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PREFACE

The purpose of this thesis is to make a close 
political study of a period of Colombian Conservative 
party leadership which progressively deteriorated as 
their support among the Colombian people weakened. As 
its regime continued the Conservative party became more 
oppressive with each succeeding year leading to more 
oppressive measures. The seven year Conservative party 
rule that began in 1946 was a microcosm of many tech
niques of repression used by conservative and ultra
conservative governments throughout Latin America. A 
study of Conservative rule provides insights into the 
causes of oppression which often force the military, 
as in the ease of Colombia, to take control of the 
government.

While studying the Conservative regimes of 
Ospina Perez and Gomez, I attempted to place the work
ings of the Liberal party in a secondary position to 
that of the Conservative party. I found this difficult 
because the Liberal party was intimately connected with 
the regimes of Ospina Perez and with that of Gomez. 
Research into the activities of the Liberal party devel
oped into a secondary concern, but an attempt was made

iii



to view events from the Conservative party and to keep 
away from an overindulgence in the Liberal party's ac
tivities o In particular, the bogotazo, the revolt that 
shook Colombia for two days, has a great deal of litera
ture* An effort has been made to keep from becoming too 
involved in that subject„

I feel an indebtedness to Dr. George A. Brubaker 
for reading the manuscript and giving his valued criti
cisms and encouragement. In addition, I would like to 
express my appreciation to Dr. Russell C. Ewing for his 
in the early stages of my research.
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ABSTRACT

This thesis is a study of the political aspects 
of the Conservative regimes of Mariano Ospina Perez and 
Laureano Gomez„ Other relevant forces in Colombian po
litical life - the Liberal party, rural fighting, eco
nomic problems - have been minimized. Two Conservative 
party regimes appeared on the Colombian political hori
zon at a period of intense political, social, and eco
nomic agitation following World War II. The interaction 
of these two governments with the newly-active Colombian 
middle class and with the Liberal party led to many 
crises which plagued the Conservatives in their attempt 
to govern. As Ospina Perez attempted to mold a viable 
government with Liberal party cooperation, he met with 
reverses leading him to institute harsher and more vio
lent measures against his opposition. During a time 
when martial law was in effect, the Congress disbanded, 
and strict censorship imposed, Gomez was elected Presi
dent of Colombia. Gomez proved to be a bitter and vin
dictive president. Under his regimes, the Liberal party 
was all but eclipsed. By the spring of 1953j Gomez had 
eliminated all opposition, except the Colombian military 
which had a long history of non-interference in political
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affairs„ However, Gomez1 attempt to eliminate the pop 
ular General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla was the act which 
precipitated the military coup d'etat which ended the 
Conservative party®s seven-year hegemony.



CHAPTER 1

A CONSERVATIVE VICTORY

To understand Colombian politics, one must be 
familiar with the two dominant parties - the Liberal and 
Conservative, Both parties developed within the frame
work of the Colombian oligarchy which effectively barred 
the great mass of Colombians from political participa
tion, Unlike many other Latin American countries, the 
political dichotomy of the Conservative party and Liberal 
party did not break down into a multi-party system. On 
the contrary, the two dominant parties were strengthened 
by a fierce localism and geographic isolation which di
vided the Colombian people. Early domination of politics 
by the aristocracy prevented the rise of a person to po
litical prominence unless he came from the oligarchy.
Thus, the election of a new party candidate to the presi
dency signalized no change in the status of the mass of 
Colombians, An election to the nation's presidency of a 
different political party simply meant a change in power 
between the two major aristocratic factions.

Deep and fundamental political issues revolve 
around the philosophy of governmental centralism. The
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Conservative party is committed to a strong, centralized 
governmento Through it, order could he maintained and 
progress would he more rapid„ Liberals worked for de
centralization of the government in which they supported 
the principles of localism and local autonomy*

In addition to the principle of centralism ver
sus federalism, great differences existed between the 
Liberal and Conservative parties concerning the power of 
the Catholic church. The Liberals no longer violently 
were against the church although historically they had a 
tradition of being anti-clerical. Their main concern 
was to keep the church out of politics. Following World 
War II, the Liberal party became less anti-clerical and 
less hostile toward the church. At present the one crit
icism the Liberal party has of the church is that it 
delves into partisan politics. If the church keeps from 
asserting its influence in politics, the Liberals could 
more openly admit, as they have done more and more, that 
the church does make a positive and important contribu
tion to society. Rather than being critical of the 
church, the Conservative party has enfolded the church in 
its policies and favored it with supportive laws. Tradi
tionally the church and the Conservative party had close 
ties.
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In 1930, the Conservative party lost the presi

dential election when Enrique 01aya Herrera was elected 
President of Colomhia0 He was a moderate whose program 
was enlightened with some social reforms0 His election 
opened a sixteen-year period during which the Liberal 
party controlled the presidency0 These sixteen years 
opened up a new era for the Liberals who began by pre
senting new social reforms0 However, 01aya Herrera was 
succeeded by Alfonso Lopez whose radical proposals not 
only embittered the Conservatives, but caused the Lib
erals themselves to turn against him.

On July 19? 1945? three days before the opening 
of the Liberal Party®s National Convention, President 
Alfonso Lopez Pumarejo tendered his resignation to.Con
gress. Less than a month before, President Lopez men
tioned in a message to Congress that it would be better 
to get a president who was more acceptable to that body 
of legislators which had blocked him when the moderate 

r Liberals and the Conservatives joined forces to block
his programs. Lopez was exhausted after three years of

1 yhis second term in office. When Lopez was first 
elected to a four year term in 1934, he already had a 
career behind him as a diplomat, businessman, president

1. New York Times, June 28, 1945, p. 2.



of the American Mercantile Bank in Colombia, and as a 
representative of the Liberal party's left wing. He had 
been elected to the presidency first on a wave of reform
ism which he carried on in his policy of la revolucion 
en marcha. However, the radical reforms of his policies 
evoked a bitter opposition from Conservatives and the 
Liberal oligarchy who considered him a traitor. The re
sult of such opposition during his first four year term 
was the election to the presidency in 1938 of Dr. Eduardo 
Santos, a moderate, a journalist by profession and the 
founder of the newspaper El Tiempo. Santos opposed Lopez' 
reforms and successfully blocked many of those which were 
considered too radical. Yet Santos was unable to block 
Lopez' return to the presidency in 1942. This return to 
power was possible because Lopez' great prestige, won 
during his first term of office, exerted an almost magi
cal effect on the electorate. During his second term of 

/  voffice, Lopez encountered intense opposition which he had
2riot encountered before.

During his second term, Lopez was met at every 
turn with bitter opposition. In the legislature the mod
erate Liberals and the Conservatives combined to defeat 
him. Workers became disillusioned with him when he failed

2. John D. Martz, Colombia: A  Contemporary 
Political Survey (Chapel Hills University of North 
Carolina Press, 1962), pp. 33-37.



to live up to his campaign promises„ His prestige de-
%dined and his political ability sank to a new low.

In a message to Congress on June 27, 1945, he suggest
ed a possible resignation when he said that it would 
be better to get a president who was more acceptable. 
When Lopez did resign on July 19, Congress had to
elect a president because there was no vice president.^ 

/ /Dario Echandia, leader of the left wing of the Liberal 
party, had already resigned as first vice president so 
that he would be eligible for the presidential nomina
tion of the forthcoming Liberal party nominating con
vention. Anibal Badel, the second vice president, had 
resigned, too, in anticipation of the Liberal party 
nominating convention. It was necessary for a joint 
session of Congress to elect an interim president and 
the choice fell to Dr. Alberto LIeras Camargo, a prom-

5inent leader of the Liberal party.
Dr. Alberto LIeras Camargo was inaugurated Pres 

ident of Colombia on August 7,1945, three years after

3. Ibid., p. 38.
4. New York Times, June 28, 1945, p. 2.
5. Ibid.



Alfonso Lopez Pumarejo had assumed the presidency,
Lleras Camargo, who became president at thirty-nine, 
had already distinguished himself as a writer by the 
time he was twenty-five and by age thirty he had been 
a cabinet minister. He had served in the first admin
istration of Alfonso Lopez and he had held several 
diplomatic posts including the ambassadorship to the 
United States, Shortly after his inauguration, Lleras 
Camargo formed the first real coalition government in 
many years, a National Union government in which the 
Conservatives held three of the ten cabinet posts,
Lleras Camargo began organizing his government with 
the appointment of Fernando Londono as Foreign Minister, 
and Jose Luis Lopez as Minister of Economy, Both were 
Conservative members of Congress,^

The first test for the aspirants for the presi
dential election of 1946 was the congressional elections 
of March of 194$, Those elected to Congress would then 
elect the delegates to the presidential nominating con
vention and thus influence the choice for'the presidency. 
As a result of the elections of March 18, 1945, sixty of 
the eighty members of Congress supported Dr, Gabriel

6, Ibid,, September 6, 1945, p, 5-



TurTbay in the election of delegates to the nominating 
7convention.

The Liberal party nominating convention was held 
July 239 1943, and the Santos-moderate wing which sup
ported the National Union coalition chose Turhay as the

8presidential candidate of their party. Ex-president
Lopez pushed the candidacy of his close advisor, Dario 

/Echandia, so that when Turbay, backed by Santos received
/the nomination, the Echandia faction walked out of the 

convention.^ Turbay, as nominee for the presidency, was 
far from acceptable to the whole of the Liberal party.
He was of Syrian descent which for a presidential can
didate was no help, and he was unacceptable to the pro- 
Gaitan masses. He was, in addition, unacceptable to

/ i 0many followers of Lopez.
The dissident Liberals, rejecting cooperation 

with the Liberal party, called their own Liberal conven
tion to oppose the nomination of Turbay. This convention - 
the Liberal Union convention - met on February 24, 1946, 
and nominated Jorge Eliecer Gaitan for the presidency.

7o Ibid., April 1, 1945, p. 8.
8. Harry Bernstein, Modern and Contemporary Latin 

America (Philadelphia; Lippincott, 1952), pT 6061
9o New York Times, July 25, 1945? p. 4.
10. Martz, pp. 45-6.



Gaitan had heen the leader of working classes since the 
strike of workers in the hanana zone of Santa Marta inI
the 1930s„ His social reform program was supported hy 
labor and the Lopez wing of the Liberals, He was a law
yer, and he had been a senator, representative, minister 
of education, and the mayor of Bogota. He had practiced
law many years and he had become an outstanding expert

11on Colombian penal law. His great inspirations were
/ / 12Jose Carlos Mariategui, a Peruvian Marxist who brought

many people to Communism, and Victor Raul Haya de la
Torre, a Peruvian liberal who founded the APRA political
party (alianza popular revolucionaria americana) which

13became very popular in Peru. v He based many of his po
litical ideas and tactics on Ortega y Gasset's Revolt of 
the Masses. Gaitan preached the strait return to liber
alism, reform, and political victory.

As the 1946 presidential campaign gained momen
tum, the old rivalries split the Conservative party into 
two factions. One large sector supported Ospina Perez 
for president. The ospinistas believed that any other

11. Ibid., pp. 42-3.
12. Ibid.
13. Hubert Herring, A History of Latin America 

(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1961), p. 545.



course would "be a catastrophe for the country. The 
other faction, the ultra-Conservative ,wing of the party, 
which included men like Guillermo Leon Valencia and 
Laureano Gomez, wanted a more aggressive Conservative 
party policy and an end to any collaboration with the

14Liberal party in the government. They believed the
party needed a policy to attract votes and another to

15run the country. Modern Conservatism had been founded
16on the primacy of the spiritual value of man, but it

branched off into other topics of attack such as mater-
17ialism, the division of church and state, and atheism.

The Colombian Conservative party generally supported a
strong unitary government, the interests of the large
landowners, and a privileged position for the church.
The Liberal party fought for decentralized republican
government, greater suffrage, and free secular schools,

18and increased commerce through free trade,

14, New York Times, May 5» 1946, p, 4,
15° Semana, December 23> 1946, p, 6,
16, Emilio Valderrama, El sistema, para que? 

(Bogota: Editorial Revista Colombiana, 1967), p% 31»
z 17= Laureano Gomez, Ospina y otros discursos 

(Bogota: Editorial Revista Colombiana, 1966), p, 46,
18, Martz, p, 13.
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Colombia has traditionally had only two politi

cal parties - Conservative and Liberal - and this has 
left a small choice for many people* Senator Alvaro 
Gomez attacked Colombia's two party system when he said
"The state does not permit but two alternatives equally

19inadmissible for free men„" The two political parties
are controlled by the oligarchy which is a very small
number of people who control economic power by reason of
the riches they possess or administer* This great power

20is used to dominate the political life of the country*
The presidential campaign of 1946 had some vio

lence even though the election was notably orderly*
During the campaign three men were killed and five

21wounded in campaign disorders* The Liberals were split 
between Gaitan and Turbay and the feelings were bitter* 
Less than two months before the election, the Conserva
tives, meeting at a Bogota convention put forward the 
name of Mariano Ospina Perez as their presidential

19. Alvaro Gomez Hurtado, Hoy en el pensamiento 
de Alvaro Gomez (Bogota; Editorial Revista Colombiana, 
1967), p. ± 2 ~ o ?

, /20* Alfonso Torres Melo, Que es la oligarquia
colombiana? (Bogota: Ediciones del Caribe, 1966), pi 34.

21. New York Times, May 7, 1946, p* 6*
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nomineeo The Conservative party, headed hy Laureano
Gomez, had thrown the Liberal party completely off guard.
Liberals were undecided as to which candidate to vote
for. Their feelings were typified by Alfonso Lopez who
stated publicly, "I am not going to vote for either of
those two nincompoops. My interests would be more cer-

22tain under a government of Ospina, " This statement 
upset the Liberal party and was interpreted as a vote 
of confidence for the Conservative candidate.

President LIeras Camargo did not show favortism 
in the presidential elections. He remained absolutely 
silent on politics, and seemed almost indifferent to the 
Liberal division. One evening, shortly before the pres
idential elections, President LIeras Camargo and the 
three presidential nominees - OSpina Perez, Galtan, and 
Turbay - appeared over national radio to appeal for peace 
on election day, .Lleras Camargo declared that his gov
ernment would remain absolutely impartial in the elections, 
and that his only purpose was to deliver the government to 
the one who won it in the elections. Reiterating the 
government's stand of strict impartiality, Lleras Camargo

22, Milton Puentes, Historia del partido liberal 
colombiano (Bogotas Prag, 1961), pi 606, ~

23. Ibid,, p, 607,
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declared over the radio April 30, 1946, "The government
has one interest, one goal, one'supreme duty in the Sun-

24day elections; the maintenance of order,"
Colombians went to the polls May 5° Shortly be

fore midnight returns from the outlying towns enabled
Ospina to overcome Gaitan's early lead in the large 

29cities. When all the votes were in, a total of 
565,894 votes had been cast for Ospina; Turbay received
437,089; and Gaitan, who showed unexpected strength, re-

26ceived 363,849° The Liberals had actually won a major
ity but their vote was divided between their two 
candidates„ The Conservatives, united behind one candid
ate, had won with only a little more than a third of the 

27total vote,

24, Alberto LIeras Camargo, Sus mejores paginas 
(Bogota; Organizacion Continental de los Festivales del 
Libro, 1961), p, 65,

25° New York Times, May 6, 1946, p, 4,
26, Martz, p, 46,
27° Carleton Beals, Latin Americas World in Rev

olution (London, New York; Abelard-Schuman, 1963), p , 235,
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Ospina's victory as a minority president was the

result of a liberal struggle which had divided the party 
28for ten years„ ' The Liberals clearly had the majority,

in fact, according to German Arciniegas, a writer-his-
torian, the Liberal party had proved its majority in all
the electoral contests between 1930 and 1950, even those

29under Conservative auspices„ The defeated Liberals did
not resign themselves, but they alleged that only an acci-

30dental division had caused their defeat. Some observers, 
not taking into account the possible repercussions of the 
Liberal's bitterness, saw in the Conservative victory a

31sign of the democratic maturity of the Colombian peoples.
In the midst of the Conservative victory and Liberal de
feat, both parties were unanimous in their praise of Pres
ident LIeras Camargo for his efforts to make the election

32honest and orderly. ' Speaking of the defeat of the Lib
eral party, Milton Puentes wrote in Historia del Partido

28. Martz, p. 33.
29o German Arciniegas, The State of Latin America, 

trans. by Harriet de Onis (Hew York: Alfred A. Knopf,
1952), p. 159.

30. Guillermo Salamanca, Los partidos en Colombia 
(Bogota: El Voto Nacional, 1961), p. 219.

/31. Raul Andrade, La internacional negra en Col
ombia, y otros ensayos (Quito: Editora Quito, 1954), pi 30.

32. Hew York Times, May 7, 1946, p. 6. •
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Liberal Colombiano, "It was the insanity of all, the 
incomprehension...of a party that sought misfortune and 
its disgrace, carried and pushed, blindly and awkwardly, 
by its mutual hatreds and by its vain and steril frater- 
nal hatreds."

