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This dissertation analyzes the social, cultural, and political importance of competitive 

cycling in Colombia from 1930 to 1958. It examines the sport from the appearance of the first 

races until its consolidation as a popular mass phenomenon. The dissertation claims that 

competitive cycling was a place where Colombians could represent themselves to themselves 

and others. It shows how several agents within the cycling field such as cyclists, journalists, 
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civilian authorities, and spectators addressed national debates on regionalism, politics, class 

relations, masculinity, and social unrest. In chapter one, the dissertation discusses the place 

that sports had in Colombian society during the early 1930s and how sporting activities 

became part of the country’s consumer culture. It also illustrates, from an institutional point of 

view, the government’s intervention in sports through the formation of the National 

Commission of Physical Education. The chapter ends with an examination of the first 

Bolivarian Games held in Bogotá in 1938. Chapter two traces the emergence of cycling as a 

free time activity in the early twentieth century and the way in which cycling enthusiasts first 

organized the sport in Colombia. The chapter evaluates the assembly of the National Cycling 

Association and the celebration of the first-ever national championship in 1946. Chapter three 

describes the popularization of competitive cycling and the role played by the private sector 

through the formation of Colombia’s Industrial and Commercial Sporting Federation. The 

chapter finishes with an account of the way in which La Vuelta a Colombia, the country’s 

most important stage race, was imagined and organized. Chapter four focuses on the 

celebration of the first ever Vuelta a Colombia in 1951, and its social, economic, political, and 

cultural impact. It also shows how the “big Colombian race” became a site for the production 

of meanings and representations about the country and its people. Chapter five addresses La 

Vuelta’s regional symbolisms and examines the way in which the race was used politically 

during the military regime of General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla. The chapter also dissects how 

pedalers such as Ramón Hoyos Vallejo became recognized public figures and cultural icons 

nationwide. 



 1 

INTRODUCTION 
 

In early May 1985, from the backyard of my father’s house in Bogotá, I officially 

declared Spanish cyclist Pedro Delgado as my nemesis. “Perico,” as he was popularly known, 

had just beaten my idol Francisco “Pacho” Rodríguez by only 46 seconds in that years Vuelta 

a España. Revista Semana, by then one of the most important publications in Colombia, 

registered Rodriguez’s success in a cover with his picture captioned with the phrase: “Pacho 

conquered Spain.”1 For me and many others at the time, the cycling hero embodied the nation; 

he was us, and we were him. I felt his defeat as my own. Rodriguez, was part of a generation 

of pedalers who were “reviving” Colombian cycling after a mild decline in popularity 

experienced in the late 1970s and early 1980s.2 With their victories and defeats, riders such as 

Luis “Lucho” Herrera, Fabio Parra, Martín “El negro” Ramírez, Alfonso Flórez, Omar 

Hernández, and Patrocinio Jiménez, to name just a few, inspired a generation of cyclists and 

aficionados who dreamed about seeing a Colombian win in one of the three most important 

races in the world, Italia’s Il Giro, France’s Le Tour, or Spain’s La Vuelta.3 

This dissertation analyzes the social, cultural, and political importance of competitive 

cycling in Colombia from 1930 to 1958. It traces the sport from the appearance of the first 

races until its consolidation as a popular mass phenomenon. The dissertation focuses on the 

intersection between sport, identity, and geography.4 I contend that cycling was pivotal for the 

social production of space and was also a place where the conflicts over identity and 

                                                
1 “Pacho conquistó a España,” Revista Semana, May 20, 1985.  
2 Fabio León Calle, La época de oro y el declive del ciclismo colombiano. (Medellín: Lealon, 2007); Rafael 
Duque Naranjo, Los escarabajos de la vuelta a Colombia (Bogotá, Col.: Editorial Oveja Negra, 1984). 
3 Hereinafter I will also use La Vuelta when referring to the Colombian national race.  
4 John Bale, Sports Geography (London; New York: Routledge, 2003), 
http://public.eblib.com/choice/publicfullrecord.aspx?p=178736; Justin Spinney, “A Place of Sense: A 
Kinaesthetic Ethnography of Cyclists on Mont Ventoux,” Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 24, 
no. 5 (2006): 712. 
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representation forged new meanings.5 Within this framework, I argue that cycling was a place 

where Colombians could represent themselves to themselves and others.6 By following the 

sport via live radio, the Colombian public developed a growing sense of national awareness 

and learned about the country’s culture and geography. Additionally, the meanings and 

representations that surrounded agents within the cycling field such as cyclists, journalists, 

civilian authorities, and spectators tackled national debates on regionalism, political violence, 

class relations, masculinity, and social unrest. 

Conventional Colombian historiography divides the period from 1930 to 1958 in two 

intervals, the Liberal Republic (1930-1946), characterized by the political dominance of the 

liberal party and its attempt to modernize the country, and La Violencia (1946-1958), a 

generic term used to describe a time of heterogeneous social, political, and armed conflicts—

with a death toll of two hundred thousand. However, I approach this period as a whole 

because, during this entire time, the country underwent transformations such as the 

urbanization of regional capitals, the expansion of agricultural frontiers, the consolidation of 

industrial capitalism, the professionalization of public administration, the emergence of the 

middle class, the expansion of citizenship, the development of transportation networks and 

mass media, and the popularization of sporting activities nationwide.  

1. Sports: A Relatively Autonomous Social Field. 
 

In 1938 Dutch historian Johan Huizinga published Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play 

Element in Culture.7 The book focused on the analysis of play and its social and cultural 

                                                
5 David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change (Cambridge, 
Mass: Blackwell, 1990). 
6 Clifford Geertz, Deep Play: Notes on the Balinese Cockfight (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1972). 
7 Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play-Element in Culture, Humanitas, Beacon Reprints in 
Humanities (Boston: Beacon Press, 1955). 
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importance. Huizinga’s main contention was that play was older than culture and that 

“civilization arises and unfolds in and through play.”8 In a commonly quoted passage of 

Homo Ludens, Huizinga provided his definition of play in writing: “we might call it a free 

activity standing quite consciously outside ‘ordinary’ life as being ‘not serious’[…] It is an 

activity connected with no material interest and no profit can be gained by it. It proceeds 

within its own proper boundaries of time and space according to fixed rules and in an orderly 

manner.”9 In other words, play was “spontaneity, detachment, artlessness, and joy.”10 These 

qualities, Huizinga argued, were absent from modern sports because with “the increasing 

systematization and regimentation of sport something of the pure play-quality [was] 

inevitably lost.”11 Likewise, he did not think of modern sports as a culture-creating social 

element: “In modern social life sport occupies a place alongside and apart from the cultural 

process.”12 For him, then, modern sports were a “sterile” element of social life.  

Huizinga’s ideas on the “sterility” and “autonomy” of modern sports were first 

contested by J.P Stone, who “modifies Huizinga’s arguments, suggesting that modern sports 

are subject to a twofold dynamic that results, partly from the manner in which they are caught 

up in the ‘contests, tensions, ambivalences and anomalies’ of the wider society, and partly 

because of certain features inherent in their structure.”13 As seen in this quote, for Stone, 

modern sports were connected to the contingencies of the wider society, but he did not, 

                                                
8 Eric Dunning, Barbarians, Gentlemen and Players: A Sociological Study of the Development of Rugby 
Football, 2nd ed, Sport in the Global Society (London; New York: Routledge, 2005). 
9 Huizinga, Homo Ludens, 13. 
10 Robert Anchor, “History and Play: Johan Huizinga and His Critics,” Historytheory History and Theory 17, no. 
1 (1978): 83. 
11 Huizinga, Homo Ludens, 197. 
12 Huizinga, 197. 
13 Eric Dunning, “The Dynamics of Modern Sport: Notes on Achievement-Striving and the Social Significance 
of Sport,” in Norbert Elias and Eric Dunning, Quest for Excitement: Sport and Leisure in the Civilizing Process 
(Oxford, OX, UK; New York, NY, USA: B. Blackwell, 1986), 210. 
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however, detach himself of Huizinga’s conservative stance. More generalized challenges to 

the Dutchman classical book came several years later when scholars began to discuss the 

differences between modern sports, game contests, and play.  

In 1978 Allen Guttmann published From Ritual to Record.14 Widely considered as one 

of the most influential works within the field of sports history, the book constitutes the best-

known typology of modern sports. Using a multi-disciplinary approach, Guttmann proposes 

that modern sports have seven distinctive characteristics: secularism, equality, specialization, 

rationalization, bureaucratization, quantification, and records. When you put them all 

together, these interrelated characteristics constitute the distinctive elements to differentiate 

play, from traditional games, and from sports. Guttmann was the first historian that developed 

a systematic explanation of the transition from traditional to modern sports: “Prior to 

Guttmann (and in numerous cases since), sport historians simply attributed the transformation 

to the ‘end products’ of urbanization and industrialization, notably improved standards of 

living, communications and transport, reduced working hours and technological 

innovations.”15 Using a Weberian approach, Guttmann’s interpretation acknowledges a 

dialectical relationship between sports and society. Hence, sport is not an autonomous human 

realm of activity but a relational social field with strong connections to the government, 

capitalism, science, and mass media. Guttman concludes: “One great advantage of the 

Weberian model is that it enables one to see in the microcosm (modern sports) the 

characteristics of the macrocosm (modern society)[…] Sports are an alternative to and, 

                                                
14 Allen Guttmann, From Ritual to Record: The Nature of Modern Sports (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1978). 
15 Douglas Booth, The Field: Truth and Fiction in Sport History (London; New York: Routledge, 2005), 162. 
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simultaneously, a reflection of the modern age.”16 Richard Gruneau on his part argues that 

Guttmann’s model has a tendency to see: “the modernization of sport as an abstract 

evolutionary process rather than a more open-ended set of limits, pressures, and struggles.”17 

Although Guttman has been criticized by the “determinism,” denounced by Gruneau, his 

ideas have had a permanent impact on sports historical literature since the late 1970s.  

