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More Paper Money Iconography

CORDOBA:

TRAGIC HERO OF COLOMBIA
by LEE E. POLESKE
Photographs by Author

Figure 1. Jose Maria COrdoha's portrait used on early Colombian 5
pesos oro notes; this photograph is from a 1938 note (P-458).

C OLOMBIA has honored its revolutionary hero, Jose
Maria Ccirdoba, on banknotes since 1904. His por-

trait first appeared on a one peso note (P-447), but it
is the five pesos note that became the "COrdoba note". Since
1915, he has appeared on all the five pesos notes of Colombia
except the 1932 silver certificate issue (Figures 1 and 2).

Although not as well known outside South America as
Simon Bolivar or Jose de San Martin, COrdoba played an
important part in Spanish America's fight for independence.

Jose Maria COrdoba was born September 7, 1799 in the
parish of ConcepciOn in the western part of the Spanish
colony of New Granada (now Colombia). The son of a well-
to-do family, he completed his early education in Rionegro
and then attended a college in Antioquia, which was directed
by the famous scientist Francisco Jose de Caldas (Figure 3.)

Cordoba was eleven when the rebellion against Spain
began in 1810; five years later he joined the ranks of the rebel
army and in his first battle on the banks of the Palo River
(July 5, 1815) so distinguished himself that he was promoted
to lieutenant. After serving with both General Serviez and

Figure 2. Portrait of COrdoba currently used on the 5 pesos oro note
(P-493). His youthful appearance serves to remind the viewer that
COrdoba started his military career at sixteen and achieved his
greatest triumph at the Battle of Ayacucho at the age of twenty-five.

Jose Antonio Pdez (Figure 4), COrdoba joined the army of
SimOn Bolivar (Figure 5) and was with it when it entered
Bogotd, August 10, 1819, after the Battle of Boyac, which
had been won three days before, thereby assuring the inde-
pendence of New Granada.

At the urging of Bolivar, a union of Venezuela, New
Granada, Ecuador and Panama was proclaimed in December
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of 1819. It was called the Republic of Colombia, now usually
called Gran Colombia, to distinguish it from the modern
Colombia. It was several years before all the territory of the
new republic was free of Spanish forces, and Cdrdoba took
part in much of the fighting which finally accomplished this
goal.

Bolivar gave Cdrdoba the command of the troops sent to
drive the Spanish out of the province of Antioquia; after his
success in this mission, he participated in the taking of Carta-
gena in 1821. Having been promoted to colonel, he was sent
by General Mariano Montilla to Panama, to help free that
part of Gran Colombia from Spanish control.

In 1822, Cdrdoba was an officer in the army of General
Antonio Jose de Sucre (Figure 6) which had been sent by
Bolivar to free Ecuador from Spanish rule. On the morning
of May 27, 1822, this army was on the slope of Mt. Pichincha
overlooking Quito. A Spanish attack on Sucre's army began
the battle; after a fierce three-hour fight, some rebel units
broke and ran from the battlefield. It appeared as if the day
was lost, but a heroic charge of the Colombian infantry, led
by Cdrdoba, broke the Spanish ranks and won the Battle of
Pichincha. A full surrender was signed the next day. Cdrdoba
was rewarded for his decisive action by being promoted to
Brigadier General. On his return to Colombia he was named
Commanding General of Bogota.

The northern part of South America was now firmly in-
dependent, but the Spanish still had a large army in Peru and
in 1824, Cdrdoba once again took to the field under General
Sucre. On December 9, 1824, the rebel and Spanish armies
faced each other on the small plain of Ayacucho in the Peru-
vian highlands; although outnumbered 10,000 to 6,000, Sucre
decided to stand and fight.

Before the last major battle for South American inde-
pendence took place, there was an incident which serves to
remind us how the rebellion had divided friends and family.
Spanish General Monet walked alone to the rebel lines and
asked to speak with Cdrdoba. Since many Spanish officers
had friends and relatives in the rebel army, he requested that
they be allowed to meet with them before the fighting began.
Cdrdoba asked Sucre for permission to grant the request,
which he did; and so for a half hour about fifty men from
each side talked with each other in a neutral space between
the two armies. Both forces breakfasted in peace and then
around ten-thirty, General Monet called to Cdrdoba, "Gen-
eral, are we ready for our battle?". "Let us fight", answered
Cdrdoba.

The Spanish attacked the rebel left which began to yield;
at this point Sucre ordered Cdrdoba to attack. Dismounting,
he addressed his men. Some historians quote him as saying:
"Soldiers, march forward to Triumph !"; others claim he
said: "Soldiers, weapons at discretion, a victor's step." Led
by Cdrdoba, the Colombian infantry, accompanied by two
cavalry regiments, marched forward under heavy fire. Cdr-
doba displayed his usual fearlessness, and when his troops
were in range, he ordered them to fire and then charge with
fixed bayonets. They drove the enemy before them and cap-
tured the Spanish artillery. The battle was over in two hours;
the Spanish Viceroy La Serna was taken prisoner and the
same day signed a surrender document providing for the
evacuation of Peru by the Spanish. Sucre gave Cdrdoba and
his men credit for winning the battle and named Cdrdoba
(now twenty-five) a Division General.