The day after the election, Gaitan announced for
mally his assumption of leadership of the Liberal party, 
"The Oligarchies and the demi-Liberals caused Liberalism 
to lose its power... we must regain it. Gaitan, af
ter Ospina's election, was the main Liberal leader, his 
prestige reaching its zenith after his defeat in the 
presidential election. During the year 1946, according 
to the magazine Semana, Gaitan occupied the public at-

'Z  r:tention more times than any other person. Turbay left
Colombia for Paris ten days after his defeat at the polls 
and died there in December, 1947. LIeras Camargo be
came Director-General of the Pan American Union, Lopez 
became inactive in the Liberal party, and took the

33° Puentes, p. 607°
/ /34. Antonio Garcia, Gaitan y el problema de la 

revolucion colombiana (Bogota: Cooperativa de Artes Gra- 
ficas, 1955), p. 303°

35° Semana, December 30, 1946, p. 5°
36. Ibid., December 20, 1947, p. 5°
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position as Colombian delegate to the United Nation1s 
General Assembly, leaving Colombia in October 1946.
Even Santos became inactive politically in the Liberal 
party and was removed from the daily party operations„ 
Before 1946, Gaitan had been the leader of the under
privileged against the oligarchy. Now as head of the
Liberal party and hero of the masses, he led the party 

38program.
The Colombian Congress met July 20, Colombian 

Independence Day, in regular session to organize and re
ceive the message of President Alberto LIeras Camargo.
The Congress, which would have exactly 150 meeting days

39regardless of the volume of their business, consisted 
of 194 members - 63 in the Senate and 131 in the Cham
ber. The Liberals had an overwhelming majority in Con
gress. In the Senate.were 42 Liberals and 21 Conserva
tives; in the Chamber, 80 Liberals, 47 Conservatives, 
and 4 Communists.^  Soon after the opening of Congress, 
Gaitan's followers introduced his reform plan which

37o Martz, p. 47,
38. Martz, p. 50.
39o Austin F„ MacDonald, Latin American Poli-

tics and Government (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Co.,
1949), p. 413,

40. New York Times, July 21, 1946, p. 2,6.
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covered banking and credit, state control of corpora
tions, and the establishment of a state planning com
mission to better the conditions of the workers and 
peasants„ But the congressional Liberal leaders were 
not going to follow Gaitan's leadership. They rejected 
Gaitan's reforms. So, even though Gaitan was the vir
tual leader of the Liberals, his legislative reforms 
were voted down. He was the most popular leader of the 
Colombian masses, but the Liberal oligarchy which con
trolled Congress, did not support his radical propos
als.41

/Mariano 0spina Perez, a fifty-five year old mil
lionaire, businessman and senator, was inaugurated Pres
ident August 7, 1946. Ospina Perez was born in the 
department of Antioquia to a prominent family. He 
attended Louisiana State University and graduated with 
an engineering degree. On returning to Colombia, he 
became wealthy and entered politics. As a senator he 
did not have the reputation of making decisions. Al
though he might attend the great debates in the Congress 
"attentive" and "smiling" he would not be present when 
the vote was called for. Now, however, President Ospina 
would have to make decisions each day, each hour. This

41. Vernon Lee Fluharty, Dance of the Millions: 
Military Rule and the Social Revolution in Colombia, 
1930-56 (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 
1957), p. 85.
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42he was not accustomed to doing. He launched into a. 

coalition government with the Liberals almost immedi
ately after his inauguration, dividing up his govern
mental posts on an equal basis. Ospina Perez appointed 
Liberals to half of his cabinet posts, giving them a
much greater representation than a defeated party had 

43ever received. Shortly after his inauguration,
Ospina Perez called for the formation of a coalition%
government:

A party government, and especially that of a 
group, invariably is actuated by and acts on... 
the criterion of serving only partisan inter
ests... Its programs always aim at imposing its 
political system, come what may, through op
pression and exclusivism...It is impossible to 
serve two masters at the same time: the nation 
and the party... In Colombia's history we have 
eloquent examples of what a government along 
national lines stands for, its justice, its 
goodness, its excellence. Two examples will 
suffice: the admirablezexample of the admin
istration of Manuel Maria Mallarino in the past 
century, and that which Alberto Lleras Camargo 
has recently left to future generations. Under 
my administration there will be no political 
reprisals on the part of the authorities against 
persons or their property; no one will be barred 
from public office for party reasons; I faith
fully guarantee to all the exercise of their 
natural and civil rights, and I shall make it my 
care to see that the public liberties are

42. Semana, October 28, 1946, p. 3«
43. Jose Maria Arboleda LIorente, Historia de 

Colombia (Popayan: Editorial Universidad del Cauca, 
1952), p. 223.
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respected. Neither the head of the state nor 
his associates or agents will take any step 
that even remotely ^acks of political repris
als against anyone.

/Ospina Perez hegan his term of office with a
policy of conciliation, cautious not to alienate the
Liberals. He gave half of the cabinet posts and half
of the fourteen governorships to Liberals from the ex-

45treme right of the Liberal party. Liberals were also 
brought into the government by means of diplomatic as-

46signments and local governmental posts. There is
really little basis for believing the assertion which
German Arciniegas makes that Ospina was "practicing a
sly deception", in order to keep his party in power for 

47a long time. In spite of these many concessions,
/ ĵgOspina Perez faced opposition from many sides.
Ospina Perez was opposed on the one hand by Gomez, 

leader of the Conservative party, who rejected the prin
ciple of cooperation and collaboration with the Liberal

44. Arciniegas, p. 160.
45. Semana, December 5, 1946, p. 3.
46. Bernstein, p. 666.
47o Martz, p. 48.
48. Semana, December 3? 1946.
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party. On the other hand, Gaitan, leader of the Liberal 
party refused to cooperate with Ospina8 s coalition gov
ernment „^  Gaitan had asked the President to meet with 
him in order to work out a program, hut Ospina Perez 
ignored the request. This was a mistake because any
union which disregarded Gaitan was only a union of Lih-

51eral and Conservative oligarchs. Some Liberal lead
ers accepted positions in Ospina Perez8 cabinet but 
their positions were weak because of Gaitan8s opposi
tion, President Ospina, who was a minority president 
received less than a majority of the electoral votes.
The Liberals controlled many of the political positions 
in the country. Not only did they have an overwhelming 
command of Congress, they also controlled most of the
state legislatures, most of the city governments, and

52the leading newspapers of the country.
When Ospina Perez assumed the presidency, Colom

bia was in the midst of extreme economic problems which

49o James Fred Rippy, Latin Americas A Modern 
History (Ann Arbors University of Michigan Press, 1958), 
p, 430,

50, Alberto Nino H,, Antecedentes y secretos 
del 9 de Abril (Bogotas Editorial Pax, 1949), pp. 11-12,

51o Fluharty, p. 85.
52b Arciniegas, p. 160,
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had Tbeen growing since the end of World War II. Even 
after the peace treaties had heen signed, European mar
kets for Colombian goods had not immediately reopened. 
Exports dropped and new markets were slow to open.
When wartime controls were ended, coffee strengthened 
and prosperity came, not to the people of Colombia as a
whole but to the upper classes. Soon coffee glutted the

53Colombian economy. While prices rose, wages remained 
stable. The cost of living increased in Colombia more 
than nineteen percent in 1946 over the index at the end 
of 1945 according to a report from the Controller Gener
al 1s office. The greatest increases were in the neces-

K hsities - food, rent and clothing. There was wild
speculation with the dollars which had accumulated through

5 5the years when luxury items were not available. Post
war industrialization stimulated urbanization; yet, the 
urban proletariat were subjected to increased financial 
hardships because of inflation generally and because the 
wealthy put their money into real estate, and landlords 
raised their rents. The lower classes became poorer while

53= Arboleda Llorente, p. 223.
54. New York Times, January 3, 1947, p. 9.
55. Martz, p. 49.
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the upper classes enjoyed increased prosperity0 This
period is naively called in the Conservative writings,

56"the economy of prosperity"0
In this post-war period, inflation caused con

strictive measures in the economy. An export surplus 
stemmed from heavy war demands for Colombian coffee and 
raw materials„ Suddenly with the end of World War II, 
lack of markets caused a build up of products. Busi
nessmen reduced imports far below the selling volume.
The government established import controls which caused

57a shortage of goods, and a rapid increase in prices.
The working classes were discontent with the scarcity

58of products and this led to strikes. In the face of 
these serious social and economic problems, Ospina Perez 
pushed for the social security laws which had been ini
tiated in the 1930*8. He undertook the revision of the 
electoral statute in order to quiet the country, and he

5qtried to develop a program for the working class.

56. Fluharty, p. 124.
57. Ibid., p. 91c
58. Semana, November 25, 1946, p. 8.
59® Arboleda Llorente, p. 223®
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Ospina Perez tried to stem the tide of inflation 

early in his administration. On August 21, 1946, the 
government decreed the suspension of all new issues of 
internal honds of national and regional governments and 
restricted commercial bank loans to agricultural, con
struction, and similar productive activities,^ A 
little later it was announced that price controls would 
be restored. The Controller General’s office announced 
that the Office of Price Control would be re-established 
with broader powers and severer penalties for violations. 
After conferences with the president, many industrialists.
agreed to reduce prices on their products including tex-

61tiles and cement. Then events occurred which caused 
the first crisis of the Ospina Perez regime.

In the early part of November 1946 the army was 
called in to keep control when the bus drivers went on 
strike. Then in Cali, when a certain Hermes Maya, nick
named "el Bimbo", tried to cut the tires on an army '
truck, he was shot dead by them. This led to a general 
strike. This led to other strikes and general agitation 
throughout the country. In order to pacify the country, 
on November 8, President Ospina announced a state of

60, New York Times, August 22, 1946, p , 8,
61, Ibid,, September 12, 1946, p, 8,
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62siege„ Then the Liberals abandoned his government6

In light of the social and economic crises to 
which the Ospina regime had fallen and the drastic meas
ures that Ospina had taken, the Liberal ministers asked 
for a meeting of congressmen* Ninety attended, Umana 
Bernal spoke the feeling of the Liberal ministers when 
he said that they wanted to know if they should.stay or 
quit the cabinet of Ospina Perez, On November 14, Ospina 
Perez* government was plunged into its biggest crisis up 
to this time. The Liberals voted in Congress to cease 
collaboration with the president 56 to 26, The same day 
five Liberal ministers resigned their posts, The follow
ing day five Conservative ministers resigned their posts. 
The Conservative ministers wanted to leave the president 
free to reorganize the cabinet. So governors of several 
departments, all of whom were presidential appointees, 
resigned. When Liberal ministers refused to withdraw 
their resignations as Ospina Perez had asked November 24, 
only one alternative was left the president. Consequently, 
the president appointed a new cabinet December 12, four 
days before the end of the congressional term. The pres
ident appointed six Liberals and six Conservatives to his 
cabinet. Now the total number of posts was raised from

62, Semana, November 18, 1946, p, 4,
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ten to twelve with the addition of two new posts, the 
Minister of Hygene and the Minister of Justice,

When Congress adjourned its regular session De
cember 16, it could look back on a record of some accom
plishments o They passed some important laws and others 
of purely regional interest,^ Yet in relation to the 
grave situation, the record seems somewhat inadequate. 
Agricultural production was stimulated through irriga
tion projects and other means, measures had been taken
for social improvement, and work had been initiated to

65provide for wide electrification, J  For the first five 
months of his administration, Ospina Perez had maintained 
a shaky coalition in the face of a difficult and Liberal 
Congress that often opposed him. The president, in addi
tion, had passed his first major crisis which occurred 
when his complete cabinet resigned. Undeterred, Presi
dent Ospina appointed a new cabinet before the end of 

66December,

63 o Ibid,, p„ 7=
64, Ibid,, December 16, 1946, p, 7.
65= Mew York Times, December 17? 1946, p, 2,
66, Martz, p, 52,
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In the spring of 1947, fighting increased in 

many departments of the nation. In January, twenty per
sons were seriously hurt in the town of Bello in the de
partment of Antioquia during political clashes between 
members of the Conservative and Liberal parties„ Three 
persons were killed in political clashes between Con
servatives and Liberals in Duitama, Boyaca in February, 
In Barranquilia, a riot against the high cost of living 
damaged many shops and businesses,^

Gaitan, who had assumed the leadership of the 
Liberal party following their defeat the previous year, 
had consolidated his command. The Liberal press had 
accepted his leadership and under his command they began 
to organize. The congressional election of 1947 was im
portant for reasons other than the simple election of 
Congress, as important as that was. Those elected to 
Congress in March 1947 would elect delegates to the nom
inating convention for president in 1950 and in this way 
have an important voice in the selection of the next 
president. In addition, for the first time, senators 
were directly elected. Before 1947 they were elected by 
state legislatures in proportion to the population for a

67, New York Times, April 23, 1947, p, 4,
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four year term0 The election of the representatives was
not changedo They were elected as usually done for a

68two year term. Another important aspect of the March 
1947 election to Congress was its indication of gaitan- 
ista strength* The Liberals in Ospina's cabinet were 
moderates and their positions would be weakened if there 
was a large gaitanista vote.

The congressional elections held March 16, 1947, 
caused great excitement and political tensions ran high. 
It was a campaign of candidates and parties rather than 
platforms and policies. The Liberals who had better 
publicity in the campaign were trying to maintain their 
majority in Congress, They had an advantage in that the 
government had failed to curb the increasing cost of liv
ing, The Conservatives were trying to gain support for 
the president and perhaps even a majority in Congress,
On the eve of the elections Ospina Perez appealed over 
the radio for moderation and order in the elections„^  
Ospina wanted to keep order, and the peace of the coun
try was what interested him. He felt that the government 
triumphed and fulfilled its promises if it kept peace and 
assured a peaceful election. If there was peace, then he

68, Ibid,, March 16, 1947, p, 26,
69o Ibid,
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70had fulfilled his promises«

March 16 elections were held for Congress and
departmental assemblies in an atmosphere of relative
peace and quiet. The over-all Liberal vote was 805,874
to the Conservative 653,986, The Liberals still had a
majority in Congress but their strength was cut from 80

71to 47 down to 73 to 58,. The Liberal party proved that 
it still controlled nearly two-thirds of the vote,
Gaitan was the real winner. The gaitanista candidates

72had taken a 100,000 vote lead over all other candidates,
A little over a week after the congressional elec

tions, Ospina Perez lost his second cabinet when five Lib
eral ministers resigned, Gaitan did not share Ospina8s 
ideas on the National Union government. Gaitan felt that
the National Union should be built on political platforms
and compromises between the parties and the government in 
order to develop certain ideas, Ospina Perez, on the 
other hand, felt that the National Union government should
be a recruiting of men of good will from all the parties

73in order to resolve the national problems„ J  After the

70, Semana, March 22, 1947, p, 6,
71o Martz, p, 52,
72, Beals, p, 239°
73° Semana, April 3, 1947, p. 6.
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March elections, the Liberal cabinet ministers felt that 
they did not have the backing of the people and that 
they did not give the president the normal contribution 
of public opinion. They also felt that they did not re
ceive a minimum backing that they needed for work in the 
cabinet, To judge by Gaitan’s past statements, he was 
against collaboration. The five Liberal cabinet minis
ters felt that they could not continue as part of the 
government if the majority supported Gaitan and rejected 
collaboration,^^

Three days after the five Liberal ministers re
signed their posts to give Ospina freedom to reorganize 

75his cabinet. The Conservative minister of government, 
Roberto Urdaneta Arbelaez, had agreed to assume the re
sponsibilities in the government up to the congressional 
elections of March 1947. He remained in his post so that 
he could help bring about impartial elections, but he did 
not feel comfortable in the Ministry of Government, and 
did not want to continue in his ministerial position after 
the elections. He would have been happier as representa
tive to the United Nations, and it was said that Lopez had

74. Ibid., March 29, 1947, p. 7.
75. Ibid.
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suggested that he come to New York and be his companion 
at the United N a t i o n s . O s p i n a  would have liked a Con
servative on the United Nations delegation with Lopez 
but there were not many who would take the job. Fran
cisco de Paula Perez had been Minister of Treasury with
the hope of being replaced after the March elections.

/Without Urdaneta and Paula Perez in the government,
77there would be a total crisis.

The President of Colombia appointed his third co
alition cabinet on April 23« Conservative ministers were 
appointed to the ministries of government, treasury, edu
cation and communications; gaitanistas were given four 
ministries - labor, health, economy, and mines and petro
leum. Luis Lopez de Mesa, a moderate Liberal was ap-

78pointed Minister of Foreign Relations, and one other 
moderate was appointed cabinet minister. Although ap
pointed, Lopez de Mesa would not accept a post in the 
cabinet for personal reasons and some days later the cab
inet was completed with the appointment of Domingo 
Esguerra as Foreign Minister. He was a Liberal lawyer

76. Ibid., p. 8.
77. Ibid.
78. Ibid. <
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and a diplomat who had served in London, Berlin, and

79Tokyo among other places„ But the change in cabinet 
did not alter the national condition of political strife
and rural banditry which had been growing since Ospina

, 80 Perez came to power0
The peaceful transfer of political power in 1946

was deceptive, because the economy was actually in crit-
81ical condition and extremist movements were growing,

There was an underlying atmosphere of tension which seemed 
to stem from the Liberal's bitterness over defeat. 
Throughout 19-46 and 1947 violence spread. The first signs 
of violence appeared in the remote rural areas„ Many 
peasants were killed in small communities by conservative 
or liberal groups. Groups of bandits began to form. The 
government in turn increased its repression. In many out
lying regions the conservatives persecuted the liberals. 
The liberals in return attacked the conservatives. As 
1947 drew to a close the country was tense. Killings 
mounted and the Conservative government seemed powerless

79° Ibid,, April 26, 1947, p° 7,
80, Martz, p, 33,
81, David Bushnell, "What Has Happened to Democ

racy in Colombia?" Current History, XXIV (January, 1953), 
p, 40, .
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82to contain much less erradicate the violence.