Another theoretical framework used to analyze sports and its relations to wider society 

has been figurational sociology. Developed by Norbert Elias and many of his disciples, like 

Eric Dunning, figurational sociology was first discussed in 1939.18 Also called the theory of 

the civilizing process, this system of ideas explores the development of civilization in 

Western Europe and focuses on the “relationship between changes in individual discipline 

(behavior) and changes in social organization (power).”19 Elias expressed a tension between 

behavior and power within the world of sport in writing: “Within its specific setting sport, like 

other leisure pursuits, can evoke through its design a special kind of tension, a pleasurable 

excitement, thus allowing feelings to flow more freely. […] In all kinds of sport, living human 

beings struggle with each other directly or indirectly.”20 Elias argues that the only way to 

understand society is to recognize how it expresses interdependent social processes, historical 

contingencies, and human impulses. Within the context just described, sport, contrary to what 

Huizinga claimed, “can’t be conceived as a transcendental or a historical phenomenon, or as 

                                                
16 Guttmann, From Ritual to Record, 81. 
17 Richard Gruneau, “The Critique of Sport in Modernity: Theorising Power, Culture, and the Politics of the 
Body,” in Eric Dunning, Joseph A Maguire, and Robert E Pearton, The Sports Process: A Comparative and 
Developmental Approach (Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics Publishers, 1993), 
http://catalog.hathitrust.org/api/volumes/oclc/26399931.html. 
18 Norbert Elias, The Civilizing Process: The Development of Manners; Changes in the Code of Conduct and 
Feeling in Early Moderntimes (New York: Urizen Books, 1978). 
19 J Goudsblom, “The Theory of the Civilizing Process and Its Discontents” (Sectie Figuratiesociologie, 
Amsterdam, 1994). 
20 Elias and Dunning, Quest for Excitement, 49. 
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an activity that precedes the wider socio-cultural field.”21 Elias’s sociological theory breaks 

free from dichotomist dualistic thinking. His strong accent on the importance of the “multi-

dimensional social world” allows us to acknowledge that there is a web of interdependent 

people who are bonded to each other at different levels. Furthermore, Elias suggests the 

“polymorphous, many-sided character of power,” eliminating the tendency to categorize it as 

a one-dimensional expression. Elias argues that the central elements of the civilizing process 

are state formation, pacification under the control of the state, and the monopolization of 

violence and taxation. Within that civilizing process, Elias connects sports to the control of 

violence and contends that knowledge about sports is knowledge about society. Elias asks, 

“What kind of society is it where more and more people use part of their leisure time to take 

part in or to watch these non-violent contest of bodily skill and strength that we call sports?”22 

His answer to the question is that “Every variety of sport, one might say, has a physiognomy 

of its own. It attracts people with specific personality characteristics. It is able to do that 

because it has a relative autonomy in relation not only to the individuals who play it at a given 

time, but also to the society where it developed.”23 Elias argues that sport in highly 

industrialized societies has two complementary functions: first, it provides physical exercise 

for a population that is sedentary, and second, provides a source of excitement similar to that 

experience in warfare, yet without its dangers. For these reasons, the explanation of the 

genesis and development of sports is an explanation of social development. Elias has been 

criticized by his insistence on “long term social progress,” and his functionalist evolutionary 

                                                
21 Tony Schirato, Understanding Sports Culture, Understanding Contemporary Culture (Los Angeles; London: 
Sage, 2007), 12. 
22 Elias and Dunning, Quest for Excitement, 19. 
23 Elias and Dunning, 19. 
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approach, something James Curtis describes as the idea of “unilinear evolution of society.”24 

Despite its flaws, figurational sociology continues to be one of the most influential theoretical 

frameworks to understand the consolidation of modern sport and many of its functions in 

contemporary society. 

One of the first leftist social scientists to be concerned with modern sports was French 

sociologist Jean Marie Brohm. Drawing from a Marxist perspective, Brohm begins his 1976 

book Sport A Prison of Measured Time by writing: “Sport is everywhere. Reading about its 

various manifestations (football, baseball, athletics, etc.), discussing it, watching it or 

participating in it directly, all take up more hours of the day, for countless millions of people, 

than any other activity apart from eating, sleeping or working.”25 Brohm proposed an analysis 

of sporting practices based on “the principle of performance,” a concept he considered 

explicative of sports’ relationship to the social sphere and the labor market: “[…] Sport as 

social category is a historical product, a reflection of the industrial capitalist society, it 

developed the same way as industrial mechanized labor.”26 Heavily influenced by the works 

of Louis Althusser, Brohm considered that some of the most important values of industrial 

capitalism were embodied through sports. Accordingly, sport is a prison of “virility, physical 

and symbolic violence, physical dominance, chauvinism, racism, and sexism.”27 The critical 

theory of sport proposed by Brohm focused on the analysis of three main elements: 1) Sport’s 

impact on individuals, 2) Relations between social structures and objective social relations, 

                                                
24 James Curtis, “Isn’t It Difficult to Support Some of the Notions of ‘The Civilizing Process’? A Response to 
Dunning,” in Andrew W Miracle and C. Roger Rees, Sport and Social Theory (Champaign (IL): Human 
Kinetics, 1986), 57–67. 
25 Jean-Marie Brohm, Sport, a Prison of Measured Time: Essays (London: Ink Links Ltd., 1978), 4. 
26 Jean-Marie Brohm, Sociología política del deporte (México: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1982), 8. 
27 Schirato, Understanding Sports Culture, 16. 
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and 3) Sport’s political ideology.28 Brohm, standing on the opposite end of the spectrum from 

Huizinga, recognized sports’ dialectical complexities and its importance as a “reflection of 

capitalist society.”29  

In the late 1970s, French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu proposed the analysis of sport as 

a relatively autonomous social phenomenon. His sociology of sport is built around the 

examination of the sporting practices and their relations with the physical and the social 

world. Thus, he contends that the realm of sports is a field, that is to say, a mediating social 

space between institutions and individuals that has its own rules, structures, power relations, 

and logic. One of the most important aspects of Bourdieu’s theoretical discussion is the 

relationship he establishes between sports and the body: “There is a particular mode of 

understanding, often forgotten in theories of intelligence, which consists of understanding 

with one’s body. There are great many things that we understand only with our bodies, at a 

subconscious level without having the words to say them.”30 He argues that the knowledge 

produced within the social field of sport, i.e. beliefs, meanings, and habits, are part of the 

“methodological manipulation of the body.”31 In other words, a ‘technique of the body’ useful 

to generate: “thoughts, perceptions, expressions, and actions.”32 In Bourdieu’s field theory the 

social world manifests itself as objective and subjective structures. Objective structures can 

                                                
28 Henri Vaugrand, “Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Marie Brohm: Their Schemes of Intelligibility and Issues towards 
a Theory of Knowledge in the Sociology of Sport,” International Review for the Sociology of Sport 36, no. 2 
(2001): 189. 
29 Vaugrand, 189. 
30 Pierre Bourdieu, “Program for a Sociology of Sport,” Sociology of Sport Journal 5, no. 2 (June 1988): 160. 
31 Pierre Bourdieu, “Sport and Social Class,” Social Science Information 17, no. 6 (January 12, 1978): 819–40; 
Richard Giulianotti, Sport: A Critical Sociology (Polity, 2005); Richard Gruneau, “The Critique of Sport in 
Modernity: Theorizing Power, Culture, and the Politics of the Body,” in The Sports Process: A Comparative and 
Developmental Approach, ed. Eric Dunning, Joseph Macguire, and Robert Pearton (Champaign, IL: Human 
Kinetics Publishers, 1996), 85–109. 
32 Giulianotti, Sport, 127. 
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form and transform social practices and also are able to shape the subjective representations 

that agents and subjects made of those social practices. That subjective corporeal dimension is 

the habitus— the habitual way of doing things. Bourdieu applied this elaborated social theory 

to analyze the social conditions that allowed the emergence of modern sports, he wrote: “It 

seems to me that it is first necessary to consider the historical and social conditions of 

possibility of a social phenomenon which we too easily take for granted: ‘modern sport’.”33 

Bourdieu argues that the structures of modern sports gravitate around a system of values, 

ethics, and aesthetics related to agents, practices and consumptions immersed in the social, 

economic, and cultural domination of western capitalism. Richard Gruneau writes: “There is 

much to recommend in Bourdieu’s emphasis on the relational nature of sports as field of 

practice, his attempts to link its constitution to broader logics of distinction, and his discussion 

of the complexity of relationships between the social production of sport and the different 

context in which sport is consumed.”34 

On August 27, 1918, Antonio Gramsci wrote an article for the Italian Socialist Party 

newspaper Avanti!; in it, he directly discussed sports for the first and apparently only time. 

The article entitled Football and Scopone began with: “Italians are not very keen sportsmen; 

they prefer scopone to sport. Rather than being in the open air, they prefer to be cooped up in 

some dive of café. Rather than moving, they prefer to slouch round a table.”35 Gramsci’s 

critique can be read in the specific historical context of his time and his well-known animosity 

towards Italian politics. Sport provided him with an ideal framework to compare the Italian 

                                                
33 Bourdieu, “Sport and Social Class,” 819–40. 
34 Gruneau, “The Critique of Sport in Modernity: Theorising Power, Culture, and the Politics of the Body,” 105. 
35 Antonio Gramsci, “Football and Scopone,” in Gramsci: Pre-Prison Writings, ed. Richard Bellamy, trans. 
Virginia Cox, 1st edition, paperback issue, edition (Cambridge England; New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1994). 
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‘stillness’ with the ways of being of European societies he considered ‘freer’ and ‘mobile.’ He 

does that in writing: “Sport is a popular activity in those societies in which the capitalist 

regime’s economic individualism has transformed the whole way of life, so that economic and 

political freedom are accompanied by freedom of the spirit and tolerance of the opposition.”36 

Although the author never wrote any other piece on sports, his theoretical concepts, hegemony 

and consent, have been widely used by sports historical literature since the 1980s. Douglas 

Booth argues: “Early in the last quarter of the twentieth century, corresponding with a new 

Zeitgeist, several sport historians embraced the Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci’s theory of 

hegemony. Through hegemony theory they sought to escape the determinism of structural 

Marxism and account for the perseverance of capitalist structures of domination.”37 From a 

neo-Gramscian perspective authors like Richard Gruneau (1988), Victoria de Grazia (1981), 

and John Hargraves (1986) analyzed sport and its connections to cultural ideology, civil 

society, and the State. From this perspective sport was part of a complex set of dialogical and 

competing definitions of reality and not just a simple form of unilateral domination as was 

portrayed by classic Marxism.38 

Since the late 1980s, there have been major debates within sports historical literature 

about the role that human agency had in the development of modern sports. In this context of 

intellectual ferment, Michel Foucault’s analysis of power, discipline, the body, knowledge, 

and discourse, came to be a major theoretical tool aimed to frame sports’ sociological and 

                                                
36 Gramsci and more, 166. 
37 Booth, The Field, 166. 
38 Victoria De Grazia, The Culture of Consent: Mass Organization of Leisure in Fascist Italy (Cambridge 
[England]; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1981); Richard S Gruneau, Popular Cultures and Political 
Practices (Toronto: Garamond Press, 1988); John Hargreaves, Sport, Power, and Culture: A Social and 
Historical Analysis of Popular Sports in Britain (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press in association with Basil 
Blackwell, Oxford, 1986). 
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historical impact on modern life. Thus, Foucault provides a useful framework to comprehend 

the possibilities that sports have as sites of material and discursive contestation. Foucault’s 

influence is visible in different academic traditions centered on the relationship between the 

body and the world of sports, such as health studies, feminism, gender studies, cultural studies 

and critical theory, to name a few. Thus, Foucault’s ideas provided new theoretical tools -

outside traditional economical interpretations- to grasp sports’ importance in social reality: 

“Foucault’s shift has brought new tools with which to theorize sport, notably sport as a space 

where technologies of the self and processes of subjectification are constantly at play.”39 

Deeply rooted in the tradition of French post-structuralism, Foucault provided a framework 

that even if it never referred to sports directly, has become a major trend in sports studies. 