Figure 3. Francisco Jose de Caldas (1770-1816), famous Colombian
scientist who was summarily executed by the Spanish for his part in
the independence movement, has appeared on several Colombian
banknotes; currently he is on the 20 pesos oro note (P-506).

Figure 4. Jose Antonio Plez (1790-1873) as portrayed on the 1974
Venezuelan 20 bolivares note (P-40B). He and his Ilaneros (plains-
men) joined the independence movement in 1810 and played a decis-
ive role in Bolivar's campaign to free Venezuela from Spanish rule.
He led the revolt which separated Venezuela from Colombia in 1829
and became the new country's first president.
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Figure 5. Simon Bolivar (1783-1830), the Liberator, the man who
freed the nations of northern South America from Spanish rule. He
appears on the currency of many Latin American countries and both
Venezuela and Bolivia have named their currencies after him. The
above portrait appears on the 1966 5 bolivares note of Venezuela
(P-32). Unable to bring about his dream of a united Spanish
America, he died a disillusioned and bitter man in 1830.

Bolivar helped to organize the government of Peru and
also Bolivia, which was liberated in 1825. He hoped to join
both countries with Gran Colombia to form a Confederation
of the Andes, but Gran Colombia was itself on the point of
breaking up and he had to leave Peru in 1826 to put down a
successionist revolt in Venezuela under Jose Antonio Pdez
(Figure 4).

The Colombian troops stationed in Peru were not popu-
lar and after Bolivar's departure, Augustin Gamarra over-
threw the government set up by Bolivar, invaded Bolivia and
drove the Colombian troops out of both countries.

Cdrdoba on his return from Peru was made Minister of
War by Bolivar. He supported Bolivar's appointment as
Dictator of Gran Colombia in June 1828, and was one of
those who persuaded Bolivar not to resign after an attempt
had been made on his life in September of the same year.

One of the projects assigned Cdrdoba as Minister of War
was a study of the feasibility of the Panama canal. In
November of 1828, he wrote Bolivar: "Following your sug-
gestions, I . . . ordered . . . that priority should be given to
geographical engineers in the Isthmus, and so they have .. .
some reports which they promise to have completed by next
summer; and we shall therefore know the difference in the

levels of the two seas and whether it will be possible to open
the canal so often discussed."'

Within a week after having written this, Cdrdoba was on
his way to Popaydn to put down a revolt by Colonels Lopez
and Obando, a mission he quickly accomplished.

Bolivar's plan to reestablish control over Peru in 1828
started a chain of events which was to lead to Cdrdoba's
downfall. While he questioned the wisdom of invading Peru,
he loyally accepted the command of a division in the army or-
ganized for that purpose, but Bolivar shortly stripped him of
the command. Why Bolivar took this action was probably
due to several causes: Cdrdoba had made no secret of his
opposition to invading Peru and Bolivar was always distrust-
ful of those who did not accept his views without reservation.
Bolivar's distrust was no doubt encouraged by General
Mosquera, his Chief of Staff, who had been an enemy of
Cdrdoba since the latter had belittled his military ability
during the revolt in Popaydn. Another powerful enemy of
Cdrdoba was Manuela Saenz, Bolivar's mistress, who knew
of Cdrdoba's hatred of her, both for her extravagances and
for her, in his opinion, detrimental influence over Bolivar.

Soon after his dismissal, Cdrdoba returned to Antioquia.
It was from here that he informed the British Consul General
James Henderson: "I have requested by the mail . . . my re-
tirement from the service. I observe that the conduct of the
Government is very contrary to public liberty. The whole is
cunning and intrigue, corruption and immorality."'

Figure 6. Antonio Jose de Sucre (1795-1830) was Bolivar's chief
lieutenant. His victory at the Battle of Pichincha won independence
for Ecuador, which has named its currency for him. This portrait of
Sucre is from the 5 sucres note of Ecuador (P-100, P-113).
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In an inept attempt at reconciliation, Bolivar offered him
the Ministry of the Navy, but since Gran Colombia had no
navy, Cardoba considered the offer an insult. The more
appropriate offer of Minister to Holland was now too late.

On September 16, 1829, C6rdoba issued a Manifesto
calling for a , revolt against the increasingly authoritarian
regime of Bolivar and ending with: "A holy cause unites us,
to conquer power in order to put it under the safeguard of the
law."'

Was C6rdoba's revolt that of a disgruntled General try-
ing to regain power or that of a patriot trying to achieve the
promise of liberty upon which the original revolt against
Spain had been based? No doubt, like so many other such
actions, it was a mixture of both.

Bolivar sent General O'Leary with 800 men to put down
the rebellion. On October 17, 1829, C6rdoba's force of 400
untrained troops was defeated at the battle of El Santuario.
COrdoba was wounded in the action and dragged himself to a
but which served as a hospital; here he was found and killed
by Rupert Hand, one of O'Leary's soldiers. Hand said he had
acted on orders, but he was arrested, tried, found guilty of
murder and sentenced to death. Before the sentence could be
carried out, Hand escaped from jail and was never heard of
again.

NOTES

1. Salvador Madariaga, Bolivar, (Coral Gables, Florida: University
of Miami Press, 1952), p. 585.

2. Madariaga, p. 591.
3. Madariaga, p. 609.
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