In an attempt to end the violence, an agreement 
for political peace was signed August 30, 1947 by the 
government, Gaitan, and Gomez, It was hoped this would 
end bloodshed and bring a truce between liberals and 
conservatives. Unfortunately this truce proved inef
fective, The pact provided for a committee of twenty 
leaders, ten from each political party, which would in
vestigate and recommend penalties for violations of the 
election laws. Governors of states, mayors, and police 
who mixed in politics were considered violators of the 
law and subject to immediate dismissal. In addition the 
government appointed army officers as mayors in cities 
where disorders had occurred or where political tension 
existed,

The political truce of August 3 0  was short-lived.
Political tensions continued amidst increasing economic
instability. Political tensions rose again when Gaitan,
in a Senate debate on the evening of September 12, 1947,

/attacked Ospina Perez' government with the charge that 
quantities of arms, tear gas, and bombs had been received 
secretly from the United States military attache in

82, Martz, pp, 50-51«
83, Semana, September 6, 1947, p. 4,
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Bogota. Graitan said these supplies were flown in from 
the Canal Zone hy United States Air Force planes without 
the intervention hy Colombian authorities. The Minister 
of Government, Urdaneta Arbelaez, replied in the news
paper El_ Espectador that the tear gas and bombs had been 
obtained by a previous director general of police last 
October when there was danger of a riot. When supplies 
could not be obtained in the usual way, the United States

ymilitary attache had helped by lending material sent from 
the Canal Zone. Tensions were heightened when the news
paper El Liberal charged that these arms were being used 
to kill the free majorities in the country. El Tiempo,
another Liberal newspaper, commented that Colombia's

8 4sovereignty had been violated.
The Senate appointed a committee to investigate 

the allegations that the United States had sent military 
supplies secretly to President Ospin's government. In 
December, 1947, when the committee reported back that 
President Ospina and his government was free of blame, a 
highly charged debate followed in the Senate. Two sena
tors drew their revolvers and for a few moments it was not

84. New York Times, September 14, 1947, p . 29°
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known if Tblood would be shed„ Finally the two senators

S *5were convinced to holster their weapons»
The fourth cabinet crisis for Ospina was pre-

/cipitated when Roberto Urdaneta Arbelaez, Minister of 
Government and Francisco de Paula Perez, Minister of 
Treasury, resigned October 17, 1947, after a congressman 
charged in the Chamber that their connections with for
eign oil companies were incompatible with their govern-

8 6 /ment positionso Urdaneta Arbelaez was replaced by
Jose Antonio Montalvo as Minister of Government; Paula

yPerez was replaced by Luis Ignacio Andrade who became
87the new Minister of Treasury„ Some posts in the cab

inet were not changed such as that of Foreign Minister 
which remained the same with Domingo Esguerra. January 
18 the last appointment to Ospina Perez1 fourth cabinet 
was Dr„ Arturo Tapias Pilonieta who became Minister of 
Justice,,

December 16 the regular session of Congress came 
to an end. Congress had passed some laws such as that 
for the development of irrigation and hydroelectric

85o Semana, December 13, 1947, pp0 6-7=
86„ Ibido, October 18, 1947, p = 3 =
87 o Ibid, '
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power. But for the most part the session was filled

88with inter-party crises and squahles. During the ten
smonths that Gaitan had in his hands the leadership of 

the Liberal party, he failed to unify it and give it 
political direction. The Liberal dominated Congress 
failed to pass any law of importance, in particular

t

those laws which the Liberals considered important such 
as the reorganization of the Bank of the Republic. In 
the Senate, the Liberal legislators revolted against

/ Q QGaitan's leadership. The efforts of President Ospina 
were inadequate for the gravity of the situation.
Ospina * s greatest error, according to one Colombian his
torian, was in judgment, not in intent. The results of 
two years of legislative and executive vacillation
appeared in 1948, to be one of the most critical periods

90in Colombian history.

88. John Francis Bannon and Peter Hasten Dunne, 
Latin America: an Historical Survey (Milwaukee: The Bruce 
Publishing Co., 1963), p.'485.

89o Semana, December 20, 1947, p. 8.
90. Martz, p. 48.



CHAPTER 2

CONSERVATIVE CRISES

In the spring of 1948 the political strife which
had heen aggravated by economic and social inequalities
reached a new high. In many regions riots broke out with
political overtones. The police were openly friendly to
the conservatives. When hands of liberals formed in the
mountains to fight, the Minister of Government, Jose
Antonio Montalvo, appeared before Congress to declare
that he would meet this violence "with blood and fire".
For their own protection the people began to arm them- 

±selves. >
Violence broke out in January and the tension 

throughout the nation was aggravated by an oil strike. 
Early in January fighting broke out between elements of 
the two parties in the departments of Santander, Norte 
de Santander, Boyaca, and Caldas. The fighting became 
so intense that on January 18, the president declared a 
state of siege in Norte de Santander where virtual civil 
war existed. General Gustavo Matamoros was named civil

1. Martz, pp. 52-3o
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and military governor of Boyaca which lies northeast of 

/ 2Bogota. Thirty persons were reported killed or wounded. 
Regular army troops were flown to Cucuta, the capital of 
Santander del Norte and they were strengthened hy reserv
ists and the national police, hut reports were contradic-

'Ztory. The Liberal leaders claimed that the liberals
were being persecuted while the official position of the
government was that there was no serious fighting and the

4state of siege was declared as a precautionary measure.
In the middle of January a strike of the workers of the 
Tropical Oil Company in Barramcabermeja broke out. This 
strike was different from others as the workers did not 
want higher salaries or more fringe benefits. Rather the 
workers wanted the company to promise not to fire any more 
of the workers in the future. The company resisted these 
demands because the directors felt they should be able to 
fire workers for sufficient cause like bad conduct.

Many subsequent novels have described the horrors 
of the government troop8s occupation in vivid language.

2. New York Times, January 1 9 ,  1948, p. 11.
3= Ibid., January 20, 1948, p. 7.
4. Ibid., January 22, 1948, p. 23.
5. , Semana, December 17, 1948, p. 5°
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One such novel, written under the pseudonym of Tlrso de 
Eguza, contains an episode when the government troops 
took a certain village and imprisoned its inhabitants.
The troops rounded up the men of the village and at
tempted to force them to confess their activities as ban
dits, However, as in many cases, the people were inno
cent, they had nothing to confess. Since the people 
would not confess, they were herded to the edge of a
cliff, beaten, bayonetted and then shot. The bodies

6were then thrown over the edge of the precipice.
In January Gaitan and the Advisory Board of the

Liberal party presented Ospina with a list of grievances
asking for guarantees for the lives of the liberals„

/Ospina Perezs followers were accused of sabotaging the 
principles of National Union, It was asserted that the 
conservatives were attempting to impose clerical educa
tion upon the nation, to persecute organized labor, to
perpetuate electoral frauds, and to instigate general

7violence against the liberals,

/6, Tirso de Eguza, La vida y la dpoca del caos 
y tirania de America (Medellin; Editorial Granamerica, 
1954), p, 29o

7.o Donald M, Dozer, "The Roots of Revolution in 
Latin America,".Foreign Affairs (January, 1949), p, 283,
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In February the situation was critical with vio

lence spreading throughout the country0 On February 7 
there were three liberal demonstrations in Colombia*
One of the demonstrations was in Manizales, another in 
Pereira, and the last one was in Bogota* In Man!zales 
and Pereira there were violent clashes between demon
strators and police, with the result that in Manizales
seven were killed and in Pereira three were killed. In

/ 8 Bogota, however, there was no violence.
In Bogota more than 150,000 liberals carrying 

mourning flags gathered in the Plaza Bolivar in silence 
to protest the state of national violence* The purpose 
of this meeting was to support Liberal party charges 
that recent political clashes in northeastern Colombia 
resulting in at least twenty-three deaths had been the 
result of alleged persecution by local conservative of
ficials* The "manifestacion del silencio" (silent dem
onstration) as the Bogota demonstration had come to be

qknown, was unprecedented in Colombian history. In the 
midst of the silent demonstration, Gaitan, leader of the 
rally and uncontested leader of the Liberal party, im
plored Ospina Perez for peace. Gaitan began his speech;

8* Rafael Azula Barrera, De la revolucion al 
orden nuevos proceso y drama de un pueblo (BogotA; 
Editorial Kelly, 1956), p. 2 9 l

9o Semana* February 14, 1948, pp. 5-9»



"Mr0 President Ospina Perez; under the weight of a deep 
emotion I turn to your excellency, interpreting the de
sire and will of this immense multitude0 o oin order to -

10ask that there be peace and mercy for the country,"
Galtan then appealed to the president as a man of learn
ing to understand the gravity and significance of their
appeal, He reiterated his belief in the Colombian people 
and their conscience, and their ideals„ .Gaitan then made
this appeal, perhaps the greatest in his life t

Mr, President, we are not here to present eco
nomic or political demands, All we ask is that 
our country desist from a line of conduct that 
puts us to shame in our own eyes and those of
foreigners. We ask this in the name of mercy
and civilization,,, We ask that this persecu
tion on the part of the authorities come to an 
end,,. Put a halt, Mr,.President, to violence.
All we ask of you is the guarantee of human._ 
life, which is the least a country can ask.

After GaitAi?s speech, the crowds quietly dispersed with
out any incident of violence. There was no official

/ 12response to Gaitan®s appeal. In spite of Liberal de
mands for an end to the violence, it increased in inten
sity in February and March, In March there were 
outbreaks of violence in Santander, Boyaca, Caldas,

10, Ibid,
11, Puentes, pp, 608-10,
12, Martz, p, 53«
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Cundinamarca, where workers, peasants, public employees, 
police, the aged, women and children were victims. Re
ports were misleading and biased depending on the source. 
The facts could not he ascertained without an investiga
tive force that could he impartial and that would he a 
prodigious task.

In February, expectation of the forthcoming Ninth 
Inter-American Conference was heightened by high-level 
government planning and constant publicity. In a meeting 
with Foreign Minister Esguerra, Ospina Perez spent many 
hours discussing the appointment of the Colombian delega
tion to the conference. The key personalities were 
Gaitan and Gomez, When Gomez was asked to be one of the
delegates, he replied that he could not accept the ap-

/pointment if Gaitan were a member of the delegation. He 
/felt that Gaitan*s presence would upset the Conference,

The president, faced with the opposition of Gomez, chose
/ 1to exclude Gaitan, So in February, Ospina appointed

the Colombian delegation composed of six Liberals and six
Conservatives, The Liberals were represented by such

/ zwell-known leaders as Dario Echandia, Carlos Lozano y

13c Semana, March 2?, 1948, p, 5.
14= Azula, p, 306,
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Lozano? and Luis Lopez de Mesa, notably absent was Gal-

/  ' / tan0 The Conservatives were ably represented by Gomez
and Roberto UrdanetaArbelaez,"^ When Gaitan was not 
appointed to the delegation the Liberal cabinet minis
ters resigned creating a ministerial crisis«,

Liberal leaders held a meeting in Bogota Febru
ary 25 to determine the extent of cooperation in the Pan 
American Conference and to discuss cooperation with the 
Conservative government by Liberal members of the coali
tion cabinet and the support of Liberal ministers by Lib
eral leaders in Congress, The meeting which was called 
by Gaitan, studied for several days the means of collab
oration with the government. The Liberal ministers of

/labor, health, and justice had informed Gaitan that they 
would abide by the decision of the party. Only Foreign 
Minister Esguerra refused to attend the caucus and said 
he felt he did not need the Liberal party's support for 
what he did. He defended the appointments of the presi
dent to the Inter-American Conference and said that Gai
tan was not made a member of the Colombian delegation 
because the government had selected men conversant with 
international affairs and though Gaitan had great national

15, Semana, February 21, 1948, p„ 5°
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importance, he had dedicated his activities largely to 
criminal law. Esguerra added that he would not resign 
unless the president asked him to. The meeting then 
approved a motion to return Esguerra's letter as dis
loyal to the sentiment of the Liberal majority and the 
political dignity of the party.

The Liberal party caucus gave Gaitan power to
appoint a commission to present a series of grievances 

/to Ospina Perez and to try to reach an understanding 
with him in order to provide the basis for a political 
pact based on collaboration between the Liberal party 
and the Conservative party, not between individual pol
iticians . Ospina Perez' reply was deemed unsatisfacto
ry, and all of the Liberals were withdrawn from the
government except Esguerra, Joaquin Pena Rhenals, and

17Oscar Colmenares, governors of Magdalena and Valle.
The Liberal party called on Esguerra to resign because
further collaboration with the government was clearly

18opposed by the party, but he refused.
On March 22 six days before the Pan American

/Conference opened, Ospina Perez, unable to reestablish

16. New York Times, February 26, 1948, p. 9°
17= Azula, p. 322.
18. New York Times, March 5? 1948, p. 7=



the coalition government, appointed a new all-Conserva- 
tive cabinet with Laureano Gomez as the central figure, 
replacing Domingo Esguerra who was appointed ambassador 
to England, Other members of the cabinet included Ed
uardo Zuleta Angel as Minister of Government, Fernando
Londono y Londono as Minister of War, and Guillermo

19Salamanca as Minister of Economy, Liberal resentment 
was heightened by the appointment of Gomez, perennial 
foe of the Liberals, So to outward appearances, the 
coalition government which had passed through many set
backs had finally fallen and the al1-Conservative cab-

20inet, the first in Ospina’s regime, had been appointed.
On the eve of the Pan American Conference, Colom

bia was on the verge of civil war. After months of vio- 
/lence, Bogota was swarming with hungry, homeless refugees 

from the country who had fled there to escape persecu
tion, According to one Colombian, terror reigned in the 

21provinces. In addition the economic condition of the 
masses of Colombians was worsening; and the whole eco
nomic stability was upset by the war and post-war

19o Semana, March 27, 1948, p, 5°
20, Ibid,
21, Areiniegas, p, l6l„
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dislocations which caused extreme tensions in society0 
During the year 1947, the living cost indices in Bogota 
rose over 200 percent, and these rises continued in 1948„ 
During the month of March, 1948, the cost of living in
dex for an average workingman’s family rose hy 17-,3 
points, to a new high. In the capital, where prepara
tions for the forthcoming Ninth International Conference 
of American States had a further inflationary effect, the 
cost of living rose 20.6 points in the same period. This 
increase was reflected principally in sharp increases in 
the prices of bread, butter, milk, potatoes, fresh veg
etables and meat. Control was powerless to prevent price 
inflation. However, efforts of organized workers to se
cure wage increases commensurate with these increases in
the cost of living appeared in several instances to be

22thwarted by government action.
On March 30 in the presence of the delegations

of the twenty-one American Republics, the Ninth Pan Amer-
/ /lean Conference was opened in the Salon Eliptico of the 

National Capitol building. The representatives assembled 
in tl).e hope of learning, first, whether the United States, 
represented by its Secretary of State, would furnish its 
neighbors to the south with something comparable to the

22. Dozer, p. 283.



45
Marshall Plan and, secondly, to find the solution to a 
problem especially important to the United States, how
to deal with the growing influence of Communism in Latin

2'5 /America. Laureano Gomez, Columbian Foreign Minister
and probably the most stormy political chief that Colom
bia has ever known, was elected president of the confer- 

24 -ence.
The Pan American Conference had been in session 

almost two weeks when an event occurred which led imme
diately to a popular revolt throughout Columbia and

yespecially in Bogota. This sudden, spontaneous revolt 
was called "bogotazo" by the Colombians and today, that
event carries that name. On Friday April 9, shortly af-

/  /ter noon, Jorge Eliecer Gaitan, the most popular leader 
in Colombia, was shot three times a few minutes after he 
stepped from his downtown law office. The assailant was 
himself beaten to death by a crowd which quickly gathered. 
His body was stripped naked and the people dragged him 
through the streets and left him in front of the Presi
dential Palace thus showing whom they blamed.^

23. Azula, p. 338.
24. Semana, April 3, 1948, p. 5.
25= Ibid., April 24, 1948, pp. 7-10.
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The crowd was beginning to calm down when an 

announcement came at two o'clock that Gaitan was dead* 
Quickly the word spread throughout the city. By mid- 
afternoon crowds began milling about. Violence was in 
the air. Moving throughout the streets of Bogota, the 
people started to smash, burn, and kill. They set fire 
to Gomez, Conservative newspaper, El Siglo, and hurled 
stones through windows of the Presidential Palace,
Part of the mob broke into the Capitol building where 
the Inter-American Conference had recessed for lunch. 
Furniture, typewriters, and windows were smashed. Of
fice workers and some of the delegates huddled together 
on the third floor for safety, Tom Dozier, Time corre
spondent, caught the atmosphere of the insurrection when 
he cabled:

Outside the hotel lie the bodies of two men 
and one woman who climbed atop one of the tanks 
that moved through the mob to defend the Presi
dential Palace, Government riflemen lying prone 
in the street popped them off at short range.
One fell beneath the tank's treads and his head 
was crushed. It is not a pretty sight,,,

Bogota looks more like a blitzed city than 
one that has been through near revolution. Doz
ens of buildings are burned, hundreds of stores 
wrecked and looted.

When I walked from the hotel to the cable 
office, about eight blocks, I stumbled over bod
ies and debris. To escape soldiers’ and snipers’ 
bullets I crouched in doorways, flattened myself 
against walls, dashed across exposed street cor
ners, The government has announced that calm 
reigns in Bogota, but it is a strange calm.
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Every few minutes there is heavy firinge Thê /- 
troops are still trying to clean out snipers„

This was the most frightful revolt that had ever heen 
seen in Colombia* It had begun on a Friday afternoon 
and ended at dawn Saturday morning. In sixteen hours 
of anarchy, 2,000 people had been killed, ± 3 6  buildings 
were destroyed, and a total damage amounted to approxi
mately §21,000,000. The government surely would have 
fallen had it not been for the Army which remained 
loyal.27

/Disorders spread quickly from Bogota setting
off more violence in other cities. In Tolima, Medel- 

/lin, Antioquia, Barranquilla, Bucaramanga, Buenaventura,
Puerto Tejada, and Cali rioting was intense. The worst
rioting after that of Bogota was that in Cali and the

28surrounding region. There the rebels temporarily tri
umphed and a liberal junta was established headed by 
Jordan Mazuera. Colonel Rojas Pinilla and the Third 
Army Brigade crushed the revolt in Cali "in cold blood 
and restored the legitimate Conservative rule."2^

26. Tom Dozier, "Upheaval," Time, April 19, 
1948, p. 38.

27. Arboleda Lierente, p. 224.
28. Semana, April 24, 1948, pp. 26-28.
29o Azula, pp. 411-18.
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Almost immediately the Liberal leaders began to

/ / organize* When Gaitan died in the Clinica Central, Lib
eral leaders hurridly met at the same clinic in order to 
organize themselves* They had to agree on a program to
meet the national crisis* The people were demanding a

/ /Liberal leader and it was Dario Echandia who was desig- 
"50nated* At eight o$clock on the evening of Friday

April 9» Liberal leaders, led by Echandia, made their
way through crowds to the Presidential Palace* Echandia,

/a former supporter of Lopez and the architect of the more
/radical measures of Lopezs first administration, with 

/Gaitan1s death, was the best man to represent the Liber
als and to get their support* Ospina was with his aids
when he received the Liberal delegation. After dismis
sing his aids, he listened to the Liberal demands* Car
los LIeras Restrepo, a member of the Liberal delegation, 
asked President Ospina to resign in favor of Eduardo San
tos, who was first in line for succession to the presi
dency, since he was the Vice Presidential designate 
elected by Congress, Ospina refused* When Lleras Res- 
trepo interrupted Mendoza Neira to ask Ospina if they 
could clarify the President’s resignation, Ospina replied 
that he would remain president until he legally finished

30* . Semana, April 24, 1948, p* 10*
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his term. The only way he would leave was if he died in
office. It was then necessary for Ospina to leave to
answer important phone calls and the Liberals were left 

31together. They then left the room and spent the night
32in one of the rooms of the Palace.