2. Historical Literature on Latin American Sports 
 

Since the 1960s, Latin American historical literature has experienced transformations 

that have been connected to the political, social, cultural, and economic changes of the late 

twentieth-century. These broader social changes provoked the emergence of new subjects, 

topics, analytical approaches, and methodologies. Latin American academic history began to 

focus on historically marginalized subjects, and genres such as social history, labor history, 

and intellectual history became more visible. These transformations were part of disciplinary 

debates that questioned the pertinence of writing history from a top to bottom perspective and 

expecting to find “historical truth.” Cultural theorists like E.P. Thompson, Stuart Hall, and 

Raymond Williams became more popular, and historians across the region began to question 

economicist explanations of the past that focused on social processes as if detached from 

                                                
39 G Rail and J Harvey, “Body at Work: Michel Foucault and the Sociology of Sport,” Sociology Of Sport 
Journal 12, no. 2 (1995): 167. 
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culture. An emphasis on culture as a definitive element in the understanding of Latin 

American society was first proposed by Peruvian Marxist intellectual José Carlos Mariátegui 

in the 1920s; nonetheless, it remain ignored by mainstream academic circles until the 1960s.40 

Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, Latin American social history began to question what, at the 

time, was the very essence of the historical discipline—structural explanations of the past. 

With a bottom-up perspective, analyzing social structures, giving voice to historically 

marginalized groups, and mainly focusing on collective identities: workers, women, 

intellectuals, children, etc., Latin American social history aimed to write a history of the 

people and for the people.41 However, social history kept using the traditional empirical-

analytical approach typical of scientific history, and as a consequence struggled at analyzing 

historical processes absent from institutional documents or traditional historical sources. After 

the late 1980s crisis of Marxism, and with the ‘return’ of democracy, Latin American history 

began to search for new historiographical paradigms.42 Heavily influenced by the so called 

‘come back’ of subjectivity and the adoption of the postmodern project, Latin American 

historical literature found in the new cultural history a framework to analyze the region after 

the post-cold war era. Thus, Latin American historians began to focus on the way meanings 

and representations are stabilized and transmitted and their connections to broader social, 

political, and economical processes. Sport history consolidated as a burgeoning 

historiographical sub-field amid this epistemological transition, and although it has been more 

                                                
40 José Carlos Mariátegui, Siete Ensayos de Interpretación de La Realidad Peruana, 1. ed, Colección Teoría y 
Praxis; 1 (Montevideo, Uruguay: Biblioteca de Marcha, 1970), 1. 
41 Florencia Mallon, “Dialogues Among the Fragments: Retrospect and Prospect,” in Confronting Historical 
Paradigms: Peasants, Labor, and the Capitalist World System in Africa and Latin America, ed. Frederick 
Cooper (Madison, Wis: University of Wisconsin Press, 1993), 371–96. 
42 Peter H Smith and Cameron J Sells, Democracy in Latin America: Political Change in Comparative 
Perspective, 2017. 
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connected to social history, it was the emergence of the new cultural history what triggered its 

more important research questions and theoretical insights.43  

In his 1995 famous collections of essays Soccer in Sun and Shadows Uruguayan writer 

and intellectual Eduardo Galeano wrote: “An astonishing void: official history ignores soccer. 

Contemporary history texts fail to mention it, even in passing, in countries where soccer has 

been and continues to be a primordial symbol of collective identity.”44 As has been noted by 

Joseph Arbena, Galeano’s inquiry was connected to a general critique on sports’ exclusion 

from Latin American historiography: “[…] be it soccer or other sports, serious study of their 

history within Latin America has barely reached its infancy.”45 As highlighted by Arbena, 

during most of the twentieth century Latin American scholars pay no attention to sporting 

activities and spectacles because they were considered nothing but a distraction and an 

expression with little insight into the social world. Steven Riess has argued that: “[…] 

historians neglected this subject not only because of other important topics to research, but 

also intellectual snobbery, career concerns, or a conviction that detailed analysis of sport 

would not foster new knowledge or explain important historical questions.”46 In general, it 

can be argued that this “snobbism” was a consequence of the prejudice that opposed sports to 

intelligence. In the first half of the 20th century, a widespread bias in and out of academia, 

especially within the Marxist tradition—extremely influential in Latin America, read sports as 

a by-product of capitalism and bourgeois domination.47 Sporting events were portrayed as 

                                                
43 J. L Arbena, “History of Latin American Sports: The End Before the Beginning?” Sporting Traditions 16 
(1999): 23–31. 
44 Eduardo Galeano, Soccer in Sun and Shadow (London; New York: Verso, 1998), 243. 
45 Arbena, “History of Latin American Sports,” 22. 
46 Steven A. Riess, “The New Sport History,” Reviews in American History 18, no. 3 (September 1, 1990): 311. 
47 “Bourgeois sport is a class institution, totally integrated into the Framework of capitalist production relations 
and class relations. Like other class institutions, such as the University, the Army etc.” Brohm, Sport, a Prison of 
Measured Time. 
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activities that would help to keep workers distracted from political debate and mobilization. 

Richard Gruneau describes this bias in writing: “Sport was seen as both a symbolic 

representation and the physical embodiment of capitalism’s insatiable demands for 

‘performance’ in the service of profit and the technocratic ideology of science and the 

machine.”48 In times of revolutionary agitation, hardcore military regimes, and economic 

crisis, sports were seen by the intellectual elites as the new opiate of the Latin American 

masses. Even though the centrality that sport had for modern Latin American society was 

widely recognized across the region, many conservative prejudices against the activity were 

still present in and out of academia. Latin American sport historians, for years, struggled in 

their search for an academic identity that allowed them to participate in mainstream 

historiographical debates. Additionally, Latin American historiography on sports was not able 

to differentiate itself from the academic study of: 1) “Pre-modern” traditional physical 

cultures like the Mesoamerican Ballgame (Uriarte 1992; Macazaga 1982; Scheffler et al. 

1985), cockfighting (Pérez 1984), equestrian traditions (Sánchez Hernández 1993; Fernández 

Félix 2010), and bullfighting (Range 1924; Vilar 1972, Umaña 1946).49 And 2) Physical 

education, which since the 1930s has had a rich historiography in countries like Argentina, 

México, Uruguay, Brazil, and Colombia, e.g. Raul Blanco’s Educación Física: un panorama 

de su historia (1948) and Enrique Romero Brest’s El Sentido de la educación física: 

evolución de una escuela argentina (1938).  

                                                
48 Gruneau, “The Critique of Sport in Modernity: Theorizing Power, Culture, and the Politics of the Body,” 94. 
49 María Teresa Uriarte, El Juego de pelota en Mesoamérica: raíces y supervivencia (México: Siglo Veintiuno 
Editores, 1992); César Macazaga Ordoño, El juego de pelota (México: Editorial Innovación, 1982); Lilian 
Scheffler et al., El juego de pelota prehispánico y sus supervivencias actuales (México, D.F.: Dirección General 
de Culturas Populares: Premià, 1985). 
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Before the 1960s there were some examples of sports histories written by authors like 

Héctor Chaponick (1955) and Tomás Mazzoni (1939, 1950, 1961) on Argentinean and 

Brazilian football respectively. 50 And there were also some institutional histories elaborated 

by local and national administrators who provided a chronology of the initial stages of the 

sporting culture in countries like Argentina and Brazil. However, these histories were nothing 

different than anecdotic, descriptive accounts of the development of organized sports. Cesar 

Torres writes: “These accounts were very limited in scope as they were mainly preoccupied 

with describing ‘what occurred when’ and ‘who was involved in the events.’”51 During the 

1960s and 1970s there was no mention of the importance of sporting practices and spectacles 

in any national history of Latin America. Although by then, football, boxing, cycling, and 

baseball had developed a network of consumption and practices that permeated cultural, 

political, and economical social spaces, “traditional history” neglected their study and 

analysis. Only journalists devoted themselves to the “reconstruction” of the region’s sporting 

past; hence, newspapers, magazines, radio, and television were the places to find narratives 

about Latin American sports history.  

                                                
50 Héctor Alberto Chaponick, Historia del futbol argentino. (Buenos Aires: Editorial Eiffel, 1955); Tomás 
Mazzoni, Almanaque esportivo: 1939 (Sao Paulo: [s.n.], 1939); Tomás Mazzoni, História do futebol no Brasil, 
1894-1950 (São Paulo: Edições Leia, 1950); Nicolás Rangel, Historia del toreo en México: época colonial, 
1529-1821 (Sevilla: Espuela de Plata, 2004); Rafael Vilar Alvarez and Lee Burnett, El Toreo: The Art of 
Bullfighting ([México City]: Promociones de México, 1972); Camilo Pardo Umaña, Los toros en Bogotá: 
historia y crítica de las corridas ; el arte del toreo moderno. (Bogotá: Editorial Kelly, 1946); Omar Alberto 
Pérez, La pelea de gallos en Venezuela: léxico, historia y literatura (Caracas: Ediciones Espada Rota, 1984); 
Miguel Fernández Félix and Federación Mexicana de Charrería, Charrería: origen e historia de una tradición 
popular, 2010; G. Guillermina Sánchez Hernández, La charrería en México: ensayo histórico (Guadalajara, 
Jalisco, México: Secretaría de Cultura, Gobierno de Jalisco, 1993). 
51 Cesar R. Torres, “South America,” in Routledge Companion to Sports History, ed. S. W. Pope and John 
Nauright (Routledge, 2009), 553–70. 
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Historical literature on sports in Latin America solidified as a sub-field within Latin 

American historiography in the late 1980s.52 More than an intellectual “discovery,” this 

emergent scholarship expressed the academic recognition of sporting activities as one of the 

most powerful aspects of Latin America’s popular culture. Accordingly, this historiography 

developed three major themes, though not exclusive. 1) Sport and nation-building processes. 

