strides in improving security, fostering economic growth, and
enhancing social welfare:

- Economic Reforms: The government has implemented reforms to attract foreign investment and
improve infrastructure.

- Cultural Renaissance: Colombia has experienced a cultural renaissance, with its music, literature,
and art gaining international recognition.

Conclusion

The brief history of Colombia is a complex narrative filled with both trials and triumphs. From its
indigenous roots and colonial struggles to its modern-day challenges, Colombia continues to evolve.
As the nation looks to the future, it carries with it the lessons of its past—a testament to the
resilience and spirit of its people. Understanding this history is crucial for anyone wanting to grasp
the diverse and dynamic nature of Colombia today.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the major indigenous groups in Colombia before
Spanish colonization?

Before Spanish colonization, major indigenous groups in Colombia included the Muisca, Tairona,
Quimbaya, and Zent, each with their own distinct cultures and societies.

When did Colombia gain independence from Spain?

Colombia gained independence from Spain on July 20, 1810, though it was not fully recognized until
1819 after a series of battles led by figures like Simdn Bolivar.

What was the significance of the Gran Colombia federation?

Gran Colombia was a short-lived republic that existed from 1821 to 1831, uniting present-day
Colombia, Venezuela, Ecuador, and Panama, aimed at creating a single political entity in South
America.

What were the main causes of the Colombian Civil Wars in the
19th century?

The Colombian Civil Wars were primarily caused by political struggles between conservatives and
liberals, regional rivalries, and disagreements over issues like land reform and centralism versus
federalism.



How did the United States influence Colombia in the early
20th century?

The United States significantly influenced Colombia through its involvement in the construction of
the Panama Canal, which led to the separation of Panama from Colombia in 1903, and through
interventions in Colombian politics.

What was La Violencia and its impact on Colombia?

La Violencia was a period of brutal civil conflict between the liberal and conservative parties from
the late 1940s to the 1950s, resulting in the deaths of hundreds of thousands and deepening social
divisions in Colombia.

What role did drug cartels play in Colombia's history during
the late 20th century?

During the late 20th century, drug cartels, particularly the Medellin and Cali cartels, became
powerful forces in Colombia, leading to widespread violence, corruption, and a significant impact on
the country's economy and governance.

How has Colombia's recent peace process affected the
country's history?

The peace process, particularly the 2016 agreement with the FARC, marked a significant turn in
Colombia's history by aiming to end decades of armed conflict, leading to ongoing efforts for
reconciliation and rebuilding communities.
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