At eight o6clock Saturday morning, a delegation
z %%of generals met with Ospina and Echandia. They report

ed that the capital was under control hut violence was 
spreading to the rest of the republic, and they recom
mended the establishment of a military junta. Ospina 
refused saying it was unconstitutional. . After meeting 
with the generals, Ospina ordered them back to their 
posts, all except pro-Liberal General German Ocampo who 
was asked to remain at the Palace. He was asked to ac
cept the position of Minister of W a r . W h e n  the Lib
eral delegation was preparing to leave, President Ospina 
asked them to remain. He told them that after twelve
hours of thought, he had decided to form a new coalition

zgovernment with Echandia as Minister of Government and

31o Azula, p. 374.
32. Beals, p. 250.
33. Azula, p. 397o
34. .Semana, April 24, 1948, p. 13.
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Regulo Gaitan as Chief of Police, Echandia replied that
he would have to wait until he knew who would he in the

55cabinet before he could accept„
0spina managed to get the support of Echandia 

and the Liberals, but it was at the expense of Gomez,
When the Liberal leaders had left Ospina's office, Os- 
pina. called Gomez on the telephone to ask him if he 
would continue as Minister of Foreign Affairs, He told 
Gomez that he had decided to establish another coalition 
government. But when he read to Gomez the proposed cab
inet, Gomez decided he could not continue on in his cab
inet post. Shortly afterwards Gomez boarded a plane for 
Spain, . At twelve o’clock Ospina telephoned Echandia who 
was at the offices of El̂  Tiempo, and read the proposed
list of members he would have in the new coalition cab- 

56inet. After meeting with Liberal party members in the
/offices of ElL Tiempo, Echandia accepted a place in Os

pina6 s cabinet providing Gomez and Jose Antonio Montalvo
57would not be in the new cabinet, Ospina agreed, J

The new cabinet was sworn in at three-thirty Sat
urday afternoon after consultation between Conservative

35° Azula, pp, 401-2,
36, .Martz, p, 61,
37° Semana, April 24, 1948, p, 16,



and Liberal party leaders that had by then lasted six
teen heurSo Ospina's announcement of another National 
Union Government under Conservative guidance did not 
effect the rioting but as the months passed, it had the 
effect of calming the nation. It was the only constitu
tional means to prevent Colombian anarchy following the 
bogotazo. The position of the Liberals in the cabinet 
was weaker than that of the Conservatives after the 
bogotazo. The Conservatives had the backing of their 
party while the Liberals had been pushed into the cab
inet by the revolt, and they felt defensive because of 
the accusations of their guilt.

Slowly Colombia began to regain its stability 
and the people of Bogota returned to their work. During 
Saturday reinforcements arrived to aid the Bogota^ troops„ 
By night Bogot^i was quiet and there were only few troops 
and police on the streets.

The Inter-American Conference which was disrupted 
by the riots on the afternoon of April 9 was reconvened 
April 14 by Zuleta Angel, the new Colombian Foreign Min
ister in the Gimnasio Modemo, a high school in the

yChapinero suburb of Bogota, A few days later, the

38, Jose Gutierrez, La rebeldia colombiana; 
observaciones psicologicas sobre actualidad politica 
(Bogota Ediciones Tercer Mundo, 1962) , p! 75.



Conference moved back to the Capitol to continue its
meetingso The Latin American nations hoped to get an
increase in financial aid from the United States, and
some orderly plan of development and price protection
on raw products but the United States$ Secretary of
State, George Marshall, let the delegates know there
would be no financial aid, except a few million dollars
through such agencies as the Export-Import Bank and the 

' 5 9World Banko The name "Organization of American 
States" was chosen to replace that of the Pan American 
Union, .A charter was drawn up for the new organization 
and the American states agreed on procedure for defend
ing themselves against infiltration and agression,
April 23? Secretary of State Marshall excused himself 
and returned to Washington, A few days later, on the 
eve of May Day, the Inter-American Conference adjourn
ed,40

It "IEarly in July the National Liberal Directorate 
reaffirmed its support of National Union and expressed

39o Beals, p, 241,
40, Semana, May 8, 1948, p „ 5-
41, New York Times, April 11, 1948, p, 1,



its willingness to work for a return of normality in 
Congress„ Reassured of the support of the Liberal Di
rectorate, Ospina announced July 10 that he would not 
oppose the regular session of Congress which was to open 
July 20 if it would contribute to the consolidation of 
peace. He added that he thought that the Liberal and 
Conservative Directorates should come to some agree-

40ment. Ospina actually wished to postpone congressional
session for a few months until order was completely
established, but he yielded to the Liberals of his
cabinet who demanded that Congress be called into
session on the scheduled date. Many of the Conservative
leaders had objected violently to Ospina1s announcement
because they feared the Liberal majority in Congress
might impeach the president. In addition they claimed
that a regular session could not be held under the state-

43of-siege regulations still in force. Ospina1s advisors 
counseled him to postpone the congressional session be
cause of the turmoil of the country. But Ospina's deci
sion which defied many Conservatives, remained unaltered. 
The National Conservative Directorate quickly announced

42. Ibid., July 11, 1948, p. 23.
43. "Congress without riots," Newsweek, XXXII, 

August 2, 1948, p. 42.
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its support of Ospina’s decision, feeling that at such a 
critical time it should not oppose the president0

On July 19 three days before Congress convened,
representatives of the two Colombian parties signed a
five point truce which stated the need for parliamentary
peace and electoral reform. Majority leaders promised
to avoid political debate over Gaitan's assassination
and to concentrate on reviewing the emergency measures

45decreed by 0spina.
With a modified martial law still in effect, 

President Ospina opened Congress July 20, Colombian In
dependence Day. In his annual message, President Ospina 
urged Congress to "rise to the heights of the historic 
responsibility of saving the country" by strengthening 
national unity and thus to "win the veneration of future 
generations". Following this Ospina, stealing some of 
the Liberal®s thunder, announced a profit-sharing pro
gram for employees in which the employees should receive 
a share in the profits of private enterprise to secure 
labor's "economic cooperation for national union". This 
socialistic plan, which would have to be legalized by

44. Semana, July 17, 1948, p. 6.
45. "Congress without riots," Newsweek, August 

2, 1948, p. 42.



Congress, would not become effective until January 1950« 
At that time workers would begin sharing in profits over 
12 per cent of both agricultural and industrial enter
prises capitalized at more than 100,000 pesos (about 
$60,000 US) and employing twenty and thirty persons re
spectively. After some deliberation the legislature 
approved this proposal

This legislature, which was elected in 1947, was 
controlled by Liberals who had a majority in both houses. 
In the Senate a majority of 34 Liberals opposed the 29 
Conservatives. In the Chamber of Representatives, 73 
Liberals outnumbered the 58 Conservatives. In the Cham
ber the Liberal Gustavo Roberto Hernandez presided, and 
the Vice President was the Conservative Augusto Ramirez 
Moreno. In the Senate Liberal Carlos Lleras Restrepo 
was President, with Conservative Guillermo Leon Valencia 
as Vice President. Although the Liberal majority in Con
gress pushed through a resolution that bound them to 
enact all the economic and labor legislation proposed by 
Gaitan, it was not carried out. The main issue at the 
beginning of Congress was the debate over the state of 
siege. The discussions concerned the value and purpose

46. Ibid.



of a meeting of Congress while Ospina could bypass them 
by emergency powers which permitted him to rule by exec
utive decreeo The Chamber in particular felt that the 
state of siege was no longer necessary, and with Con
gress in session the country should be governed by the
usual legislative means0 Minister of Government Echan- 
/dia shocked the Liberals by siding with the government

and supporting the rule by decree. He observed that the
government had not infringed on the legislative routine.
But there was so much Liberal dissension that it was
necessary for Echandia to threaten to resign in order to

47achieve agreement on the matter.
Early in the congressional session, Liberal and 

Conservative leaders began meeting to plan a rivision of 
the election law, which would be acceptable to all. The 
formulation of this revision would be one of the domi
nant bipartisan themes of 1948. In August, Carlos 
Lleras Restrepo stated that he was hopeful of agreement. 
But Liberal party dissension brought a temporary halt to
deliberations. Liberal party discord which had been

/growing since Gaitan's assassination left the position
of leadership in the Liberal party vacant. Dario Echan- 
/dia, the successor to Liberal party leadership, held the 

47. Martz, p. 72.
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/party together» He had worked with Gaitan in the Liber

al left wingo Surprising to many, Echandia veered to
ward moderation increasingly following the period of the 
hogotazop His prestige had been growing. He was one of 
the few who was acceptable to both Lopez and Santos,

Opposing Echandia for the leadership of the Lib
eral party were two ex-gaitanistas - Francisco de J„
Chaux and Dario Samper, Francisco Chaux, an expert law
yer, had been a loyal gaitanista and many felt he was 
the proper successor to Gaitan, Dario Samper had col
laborated on the publication of Jornada, the Liberal

/newspaper, with Gaitan, He and his followers were vio
lently opposed to any collaboration with the Conserva
tives ,^  Disagreement within the Liberal ranks became 
so bitter that LIeras Restrepo, a member of the Liberal 
Directorate with the support of Echandia, found it ex
tremely difficult to unify the dissident Liberals, 
Criticism by Dario Samper became so bitter that LIeras 
Restrepo resigned from the Liberal Directorate in Sep
tember charging that Samper's followers were trying to 
break up the Liberal party, Samper's followers had

48, Ibid,, p, 70,
49o "Parcelacion liberal," Semana, September 25?

1948, p, 8,
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bitterly attacked actions and decisions of the coalition 
government and so indirectly attacked the Liberal party, 
at least so many Liberals felt„ The main issue of disa
greement within the Liberal ranks was the Liberal choice 
for presidential candidate. The followers of the major 
contenders argued bitterly. They were all placing their 
hopes on the 1949 congressional elections as an indica
tion of the popular support for their own particular 

50candidate.
yIn early October, Echandia tried to achieve some 

semblance of party unity with a Senate speech calling for 
continued collaboration with Ospina’s coalition govern
ment. Liberal discord quieted but only temporarily.
Soon Liberal leaders were arguing again. Echandia, com
pletely disgusted, announced his resignation from the 
Liberal Directorate on which he had been for only a short 
while. He declared that Liberal opposition to the govern
ment was actually a vote of non-confidence. His ultimatum 
to his party was twofold; form a two man directorate of 
LIeras Restrepo and Chaux and support from the Liberals 
for the proposed electoral reform. Otherwise the six 
Liberal cabinet ministers would be withdrawn from the

50. Martz, p. 73»
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/governmento The Liberals agreed but EehandiaJs support 

51remained weak„
With the Liberal party superficially united, the 

directors of the two parties resumed their meetings. In 
October, they presented a sixty-article proposal pre
pared by LIeras Restrepo and Conservative Gilberto Moreno 
Trujillo. In the hope of stimulating the work on the 
electoral reform, Ospina invited Liberal and Conservative 
leaders to the palace. Echandia, Foreign Minister Zuleta 
Angel, Lleras Restrepo, and the Conservative Director, 
Luis Navarro Ospina met with the president. Agreement 
was finally reached. The electoral reform stated that 
congressional and municipal elections would be delayed 
until June 1949, and new registration of voters would be 
carried out before the 1950 presidential campaigns based 
upon the advice of a foreign mission. A revised elec
toral court (Corte Suprema Electoral) would include the 
membership of Alfonso Lopez, the republic®s oldest liv
ing former president, Luis Lopez de Mesa, rector of the 
National University; Jos^ Manuel Arango, manager of the 
Bank of the Republic; and Ricardo Hinestroza Baza and 
Eleuterio Serna, the two oldest judges of the Supreme 
Court. All decisions of the electoral court would be

51. "El Acuerdo," Semana, December 16, 1948,
pp. 8-9.
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unanimous, except for the final declaration of actual
election results« Congress passed the electoral reform
law December 10, 1948 and it was approved by Ospina, As
might be expected political tensions were notably less- 

52ened« • r
On December 16, the Colombian legislature ad

journed and by that date the political strife had sub
sided considerablyo The major accomplishments following 
the bogotazo were that the electoral reform law had been 
passed, the electoral court had been installed, a depart
ment of immigration had been established, an amnesty for 
the political crimes of April 9 had been accepted, a pre
liminary statute for the Paz del Rio Steel Mill had been 
approved, and a moderate revision of the labor laws had 
been enacted0 The police force had been demobilized by 
the new Chief of Police, Regulo Gaitan, Each policeman 
was paid his severance pay and a new force was formed of 
army reservists and members of the old force who remained 
loyal during the bogotazo. Sir Douglas Gordon, British 
expert on law enforcement, arrived in Bogota in August 
with a police mission to reorganize all branches of the

52„ Ibid.
53o New York Times, May 3, 1948, p. 3.
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Colombian police. In an effort to improve the eco
nomic situation, the Institute de Fomento Algodonero had 
been set up to protect cotton. The institute was fi
nanced by a tax on imported cotton. The institute helped 
to prevent national textile industries from importing so 
much cotton, and it encouraged the industries to buy from

55Colombian farmers.
Some laws were not carried out. The shock of 

the bogotazo gave impetus to rash ideas such as Execu
tive Decree 1483 which set forth a program of land dis
tribution. This decree stated that in the present 
circumstances, it was necessary to bring about social 
stability by means of augmenting the number of proprie
tors. Unfortunately this half-hearted decree was never
implemented. It was no more than a panic move to pacify 

56the masses.
At midnight on December 16, the date Congress ad

journed, President Ospina announced that the state of 
siege had been ended after 251 days, that order had been 
reestablished, and the nation was returning to regular

54. Ibid., August 26, 1948, p. 8.
55o Martz, p. 75°
56. Carlos Mario Londono, Economia social colom- 

biana (Bogota; Imprenta Nacional, 1953), pi 167.
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civil processeso New departmental governors were named,
though military men were appointed in Boyaca, Santander,

• (57Norte de Santander, and Tolima*
The year 1948 was critical for the government of 

President Ospina Perez„ The rural fighting which inten
sified in the spring, left Colombians tense. The Ninth 
Inter-American Conference in April, had been disrupted 
by the rioting which followed the brutal assassination 
of Jorge Graitan on the streets of Bogota, Deprived of 
its leader, the Liberal party turned to Dario Echandia, 
a moderate, for direction. During the bogotazo, Presi
dent Ospina Perez® government tottered on the brink of 
collapse, and, indeed, it would have fallen had it not 
heen for the loyalty of the Army, With civil rights 
suspended after the hogotazo, Colombia maintained its 
stability until the end of 1948 when President Ospina 
could terminate the state of siege and restore civil 
liberties,

57o Ibid,, pp„ 135-37=



CHAPTER 3

CONSERVATIVE PARTY FORTIFIES ITS POSITION

Early in the spring of 1949, the politicians be
gan preparation for the June elections„ Violence reached 
new extremes as Liberal and Conservative antagonisms were 
aroused in the atmosphere of partisan politics„ In light 
of these developments, the army continued its police duty 
in Colombia in early 1949 because the new police force, 
reorganized after the hogotazo, had not then been prop
erly staffed and organized. By May, President Ospina had
fired several Liberal governors and new measures of re-

1pression had been adopted by the rural police forces.
The Liberal party8 s campaign began in late Jan

uary, 19495 when Carlos LIeras Restrepo and Francisco
Chaux, two prominent Liberal leaders, traveled throughout

/  'Bogota trying to build up support for the Liberal party
demonstration planned for February 7. The two Liberal 
leaders had worked together planning a large demonstra
tion on the anniversary of Gaitan* s last public address„ 
During this period of planning, Dario Samper and the

1, New York Times, December 31, 1948, p, 7 =
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newspaper, Jornada, continued to attack the principles 
of collaboration with the Conservative party. The Lib
eral demonstration held February 7 was characterized by 
a festive spirit in which 100,000 people attended.
There were speeches by Chaux, LIeras Restrepo, Uribe

/ / OMarquez, Samper, and Gaitan’s father.
The Conservative party responded to the Liberal

meeting with its own meeting. Actually the Conservative
party’s campaign had been functioning smoothly, Gomez
was in Spain, Ospina Perez was heither willing nor able
to direct daily operations. The Conservative party’s
mass meeting of February 14 was held from the stage of

/the Municipal Theater in Bogota, Speakers reaffirmed 
support for the president, Jorge Leyva and Augusto 
Ramirez Moreno spoke for their party attacking the prin
ciple of national union, Leyva declared, "the National 
Union in its true philosophic-socio meaning is a dead 
letter, simple fiction, converted into a numerical re
partition of public posts, without grandeur or any ob
ject to justify it„^

In March, the Conservative party Directorate 
complained to the president about the violence and

2, Semana, January 15, 1949, p, 5.
3, Ibid,, January 29, 1949, pp„ 6-8,



terror which the Liberals had allegedly released against 
the Conservatives, A new member of the Liberal Directo
rate, Uribe Marquez, replied with countercharges. He 
declared, that the Liberals "find a dramatic atmosphere 
for the conservative persecution, patronized by the 
authorities,,," The coalition government was on the 
verge of breaking down. The president acted by suggest
ing that the two parties sign a non-aggression pact con
demning violence by either party. This pact was drawn 
up and signed April i but it did not end the violence.
On Easter Sunday, one of the bloodiest battles occurred
in Boyaca in the village of Chita, Violence began 

4again.
On May 6 Ospina Perez1 government faced another 

crisis with the resignation from the coalition cabinet 
of all the Conservative ministers. They protested that 
Dario Echandia, a Liberal, should not hold such an im
portant position as Minister of Government with his con
trol over the national police and other matters. The 
next day, the Liberals as a courtesy resigned to give 
the president a free hand to appoint a completely new 
cabinet if he wished. In a few days Ospina had reor
ganized his cabinet with seven new Conservatives and the

4, Hispanic World Report, May 1949, pp, 10-11,
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E)same Liberals who had been in the old cabinet, A few

days after the Conservative ministers’ resignation,
/Ospina Perez fired several Liberal party governors from 

departmental posts, and the rural police began new re
pressive methods. Moreover, a series of Liberal party 
demands which included the removal of military officers 
from gubernatorial duties in two departments were re
jected by the president. Political unrest increased and

6violence grew with the approach of the June 5 elections. 
On May 21 six Liberal party cabinet ministers 

resigned from the government, ending the second National 
Union Government, They charged that the president and 
the Conservative party officials of the government had 
failed to assure full freedom for the congressional 
elections scheduled for June 5» Immediately Ospina 
Perez reorganized a government of army men and Conserva
tive politicians. Three high ranking army officers were 
given key posts in the new regime. It was the first
time that a military man on active duty had held any of-

/fice other than that of Minister of War in Ospina Perez1 
administration. The other ten members of tti.e cabinet

5, New York Times, May 7, 1949, p. 2,
6, Ibid,
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/ 7were members of Ospina Perez® Conservative party„ The 

National Union Government which had lasted thirteen 
months, came to an end May 22, 1949, with the appoint
ment of the new Conservative-military cabinet» Liberals 
were completely removed from the executive on the na
tional and local levels though they still retained con
trol of the national legislature. The failure of the 
National Union was the result of the failure of both 
parties "to exercise control over their entire member
ship," Both Conservatives and Liberals, it appears, 
contributed to the bloodshed and with the growing par
tisan strife, the coalition government was doomed to 
failure,8

With the withdrawal of the Liberal party from 
the government, political tensions mounted just before 
the congressional elections which were to be held June 5» 
The campaign preceding the congressional elections was 
especially bitter. It became so bitter that the govern
ment suspended the usual political activities until af
ter the election^ The president, fearing an outbreak of 
violence on election day, appealed to Colombians over a

7, Ibid,, May 23, 1949, p. 10,
8, Semana, May 28, 1949, pp. 5-6,
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nation-wide broadcast the night of June 4 asking for or
der at the polls„^ Tensions between the two political 
parties had been growing0 The Conservative party was 
strongest in the departments of Antioquia, Boyaca, and 
Marino, and in the rural regions with the exception of 
along the Atlantic Coast„ The Liberal party was strong
est in state capitals and the larger industrial cities 
where organized labor was especially important0 The 
army and the police, neither of which was permitted to 
vote, were expected to maintain order„ The strength of
the army had been increased greatly recently and the

10national police had been reorganized*
There was no large-scale outbreak of violence

the day of the balloting, A few were killed and some
were injured in election day disturbances, and in three

/districts in the department of Bolivar, rioting forced
suspension of balloting. In Bogota the atmosphere was
tense, .Some arrests were made. On the whole, however,
the election, in nation-wide perspective, was rather
quiet. Independent observers said that the elections

11were free and fair.