With the inspiration provided by Clifford Geertz’s Deep Play, scholars from various 

disciplines like sociology, anthropology, political science, and psychology turned to the 

analysis of sport and nationalism from México to Argentina.53 The analysis of the relationship 

between sports, identity, and nation building processes can be seen in monographs on 

countries like Colombia, Costa Rica, Guatemala, Puerto Rico, Uruguay, Argentina, and 

México (Ruiz 2010; Urbina 2001; Huertas 2006; Suburú 2007; Piglia 2008; Archetti 

2001,2002, 2003, Sotomayor 2016, Sheinin 2015, Campomar 2014, Elsey 2011, Alabarces 

2002).54 2) Sports and Latin America’s modernization processes. Boosted by the influence of 

                                                
52 Pablo Alabarces et al., eds., Futbologías: fútbol, identidad y violencia en América Latina (Buenos Aires: 
Consejo Latinoamericano de Ciencias Sociales: Agencia Sueca de Desarrollo Internacional, 2003). 
53 Geertz, Deep Play; William H Beezley, Judas at the Jockey Club and Other Episodes of Porfirian México 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1987); Joseph Arbena, “Sport, Development, and Mexican Nationalism, 
1920-1970,” Journal of Sport History 18, no. 3 (Winter 1991): 350–64; Arbena, “History of Latin American 
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54 Jorge Humberto Ruiz Patiño, La política del sport: élites y deporte en la construcción de la nación 
colombiana, 1903-1925 (Medellín; Bogotá: La Carreta Editores ; Editorial Pontificia Universidad Javeriana, 
2010); Chester Urbina Gaitán, Costa Rica y el deporte, (1873-1921): un estudio acerca del origen del fútbol y la 
construcción de un deporte nacional (San Jose, Costa Rica: Editorial Universidad Nacional, 2001); Félix Rey 
Huertas González, Deporte e identidad: Puerto Rico y su presencia deportiva internacional (1930-1950) (San 
Juan, Puerto Rico: Terranova Editores : Centro de Estudios Avanzados de Puerto Rico y el Caribe, 2006); 
Adriana Suburú, Historia del balón: deporte nacional uruguayo (Montevideo, Uruguay: publisher not identified, 
2007); Melina Piglia, “Viaje deportivo, nación y territorio: el Automovil Club Argentino y los orígenes del 
turismo carretera; Argentina, 1924-1938,” Nuevo Mundo-Mundos Nuevos (Electronic journal) n.v., no. v (2008): 
n.p.; Eduardo Archetti, Fútbol imágenes y estereotipos (Argentina: Taurus, 2002), 
http://site.ebrary.com/id/10063304; Eduardo Archetti, El potrero, la pista y el ring: las patrias del deporte 
argentino (Buenos Aires; México D.F.: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 2001); Eduardo Archetti, Masculinidades, 
fútbol, tango y polo en la Argentina (Buenos Aires: Editorial Antropofagia, 2003); Antonio Sotomayor, The 
Sovereign Colony: Olympic Sport, National Identity, and International Politics in Puerto Rico (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 2016); David Sheinin, ed., Sports Culture in Latin American History, Pitt Latin 
American Series (Pittsburgh, Pa: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2015); David Sheinin, “Boxing and the Making 



 17 

figurational sociology, the study of the relationship between sport and modernity highlights 

aspects like education, economy, and the world of labor (Quitian 2013; Damm 2010; Andrade 

de Melo 2007; Hirata and Pilatti 2007; Möbius 2007; Marrero 2005).55 Norbert Elias, Eric 

Dunning, and Jean Marie Brohm were the first social theorists of sport translated into 

Spanish.56 The theoretical influence of these three authors has shaped Latin American 

historical literature on sports up to today. However, as Cesar Torres points out: “more and 

more, interdisciplinary theoretical frameworks are being utilized as complex realities, 

requiring equally complex approaches to make sense of them.”57 3) Violence and sport, 

especially focusing on phenomena like hooliganism and youth culture. La barra brava is one 

of the most interesting elements of Latin American sporting culture. Latin American barras 

are growing transnational organizations connected to society on all levels. Its impact has 

transcended the realm of sport, and its function as a social space, where local, national, and 

                                                
of a Colombian Costeño Identity,” in Sports Culture in Latin American History (University of Pittsburgh Press, 
2015), 139–60, https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt14tqd0x.11; Andreas Campomar, Golazo! The Beautiful Game from 
the Aztecs to the WorldCup: The Complete History of How Soccer Shaped Latin America, First Riverhead trade 
paperback edition (New York: Riverhead Books, 2014); Brenda Elsey, Citizens and Sportsmen: Fútbol and 
Politics in Twentieth-Century Chile, 1st ed (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2011); Joshua H. Nadel, Fútbol!: 
Why Soccer Matters in Latin America (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2014); Pablo Alabarces, Historia 
mínima del fútbol en América latina, 2018. 
55 David Leonardo Quitián Roldán, “Deporte y modernidad: caso Colombia. Del deporte en sociedad a la 
deportivización de la sociedad,” Revista Colombiana de Sociología 36, no. 1 (2013): 19–42; Diego Damm 
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Paulista Julio de Mesquita Filho, 2007), http://www.scielo.br/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S0101-
90742007000200011; Edson Hirata and Luiz Alberto Pilatti, “Modernidade e a indústria do entretenimento: o 
produto esporte moderno,” Lecturas Educación Física y Deportes, no. 104 (2007), 
http://dialnet.unirioja.es/servlet/oaiart?codigo=2190590; Janina Möbius, Y detrás de la máscara-- el pueblo: 
lucha libre, un espectáculo popular mexicano entre la tradición y la modernidad (México: Universidad Nacional 
Autónoma de México, Instituto de Investigaciones Estéticas, 2007); Adriana Marrero, “La crisis de la educacion 
fisica y el auge del deporte espectaculo: dos manifestaciones de la modernidad tardia.,” Educacion Fisica y 
Ciencia (Argentina) 07 (2005): 18–36. 
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Cultura Económica, 1995); Brohm, Sociología política del deporte. 
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global identities are created, recreated, and contested, has become the center of academic 

analysis, as in the works of Salvo (1996), Romero (1994), and Gustavo Sánchez (2009), to 

name a few.58  

Sports history in Latin America has different levels of disciplinary tradition. The most 

studied country is by far Brazil. Brazilian scholars have been able to develop a strong core of 

methodological and theoretical approaches, which among other things, mirrors Brazil’s 

international sporting success and academic tradition. In second place is Argentina, with a 

wide number of national scholars focusing on the understanding of football as a constitutive 

element of Argentinean identity. Also important are México, Cuba, the Dominican Republic, 

and Puerto Rico. However, English based historiography on these four countries is much 

larger than the Spanish base, the reason for this is the connection between the development of 

national models of modern sport and U.S. imperialism. Countries with a small scholar 

tradition and low number of publications on sports are: most of Central America, Chile, 

Paraguay, Uruguay, Bolivia, Ecuador, Perú, and Colombia.  

Since the 2000s Latin American sports historians have been exploring new topics and 

theoretical approaches. Among the most relevant innovations we can mention is the study of 

the relationship between modern sports, the body, hygiene, and health—what in Latin 

America was known as the “social question.”59 Drawing on Michael Foucault’s ideas on body 

discipline, governmentality, and the care of the self, this literature advanced in the 

                                                
58 Andrés Recasens Salvo, Las barras bravas: estudio antropológico (Santiago: Bravo y Allende Editores: 
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comprehension of Latin American sports’ biopolitical dimensions. Latin American elites have 

always blamed popular classes for the “backwardness” of their countries. Modern Sport was 

one, among other “technologies,” rationalities, and mentalities used to “civilize” the poor, the 

dark, the ugly, and the ill. Some examples of this Foucauldian approach can be found in 

monographs such as those written by Pedraza (1999, 2011), Castro Gómez (2009), and 

Sánchez Soler (2012).60 However, within the field of sports history there are many things that 

remain to be done. Some of the most visible omissions within the historiography are: 1) 

Women’s sports. Although authors like Silvana Vilodre Goellner (2005), Maria Graciela 

Rodríguez (2005), Joshua Nadel (2015) have written about it, the topic remains invisible in 

mainstream sports academia.61 Furthermore, when female sports are mentioned, historians 

tend to argue that women were not active sports practitioners. This common misconception, 

which contradicts empirical evidence, is accepted as historical truth. 2) Transnational 

perspectives. Academic histories comparing the development of modern sports among the 

region’s countries do not exist. This void is usually attributed to the “heterogeneous character 

of the region,” but one wonders if the same heterogeneity does not apply to the historical 

genres where those comparative approaches exist. And 3), Regional histories. This silence is 

especially important in countries like México, Colombia, and Brazil, where regional identity 
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has been a definitive social and historical factor in the consolidation of the modern nation-

state.  

In Colombia, sports studies is a burgeoning field. Since the early 2000s, there has been 

academic interest in sports, and scholars from different disciplines such as anthropology, 

history, political science, cultural studies, and literature have approached diverse topics such 

as identity, race, modernization, masculinity, disabilities, and public policy. Books, (Ruiz, 

2010; Quitián 2006, López 2004, Bolívar 2001), articles (Rutter-Jensen 2015, Dávila 2006, 

Fernández L’Hoeste 2015, Quitián 2013, Sheinin 2015, Abello 2013, Ruíz Patiño 2012, 

Hernández 2013, Jaramillo 2011, García 1994, Benavides 1975, Díaz 2013) and theses 

(Morales Fontanilla 2004, 2011; Benninghoff 2001, Hernández 2010, Castro Flórez 2016, 

Rutter-Jensen 2002, Abello 2010, Polanía 2012, Zuluaga 2012, Bolivar 2016) have been 

written by authors who focused specifically on the study of sport as a social and historical 

phenomenon.62 Also, more mainstream scholars have discussed the topic at least marginally 

