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What You Will Learn…
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SECTION

You live in the beautiful colonial city of Cartagena, on the coast of 

the Caribbean. Your family runs a small restaurant there. You’re used 

to the city’s wide beaches and old colonial buildings with wooden 

balconies that overhang the street. Now you are on your way to visit 

your cousins. They live on a cattle ranch on the inland plains region 

called the Llanos.

How do you think life on the ranch  
is different from yours?

Building Background  Like most of the countries of Central 
and South America, Colombia was once a colony of Spain. Colombi-
ans gained their independence from Spain in 1819. The new country 
was then named after the explorer Christopher Columbus.

Colombia’s History
Giant mounds of earth, mysterious statues, and tombs—these 
are the marks of the people who lived in Colombia more than 
1,500 years ago. Colombia’s history begins with these people. It 
also includes conquest by Spain and, later, independence.

The Chibcha 
Have you heard of the legend of  
El Dorado (el duh-rah-doh), or the 
Golden One? That legend about 

Colombia2

	 1.	Native cultures, Spanish 
conquest, and independence 
shaped Colombia’s history.

	 2.	 In Colombia today, the 
benefits of a rich culture 
and many natural resources 
contrast with the effects of a 
long period of civil war.

 Spanish conquest, valuable 
resources, and civil war have 
shaped the history, culture, and 
economy of Colombia.

The Big Idea

Key Terms and Places
Cartagena, p. 241
Bogotá, p. 242
guerrillas, p. 243

If YOU lived there...

This gold Chibcha 
artifact represents 
the ceremonial raft 
used by their king.

Main Ideas

Use the graphic organizer online to 
organize your notes on Colombia.

TEKS  1A, 1B, 2B, 4A,  
15A, 15B, 18A



connecting to
            History
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a land rich in gold was inspired by the 
Chibcha culture in Colombia. The Chib-
cha covered their new rulers in gold dust. 
Then they took each ruler to a lake to wash 
the gold off. As the new ruler washed, the 
Chibcha threw gold and emerald objects 
into the water. A well-developed civiliza-
tion, they practiced pottery making, weav-
ing, and metalworking. Their gold objects 
were among the finest in ancient America. 

Spanish Conquest 
In about 1500 Spanish explorers arrived 
on the Caribbean coast of South America. 
The Spaniards wanted to expand Spain’s 
new empire. In doing so, the Spanish con-
quered the Chibcha and seized much of 
their treasure. Soon after claiming land for 
themselves, the Spaniards founded a col-
ony and cities along the Caribbean coast. 

One colonial city, Cartagena, was a 
major naval base and commercial port in 
the Spanish empire. By the 1600s Span-
iards and their descendants had set up 
large estates in Colombia. Spanish estate 
owners forced South American Indians 
and enslaved Africans to work the land.

Independence 
In the late 1700s people in Central and 
South America began struggling for inde-
pendence from Spain. After independence 
was achieved, the republic of Gran Colom-
bia was created. It included Colombia, 
Ecuador, Panama, and Venezuela. In 1830 
the republic dissolved, and New Granada, 
which included Colombia and Panama, 
was created. 

After independence, two different 
groups of Colombians debated over how 
Colombia should be run. One group want-
ed the Roman Catholic Church to partici-
pate in government and education. On the 
other hand, another group did not want 
the church involved in their lives.

 Outbreaks of violence throughout the 
1800s and 1900s killed thousands. Part of 
the problem had to do with the country’s 
rugged geography, which isolated people 
in one region from those in another region. 
As a result, they developed separate econo-
mies and identities. Uniting these different 
groups into one country was hard. 

Reading Check   Drawing Conclusions  How 
did Spanish conquest shape Colombia’s history 
and culture?

Cartagena’s Spanish Fort
Imagine you are a Spanish colonist living in Cartagena, Colom-
bia, in the 1600s. Your city lies on the Caribbean coast and has 
been attacked by English pirates several times. They have sto-
len tons of silver and gold that were waiting shipment to Spain. 
How do you protect your city from these pirates? Build an enor-
mous fort, of course! You make sure to design the fort’s walls to 
deflect the cannonballs that the pirates shoot from their ships. 
Today this fort still stands on a peninsula outside Cartagena. A 
statue commemorates one of the heroes that defended the city 
from attack. 