9= Mew York Times, June 5 ,  1949, p. 27=
10, Ibid,
11, Ibid,, June 7, 1949, p, 17=
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The people elected on June 5 members of the 

Chamber of Representatives, fifteen state legislatures, 
and eight hundred municipal governments0 There was no 
voting for the Senate which is elected every four years0 
As a result of the voting, the Liberal party gained a 
100,000 vote majority over their Conservative party ri
vals 0 Official returns gave the Liberal party 755?489; 
the Conservative party 652,177? and the Communist party 
6,849® The net result in the Chamber was that the Lib
eral party kept control there, although they lost some 
seatso Ospina Perez would be faced with continuing op
position from the Chamber and Senate in any legislation. 
To add to his difficulties, the president completely
lacked Liberal party members in his cabinet. His task

1 2would be very difficult.
The main legislative problem of 1949 was the pro

posed modification of Law No. 89 which was advanced by 
the Liberal party soon after Congress? first meeting 
July 20. Law No. 89 of the 1948 electoral statute es
tablished the date of the presidential election as June 
29? 1950. The Liberals, in their modification, wanted 
to move the date of the presidential elections up to the 
first Sunday of December, 1949= The Liberals felt that 
they had the support of the Colombian people, but they

12. Ibid., June 5? 1949, p. 27=
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feared that, if given the time, Gomez might set up some 
unexpected barrier in the path of the Liberals' return 
to power.

The crux of the congressional debate was whether 
Law No, 89 was a "law" or a code, ' The Conservatives as
serted that it was a code and therefore could be altered 
only by a two-thirds majority vote which the Liberals 
could not muster in Congress, The Liberals, on the 
other hand, maintained that it was a law and not a code 
and as such could be revised by a simple majority vote. 
The Liberals who were in the majority, refused to accept 
Law No, 89 as a code. After a very heated debate, the 
Chamber approved the modification. In the Senate the 
modification was passed after a violent debate topped by 
a throwing of inkwells and books, When the Conserva
tives walked out of the Senate, the Liberals passed the 
modification.

Even though the Liberals barely passed the mod
ification of Law No, 89 in the Chamber and Senate, when 
the bill reached President Ospina, he vetoed it because 
he would not accept the bill without its being passed by 
a two-thirds majority. The Congress for a second time

±3o Fluharty, p. 111,



passed the modification law and sent it to the president„
/September 7 while the bill was on Ospina Perez* desk, 

emotions ran high and overflowed into the Chamber of Rep
resentatives o During a heated debate on September 7, in 
the Chamber, a debate between Gustavo Jimenez, a Liberal 
representative from Boyaca and Carlos del Castillo, a 
Conservative party representative from Boyaca, Castillo 
suddenly drew a revolver and began firing at the Liber
als « Immediately those with pistols, Liberals and Con
servatives, began firing at each other. When order was
restored, Gustavo Jimenez lay dead on the floor. The

/ 14alleged assassin was General Amadeo Rodriguez,
A few days after the shooting, in a banquet hon-

/ /oring Laureano Gomez, General Amadeo Rodriguez, the
alleged assassin, was honored by being seated to the 
right of Gomez, That very day young Falangists paraded 
in the streets shouting among other things, "Long live 
Amadeo8 s pistol", Amadeo Rodriguez was later indicted 
for murder, but he escaped by fleeing to Ecuador, Later, 
he returned and was not prosecuted for the crime he had 
been indicted for,

14, New York Times, September 9, 1949, p, 3®
15o Arciniegas, p, 167,
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After receiving the bill to move up presidential 

elections, President Ospina Perez vetoed it for the sec
ond time on the grounds that it was unconstitutional.
The bill then went automatically to the Supreme Court„
In a strict party vote of ten to six the Supreme Court, 
dominated by Liberals, handed down their decision on 
September 23 that the bill was constitutional and the 
elections could be moved up to November 27 by a simple 
majority vote in Congress„ Ospina Perez angrily declared, 
"The Court has lost its impartiality...has lost its 
dignity as well. It is not, and cannot continue to be a
tribunal. It has become... a contemptible political

16 / committee." On October 14, President Ospina Perez
signed the bill advancing the presidential elections to 
November 27.

Political tension over the approaching presi
dential elections had been growing throughout 1949.
Though Gomez the bete noire of the Liberals was in ex
ile in Spain, he still exercised much influence in
Conservative party politics and he had been named pres-

17idential candidate as early as December 1948. In 
June 1949 political activities took on a new aspect

16. Ibid., p. 166.
17. New York Times, December 3, 1948, p. 9«
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with an unexpected arrival of Gomez to Colomhia0 A 
group of Conservatives welcomed him at the airport in 
Medellin0 Gomez opened his speech there with the Falan
gist salutes present. He attacked the Liberals for be
ing Communists, and then called them contradictory and 
without direction. He compared them to a monster which 
had the head of one animal, the arms of another, the 
face of another, and the deformed feet of still another 
animal. This "Liberal" animal was "stupid" and "con
fused" moving through brutality and violence. Finally
the Liberals were linked with communism and the Masonic

, 18 - movement.
When Gomez had finished his speech, Augusto

/Ramirez Moreno, one of the Black Shirts of the first 
Falange cell in Colombia, gave his welcoming speech.
He set forth some of the themes that would be carried 
out to bring an end to the democratic system in Colom
bia, Then he launched an attack on the congressional 
majority which is made up of Liberals, the Supreme 
Court, electoral college, and the Council of State,
The Confederation of Workers of Colombia was categor
ized as communist. The Conservatives were lauded as

18,' Arciniegas, p „ 164,
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the one power that would prevent a revolution — the one
power comprising "one million stout-hearted, determined

IQmen who are moving ever more swiftly toward power."
During the campaign the Liberals were perhaps a 

little over-confidento They knew they were in the ma
jority in Colombia and that they had overwhelming popu
lar support. They felt Ospina Perez was too weak to 
take any vigorous action to curtail their rights, and 
Gomez, they thought, was not strong enough to be a 
'great threat. The Liberals felt that they had to move 
up the election date to prevent the Conservatives from 
organizing any obstacle to the Liberal's return to pow
er. Consequently, they unleashed their offensive in 
Congress to move up the election date. They did not see 
that their enthusiastic maneuvers would force Ospina 
Perez and Gomez to take unprecedented action.

The presidential campaign gained momentum with 
the nomination of Echandia in the fall when it was al
most certain that the elections would be moved up to 
November 27= The Liberal nominating convention which 
met October 2 with some 1300 delegates supported Dar/o 
Echandia for the presidency. The proclamation of the

19o Ibid., p. 165.
20. Martz, p. 88.
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Convention read:

The convention understands that the program, 
and those purposes expressed hy Echandia as 
hases of his platform.„„include the guaran
tee of human rights; defense of the citizen's 
dignity; establishment of an atmosphere of 
peace and of concord, of security and of 
trust; protection of labor; development of 
national production... The reconquest of 
power does not imply retaliations... hut co
operation of all Colombians for the restor
ation of democratic order.„.peace and 
justice.^i

/Echandia declared that government action was needed to 
reestablish faith in social guarantees and he promised 
a government that would avoid party politics.

A little over a week after the Liberal conven
tion, the Conservative convention met to formally an
nounce their support of Laureano Gomez for president.
At the Colon Theater, where the convention was held, 
Gomez listened to the speeches. Finally Gomez deliv
ered his acceptance speech with his powerful delivery.
He said, "...when Conservative lips proclaim peace, 
they do so with sincerity. Our hearts are not poisoned 
with hateful desires to destroy the Christian order and
replace it with Communist tyranny. We offer peace in

22the fullest sense of liberty and justice."

21. Semana, October 8, 1949, p. 5«
22. "God's Angry Man," Time, October 24, 1949,

p. 43.



76
As the campaign moved into full swing President 

Ospina Perez took action to prevent as much political 
strife and bloodshed as possible. On October 22, he 
banned all political and labor demonstrations, parades, 
and rallies during the campaign. This decree was effec
tive until December 5 of the same year. In spite of 
President Ospina*s efforts, violence became more extreme
in the countryside, and many officials worked for a Con-

2'5servative party triumph.
The day after President Ospina proclaimed a ban

on demonstrations, the Head of the Board of Registry
sent a letter to Ospina Perez in which he told him that
the elections which were coming up would be only a 

24bloody farce. The Board of Registry is the agency 
directly responsible for the issuing of certificates 
attesting to their holders' right to vote. The letter 
from the head of the Board shows how the government was 
planning to carry out the elections. In the letter, 
the head of the Board charged that there was widespread 
police intimidation and political assassinations under 
the eyes of the registrars, supported tacitly by the

23o New York Times, October 23, 1949, p. 25.
24. Puentes, p. 619°
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indifference of the mayors, In addition the head of the 
hoard charged that there was official support of the vi
olence that extended even to outrages against the hoards 
of registry themselves„

Rural fighting intensified as the presidential 
election approached0 Unconfirmed newspaper reports 
stated that over a hundred people had heen killed in the 
department of Norte de Santander where three outlying 
sections of the town of Salazar were destroyed. In ad
dition, forty houses were reported destroyed in Tunja,

/ 2 6the capital of Boyaca, People were killed, towns de
stroyed, coffee plantations were burned, and homes 
razed. In Cali, the fourth largest town in Colombia, 
the police invaded a Liberal party meeting one night in 
the latter part of October and shot into the crowd of 
Liberals, Twenty-four were killed and seventy were 
wounded. In rural regions army troops forced the peas
ants to hand over their registration certificates and 
register in the Conservative party. Terror, brutality, 
assassination, and mass massacres swept all of Colombia, 
Political killings rose to the hundreds according to

25» Arciniegas, pp„ 175-4,
26, Puentes, p, 619°
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unconfirmed reports in Liberal and Conservative newspa-

27perSo Colombia seemed to be on the edge of civil war*
By October it was obvious that the electoral 

court was unable to guarantee free suffrages It was 
equally clear that the government was unwilling to pro
vide for liberals1 freedom to vote* As the crisis 
deepened, the Liberal Directorate met with three of the 
party’s former presidents» As a result of this meeting, 
on October 28 in the Senate, Carlos Lleras Restrepo an
nounced the decision of the Liberal Directorate to with
draw Echandia from the presidential campaign and to 
boycott the elections. Lleras Restrepo declared that 
the directorate reached this decision because the gov
ernment failed to guarantee the liberals a free elec- 

/tion. Echandia’s withdrawal came as a surprise to the
Conservatives. The Conservative Directorate - Gilberto
Alzate Avendaho, Jorge Villareal, and Silvio Villegas -
was startled. Alzate Avendaho favored a strong govern- 

/ment under Gomez, Villareal spoke of a possible post
ponement of elections, while Villegas asserted there

28should be no concessions to the Liberals.
/27d Miguel Jorrm, Governments of Latin America 

(New York: D. Van Nostrand Co„, Inc., 1953), pi 292.
28. New York Times, October 29, 1949, p. 5=
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When Echandia refused to run for the presidency, 

Ospina Perez, in order to forestall outbreaks of vio
lence, proposed that presidential elections he postponed 
and that a bipartisan four-man junta rule Columbia for 
the next four years with special powers0 Gomez, however,
did not approve of Ospina’s plan and members of the Con-

/servative Directorate convinced Ospina Perez to withdraw
29his suggestion,,

When news was received that the authorities
throughout the country were taking away the certificates
from the Liberals so that they could not vote in the
elections, three former presidents and the rector of the
National University - Eduardo Santos, Alfonso Lopez,
Carlos Lozano and Dr, Antonio Rocha - withdrew from the

30Electoral Court. They charged the government with 
planning to turn the November 27 election into a com
plete farce. In their resignation the Liberals de
clared:

Inasmuch as electoral campaigning in its most 
popular and democratic aspect has, for all 
practical effects, been suppressed, and, as a 
result of violence on the part of the author
ities, a major part of the registry board mem
bers have been driven out; with a policy of 
terrorism in full sway that stops at nothing,

29= Ibid., October 27, 1949, p = 15 = 
30. Puentes, p. 619=
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with the complete support of the police and 
authorities; with local power in the most 
partisan hands that could he found, and a 
general policy of depriving the most humhle 
of their electoral certificatess all that 
remains is the most unbridled violence whose 
object is to increase the votes in favor of 
one side and reduce or eliminate those of 
the opposition*oo

On the last day of October, the Liberal party declared 
it would not recognize the election results* The Liber
al party alleged that the swelling wave of political vi
olence proved that the Conservative party government 
could not guarantee a free election* Echandia asserted 
that violence against the Liberals was condoned by the
authorities* With the election only four weeks away,

/Echandia stated that the situation could not be remedied 
in time*

To add to the difficulties facing the government 
of Ospina Perez, a letter arrived in the last day of Oc
tober from Alberto Lleras Camargo who was Director of 
the Pan American Union* The letter showed Lleras Camar
go "s dismay at the course of events in Colombia* Lleras 
Camargo spoke of his amazement that Communism should be 
singled out as the great threat to Columbia, when that 
party, the Communist party, had not made even a ripple
on the surface of Colombian politics* He condemned 
—1

31o Mew York Times, November 1, 1949, p* 17*
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those who advocate that Columbia must he governed by 
force, expressing his belief that was definitely con
trary to that thesis„ He alluded to the trend toward 
outlawing the Liberal party by harassing it and con-

■*2stantly associating it with international Communism.
The Colombian Senate quickly approved LIeras Camargo1s 
letter by a vote of thirty to eighteen, but this only 
showed Liberal control of the Senate. When the execu
tive branch of the government voiced its objections that 
an official of the Organization of American States should 
not interfere in the internal affairs of any American 
State, Lleras Camargo submitted his resignation to that 
group. The 0.A.S. Council the following day unanimously 
refused to accept his resignation.

When the Archbishop of Colombia, Ismael Perdomo, 
received proof of the complicity of the priests with the 
authorities, and their partisan stand on the coming elec
tions, he published a pastoral letter calling on Colombian 
Catholics to "respect the life, honor and property of all 
men" and to give "legitimate authorities the respect that 
is due them". He called on Catholics to take no part in 
any "activity" aimed at gaining political ends through

32. Arciniegas, pp. 168-9=



82
violence or fraud. He also threatened to suspend all 
priests who acted contrary to his circular. The Arch
bishop stated categorically that all priests should ab
stain totally from supporting in any way any activities 
causing violence and if, the priests, violated the order 
they would be suspended.