                                                
62 Neftalí Benavides, “Pasto, Cuna Del Fútbol Colombiano,” Cultura Nariñense 8, no. 83 (1975): 658–721; 
Rodrigo García, “Breve Historia Del Fútbol En Medellín 1914-1948,” Revista Universidad de Antioquia 63, no. 
230 (1994): 33–41; Federico Benninghoff, “¿Cuánta Tierra Civilizada Hay En Colombia? Guerras, Fútbol y 
Élites En Bogotá 1850-1910” (Universidad Nacional de Colombia, 2001); Ingrid Johanna Bolívar Ramírez, 
Germán Ferro Medina, and Andrés Davila Ladrón de Guevara, Belleza, fútbol y religiosidad popular (Bogotá, 
D.C., Colombia: Ministerio de Cultura, 2001); Chloe Rutter-Jensen, “Drugs, Revolution, and Sports: Narrating 
the Erotic Other in Recent Colombian Fiction” (2002); Manuel Morales Fontanilla, “El Papel de Los Deportistas 
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de los Andes, 2004); Luciano López, Detrás Del Balón. Historia Del Fútbol En Medellín 1910 - 1952 (Medellín: 
La Carreta Editores, 2004); David Leonardo Quitián Roldán, Fútbol sin barrera (Armenia, Colombia: Editorial 
Kinesis, 2006); Andrés Davila Ladrón de Guevara, Fútbol, selección y Nación: reflexiones y replanteamientos 
desde la derrota (Universidad de Alcalá, 2006), http://dialnet.unirioja.es/servlet/oaiart?codigo=2698460; Ruiz 
Patiño, La política del sport; Gabriel Abello, “El Juego Del Tejo Un Símbolo Nacional: El Proyecto Inconcluso” 
(Pontificia Universidad Javeriana, 2010); Manuel Morales Fontanilla, “El Surgimiento Del Campo Deportivo En 
Bogotá 1910-1930” (Universidad de los Andes, 2011); Rafael Jaramillo, “El Fútbol Del Dorado. El Punto de 
Inflexión Que Marcó La Rápida Evolución Del Amateurismo Al Profesionalismo,” ALESDE 1, no. 1 (2011): 
111–28; María del Pilar Zuluaga, “Días Que Fueron. Ostentación y Tiempo Libre 1880-1930” (Pontificia 
Universidad Javeriana, 2012); Daniel Polania, “Fútbol y Ocio. Del Circo de Toros a La Época de El Dorado, 
Bogotá 1850-1953” (Pontificia Universidad Javeriana, 2012); Gabriel Abello, “El Juego de Tejo ¿un Símbolo 
Nacional o Un Proyecto Inconcluso?,” Historia y Memoria, no. 7 (2013): 169–98; Quitián Roldán, “Deporte y 
modernidad”; Andrés Felipe Hernández Acosta, “Elementos sociohistóricos intervinientes en la construcción de 
los estadios Alfonso López y El Campín para los primeros Juegos Bolivarianos: Bogotá, 1938,” Revista 
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(Archila 1991; Pedraza 1999, Castro-Gómez 2009, Uribe Celis 1985).63 In the specific case of 

cycling, journalistic accounts about the history of the sport in Colombia exist since the 1970s. 

Although the academic inquiry is scarce, more anthropological, sociological, and historical 

analysis are being produced, (Zapata 1972, Rincón 1984, Rendell 2002, Gil Ochoa 2002, 

Marin 2006, Calle 2007, Dussan and Vergara 2010, Silva 2017, Quitián 2017).64 My work 

follows the path opened by these authors; thus, I will intend to expand the limits of 

Colombian sports historiography by elaborating an interdisciplinary case study of cycling and 

its social, cultural, and political relevance. Moreover, drawing from the theoretical insights of 

Pierre Bourdieu, Stuart Hall, and John Bale, and following the literature produced by sports 

historians working on cycling like John Foot and Christopher Thompson, my intention is to 

                                                
Colombiana de Sociología 36, no. 1 (2013): 43–63; Héctor Fernández l’Hoeste, “Race, Sports, and Regionalism 
in the Construction of Colombian Nationalism,” in Sports and Nationalism in Latin/o America, ed. Héctor 
Fernández l’Hoeste, Robert McKee Irwin, and Juan Poblete, 2015; Chloe Rutter-Jensen, “Can I Please Have a 
Ramp with That Gold Medal?": Colombian Paralympics and the Prosthetic Lim(b)Inality of Nation,” in Sports 
and Nationalism in Latin/o America, ed. Héctor Fernández l’Hoeste, Robert McKee Irwin, and Juan Poblete, 
2015, http://www.palgraveconnect.com/doifinder/10.1057/9781137518002; Sheinin, “Boxing and the Making of 
a Colombian Costeño Identity”; Ingird Bolívar Ramírez, “El Oficio de Los Futbolistas Colombianos En Los 
Años 60 y 70: Recreación de Las Regiones, Juegos de Masculinidad y Vida Sentimental.” (University of 
Wisconsin, 2016); Nicolás Arturo Castro Flórez, Ingrid Johanna Bolívar Ramírez, and Laura Wills Otero, 
“Futbol y resistencia: una mirada al futbol colombiano en los años setenta” (2016), 
http://biblioteca.uniandes.edu.co/acepto201699.php?id=11543.pdf; Jorge Humberto Ruiz Patiño, “Balance Sobre 
La Historiografía Del Deporte En Colombia. Un Panorama de Su Desarrollo,” Materiales Para La Historia Del 
Deporte, 2017; Castro Flórez, Bolívar Ramírez, and Wills Otero, “Futbol y resistencia.” 
63 Mauricio Archila, Cultura e identidad obrera: Colombia 1910-1945 (Santafé de Bogotá: Cinep, 1991); 
Pedraza Gómez, En cuerpo y alma; Carlos Uribe Celis, Los años veinte en Colombia: ideología y cultura 
([Bogotá, Colombia]: Ediciones Aurora, 1985). 
64 Calle, La época de oro y el declive del ciclismo colombiano.; Horacio Gil Ochoa, La bicicleta, mi cámara y 
yo: el mundo de ciclismo en la lente de Horacio Gil Ochoa. (Medellín, Colombia: Editorial Universidad de 
Antioquia : Fondo Editorial Biblioteca Pública Piloto de Medellín para América Latina, 2002); Fabio Rincón, 
Rutas de gloria: historia del ciclismo colombiano (Colombia: Promotora Latina de Ediciones, 1984); Mauricio 
Silva Guzmán, La leyenda de los escarabajos 100 grandes momentos del ciclismo colombiano, 2017; David 
Leonardo Quitián Roldán, “Boxeo, Ciclismo y Fútbol En Colombia: Apuntes Desde La Etnicidad, La Identidad 
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develop an argument that contributes to the comprehension of Colombia’s troubled past, 

while expanding simultaneously the boundaries of the historical literature on Latin American 

sports.65  

3. Methods and Structure 
 

My approach to the history of Colombian cycling has been illuminated by scholarship 

on the sports field, cultural representation, and sports geography. In trying to understand 

cycling’s social dynamics, I use the critical sociological approaches of Pierre Bourdieu.66 

Conceptualized as a field, sports constitute a network of social practices and a system of 

objective positions.67 Therefore, within the field of sport, there is a relationship between 

culture and politics that is crucial for the production of social action. This relationship is 

expressed through everyday practices that “disclose both people’s practical understandings of 

the social world and how social reality is made.”68 The objective structures of modern sport, 

in turn, gravitate around a system of subjective values, ethics, aesthetics, and patterns of 

conduct linked to social agents and their practices and consumptions. I suggest that in 

Colombia the field of sport had a dialectical relationship with the hegemonies, resistances, 

and contestations that operated within country’s modern project during the twentieth-

century.69The knowledge produced within the social field of sport, i.e. beliefs, meanings, and 

                                                
65 C. S. Thompson, The Tour de France: A Cultural History (Univ of California Press, 2008); John Foot, 
Pedalare! Pedalare! A History of Italian Cycling (London; New York: Bloomsbury, 2011). 
66 Bourdieu, “Sport and Social Class”; Bourdieu, “Program for a Sociology of Sport”; Pierre Bourdieu, The 
Rules of Art: Genesis and Structure of the Literary Field (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1996); 
Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University 
Press, 1984). 
67 Pierre Bourdieu and Loïc J. D. Wacquant, An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1992); Elsey, Citizens and Sportsmen; Susan Brownell, Training the Body for China: Sports in 
the Moral Order of the People’s Republic (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995). 
68 Giulianotti, Sport, 154. 
69 Bourdieu, “Sport and Social Class,” 860. 
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habits, were part of what Bourdieu conceptualized as the “methodological manipulation of the 

body.”70 In other words, sports were a ‘technique of the body’ useful to generate: “thoughts, 

perceptions, expressions, and actions.”71  

My work analyzes how the power relations present in the field of cycling articulated 

through the organization of social, cultural, and physical space, becoming a site for 

contestation, bargaining, and accumulation of forms of capital—material, cultural, social, and 

symbolic.72 I contend that in Colombia, sporting practices provided tools that enabled people 

to negotiate the physical and mental boundaries of the nation. My study thus contributes to the 

examination of those possibilities by analyzing cycling from a comparative and multi-sited 

perspective that allows us to think about the historical and political processes in which the 

“culture of sports” played a major role in Colombia. 

The work of Stuart Hall has informed my exploration of social identities and the 

importance of cultural representation in Colombian cycling.73 Recognizing that the 

construction of identity is a historically contingent process, I focus on the way in which the 

representations of race, class, region, nation, politics, and manhood were a consequence of the 

various social tensions that Colombians were experiencing at the time. I show that in the 

cycling field, those contingent identities were produced and reproduced. I argue that an 

analysis of competitive cycling from 1930 to 1958 in Colombia is useful to understanding the 

political world and its conflicts in a broader context, which includes the intersectionality 

                                                
70 Bourdieu, 860; Giulianotti, Sport; Gruneau, “The Critique of Sport in Modernity: Theorising Power, Culture, 
and the Politics of the Body.” 
71 Giulianotti, Sport. 
72 Bourdieu, Distinction. 
73 Stuart Hall and Paul Du Gay, eds., Questions of Cultural Identity (London: Sage, 1996); Stuart Hall, David 
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between race, class, and gender.74 In this sense, the idea that representation produces culture 

is essential. Since, according to Hall, culture is about “shared meanings,” in this dissertation, I 

argue that in the field of cycling, Colombians built a shared language that shaped their 

interpretations of sports, identity, and geography. Using the radio and the printing press, the 

“representations, regulations, identities, productions, and consumptions” connected to the 

world of cycling “rode” to all corners of the country. Thus, following Hall and his take on the 

“great diversity of meanings,” I contend in this manuscript that the “shared understandings” 

Colombians had during this crucial period in history were also a reflection of what was 

happening with the pedalers in the country’s “impossible roads.”75  

In this dissertation, I develop the concept of cycling landscapes to describe the way in 

which the sport is useful for understanding the production of space in Colombia.76 As 

mentioned by John Bale, geography is “absolutely central to our understanding of modern 

sport.”77 In that sense, cycling’s diffusion, economic impact, symbolic importance, and 

political uses should be comprehended in relation to the geography that the sport transited. 