Drawing Conclusions  Why did the Spanish want to defend  
Cartagena from the pirates?
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Colombia Today
Colombia is Caribbean South America’s 
most populous country. The national  
capital is Bogotá, a city located high in  
the eastern Andes. Although Colombia is 
rich in culture and resources, more than  
40 years of civil war have been destructive 
to the country’s economy.

People and Culture 
Most Colombians live in the fertile val-
leys and river basins among the mountain 
ranges, where the climate is moderate and 
good for farming. Rivers, such as the Cauca 
and the Magdalena, flow down from the 
Andes to the Caribbean Sea. These rivers 
provide water and help connect settle-
ments located between the mountains and 
the coast. Other Colombians live on cattle 
ranches scattered throughout the Llanos. 
Few people live in the tropical rainforest 
regions in the south.

Because the physical geography of 
Colombia isolates some regions of the 
country, the people of Colombia are often 
known by the region where they live. For 
example, those who live along the Carib-
bean coast are known for songs and dances 
influenced by African traditions.  

Colombian culture is an interesting 
mix of influences:

• �Music: traditional African songs and 
dances on the Caribbean coast and South 
American Indian music in remote areas 
of the Andes

• �Sports: soccer, as well as a traditional 
Chibcha ring-toss game called tejo

• �Religion: primarily Roman Catholicism
• �Official language: Spanish
• �Ethnic groups: 58 percent mestizo; also 

Spanish, African, and Indian descent

Economy 
Colombia’s economy relies on several 
valuable resources. Rich soil, steep slopes, 
and tall shade trees produce world-famous 
Colombian coffee. Other major export 
crops include bananas, sugar cane, and 
cotton. Many farms in Colombia produce 
flowers that are exported around the world. 
In fact, 80 percent of the country’s flowers 
are shipped to the United States.

Colombia’s economy depends on 
the country’s valuable natural resources. 
Recently oil has become Colombia’s major 
export. Other natural resources include 
iron ore, gold, and coal. Most of the world’s 
emeralds also come from Colombia.

Daily Life in Colombia

Different regions of Colombia are home 
to diverse ethnic groups. 

Analyzing Visuals  What are 
some of the goods sold in this market?

FOCUS ON 
READING
In the first 
paragraph under 
Economy, find at 
least three details 
to support the 
idea stated in the 
first sentence.

Colombians of African descent 
unload their goods at a local 
market near the Pacific coast. 
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Section 2 Assessment

Reviewing Ideas, Terms, and Places
	1.	 a. Recall  Who were the Chibcha?
		  b. Draw Conclusions  Why did Spain want land in  

Colombia?
	2.	 a. Describe  What factors make Colombia ideal for growing 

coffee?
		  b. Interpret  In what part of the country do most  

Colombians live?
		  c. Predict  How might Colombia solve the problem of  

guerrillas trying to control the country?

	Critical Thinking
3.	 	Analyzing  Using your notes, 

write a sentence about the 
topic of each box in a  
diagram like this one.

Civil War
Civil war is a major problem in Colombia 
today. Many different groups have waged 
war with each other and with Colombia’s 
government. For more than 40 years, these 
heavily armed militant groups have con-
trolled large areas of the country.

One of these groups is an army of  
guerrillas, or members of an irregular mili-
tary force. These guerrillas want to over-
throw the government. The guerrillas, as 
well as other militant groups, have forced 
farmers off their land and caused thousands 
of Colombians to flee the country. All of 
these groups are also involved in growing 
crops of the illegal coca plant. This plant is 
used to make cocaine, a dangerous drug. 

Because of the instability caused by  
civil war, the future of Colombia is uncer-
tain. However, the Colombian government 
has passed new laws that make it harder 
for the guerrillas and other militant groups 
to operate freely. In addition, the United 
States provides assistance to Colombia’s 
government. Colombia is one of the top 
recipients of U.S. foreign aid. 

 Reading Check   Drawing Conclusions   
How do you think civil war affects daily life  
in Colombia?

  SUmmary and PReview  Colombia’s 
history includes the Chibcha, Spanish 
conquest, and independence. Today, 
Colombia’s people are dealing with a 
long civil war. Next, you will learn about 
Colombia’s neighbor, Venezuela.

Music

Sports

Religion

Language

 Students from a school in Colombia’s 
capital, Bogotá, take a break from  
their classes. 

Here in the Andes people travel from 
town to town on these colorful buses, 
called chivas. 

Focus on Writing

4.	 Writing about Colombia  What information about the 
history, culture, and daily life of Colombia might your pen pal 
like to learn? Add these details to your notes.