The situation was becoming unbearable. The po
lice were openly persecuting the liberals, Many fled 
from the country to the overcrowded conditions of the 
city. The Congress finally hit on a plan to impeach the 
president. The leader of the Chamber and a congress
man were sent to talk with the minister of war to ask 
for police protection for the Congress, They handed him 
a note for the president which said the Chamber was go
ing to "study" the matter of impeachment. By the time 
the two congressmen returned from the minister of war, 
they saw the police driving off the other members of 
Congress,  ̂ The president declared a state of siege, 
and civil liberties were suspended. Under a state of 
siege, according to the Colombian constitution, the

33, Ibid,, pp, 167-8,
34, Fluharty, p, 114,
35= Arciniegas, p, 170,
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president may rule arbitrarily until he decides order is 
restored„^

On the same day as the dissolution of Congress, 
President Ospina Perez, along with declaring a state of 
siege, issued a series of decrees0 Congress was indefi- 
nately suspended* All state legislatures and municipal 
councils were suspended. All public meetings and assem
blies were outlawed. Governors were given extraordinary 
powers which virtually made them small dictators. Cen
sorship was imposed on the press and radio. Reasons 
given by the government for such harsh measures were 
that the governmental officials could not provide ade
quate protection without special measures, there were 
revolts in progress throughout the countryside and the
government was constitutionally required to take steps

37to restore order.
The day after the issuance of the executive de

crees, Dr. Carlos Lleras Restrepo, one of the most im
portant Liberal leaders, declared that the government had 
actually staged a coup d 8 etat to insure the election of 
G^mez. By declaring a state of siege, he added, the

360 William M. Gibson, The Constitutions of 
Colombia (Durham: The Duke University Press, 1948),
Po 359o

37o Semana, November 19, 1949, pp. 5-6.
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president was empowered to close Congress at a time when 
they were planning to impeach him before the Senate0 
LIeras Restrepo said that elections held under a state 
of siege would be "the most scandalous electoral farce 
ever consumated," and that the liberals would be unable

rz qto go to the pollso
On November 10, Ospina Perez neutralized the Lib

eral-controlled Supreme Court by decreeing that any 
Supreme Court ruling on constitutional questions must be 
passed by a three-fourths majority. In this way, the 
Liberals on the highest court were rendered powerless be
cause they had only a simple majority. Nine of the Su
preme Court justices protested but the president would 
not change his position. He responded to their protests 
with the following words:

First I wish to express the surprise of the gov
ernment in the face of this unexampled occurrence 
in the history of the country, to wit, that a 
group of magistrates of the highest court of jus
tice should express an opinion on a juridicial 
matter that has not yet been submitted to,,, con
sideration, ,„ I do not know whether you have 
realized that in writing me the letter to which I 
refer, you have already disqualified yourself to 
pass judgment in this matter,,,39

38, New York Times, November 11, 1949, p, 13o 
39o Arciniegas, pp„ 171-2,
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The final abuse of the Liberal party by the gov-

/ernment occurred two days before the election., Dario 
/Echandia and a group of his followers including his

/brother Vicente were walking along a Bogota street when
suddenly the police began firing on them» When the fir-

/ing was ended Vicente Echandia and four others were dead* 
The government said in its defense that the Liberals had 
started firing first, although they had no guns„

On November 27 amidst one of the most cruel dic
tatorships, presidential elections were held., The state 
of siege had been tightened, troops were posted in public 
buildings, strict censorship of the press was in force, 
and the Supreme Court was denied its constitutional pre
rogative to pass upon the president's edictsc The pres
idential election was calm. The next morning it was 
announced that Gomez had won. Of the 1,140,634 votes 
only fourteen were not for Gomez, That evening the Pres
ident-elect spoke to Colombians over the radio. He said;

I bless God a thousand and a thousand times for 
having filled my heart with this burning love 
for my country and for having made my mind grasp 
a sublime doctrine whose lofty principles remove 
from the soul every selfish or impure interest,
I praise God because he has permitted me to walk 
through the fires of hatred without allowing my 
heart to become contaminated by it, and has kept 
it happy, free from the dark shadows of vengeance, 
pure, without the dregs of bitterness, I glorify 
Him because my mind is serene and recognizes the 
good cause that it must serve and the evil that
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must be exorcised. We need peace, the happi
ness of our people, prosperity for the home 
and for the individual, generous and glorious 
freedom, inviolable security, easy access to 
the riches of the earth and to the achievement 
of well-being, and, as the crown of all these 
beatitudes, the growing greatness of our mother Colombia.40

Colombian election news was coldly presented by 
the American news media* Both Quiliano Anta Paz of La 
Prensa and Milton Bracker of the New York Times had to 
leave Colombia in order to send out their reports be
cause the censorship was so strict. All copies of Life, 
New York Times, and Time were confiscated by the govern
ment. The Atlantic Monthly stated, "On November 27 under
the most rigid dictatorship in modern history, Colombia

/ 41elected Gomez president..." Life's special corre
spondent wrote that Colombia's "liberty-loving people 
lost their precious heritage through a relentless power
play by the minority Conservative party," calling the

zmain feature of Gomez' campaign "a reign of terror in
42the interior..." Actually, by the time Gomez came to

40. Ibid., p. 176.
41. "Colombian Report," The Atlantic Monthly, 

CLXXXII, November, 1948, p. 15.
42. "How to Win an Election in Colombia," Life, 

XXVII, December 12, 1949, p. 31.
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power, fighting in the rural districts had reached pro-

43portions of a civil war*
In order to understand Laureano Gomez1 position 

as president, it is necessary to know some of the sali
ent points of his past„ Born in Bogota February 20,
1889, Gomez graduated from the National University with

44an engineering degree in 1909« He began to vividly 
show his political bent when he participated in a popu
lar demonstration against President Rafael Reyes in 1911. 
In the same year, he organized La Unidad, a tri-weekly
newspaper as well as winning his first office as an as-

45semblyman from Cundinamarca» In his legislative posi
tions as representative of his Conservative party, he 
demonstrated that he was a compelling orator, a brilliant 
author, and a superb parliamentarian0 ̂  After the Lib
eral party victory in 1930, Gomez became the leader of

43o German Guzman Campos, Fals-Borda, Orlando, 
and Umana Luna, Eduardo, La violencia en Columbia, Vol„ I, 
(Bogota: Ediciones Tercer Mundo, 1964) p. 480

44o Jorge de Mendoza Velez, Gobernantes de Co
lombia (Bogota: Editorial Minerva, 1957% %  188„

45c Lucio Pabon Nunez, Quevedo: politico de la 
oposicion (Bogota: Editorial Argra, n „d„), pT 101.

46. Lucas Caballero Calderon, Figuras polxticas 
de Colombia (Bogota: Editorial Kelly, 1945% p. 183»
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/the Conservative partyo In 1936 he and Jose de la V e g a

founded the Conservative newspaper, E]L Siglo. Before
World War II, Gomez was candidly pro-Axis much to the
embarrassment of his fellow countrymen. He fled to Spain
at the time of the hogotazo in April 1948, hut returned
from Fascist Spain to lead the Conservative party to

47victory in the elections of November 1949.
The day after the elections for president 142

prominent Liberals signed a protest letter which was giv-
/en to President Ospina Perez. The Liberals showed that 

they did not intend to cooperate readily with the govern
ment. They explained the reason for their withdrawal 
from the elections, and they gave many concrete examples 
of official harassment. The shooting of Vicente Echandia 
without cause, the imposition of a state of siege with 
attendant decrees of the president, the quantity of 
Gomez’ votes, and the suspension of Congress - these were 
all attacked by the Liberal's letter. Disenchanted with
the Conservative party's maneuverings to insure their

48victory, the Liberals intended to resist.

/47. Garcia, p. 303.
48. Pablo Vila, The Political Situation in Co

lombia; The Opposition and the Government April 9, 1948 - 
April 9. 1950 (Bogota; n.p., 1930), pp. 7-8.
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In the months following the elections, President

elect Gomez made promises of stability and order* With 
full participation hy the different parties, Gomez as
sured the nation that peace and the rule of authority 
would he established* Even the poorer classes would ben
efit from his policy G^mez said* The president-elect 
felt that Colombia's resources could not he developed
without the aid of foreign investment, so he planned to

49encourage foreign capital*
Colombia faced many problems at the end of 1949* 

Violence was widespread and verging on civil war* Eco
nomic problems were intensified, especially in the 
fields of housing, inflation and nutrition* Too much of 
the building which went on in Colombia each year was de
voted to offices, shops, public buildings, country clubs, 
and palatial homes * Too little was done to improve the 
poor housing conditions of the majority of the people* 
Between 1938 and 1948 the population increased hy 23o5 
per cent while the number of dwellings increased hy only 
fifteen per cent* The principal organizations which lent 
money for building houses were the Territorial Credit In
stitute and the National Coffee Growers Federation* The

49o Hispanic American Report, January 1950, p * 20*



former had Insufficient means and the houses constructed 
hy 1948 with its help have heen so expensive as to pro
vide relief to the wealthier citizens only. The latter 
hegan in 1942 a campaign for rural hygiene financed hy 
six per cent tax on coffee exports, and part of these 
funds were devoted to the building of houses and the 
improvement of those already built. The work had been 
carried out, but its benefits were open only to those 
engaged in coffee production and of those only the peo
ple who could afford to contribute to the cost of pro-

50duction were eligible.
Two of the big problems facing Colombia were 

inflation and malnutrition. Inflation, perhaps the most 
critical, had been characteristic of Colombian economy 
since 1940. According to the Controller General of Co
lombia, prices were still rising in November of 1949. 
This increase was chiefly in food, rent, and clothing. 
Inflation brought with it intensification of inequali
ties in income, and it encouraged speculation rather 
than productive investment. Malnutrition is one of the 
problems which shows itself in the low weight, short

50. ¥.0. Galbraith, Colombia: A General Sur
vey (London: Royal Institute of International Affairs, 
1953)? pp. 29-30.
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stature, and other abnormal characteristics of the 
Colombian,, Nutritional goiter, anaemia, scurvy, and 
pellagra are frequently found in Colombia, In some de
partments of Colombia eighty per cent of the people had 
goiter. To add to the difficulties, there was an insuf
ficiency of doctors. There was about one doctor to ev-

c?lery 3?310 people in Colombia,
During the interim period between Gomez1 elec

tion and his inauguration, he took actions to gain the 
confidence of the church and the army. In the spring, 
the Conservative party explained that the violence had 
really begun in 1930 by the liberals and the political 
instability of the National Union government was the 
result of the Liberal party1s obstinacy. The Conserva
tive party denied Liberal charges that they were trying

32to put into effect a quasi-Fascist organization, ' In
/an article in Semana by Silvio Villegas, Gomez1 plans 

for government were outlined. He had plans to return 
to constitutional principles, but it was suggested that 
reform of the constitution was being considered. He 
alluded to the establishment of representative corpora
tions and a "free press" with prior censorship, Villegas

51, Ibid,, p, 30,
52, Semana, February 4, 1950, pp, 5-6,
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praised Gomez with the following;

In Conservatism his thoughts are orders 0 In the 
full maturity of his life0«oDr0 Gomez will he 
the first servant of Colombia in the governmentc 
A victim of injustice, he will not let anything 
be done without its being000sanctioned (by him)0 
Foreign to hate, he will be the proper and impar
tial magistratescoWith a passion equal to the 
greatness of the c o u n t r y , 53

When the election court in February verified
Gomez1 victory, Lieutenant General Rafael Sanchez Amaya,
the chief of the military, was joined by other officers

/to declare loyalty to the president-elect, Gomez re
plied that the military was one of the constructive ele
ments of society and that public welfare depended upon 
it, Gomez added, "If it is intelligent, moral, instruc
tive, effective, and heroic, the nation is heroic, noble
and illustrious, because the armed forces are the com-

34pendiurn of the nation,"
On April 29? Gomez had another chance to create 

good feelings and to lay the basis for firm support by 
the military at a military banquet in Bogota’s Escuela 
Superior de Guerra, where he was the honored guest, San
chez Amaya, the new ambassador to the Court of Saint 
James, swore that the military would be completely under

53o Ibid,, March 18, 1950, p, 5= 
54, Ibid,, March 4, 1950, pp, 5-6,
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Gomez' orders following the August inauguration. Gomez 
replied with appreciation that Colombians always thought 
of the army as virtuous and dedicated to service of no
bility. "The citizens," he said, "had found in the army 
the tranquil!zing certitude that what is permanent to 
the country, essential to its glory, and vital for its
future, is found secure behind the bronze wall of the 

33armed forces."
/Gomez had skillfully cultivated the confidence 

of the church authorities in the years preceding his 
election. He realized that the support of the church 
was essential in the stability of any government and its 
importance was second only to that of the military. The 
Archbishop of Bogota and Primate of Colombia, Ismael 
Perdomo, had for a long time been Gomez' personal friend. 
On November 29, two days after the presidential election, 
the president-elect visited Perdomo. The following af
ternoon the archbishop returned his call. When Perdomo, 
who had been archbishop since 1928, died June 3, Gomez 
quickly expressed his sorrow. The nation, Conservative

33. Ibid., May 6, 1950, p. 10.
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and Liberal, expressed its regrets profusely„ The fol
lowing July, Grisanto Luque, the bishop of Tunja, was 
named the new Archbishop of Colombia.

The president-elect made a good start with the 
military and the church, but the Liberal party was more 
difficult to impress with his ideas of justice. Shortly 
after his election, Gomez attempted to win some Liberal 
party cooperation with the government. He realized this 
would facilitate the functioning of the government. He 
promised national concord, justice, and equitable par
ticipation of both political parties. The Liberals,
however, refused to cooperate with Gomez. In January,

/speaking for the Liberal party, Alfonso Lopez declared 
to the nation that the Liberal party rejected coopera
tion with Gomez; the party, he said, demanded more guar-

57antees and the army should be reduced.
In the two months following Gomez1 election, 

Ospina moved to consolidate Conservative party power in 
the government. Late in 1949 Ospina Perez ordered all 
Liberals to vacate their positions in the government.
The Council of State, which is a top advisory body of

56. Ibid., December 10, 1949, pp. 7-8.
57o Hispanic American Report, February 1950,

p. 22.



the government in administrative matters, was reformed . 
December 30 by executive decree„ The number of council
ors was increased from seven to ten with the appointment 
of three Conservative members„ In this way, the Liberal
majority was neutralized with an equal number of Conser

vevatives on the council«
A few days after the reforming of the Council of 

State, the final steps were taken in the reorganization 
of the national police force,. Following the riots of 
April 9, 1948, the government of Ospina Perez initiated 
plans for the complete reorganization of the national 
police under the guidance of British specialists» By 
January 2, 1950 reorganization was complete and all state 
and municipal police forces were incorporated into a na
tional police forceo The Conservatives felt there would 
be only a remote possibility that the police would take
part in riots as they had during April 9. Conservative

59entrenchment was proceeding rapidly, - One of the Liber
al writers with a partisan view, voiced his apprehension 
over the course of Colombian politics, This writer was 
German Arciniegas who wrote in February 1950, "It cost us

58, New York Times, December 31, 1949, p° 4,
59o Ibid,, January 4, 1950, p, 20,
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dear in lives and suffering to gain independence, only
God knows what it will cost us now to gain Liberty.

Stiff government actions in late 1949 had caused
increased popular resentment of the Ospina regime. When

/President Ospina Perez made a tour of the country in Feb
ruary 1950, he was met with open hostility. He had hoped 
by his tour to win back the respect and the trust which 
he had lost, but he saw that his prestige was declining.
In some places Ospina Perez1 presence provoked riots and 
political clashes. Crowds booed and jeered him, while 
anti-government placards were common. The strongest op
position to his regime was along the coastal region of
the Caribbean. Unable to continue, the president can-

61celled the remainder of his tour.
/Late in May 1950, President Ospina Perez announced 

that the Congress which had been adjourned under a state 
of siege in November of 1949 would not meet in 1950. Ap
proximately a month later, on June 21, the president 
called for national elections for the Senate and Chamber 
which would be held on June 5, 1951. The president's 
decree also provided for the revision of the current

60. German Arciniegas, "La dictadura en Colom
bia," Cuadernos .Americanos, XLIX, January - February 
1950, p. 33o

61. Hispanic American Report, March 1950, p. 20.
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citizenship cards starting next August and ending March

621951 in order to prepare correct voting listse
The inauguration of the new president was held

August 7, 19505 at the presidential palace0 Laureano
Gomez took the constitutional oath as president before
nine Supreme Court Justices of the Conservative party
since the other seven justices were not there because
their party, the Liberal party, was following a policy

6'5of non-cooperationo Actually the inauguration should
have taken place before Congress, but it had been dis
solved when the state of siege was- imposed0 When Ospina

/Perez received Gomez in the palace he said, ”1 leave with 
a glad heart because the country is in the best hands 
Colombia possesses*" Gomez replied, "My gratitude is 
boundless * I hope to be able to imitate the proofs of 
courage and virtue so amply displayed by your Excellency 
which saved C o l o m b i a * I n  Gomez® inaugural address he 
gave no indication of lifting the state of siege or of 
ending press censorship* He promised to follow

62* New York Times* June 22, 1950, p* 7*
63o Hispanic American Report, September 1950,

p. 23*
64* Arciniegas, The State of Latin America,

p 0 178 *



65democratic principles and to punish criminals0 When 
he spoke of liberty, he made clear he was speaking of 
"responsible liberty"0 Gomez stated, indicating that 
he did not place liberty above all things, "It is not 
liberty that leads us to the truth, but the truth that 
makes us free0

65= Hispanic American Report, September 1950,p0 23c
66o Laureano Gomez, Ospina y otros discursos 

(Bogota: Editorial Revista Colombiana, 1966), pp0 50-51o



CHAPTER 4

THE CONSERVATIVE HEGEMONY ENDS

Roberto TJrdaneta Arbelaez had been appointed to
President Ospina$s cabinet as minister of war in the

1 /spring of 1950« When Gomez announced his cabinet Au-
2 / gust 7, 1950 he kept TJrdaneta Arbelaez as minister of

war so that he would take charge of the suppression of 
the "banditry"o TJrdaneta Arbelaez declared that he in
tended to eliminate the bandits from the rural areas and 
especially in the llanos region* Many of these rebel
lious llaneros were indeed bandits but the majority con
sisted of country people whose lands had been confiscated 
and whose homes had been burned« One major problem 
caused by the civil strife was that herds and crops were
destroyed causing a scarcity of food in the cities as

/well as in the country* Gomez responded to the fight and 
agitation by further curtailing civil liberties, giving 
greater power to the church, and systematically hunting

1. New York Times, April 10, 1950, p. 12*
2* Ibid*, August 8, 1950, p„ 12*
5. Fluharty, p„ 119o
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down liberal leaders„^ Meanwhile the fighting had up
rooted hundreds of people - men, women, and children - 
from their homes and sent them searching for new homes„  ̂
In spite of the government1s efforts to quell the rebels, 
they continued to grow. One of the armies operating in 
the llanos grew as large as 40,000 men,^

Urdaneta Arbelaez dispatched an expedition into 
the llanos, the most rebellious region in Colombia, On 
October 20, he issued a "warning" to all citizens defin
ing as bandits all those who opposed the military forces0 
According to Urdaneta Arbelaez, bandits included all 
those of sixteen years and up who hid from government 
troopso Violators of an 11:00 P 0M 0 to 5:00 A 0M 0 curfew 
were subject to arrest regardless of sex or age0 Summary 
executions were authorized whenever officers considered

7it appropriate.
Of the civil strife and the rampant lawlessness,

/Antonio Garcia, a somewhat partisan Liberal observer, 
wrote vividly of thevburned villages, children mutilated 
in their schools, overflowing jails, castrated men,

4, MacDonald, p„ 406o
5o Fluharty, p. 120„
60 Ibid,, p, 123,
7<, Arciniegas, The State of Latin America,

pp. 180-1,
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torture dungeons<, and raped women. This brought about 
moral ruin and the abject "complicity" of the Colombian 
peoples o And the one power that could have exerted in
fluence on the people and the government, the church,

gdid nothing.
The full-scale military expedition which Urdaneta 

Arbelaez sent against the rebels of the llanos was unable 
to find, much less defeat, the main body of the rebels„
So military planes flew over the towns dropping leaflets 
which ordered the people to evacuate the region,^ At 
first the natives would not leave, and military expedi
tions moved in and burned villages and drove the villagers 
out. Soon, when leaflets were dropped, many left their 
villages without the necessity of evacuation orders. 
Thousands of villagers flocked to the cities aggravating 
an already overcrowded condition,

A great deal of the persecution verged on a reli
gious theme, The Catholic Church did not approve of such 
barbarities as the army perpetrated. Yet the clergy of 
the church did not condemn the people who burned down
protestant chapels in a dozen towns of Valle del Cauca in 

101951o The violence had been carried out in the name of
/ /8, Garcia, Gaitan y el problema,,,, pp„ 334-5,

9« Fluharty, p. 119,
10, Ibid,, p , 120,
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religion, against the will of the Catholic Church, to

11which the fanatical clergy paid no attention. The
church openly deplored the extremes of violence; in 1951
Father Felix Restrepo, S,J, wrote, "It is certain that
our people are Catholic, hut how far the great mass of
them are from understanding and assimilating the doc^

12trine of Christ," ,
While violence was growing throughout Colombia, 

Gomez initiated a policy of favoring the development of 
business, Since 1946 the upper classes and business 
groups had prospered. The removal of wartime controls 
in 1946 and the greatly increased coffee production had 
brought prosperity to those who had wealth already. The 
highest earning period in the history of the Colombian 
economy was from 1949 to 1953=. Economically Colombia 
prospered but wages and social benefits did not keep pace 
with the rising cost of living. Wage levels were virtu
ally frozen with an accompanying decrease of purchasing 
power. The small privileged class which included both 
Conservatives and Liberals generally would not accept 
measures to help industrial and agricultural workers

11. Arciniegas, The State of Latin America,
p. 181.

/ 12. Felix Restrepo, Colombia en la encrucijada 
(Bogota; n.p. 1951), p» 37.