Throughout the whole twentieth century, cycling was, for the most part, and Andean 

phenomenon that actively contributed to the making of people’s geographical imaginations. In 

the case of La Vuelta a Colombia, for example, several social agents in the cycling field 

                                                
74 Hall, Evans, and Nixon, Representation. 
75 Hall, Evans, and Nixon, 2. 
76 Inspired by Yi-Fu Tuan, Landscaper, anthropologist, and independent scholar Michael Wagner says “Applying 
this [the concept of landscape] to the world of cycling means that a landscape need not be visibly associated with 
the activity year-round in order to maintain a connectivity. If the association is strong enough a landscape which, 
for instance, sees a race pass by a single day each year can never-the-less be imprinted in the lore and beliefs of 
the local, regional or even national culture.” Michael Wagner, “The ClaremontCyclist: Cycling Landscapes: Yi-
Fu Tuan...,” The Claremont Cyclist (blog), December 21, 2010, 
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aspired to make the race a “truly national” phenomenon. By participating in the cycling 

caravan, journalists, cyclists, aficionados, bureaucrats, mechanics, helpers, etc., became 

explorers who witnessed the transformation of gravel roads and dirt paths into “complex 

public spaces” that people could share and use.78 Hence, I argue that Colombia’s cycling 

landscapes emerged from the temporary link between people, self-propelled machines, and 

geography. The encounter, despite its transient nature, built memories, narratives, and 

realities.  

In my attempt to see the history of competitive cycling as a reflection of the history of 

Colombia itself, I found an insoluble problem—the sport was and still is, a world of mestizo 

Andean men. In other words, competitive cycling, perhaps mirroring the social reality of the 

country, excluded women, Afro-Colombians, and indigenous populations. In addition, the 

activity was concentrated in the center of the country, “where the mountains are,” effectively 

ignoring more than half of the nation’s geographical space. However, since Colombian people 

widely consider cycling to be the true “national sport,” its exclusionary nature makes 

academic inquiries about the activity more relevant and urgent.79  

My dissertation was written using documents collected in the Colombian cities of 

Bogotá, Barranquilla, and Medellín. Archives in these three cities were useful for gathering 

private and public documents such as letters and official correspondence between state 

officials and members of the civil society; legal documents such as administrative 

proceedings, laws, and decrees; legislative documents like official gazettes and city council 

debates; and documents from public and private institutions such as sports clubs, social clubs, 

                                                
78 Robert McCullough, Old Wheelways: Traces of Bicycle History on the Land (Cambridge, Massachusetts; 
London, England: The MIT Press, 2015), xiv. 
79 Fernández l’Hoeste, “Race, Sports, and Regionalism in the Construction of Colombian Nationalism.” 
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schools, universities, and health care centers. My main sources, however, were magazines and 

newspapers in which I found photographs, letters, poems, advertisements, and sportswriters’ 

coverage of the sport.  

This dissertation is organized both thematically and chronologically. In chapter one, 

Sports and the Popularization of Leisure, I discuss the place that sports had in Colombian 

society during the early 1930s. I show how sports were incorporated into popular culture and 

the way in which leisure was transformed with the arrival of these activities. Also, I described 

the formation of the National Commission of Physical Education as a nationalistic project. 

Lastly, I describe the organization of the first international sporting event ever held in 

Colombia, the 1938 Bolivarian Games. Chapter two, The Making of Competitive Cycling, 

talks about the emergence of cycling as a free time activity in the early twentieth century. I 

show how Colombian wheelmen journeyed the country’s geography, becoming adventurers, 

travelers, and explorers of the rural space. I present the way in which road cycling appeared 

and how the first competitive races were organized in big urban centers like Bogotá, Cali, and 

Medellín. I also discuss the transformation of the country’s transportation networks and the 

expansion of the road system. Chapter three, Colossal but Not Impossible: The Invention of 

La Vuelta a Colombia, describes the state of Colombian sports during the postwar era. I 

explain the evolution of cycling in its competitive version, showing the centrality of the 

department of Cundinamarca in that evolution and how the industrial world contributed to the 

popularization of the activity. The chapter finishes by describing how La Vuelta a Colombia 

was imagined and organized. Chapter four, La Vuelta and the Cycling Nation, focuses on the 

first Vuelta a Colombia and its social, economic, political, and cultural impact. The chapter 

discusses the meanings and representations that surrounded the race and how the memories 
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built during the peak of La Violencia permeated the sport throughout the whole decade. 

Chapter five, Cycling, Heroism and Regionalism, addresses the race’s regional symbolisms 

and examines the way in which pedalers such as Ramón Hoyos Vallejo became recognized 

public figures. The chapter reveals the political uses of La Vuelta a Colombia during the 

government of General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla and the political transition that finished with the 

founding of the exclusionary political pact between Liberals and Conservatives known as El 

Frente Nacional. 
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CHAPTER ONE. SPORTS AND THE POPULARIZATION OF LEISURE 1930-1938. 
 

1. Sports and Leisure 
 

On April 6 1930, at the grounds of La Magdalena Country Club in Bogotá, famed 

Colombian composer Emilio Murillo successfully organized the first municipal tournament of 

turmequé.1 A “traditional sport” practiced since precolonial times, played by throwing a disc 

at a clay target, turmequé was always considered by the Colombian elites as the game of the 

“Chibcha race,” a backward pastime in which “[i]ndians and filthy people often killed each 

other over preposterous reasons.”2 Murillo’s tournament, however, was not described as 

benighted or primitive. On the contrary, journalists, players, and spectators praised the 

competition as an attempt to “modernize and popularize” the activity, “we enthusiastically 

support the development of our ‘national sport,’ […] being critical of the game […] is a 

tremendous mistake.”3 Murillo wanted the game to be played by people using felt hats and 

patent leather shoes instead of people using ruanas—a traditional woolen poncho—and 

espadrilles—a fabric sandal, which were considered garments for the poor and uneducated. 

As many commentators of his time, he believed that the fineness of sports was determined by 

the quality of the practitioners. Murillo’s plan was to promote his version of turmeque in 

“healthy environments,” where the sport “could be useful” to improve the Colombian race.4 

Symbolically, Murillo’s attempt to transform turmeque into a modern activity can be read as 

                                                
1 Emilio Murillo Chapull was a well-known composer who, among other things, used popular music to promote 
nationalist values among the population. His music mixed native sounds with modern techniques. For more on 
Murillo’s importance in Colombian culture see: Ellie Anne Duque, “En Busca Del Alma Nacional: Emilio 
Murillo Chapull (1880-1942),” Ensayos: Historia y Teoría Del Arte 0, no. 6 (2000): 168–82. Valerio Grato, 
“Emilio Murillo y el ‘Turmeque’,” Cromos, Apr 12, 1930. In Colombia Turmeque is also known as Tejo, and it 
is widely recognized as the only native sport in Colombia.  
2 Grato, n.p.  
3 “El tejo, deporte nacional,” El Tiempo, Nov 25, 1929, 8.  
4 Grato, n.p. 
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the epilogue of an era in which sports and physical culture were a privilege of the elites and of 

limited access to the popular classes. After that moment, and for most of the 1930s, sports in 

urban Colombia evolved from being segregated in terms of social class into a free time 

activity consumed, both as a practice and a spectacle, by vast sectors of the population.  

 
 

Figure 1. Working class men playing turmequé. 
El Gráfico, Jul 1, 1939, 513. 

 
The first decades of the twentieth century in Colombia witnessed the social, economic, 

cultural, and symbolic transformations associated with the emergence of industrial capitalism 

in the country.5 The social order was changing, and processes such as urbanization, 

                                                
5 James D. Henderson, Modernization in Colombia: The Laureano Gómez Years, 18891965 (Orange Grove 
Texts Plus, 2009); Catalina Muñoz Rojas, “To Colombianize Colombia: Cultural Politics, Modernization and 
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http://repository.upenn.edu/dissertations/AAI3363572; James Robinson and Miguel Urrutia, eds., Economía 
Colombiana Del Siglo XX: Un Análisis Cuantitativo, 1. ed (Bogotá: Fondo de Cultura Económica : Banco de la 
República, 2007); David Bushnell, The Making of Modern Colombia a Nation in Spite of Itself (Berkeley: Univ. 
of California Press, 1993); María Mercedes Andrade, Ambivalent Desires: Representations of Modernity and 
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demographic growth, economic diversification, and mass consumption were altering the 

everyday life of many Colombians. The four most important urban centers in the country—

Barranquilla, Bogotá, Cali and Medellín—went from having less than 100,000 inhabitants in 

1900 to close to 200,000 each in 1930.6 Responding to the demands prompted by this 

urbanization processes, these four provincial capitals reshaped their urban settings when 

electric street lighting and telephone lines were installed, aqueducts were built, schools and 

colleges were established, and museums, public parks, and sports venues were inaugurated.7 

Contrary to the trend in other Latin American countries, in Colombia the bulk of the urban 

population was concentrated not only in the capital but in four different urban centers.8 

Nevertheless, with almost 80% of the 6 million total population living in the countryside, the 

country continued to be a rural society.9  

It was also at the dawn of the twentieth century that the coffee agribusiness became 

the leading sector of the economy and the country consolidated as one of the most important 

suppliers in the world.10 From 1915 to 1930, coffee production increased at a total rate of 

                                                
Private Life in Colombia (1890s-1950s) (Lewisburg [Pa.]; Lanham, Md.: Bucknell University Press ; Rowman & 
Littlefield, 2011). 
6 Germán Mejía, Los años del cambio: historia urbana de Bogotá, 1820-1910 (Santa Fe de Bogotá: Pontificia 
Universidad Javeriana, Facultad de Ciencias Sociales, Departamento de Historia : Instituto Colombiano de 
Cultura Hispanica, 1999); Castro-Gómez, Tejidos oníricos; Vincent Gouëset, Bogotá: Nacimiento de Una 
Metrópoli: La Originalidad Del Proceso de Concentración Urbana En Colombia En El Siglo XX, 1. ed, 
Ciudades y Ciudadanía, t. no. 107 (Santafé de Bogotá: Observatorio de Cultura Urbana : CENAC : 
Fedevivienda : IFEA : TM Editores, 1998); Nohra León and César Ruíz, “El sistema urbano en Colombia y la 
formación metropolitana: una aproximación desde la Nueva Geografía Económica,” Revista Colombiana de 
Geografía 25, no. 2 (December 2016), http://www.revistas.unal.edu.co/index.php/rcg/article/view/52850. 
7 Pedro María Ibáñez, Las crónicas de Bogotá y de sus inmediaciones (la Luz, 1891). 
8 Robert N. Gwynne, Industrialization and Urbanization in Latin America (Baltimore, Md: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1986). 
9 Robinson and Urrutia, Economía Colombiana Del Siglo XX, chap. 2; Fernando López-Alves, State Formation 
and Democracy in Latin America, 1810-1900 (Durham [N.C.]: Duke University Press, 2000). 
10 Salomón Kalmanovitz, López E, and Enrique, La agricultura colombiana en el siglo XX (Bogotá: Fondo de 
Cultura Económica : Banco de la República, 2006). 
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9.93% per annum, triggering several processes of property and income concentration.11 The 

wealth accumulated by the coffee growers was subsequently invested in factories and 

commercial establishments, especially in the cities and towns located in the central part of the 

country.12 These industries and commercial establishments successfully generated enough 

capital and employment to transform the country’s economy, becoming the seed from which 

industrial capitalism emerged. By the early 1930s, Colombia was already considered an 

industrialized country with a rather small but well stablished modern consumer culture.13  

In the realm of culture, the transformations were equally important. Several 

newspapers and magazines were founded, theaters were built, modern music was popularized, 

and the cultural offering was expanded. Middle sectors and the working classes began to have 

the possibility to consume leisure as never before.14 This consumption of culture, was 

stimulated by the liberal governments that implemented a set of public policies aimed at 

popularizing culture among the “working masses,” often portrayed as backward and 

uneducated.15 Culture was conceived by the government as a “social tool,” pivotal for the 

transformation of Colombian society. Several cultural policies were implemented to promote 

                                                
11 Marco Palacios, Coffee in Colombia, 1850-1970: An Economic, Social, and Political History (Cambridge; 
New York: Cambridge University Press, 1980), 198. 
12 Marco Palacios, El Café En Colombia, 1850-1970: Una Historia Económica, Social y Política, 2a ed. corr. y 
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República, 2007), 173–231; José Antonio Ocampo and Santiago Montenegro, Crisis Mundial, Protección e 
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13 José Antonio Ocampo, “Un Siglo de Desarrollo Pausado e Inequitativo: La Economía Colombiana, 1910-
1920,” in Colombia 1910-2010, ed. María Teresa Calderón and Restrepo Isabel, 1a Edicion (Taurus, 2010), 119–
99. 
14 Bushnell, The Making of Modern Colombia a Nation in Spite of Itself, 176; Uribe Celis, Los años veinte en 
Colombia; Mejía, Los años del cambio, 477. 
15 Pedraza Gómez, En cuerpo y alma; Pedraza Gómez, “La estrategia higiénica”; Zandra Pedraza Gómez, “El 
debate eugenésico: una visión de la modernidad en Colombia,” Revista de Antropología y Arqueología 9, no. 1/2 
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 32 

traditional Colombian folklore and activities such as cinema, literature, theater, music, and 

sports.16 The cultural policies designed by Colombia’s Liberals during the 1930s had 

comparable elements to those implemented, around the same time, in other Latin American 

countries such as Brazil and México.17 However, in Colombia, the relatively smaller size of 

the state, the plurality of populated areas, the lack of communication networks, and the way in 

which regional political powers entrenched the political system undermined the effectiveness 

of the policies and the responses that the population had toward them.18  

As an expression of modern cultural offerings, sporting practices and spectacles 

disseminated in the country after 1930.19 The ascent to power of the Liberals was perceived as 

a turning point in the transformation, “as our enthusiasm about the future of sports began to 

grow, luck gave us Enrique Olaya Herrera as our president […] we don’t want to mix sports 

and politics, but his presence will give sports and physical education all the support they 

need.”20 Olaya Herrera lived most of his adult life in the United States; thus, sports enthusiasts 

and journalists like Antonio César Gaitán believed that the president knew the type of 

“importance that civilized countries assigned to sports and physical education.”21 By 

comparing Colombia to countries like Argentina, Uruguay, Perú, and Venezuela, press 

accounts at the time pointed out the fact that the country was “behind” in terms of sporting 
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development. However, there was optimism about the future of sporting activities since, 

guided by the new president, “all athletes were committed to defend the sporting honor of the 

republic.”22  

What place did sport have in Colombian society from 1930 to 1938? How were sports 

and physical culture developed to become part of popular culture? What was the relationship 

between sports and leisure? In response to these questions, my formulation —largely based on 

sources such as newspapers, magazines, and official documents produced by the Ministry of 

Education— discusses the consolidation of the sports field after 1930, focusing on the labor of 

the National Commission of Physical Education (NCPE) and its nationalistic project, the 

building of new sporting places such as public fields and ‘national’ stadiums, the organization 

of sporting spectacles and events, the influence of mass media and communication networks, 

and the organization in 1938 of the first ever Bolivarian Games.23  

2. The National Commission of Physical Education 
 

In the case of sports, the cultural policies of the Colombian government were 

canalized through the National Commission of Physical Education (NCPE), which was 

originally created by the Law 80 of 1925, enacted during the government of Conservative 

president Pedro Nel Ospina. The law, assigned the NCPE eleven functions, which can be 

synthetized in four basic groups: 1) rules directed at the modernization of physical education 

nationally, 2) instructions on how to organize the National Athletic Games, 3) directions to 

incorporate Colombia into the dynamics of the “international systems that regulate sport 
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worldwide," and 4) Tools to regularize the existing sporting associations. 24 From 1925 to 

1933, fiscal and economic problems impeded the conformation of the Commission; and 

therefore, the Colombian state practically did nothing to enforce Law 80 or organize sports 

and physical culture in the country. In fact, during those years, it was private clubs, private 

schools, private sporting associations, and some elite individuals—usually sports journalists 

or sports entrepreneurs— the ones who organized public sporting activities such as tennis 

tournaments, athletic festivals, gymnastic demonstrations, cycling races, basketball seasons, 

boxing matches, and soccer games.25  

In early 1933, some schools, clubs, and sporting associations from Bogotá founded the 

“Colombian Association of Physical Culture,” aiming to “legitimately” organize athletic 

activities in the country.26 To make their organization official, the members of the Association 

decided to legalize it by sending notice to the Ministry of National Education, which in theory 

was in charge of the organization of sports in the country. In a bureaucratic move, the 

Ministry halted the recognition of the private Association and instead decided to “definitively 

establish the National Commission of Physical Education that the law 80 dictated.”27 In 

October of that same year, the Ministry issued the decree 1734 ordering the re-organization of 

the Commission.28 In general, the process was praised by people within the sports field and 

civil society who conceived the Commission part of a ‘cultural national project,’ and a 

necessary step to “finally consolidate sports” in the country.29 Since that moment, the National 
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Commission of Physical Education acted as the governing body of Colombian sport for the 

next 35 years.30 

Once the NCPE was definitively established, it began to act in order to achieve its 

institutional missions.31 To modernize the teaching of physical education, the Commission 

decided to first “scientifically diagnose” the overall state of the activity by applying a 

‘national survey’ in sporting organizations and academic institutions across the country.32 

Only a “good and technical evaluation,” they argued, would allow them to design a 

sustainable and progressive plan for the whole nation.33 The way in which the NCPE used the 

survey, mirrored the practices that the national government employed to promote cultural 

expressions such as dance, theater, movies, and literature during those years. 34 In theory, the 

commission would use the answers received during the application of the survey as input to 

elaborate new policies: “[t]his part of the work requires a long and careful analysis of the 

situation in which physical education is. The results will help us plan the future shape of 

sporting activities.”35 The application of the survey was a complex process that took months to 

complete. Circulated by the Public Education Commission during the first months of 1934, 

the survey meant to be national, but responses were received from only eleven of the 24 

administrative subdivisions that existed in the country—14 departments, 3 intendancies, and 7 
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commissaries.36 In departments like Boyacá, Cundinamarca, and Valle, the distribution and 

collection of the surveys was a successful process and dozens of institutions participated. In 

other departments, participation levels were not as significant, and the Commission did not 

receive the information it was expecting.  

After analyzing the survey’s results, the NCPE concluded that the country was 

“behind in a science located at the forefront of modern education.”37 Thus, the Commission 

proposed a national policy, composed of five points, that they called “the rational plan of 

physical education.”38 First, the plan mandated the hiring of technicians in charge of touring 

the country, executing the “programs” elaborated by the Commission. The personnel included 

inspectors, secretaries, and general directors who could be hired abroad if necessary.39 

Second, the plan also proposed the creation of regional sporting commissions to regulate 

physical education at the local level. Third, as part of a “scientific propaganda tactic,” the plan 

wanted to create radio shows devoted to promoting physical education and sports in urban and 

rural areas. Fourth, the plan called for the provision of special training for teachers by sending 

them abroad and establishing the National Institute of Physical Education. And fifth, the plan 

also proposed the construction of multi-sports parks nationwide.40  

In a report addressed to the National Congress in 1935, the members of the 

Commission stated that “physical education [had] enormous potential” and could make a 

“huge contribution to the transformation of Colombia as long as the government began to run 
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a real and scientific plan based on analysis and research.”41 Acknowledging that the biggest 

obstacle to the success of the plan was securing the necessary funds, the NCPE proposed the 

taxation of “organized sporting spectacles,” which were beginning to become popular in the 

country.42 After months of funding delays in Congress, C.A. Arias, the Commission’s 

secretary, wrote to the House of Representatives declaring that only governmental support 

would “secure the development of physical education and sports as all social classes 

demanded.”43 Despite Arias’ letter, the government’s monetary aid never arrived. The 

Commission reacted by saying, “[t]his is a decisive moment to solve the backwardness of 

physical education, which is the main problem affecting national progress.”44 The lack of 

money prevented the NCPE from achieving most of the plan’s goals. However, the plan was 

pivotal in the formation of the National Institute of Physical Education (NIPE), which was its 

most notable achievement.  

Established by decree 1528 of June 25, 1936, the NIPE had three main functions: train 

capable teachers, organize special conferences, and promote the scientific research of physical 

education. Press accounts at the time argued the Institute filled up “an enormous gap in the 

world of sports” and that “in the future it will constitute the bases for the country’s sporting 

development.”45 Since “most civilized countries” had a similar institution, the NIPE was 

perceived as having the mission of contributing to Colombia’s transformation into a more 

modern, efficient, and healthy nation. To enroll in the Institute, the students needed to have a 

high school diploma, good health, be less than 25 years old, and have a height of more than 
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5’1 the women, and 5’5 the men. The program had a duration of three years and, at least at the 

beginning, it functioned annexed to the National University’s Faculty of Medicine. The NIPE 

became the only institution in the country authorized to confer the title of “physical education 

teacher.”46 In fact, the institute was the bureaucratic entity through which the “teaching of 

sports” transformed into a legitimate profession. Before that, most people involved in physical 

education were considered “amateurs with great will and sacrifice, but zero practical and 

technical knowledge.”47 In May 1938, the first cohort of students graduated, and since then, 

the Institute has been the premier school for physical education teachers in the country. 48  

As part of its attempt to organize athletic activities at the national level, during the 

years of 1934 and 1935, the NCPE started a campaign to promote athletic activities in 

working class neighborhoods of regional capitals such as Barranquilla, Bogotá, Cali, and 