13. Fluharty, p. 124.
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14because its finances and holdings might suffer.

Shortly after the inauguration of the new govern
ment several economic measures were taken. The government 
created a Commission of Experts to study the report of the
Currie Mission, and later they created an Economic Devel-

13opment Committee to study future economic problems. The 
suggestions of the Currie Report were incorporated into a 
new exchange system in March of 1951= Import licenses 
were abolished as well as the use of exchange certifi
cates o The Colombian government prohibited certain lux
ury articles and products which would compete with 
domestic products. In addition, the government forbade 
the importation of automobiles, tires, and perfumes, al-

16though it allowed the free importation of other products. 
The minister of mines and petroleum took steps which led 
to the organization of ECOPETROL, the oil monopoly.

14. Herbert L. Matthews, New York Times, April 
20, 1951, P= 17=

15. Ignacio Escallon, Itinerario de uha recon- 
struccion nacional (Bogota: Direccidn de Informacidn y 
Propaganda de la Presidencia de la Republica, 1952), 
pp. 9-11=

16. Hispanic American Report, April 1951, p= 30. 
17= Escallon, p. 11.
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Unfortunately many of the Currie Mission's suggestions,
which were put into practice hy Gomez, henefitted only

18the upper classes,
Alvarez Restrepo, who had become minister of 

economy, drew up a new code designed to attract foreign 
investment. An Industrial Finance Corporation, estab
lished by the new code, provided for foreign investments 
and it acted as trustee for industrial bonds and other 
financial aids. In August 1951? the government decreed
that capital in either currency or equipment, could be

19imported or re-exported at any time,
/Gomez' government tried to fragment labor and to

strangle independent unions. Under Gomez, independent
unions were crushed by legal and extra-legal means.
Agents of the state invaded labor unions, and employers
used police to break up union meetings. Another tactic 

/of Gomez was to equate aggressive unionism with commu
nism, In this way it was possible for the government to
declare the strike, the picket line, and collective bar-

20gaining as communist-inspired. In 1951 hundreds of

18, Fluharty, p, 124,
19, Hispanic American Report, August 1951? p. 24,
20, Fluharty, pp„ 125-6,
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workers were fired from the brewing industry. Men who
had worked there for fifteen and twenty years were fired
without bonuses or severance pay because they had agitat-

/ 21ed, which was an act of violence under Gomezg laws,
With increased prosperity for the upper classes came an
increasing strangulation of the labor movement. The
legislature annulled the pro-labor laws passed under
Lopez* administration. In addition, the legislature
weakened the independent unions by attacking them in 

22legal ways.
While President Gomez pursued his policy of fa

voring business and surpressing labor unions, a split 
occurred in the Liberal party when radical gaitanistas 
and Jornada journalists broke away from the Liberal di
rectorate and established the Junta Popular Liberal, The 
Junta published a manifesto in which it affirmed its aim 
of opening a campaign to restore the Liberal party to 
national prominence. It accused the Liberal Directorate 
of following the traditional role of conciliation with

23the Conservatives, Carlos Lleras Restrepo answered
/ /21, Garcia, Galtan y el problema,,,, p, 332,

22, Fluharty, p, 125.®
23® Hispanic American Report, October 1950,

p, 24,
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the junta on hehalf of the directorate hy declaring that
the directorate was representative of the Liberal party
and that it acted on policies which were approved at the
last Liberal meeting0 With this wrangling between the
junta and the directorate, the Liberal party was badly
splito It would be difficult to see how one writer
could say that the Gomez administration "had the system-

24atic opposition of liberalism,"
The Liberal party suffered a reverse which fur

ther weakened it when Eduardo Santos was removed from 
his position as vice president, or as it is called in 
Colombia, "the designate". The designate is elected by 
Congress for a two year term. The purpose of making 
his tenure so short is to lessen the possibility that
he would play "an active part in the sudden demise or

2 5indisposition," Santos® term as designate was sup
posed to end with Ospina Perez$ term as president in 
August 1950, Yet according to article 125 of the Colom
bian Constitution, "when for whatever reason the congress 
might not have enacted the election of designate, the 
character of those previously-elected will retain their

24, Salamanca, p, 241,
25o MacDonald, p, 410,
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26character*" This article was ambiguous„ The Liberals

interpreted it to mean that Santos was still designate
whereas the Conservatives felt that Santos$ term ended

/and the position was vacant* Gomez arbitrarily ended 
the discussion with an executive decree which declared
the post of designate vacant* Liberals and many others

/ 27felt that Gomez had ignored the Constitution* The
cabinet ministers, who according to the executive decree 
could name the order of succession, named the minister 
of government as first in turn of succession* He was to 
be followed by the ministers of foreign relations, jus
tice, economy, and war, down to the minor cabinet posi
tions* Jose Domingo Sarasty was the apparent successor
to President Gomez* Roberto Urdaneta Arbelaez, fifth

28in line for the presidency was appointed minister of
war in April 1950, and when Sarasty resigned for "rea-

/sons of health," Urdaneta Arbelaez was appointed minister
/of government * By the summer of 1951, Urdaneta Arbelaez

was first in line for the presidency* Events would make
29this more than just an academic distinction*

26* Gibson, p * 430*
27* Fluharty, pp* 178-9*
28* Semana, October 7, 1950, pp* 5-7 =
29» New York Times* July 23, 1951, p* 19°
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In May of 1951 G o m e z  announced the postponement 

of elections for congress0 The elections which were to
he held in June were moved up to September almost two

/years since the last Congress was dissolved, Gomez felt 
that it would injure national interests if any election 
were held in which Liberal representation might he lost.
He said that he believed that Liberals were "essential 
for the normal functioning of that body,"v The Liberals, 
however, refused to participate in the congressional elec
tions, They decided to boycott the elections because the 
government had not furnished guarantees permitting a nor
mal election. On June 26 the Liberal Directorate reaf
firmed its party*s determination to boycott the congres
sional elections which would be held, like the election 
of Gomez, under a state of siege.

The congressional elections were held on Septem
ber 16, The Conservative party, though unopposed, cam
paigned on the slogan of "reconquest of the legisla- 

32ture," On election day over 800,000 Colombians voted 
and on October 30 an all-Conservative Congress met in

30, Hispanic American Report, June 1951, p » 24, 
31o New York Times, June 27, 1951, p, 8,
32, Hispanic American Report, September 1951,

p 0 23.
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Bogota! An executive decree had directed that a given 
number of opposition seats could not be occupied by Con
servatives and so there were some empty seats in Congress0 
The new Senate consisted of forty Conservatives with 
twenty-two seats unfilled; the Chamber had seventy-one 
Conservatives with fifty-one places empty*

On Sunday, October 28, two days before the all- 
Conservative Congress was to meet, news spread through 
Bogota that President Gomez was suffering from overwork,
but it was later learned that he had suffered a serious

/heart attack. Gomez announced that Urdaneta would take 
over as acting president. Congressmen were summoned to 
Bogota. By the evening of Tuesday, both houses of Con
gress had approved Urdaneta Arbelaez$ appointment as act
ing president. Almost a week later, on November 5,
Roberto Urdaneta Arbelaez took formal possession of the 
presidency.^

Roberto Urdaneta Arbelaez came to the presidency 
of Colombia with a life of experience serving both Lib
eral and Conservative governments. Born in Bogota, June 
27, 1890, he received a law degree from the National 
University before beginning his government service. He

33. Semana, September 1, 1931, p. 6.
34. Ibid., November 3, 1951? p° 8.
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then served, as a representative and senator in the Co
lombian Congress„ As minister of finance and foreign 
relations he had served Liberal administrations, and as 
minister of government and war, he had served Conserva- 
tive governments. The Liberals at first had confi
dence in Urdaneta Arbelaez„ He was a man of exquisite 
social and political tact and the Liberals had confidence 
that his rule was a guarantee that the official violence 
would end.^

President Urdaneta Arbelaez promised a campaign 
to put down rural violence. In addition he promised that 
if peace were achieved, there would be an instant lifting
of the state of siege and a complete restoration of indi-

zvidual liberties. Yet there were no signs that Gomez'
harsh and oppressive controls would be ended much less
modified. In reality, Urdaneta Arbelaez continued Gomez *

37policies and consulted with him on any major decisions.
It was not easy to see that the acting president relied

Zon Gomez * power since his appointment was only temporary. 
Even Gomez' cabinet was kept which indicates some of

35« Mendoza Velez, p. 188.
36. Puentes, p. 640.
37. Jose Antonio Osorio Lizarazo. Gaitan: 

vida, muerte y permanente presencia (Buenos Aires: 
Ediciones Lopez Negri, 1952), pi 124.
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Gomez11 control which remained0 Consequently, as 1951 
came to a close Liberals were optimistic that the vio
lence would be lessened if not ended and they prepared 
"a final effort at exercising party responsibility" 
while there was yet time.

The year 1952 opened with a note of hope when 
Urdaneta Arbelaez, who was eager to reduce the violence, 
indicated that he would be willing to negotiate with 
Liberals on important issues. The acting president 
spoke well of the opposition in the following words:

I would like to make specific mention of the 
fact that high Liberal party figures-among them 
Dr, Alfonso Lopez - have demonstrated their 
willingness to collaborate with the government 
in its effort to reestablish normality in the 
nation and a feeling of conviviality among the 
Colombian people. As regards the present spe
cial emergency conditions under which we are 
living, I would like to state the government is 
making great progress towards returning tonormality,39

In this way, the acting president gave the Liberals some 
basis to hope for the amelioration of the political situ
ation in Colombia,

Urdaneta Arbelaez gave the Liberals further in
dication of a willingness to collaborate with them in an

38, Hispanic American Report, February, 1952,
p, 24,

39= Ibid,
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interview in February 1952 with Margarita Olano Cruz of 

/Piario del Pacifieo. The questions were general, but 
yUrdaneta Arbelaez1 replies indicated an attitude of'con

ciliation. He willingly conceded that many Liberals were 
honestly dedicated to peace. In addition, the acting
president tried to minimize the proportion of violence

/in Colombia. Urdaneta Arbelaez made the rather debatable
statement that some "ninety-nine percent of the twelve
million inhabitants the country has, are not worried by
the so-called problem of v i o l e n c e . T h i s  seemed
rather paradoxical because only a few days before the

/ /Minister of War, Jose Maria Bernal, stated that civil war
41existed in at least eleven of the sixteen departments.

Oh February 8, Dr. Lopez, emerging as the Liberal 
spokesman, declared at a meeting at Bogota's Hotel Gra
nada that the Liberals desired peace and a solution to 
the political problems. He also discussed his recent 
trip to the llanos where he had spoken with guerrilla 
leaders, and where he had urged them to end the fighting.

40. Roberto Urdaneta Arbelaez, Declaraciones 
sobre importantes temas de la administracidn pdblica 
(Bogotds Imprenta Nacional, 1952), pi 260

41. Hispanic American Report, March 1952, p. 24.
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In the weeks that followed, Lopez tried to discuss con
ditions with government officials hut Urdaneta Arhelaez 
took an increasingly intransigent attitude reminiscent 
of the tactics of Gomez0 In a state-of-the-nation mes
sage delivered on April 19? 1932, Urdaneta Arhelaez vi
olently denounced the Liberals and reiterated the old 
charge that they had destroyed the National Union of the 
government of Ospina Perez0 Then when Dr. Gomez had 
attempted to revive a coalition government, the Liber
als refused to recognize his administration. Then the
acting president would not even allow Lopez to reply to

42his accusations over radio. Four months later Lopez 
resigned because he was unable to improve the relation
ship between the Liberal and Conservative parties.

In September 1932, the government announced it 
had discovered the decapitated bodies of five policemen. 
They had been killed in Rovira, Tolima, and their bodies
had been flown to Bogota for the funeral. When the fu-

/neral was over, a mob gathered in downtown Bogota and 
began causing trouble in front of the offices of the Lib
eral dailies, El Tiempo and El Espectador. Though the 
police dispersed the crowd, they gathered later in the

42. Martz, p. 131.
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afternoon, and attacked and set fire to the Liberal
headquarters„ The mob turned on the homes of Alfonso
Lopez and Carlos Lleras Restrep6 and destroyed them.
Finally the mob attacked and set fire to two Liberal
newspapers, El Tiempo and El. Liberal.

The Liberals in their protest to the government
over the mob actions implied that there might be a basis
for suspecting complicity with some authorities since a
mob had been permitted to run wild in the center of a
national capital during a time when a state of siege was
in effect. The Liberals added that the presidential

/guard for the home of Urdaneta Arbelaez did nothing to
protect the home of Lopez which was only two doors away.
The Liberal party's protests also mentioned that the city

4 4fire department had not answered calls for assistance.
October 1, 1952, Lopez and Lleras Restrepo left 

the Venezuelan Embassy where they had taken refuge after 
the riots of September 6. They flew from Colombia to 
Jamaica, and continued on to exile in Mexico City leav
ing the party leadership in the hands of three young Lib
erals: Abelardo Forero Benavides, Jose Joaquin Castro,

43o Fluharty, pp. 128-9.
44. Herbert Matthews, "Colombia: Political Vol

cano," Nation, CLXXV (November 8, 1952), p. 423.
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and Alejandro Galves„ Lopez and LIeras Restrepo gone, 
the National Liberal Directorate suspended activities 
and the Liberal party treasury declared the end of its 
functionso Thus the Liberal party was rendered impotent 
with its future questionable*

Even before the eclipse of the Liberal party, 
censorship which was a legitimate tool under the state 
of siege, was in force, Gomez, however, did not exercise 
his power of censorship with any great determination. 
Under Gomez censorship was more of a. nuissance than a 
threat. It mainly caused no more than inconvenience; 
very seldom was there any serious punishment. When Ur- 
daneta Arbelaez became acting president, he announced 
that censorship would be minimal but that it would be 
necessary as long as there was strife and rural vio
lence, ̂  Yet in spite of his early declaration, censor
ship became more rigid under his administration. In 
June 1953? -El Tiempo and El Espectador were fpreed to 
suspend publication for a few days , ^  In August of 1952 
the Inter-American Press Association in a report

45, Hispanic American Report, October 1952,
p, 20,

46, Urdaneta Arbelaez, p, 28,
47, Ibid,, p, 24,
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denounced the press censorship which existed in Colombia, 
The report, prepared by Jules Dubois of the Chicago Trib
une declared that there was "no more arbitrary and polit
ically capricious censorship exercised anywhere in the 
Western Hemisphere today," Dubois in his report also 
stated that the "government does not dare to lift censor
ship or to decentralize the state of siege, because it 
would topple in 24 hours," Dubois1 attack failed to re
duce censorship in Colombia; the Conservative government 
had a determined grasp on the newsmedia. Added to this, 
the civil war, the ostensible cause for the continuing 
censorship, did not lessen.

Persecution and strife with religious overtones 
became widespread and especially violent in 1951= When 
the Liberals were in power in the 19308s, Protestantism 
grew rapidly. Difficulties occurred when the Conserva
tives came to power in 1946, They tried to discourage 
further missionary activity, controlled Protestant teach
ing, and ended Protestant propaganda on the radio. Cath
olic feelings were offended with a strongly anti-Catholic 
orientation in the Protestant teaching,^

48, Martz, p, 138,
49, William C, Easton, Colombian Conflict (Lon

don; Christian Literature Crusade^ 1954), pi 61



Tension and Conservative-Liberal fighting caused 
greater intolerance« Protestant missions in the strongly 
Conservative regions were criticized and many country 
people accepted the rumors that the Protestants were al
lied with the Liberals„ In March 1952, the Evangelical 
Confederation of Colombia, representing seventeen Prot
estant denominations issued a document attacking the 
Catholic Church for premeditated persecution^ The docu
ment listed twenty-three instances of persecution in a
three-month period, which included a killing. On March

/20, a group of children in Ibague under the direction of
three priests stoned a Presbyterian Theological Semi- 

50nary, Government troops attacked rural liberals, often
Protestant missionaries. As the violence grew, the thin
line between political and religious persecution became

51almost invisible.
In the fall of 1952, Monsignor Luigi G, Ligutti, 

director of the National Catholic Rural Life Conference 
in the United States returned from a Latin American

50, "Colombia Mob Stones Presbyterian Church," 
Christian Century, April 9, 1952, p , 422,

51o David Bushnell, "What Has Happened to Democ
racy in Colombia?" Current History, January 1953j p, 40,
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Congress on Rural Life Problems which was held in Mani—
zales. Monsignor Ligutti declared that the reports of

52religious persecution were over—exaggerated. The same 
month ¥. Stanley Rycroft placed before the annual meet
ing of the Board of Foreign Missions of the Presbyterian 
Church a declaration of the Evangelical Confederation 
which promised to deliver upon request over seven hundred 
documented and investigated cases of persecution in the 
previous three years. In a Christian Century editorial
it was wisely stated that an investigation was necessary

55to get at the facts.
The violence which occurred between 1946 - 1961 

was circumscribed generally in the departments with the 
greatest demographic density: Caldas, Cundinamarca, 
Tolima, Valle, Santander, Boyaca, Antioquia, and Huila. 
Between 1946 and 1961, according to figures of the min
istry of justice, there were 50,049 killed in rural

54fighting and religious persecution in Colombia. The 
Catholic Church did not approve of the rural fighting,

52. "Monsignor Ligutti Proposes Inquiry in Co
lombia, " ChrisMan_Centur^, February 18, 1953, p« 182.

53. "What is the Truth about Colombia?" Chris
tian Century, October 1, 1952, pp. 1116-7»

54. Bernardo Gaitan Mahecha, Mision historica 
del Frente Nacional: de la violencia a la democracia 
(Bogotas Editorial Revista Colombiana, 1966), pi 36T
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the religious persecution by nominal Catholics, or the 
barbarities that the army perpetrated. Paradoxically, 
the violence had been carried out in the name of reli
gion against the will of the Catholic Church to which 
many fanatical clergy paid no attention. One Jesuit 
lamented, "It is certain that our people are Catholic,
hut how far the great mass of them are from understand

eeing and assimilating the doctrine of Christ." Con
cerning the problem of religious persecution, Dr. Camilo 

/Yasquez Carrizosa of the foreign ministry explained the 
government's pathetic position when he said that the gov
ernment gave "guarantees for the freedom of cults." He
added that the government was "powerless to prevent the

56social effects of propaganda."
With the problems of continual rural strife and 

charges of deliberate persecution of Protestants, the 
Conservatives entrenched themselves by granting more 
prerogatives to the military. On September 25? 1952, 
General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla, the Colombian representa
tive to the Inter-American Defense Board in Washington,

55. Felix Restrepo S.J., Colombia en la encru- 
cijada (Bogota; n.p., 1951), p. 37.

56. Eduardo Ospina, The Protestant Denomina
tions in Colombia (Bogota; Imprenta Nacional, 1954),. 
p. 23.
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57arrived in Colombia, In his absence he had been ap

pointed to the new post of commanding general of the 
Armed Forces which had been created relatively recently. 
Under this new reorganization, complete management and 
administration of military affairs was entrusted to the 
minister of war and the commanding general, and they in 
turn were subordinate to the president, Rojas Pinilla, 
who was recognized to have Conservative inclinations, did 
not take sides openly in the political controversies, 
Rojas Pinilla stated his position and that of the mili
tary when he said the following s

We military do not understand political ques
tions, But we do think that the country is 
superficially involved with the parties and 
that the honest attitude of the opposition 
must be that of leaving aside personalities 
and receiving opportunities for conciliation 
that the government sincerely offers them,^

From the affairs of the military it is necessary 
now to move to other important trends which had been de
veloping during 1952, On June 13, President Urdaneta 
Arbelaez issued an executive decree providing for the 
appointment of an eleven member commission to prepare 
amendments to the constitution within ninety days, A

57o Tad Szulc, Twilight of the Tyrants (New 
York; Henry Holt and Company, 1959), P% 223,

58, Semana, November 22, 1952, p, 6,
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second decree summoned a special session of Congress Tbe-

50ginning June 23 and ending July 120 On July 11, Min
ister of Government Luis Ignacio Andrade sent messages 
to the party directorates listing the proposed membership 
of the commission, which included six Conservatives and 
five Liberals o ̂  The Conservative party accepted imme
diately, hut the Liberal party chose not to participate* 
The Conservatives were not sure what form the revision 
should take* Francisco de Paula Perez led a group that
advocated only minor changes which were reminiscent of

61 /the constitution of 1886* Alvaro Gomez Hurtado, son of 
Laureano Gomez, proposed a constitution in which the ex
ecutive would be free of the control of Congress and the 
Senate would become a corporate body. Luis Ignacio 
Andrade propounded the official view which was that of 
maintaining the fundamental constitutional structure
while redefining the roles of the branches of public 

62power.

59° New York Times, June 15, 1952, p. 26.
60. Semana, June 21, 1952, p. 7°
61. Hispanic American Report, September 1952, 

pp. 23-4.
62. Semana, August 16, 1952, pp. 6-8.
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/Laureano Gomez proposed constitutional reforms

in El_ Siglo at the end of 1952° These proposals gave
/the Conservatives a picture of Gomez1 philosophy and a 

clearer picture of his ideas on governmental changec He 
proposed that the presidency he freed from congressional 
control and not he responsible to the legislature. The 
president was not subject to impeachment, neither was he 
given virtual dictatorial power. In this way, according 
to Gomez, the conflict between the legislature and the 
executive could be ended. The legislature was weakened 
and the executive, accordingly, was strengthened, The 
Congress had a chamber elected by universal suffrage and 
a seriate chosen on the basis of corporative representa
tion, As an example, the senators were institutional 
spokesmen for business, industry, agriculture, cattlemen, 
labor, government employees, university, and professional 
groups, including the church and the armed forces. The 
Catholic Church was reintegrated into politics and the 
nation was termed a "Christian Democracy", Protestant 
denominations would be controlled. The press would be 
"free" as it performs the so-called "public service"„

63, Ibid,, January 10, 1953, p° 5°
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The proposed reforms created strong opposition.

Members of both parties discredited the program, Forero
Benavides, a Liberal director, stated:

Liberals are more interested in the spirit than 
in the letter of reform,„,in knowing whether 
there will be a section on individual guarantees,
The Constitution may be dictated by a single 
party, but respect for the-institutions it 
creates must be unanimous,

In addition to the Liberals, the ospinista wing of the
Conservative party arose in opposition to the Gomez plan.
They had been steadily drawing support away from Gomez

63and now their opposition became clearer.
In February 1953? the Constitutional Studies Com

mission, appointed to study constitutional reforms, re
leased its proposals to the public„ The essence of their 
report was that new legislative organs. Each department 
was allowed one senator to the new legislative organs, 
and other senators from corporative groups - business, 
industry, agriculture, cattlemen, and other groups - 
formed the new legislative bodies. These bodies suppos
edly would represent the interests of economic and in
stitutional rather than political groups„ The basic 
local group (cabildo) would have members elected by

64, As quoted in Fluharty, p, 132,
65o Fluharty, p, 132,
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mothers and fathers0 Unmarried men would be excluded,, 
These cahildos would elect municipal bodies would elect 
departmental assemblies0 The president of the country 
was given broad powers of direct authority over regional 
government through wide appointive powers„ He was not
limited by the legislature, but was responsible to the

n 66 people*
Acting President Urdaneta Arbelaez had already 

convoked the National Constituent Assembly naming several 
groups to send representatives* Among the groups cited 
were the Agriculture Society, the Cattlemen*s Association, 
the Banker*s Association, the National Industry Associa
tion, the National Federation of Coffee Growers, and the 
National Federation of Cooperatives„ Another executive 
decree convoked the National Constituent Assembly for 
April 20, 1953o When April came, the assembly was post
poned until May 11, and when that date arrived, the as
sembly was rescheduled for June 15° Later, events were 
to alter the course of Colombian politics and to change 
the character and timing of the National Assembly*

By the spring of 1953, Conservative disunity had 
developed to a high degree* The two main dissident

66* Martz, p* 154*



factions were led by Gilberto Alzate Avendano, pro-Fas-
cist, anti-Yankee? and anti-Protestant; and Mariano
Ospina Perez, moderate Conservative0 These two leaders
increasingly attacked the government for their policies»
Although the alzatista faction was an important split in
the Conservative party, there was the ospinista faction
which would prove more troublesome than the alzatistas 

■ /to the Gomez regime» That faction was the group that 
supported Ospina Perez for the presidency,, ̂  Ospina 
Perez had maintained a cautious attitude toward politics 
after he left the presidency in 1950o His noncommittal 
attitude was betrayed once when he wrote in July 1952 to 
Jorge Villareal, then serving as Senate president, that 
he would be willing to serve as president if he were 
called upon0 He said that if the Conservative party
wished that his name "serve as a banner," he would not

68hesitate in accepting the candidacy«
In November, Ospina®s undeclared candidacy was 

strengthened by the added support of Alzate Avendano„ 
Alzate realized he had no chance of winning the presi
dency in 1954 against the opposition of the laureanistas0

67o New York Times, November 14, 1951, p„ 2C 
68o .Semana, July 19, 1952, pp0 6-80
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It seemed that working with Ospina Perez would net him 
and his followers more than hy working alone0 In addi
tion, Alzate knew that more preparation was needed before
he could hope to win the presidency on his own. .Even

/though he had this added strength, Ospina Perez continued
69to he cautious in his pronouncements oh politics0

In early 1953 Ospina Perez began to make more and 
more speeches0 He traveled throughout western Colombia* 
At a mass meeting in Cali, on January 10, 1953? Ospina 
Perez called for Conservative solidarity0 He said that 
the Conservatives in the name of the nation should unite, 
pacify the country militarily, allow exiles to return 
home, and to encourage all groups to support the effort* 
This speech was especially significant because it was ob
viously an appeal for unity against Gomez*

Ospina Perez formally declared his candidacy in
April, 1953o This was an open challenge to Gomez and 

/ /Urdaneta Arbelaez* Gomez let it be known immediately
/that Ospina Perez was not acceptable* On April 14 in

El Siglo, the Conservative Directorate announced that the 
/Ospina Perez candidacy was deferred, as devisive of Con-

/servative interests* Ospina Perez was attacked for 

69o Ibid*
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conciliation towards the Liberals, and for his conduct 
of his coalition governments in general„ Along with a 
firm denunciation, it was asserted that nothing could
cope with the internal situation except "the strong hand"

/ zindicating Gomez0 Later in April, Gomez bitterly attacked
Ospina Perez in a ten page declaration* To add insult to
injury, Ospina was not allowed radio time to reply to
/ 70Gomez® denunciationse

As the National Assembly's meeting approached,
the nation became increasingly involved in the contro-
versies raging around Ospina Perez and Gomez„ The fate
of the republic seemed dependent on the outcome of their
struggle* No power except the armed forces was capable

/of bringing down Gomez or settling the feud* Gomez®
power was dependent on the armed forces and as long as

71they remained loyal, his regime was secure*
By the spring of 1953? violence had spread through

out Colombia bringing chaos and confusion to the rural 
areas and uncertainty and fear to the city* The Liberal 
party had been routed, Liberal leaders were in exile, and 
Liberal newspapers destroyed* President Gomez was losing 
his leadership in his own party resulting in schisms with
in and inertia without* The alzatistas and ospinistas

70* Semana, April 25? 1953? p, 5.
71. Ibid*
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were looked in a power struggle which led to hitter 
intra-party rivalry, Gomez no longer ruled a unified 
party. Even the pro-Ospinista press was censored and 
the general censorship and the proposed constitutional 
reforms seemed to indicate a dictatorship in the near 
future. It seemed that no party or faction could hring 
order to the national chaos - no power except one and 
that was the military. However, the military was loyal 
to the government.

To the great surprise of the Colombians, early 
in the evening of June 13, 1933, General Rojas Pinilla, 
Commander in General of the Colombian Armed Forces, en
tered the Presidential Palace, the Palace of San Carlos, 
with a group of supporting officers in order to take com
mand of the nation. There to receive him were Colombia's 
Conservative leaders, notably absent were the supporters 
of Gomez, The takeover was bloodless with the leaders 
peacefully turning over the reins of the government to 
Rojas Pinilla and his followers. In the departments, the 
military leaders were taking over the governorships, too. 
Thus, with a minimum of effort and with signs of careful 
background planning and thought, General Rojas Pinilla 
became the Provisional President of Colombia,
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Born March 12, 1900, in Tunja, Boyaca, Rojas 

Pinilla completed the courses of study at the military 
academy and was commissioned as a second lieutenant of 
artillery. He traveled to the United States and studied 
civil engineering at a college in Indiana. He then re
turned to a military career in Colombia. He rose in the 
ranks to become a lieutenant general, and in 1949 he was 
appointed Minister of Communications and held that post 
until 1950. He became Colombian delegate to the United 

_ Nations Military Forces with residence in Washington.
On his return to Colombia, he undertook the high position

72of Commander in General of the Colombian Armed Forces.
The reason behind the coup d'etat of June 13 was 

not so much in the deteriorating situation in Colombia; 
it was rather Gomez1 mistaken fear of Rojas Pinilla's 
growing popularity and his desire late in the spring of 
1953 to get rid of Rojas Pinilla. After his return to 
Colombia in 1952 from service on the Inter-American De
fense Board, Rojas Pinilla became a popular figure in
Colombia. That popularity had grown to such a degree

/that President Gomez saw in it a threat to his position 
and authority. Gomez decided to remove Pinilla in the 
late spring, but he waited for the opportune time to act.

✓7 2 Jorge de Mendoza Velez, Gobernantes de Colom
bia (Bogota: Editorial Minerva, 1957), p. 189.
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zIn the latter part of May, Felipe Echavarria, a wealthy 

zMedellin Conservative, was arrested by the Army.for ques
tioning in an alleged assassination plot against General

/Pinilla. Conservative leaders charged that Echavarria
had heen tortured, Gomez seized upon this opportunity to

/attack the Army, Gomez called a cabinet meeting, even
though Urdaneta Arbelaez was the Provisional President,
/Gomez took hack the presidency of the Republic after

nineteen months absence, and demanded Rojas Pinilla1s
ouster. The same day, June 13, the cabinet resigned to
leave Gomez free to take whatever action he deemed proper, 
/Gomez decreed the General1s termination in the Army but

/loyal army officers in Bogota had taken action to prevent
Gomez1 move. General Rojas Pinilla took the only step
left - he placed Gomez under arrest and took command of 

73the executive.
Later in the evening of June 13? Rojas Pinilla 

addressed the country over the official radio station.
He gave the reasons for his seizure of power that day, 
and then he charged that Gomez was responsible for the 
crises facing the nation. Rojas Pinilla called for an 
end to bloodshed, and he promised the people fair elec
tions in a truly democratic system. The Colombian

73= Semana, June 20, 1953? pp= 5-6.
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people could choose their own legislators and judges0^
Thus to the Colombian peoples Rojas Pinilla was a savior
and a hero* He, in fact, accomplished in a matter of

/hours what President Gomez was trying to do all along
through civil government„ But Gomez failed to reconcile
himself to the ambitious elements in the military estab-

/lishment„ As Gomez1 popularity waned, and the dictatori
al character of his administration became more apparent, 
there was a commensurate desire on the part of dissatis
fied groups to reverse this trend0 It was only the mili
tary, however, which was capable of decisive action,,

The Armed Forces were in the advantageous posi
tion of being able to enter the political scene as an 
arbitrator between the two parties„ And the military 
takeover was not poorly received by the majority of Co
lombians; for the situation had become so chaotic by 
1953 that any alleviation of the present state of affairs 
would have been helpful. The prestige of the military 
was high with the people because they had remained above 
the political storms that had ravaged Colombia. In their 
enthusiasm, the Colombians did not realize that once the 
Army was in power, it would attempt to perpetuate itself

74. Hispanic American Report, June 1953? pp.25-26.
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and its institution,, Colombians had rid themselves of
one dictatorial leader only to find that their savior
had feet of clay. He would prove to he a greater dicta- 

ztor than Gomez.
In order to continue his military government, 

Rojas Pinilla developed an ideology of militarism to 
justify his government. As the Provisional President 
removed political obstacles, he found the Conservatives 
and Liberals became unified against him. Through his 
ineptitude, Rojas, Pinilla aliented powerful groups in 
nation - the church, political parties and labor.



CHAPTER 5

CONCLUSION

Conservative rule had. spanned seven years0 Com
ing to power after a split in the Liberal party in 1946, 
the Conservative party maintained its power in the face 
of bitter opposition from the Liberals who held the con
gressional majorities and the majority of the electors„ 
President Ospina Perez attempted to gain the cooperation 
of the Liberal party through a series of coalition gov
ernments allowing the Liberals the largest representation 
of a defeated party in the history of Colombia, But the 
persistent opposition of Jorge Eliecer Gaitan to the 
principle of coalition weakened the Liberal leaders who 
wanted to cooperate with Ospina Perez* government, Sud
denly, while the Ninth Inter-American Conference was in 
session, Gaitan was assassinated bringing to a head all 
of the frustrations of the Colombian people who consid
ered him their greatest leader of that time. Rioting 
followed the assassination and for two days, the Con
servative government was on the verge of collapse. How-

/ever, President Ospina Perez refused to resign, and the 
Army remained loyal to the government in power,

133
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/Ospina Perez8 inability to reduce the rural 

fighting which had increased following the death of 
Gaitan led the President to take harsh measures to quell 
the violence in the rural regions0 This led to more 
fighting and greater repression by the government<, Ex
asperated through his government’s inability to contain 
the rural fighting which was rapidly gaining the propor
tions of a civil war, President Ospina Perez declared a 
state of siege in some disaffected regions0 As law and 
order broke down in the country and the city, the Con
servative regime was faced with criticism of the press, 
an obstinate Congress, and union strikes* Consequently, 
as the next presidential election approached, the Congress 
was disbanded and its meetings prohibited0 President Os
pina Perez declared a state of siege throughout Colombia, 
suspended civil liberties, and imposed strict press cen
sorship*

So in a period of the most repressive dictatorial 
government, with Liberal candidates refusing to partici
pate in elections, Laureano Gomez was elected President 
with only fourteen opposing votes * Gomez emphasized 
stability and order with the rule of authority. He ruled 
in person only a short time, however, before he turned 
over the presidency to Roberto Urdaneta Arbelaez who, as
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Z zacting President, followed the dictates of Gomez„ Gomez* 

harshly inept governing, and his manipulation within the 
government, as well as his patent attempt to strengthen 
his position through devious means - all led to his re
pudiation by his own Conservative leaders0 The rural 
violence reached such proportions that the government 
was sending full scale military expeditions against the 
rebels0 By the spring of 1953, Gomez* government had 
succeeded in alienating all the power groups that had 
supported him, except the Army, The Army had remained 
loyal, as had been its tradition, throughout all the 
crises that had afflicted Gomez * regime. In fact the 
Army would have remained loyal, had it not been for 
Gomez * own blunder when he attempted to do away with 
one more rival - General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla, Unfor
tunately for Gomez, the popular Rojas Pinilla siezed 
control of the government by a sudden coup d * etat,
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