Medellín. The implementation of this policy was directed at the development of sports among 

popular classes and sought to answer the criticism made by journalists, intellectuals, and 

working-class sportsmen who actively attacked the Ministry of Education for its lack of action 

in this matter. A good example of these types of grievances can be seen in the actions of the 

working class’ “Club Granada,” which in 1934 directed a letter to the Ministry of Education 

and Bogotá’s council saying: “for many years the lack of sports fields for the popular classes 

has hindered the development of Colombia’s workers. If we build public grounds, we could 

improve peoples’ lives.”49 What sports enthusiasts needed was the support of public entities, 

especially those in charge of cultural policies. Moreover, in Colombia, the consolidation of 
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the sports field as an integral part of “popular culture” was also a consequence of the actions 

of grassroots organizations, which promoted and organized them at the local level. In late 

1934, the National Commission of Physical Education elaborated a plan to reach “adults and 

children from both sexes,” with the idea of benefiting a population of at least 20,000 workers 

and their families. The initiative, ideologically supported by discourses on health and hygiene, 

was seen as a step toward “social redemption” and the first stage “in the transition to a 

healthy, productive, and fruitful life away from the dangers of alcoholism, tuberculosis, 

rickets, and congenital diseases.”50 The NCPE aspired to promote sports as a cure for disease, 

boredom, and drunkenness, which many considered “too common in Colombia.” The 

Commission’s plan was very ambitious and for its success, it needed the support of 

entrepreneurs, trade unions, and other social sectors: “they have money, they could use some 

of their capital to buy sporting goods and form soccer, basketball, and track and field 

teams.”51 Despite an awakening interest and receiving relatively support during the first 

stages, the Commission’s success in this matter was limited, and by the end of the 1930s, the 

complaints about the lack of “popular sports” remained alive in public discourse.52 In 1958, a 

renowned journalist Mike Forero Nougues wrote a column celebrating the life of Carlos Uribe 

Echeverri, the creator of Law 80 and the ideological father of the National Commission of 

Physical Education. Forero wrote, "It is surprising to see how after thirty-eight years, the 

country does not have an adequate plan of physical education useful for the development of 

our youth. The dream that Uribe Echeverri cultivated did not bear the fruits he expected 

despite the initiatives that the National Commission undertook for more than two decades. 
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Colombia's physical education remains ‘sterile’ and has not yet managed to lay the 

foundations to build a Physical Education in line with modern times.”53 

In terms of supervising sporting events, the decree 1734 granted the National 

Commission of Physical Education authority over official athletic contest in the country, “all 

local, interdepartmental, national, and international tournaments organized in the republic 

need to be authorized by the National Commission.”54 In theory, sports clubs, associations, 

teams, and federations had to have the NCPE’s approval before they could legally organize 

sporting events. This attempt to place the NCPE as the central actor in the organization of 

sports should be understood within the context of the Liberal Republic and its modernizing 

project.55 In the case of sports that meant more “scientific supervision” in the name of 

democratization and progress. 56 The most important and massive sporting events organized 

under the government’s supervision during the 1930s and the 1940s were the National 

Athletic Games, which the NCPE officially began to administer after 1933.  

“Olympic type” festivals began to be celebrated in Colombia during the early 1920’s. 

In 1921, Colonel Luis Acevedo, commander of Bogotá’s Military School, proposed the 

celebration of the first ‘national games’ for students and military personnel. Educators and 

sport enthusiasts supported Acevedo’s idea and the games became a ‘tradition.’ For the rest of 

the decade, military and private schools organized Olympic festivals, usually during national 
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holidays, in cities like Barranquilla, Bogotá, Cali, and Medellín. These sports festivals had big 

turnouts both in the stands and on the field, as can be seen in the case of the 1926 students’ 

games: “sponsored by the government and commemorating the nation’s independence, [the 

city] hosted the national Olympic Games with the presence of more than 1,500 athletes” who 

come from Bogotá and other “provinces.”57  

In view of the success the Olympic festivals had, in December 1928, with the signing 

of decree 560, the Ministry of Education decided to organize the first official Olympic 

Games—later known as the National Athletic Games—In the city of Cali.58 The government, 

being an “interpreter of peoples’ will” wanted the games to be host by all the capitals of 

department in the country. It was not a coincidence that the first three games were held in 

Cali, Medellín, and Barranquilla, which were the most important regional capitals. The 

games’ geographical distribution operated in the logic of ‘national integration’ that the 

Colombian state was beginning to promote at the time. The games were received by the 

public with great enthusiasm and triggered optimism among sporting circles around the 

country. In Cali, the municipal government worked hand in hand with civil society in the 

organization of the games, “in the communications received yesterday we can read that there 

is great enthusiasm in Cali. All social sectors are focused on [promoting] the festivities.”59 As 

head of the Games’ organizing committee the Ministry of Education hired Hans Huber, a 

German expert who worked in Colombia for a period of two years.60 Huber is a good example 

of how during the Liberal Republic many “foreign technicians” were hired to organize and 
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modernize Colombia’s institutions and governmental agencies.61 In terms of logistics, the city 

built a municipal stadium with a capacity of over 15,000 spectators, and invested money to 

improve city streets and electric lines.  

The games were inaugurated on December 20, 1928, just a couple of weeks after the 

infamous Banana Massacre in which, though the true numbers were never established—there 

was a senate inquiry but it let to no certainty, at least 57 workers for the United Fruit 

Company were gunned down by the Colombian army after the company accused them of 

being communists.62 The conflict with the multinational company triggered political and 

social transformations that included the Conservative Party’s defeat in the 1930 elections. 

Ideologically, the impact was equally important and several public discussions about 

intervention, domination, independence, and auto-determination emerged. The games were 

imagined as a space in which a discourse of national unity and stability could be promoted. 

Journalists and commentators argued that the games captured the public’s attention, and for a 

couple of days masked the gravity of the political situation: “The people who organized the 

Olympic Games in Cali wanted to promote national solidarity and union.”63 For the most part, 

the games’ were successful in projecting an ‘image’ of solidarity among Colombians. 

However, when the games were approaching the final day of the competition, a fight broke 

out during the soccer final between the teams from Valle and Cundinamarca. Clashing for 

national supremacy, the more experienced team from Bogotá defeated the home team in a 

hard-fought final. In an attempt to avenge Cali’s honor, the crowd intervened and tried to 
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“lynch” Cundinamarca’s players. Discussing the incident, journalist Ramon Rosales said: 

“Our spirit has been torn by the news we received from Cali, there is nothing more painful. 

We have to urgently meditate about our national consciousness and the violent outbreaks we 

have been experiencing.”64 At the dusk of the Conservative regime, the games worked as a 

trope for the bourgeoning social tensions that characterized the late 1920s in Colombia. Not 

only there were regional tensions, but also class and gender demands, which became visible in 

the Games’ social space. Public spectacles such as sports had the potential of being a liminal 

space in which the “free expression” of those grievances was plausible.  

In August 1932, Medellín hosted the second national games in a venue specifically 

arranged for the event called Campo Los Libertadores.65 These games were the last ones 

planned by the Ministry before the definitive organization of the National Commission of 

Physical Education. With the support of the national government, especially president Enrique 

Olaya Herrera, the social excitement for the games grew until reaching a level described by 

the press as “cosmopolitan.”66 Despite Colombians’ ‘natural regionalism’ people from all over 

the country visited Medellín to support the athletes.67 The games were presented as a 

celebration of the nation’s diversity “in the field, under those uniforms, we can find all our 

races without class distinctions […] they represent all origins and climates.”68 It was during 

these Olympic Games that Colombian sporting circles began to debate how “physical culture 

mirrored the social environment.” Commentators, practitioners, and spectators considered the 
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Olympic Games a place where the political, cultural, and social contradictions that hindered 

Colombia’s progress were visible.69  

In 1933, the NCPE became the official organizer of the National Athletic Games. To 

make the games a sustainable enterprise, the commission designed a system in which all the 

resources needed to celebrate the event were channeled through one single committee 

presided by local authorities of the host cities. The local committees distributed money, 

negotiated with local politicians, and organized the bureaucratic structure the games needed. 

For example, in 1936, for the National Athletic Games celebrated in Manizales, the National 

Commission appointed a local director who used the municipality’s money to hire the “office, 

secretary, typist, and technical staff” necessary to ensure the Games’ success.70 Also, it was 

with the resources provided by the municipality that the local committee paid for the athletes’ 

transportation and lodging.71 This type of bureaucratic structure made the national games 

dependent of local politics and local budgets. For the cities interested, being host of the games 

was an accomplishment and a symbol of local progress that required the mobilization of vast 

amounts of resources. These resources were demanded from the central government but were 

rarely provided by it. In fact, during the whole decade the cities that organized the games 

complained about the lack of governmental funds and support. Despite the difficulties, the 

institutionalization of the national athletic games was a big step for the consolidation of the 

sports field in Colombia and contributed to the strengthening of local sport at a national scale.  

In February of 1935, the National Commission of Physical Education declined an 

invitation made by the Salvadorian Olympic Committee to participate in the Central 
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American and Caribbean Games (CAC) to take place in March of that same year. The NCPE 

argued that it was materially “impossible to accept the invitation to San Salvador” since, 

according to them, the country did not have the tools to organize a competitive delegation to 

the games. 72 The main obstacles were the scarcity of funds and the lack of a National 

Olympic Committee: “[a]s everybody knows, Colombia doesn’t have an Olympic Committee 

and that explains why the country is absent from all international events.”73 After the San 

Salvador’s deception, the Commission stated that international competitions were a valuable 

opportunity to display the sporting, cultural, and social progress of the country and that the 

formation of the Colombian Olympic Committee (COC) was an “urgent task.”74 Thus, it 

decided to develop a plan to form the COC and send Colombian delegations to international 

events such as Olympic Games, Bolivarian Games, and Central American and Caribbean 

Games.  

Pedro Jaime de Matheu, a member of the IOC from El Salvador, was the first person 

who mentioned the possibility of having in Colombia an Olympic Committee. Matheu was a 

key figure both in Latin American sports and Central American politics. He was the head of 

the Central American Olympic Committee, which in 1918 received the IOC’s official 

recognition as the representative of Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, Costa Rica, and 

Nicaragua. Despite being politically independent since 1840, in the realm of Olympic sports 

these five nations acted as one.75 During the 1935 Central American and Caribbean Games in 
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El Salvador, Matheu “especially recommended” the creation of the Committee to Colombia’s 

envoy Julio Gerlein Comelin. Sponsored by the Commission, Comelin traveled from his 

native Barranquilla to El Salvador with the double task of “observing the way the games were 

organized and also attending the Olympic Congress concurrently celebrated there.”76 Upon his 

return to Colombia, Gerlein elaborated a complete report informing the NCPE about the 

election of Panamá as the host of the 1938 Central American and Caribbean Games. In his 

report, Gerlein confirmed the invitation that Colombia received to participate in those games 

and recommended “with the utmost respect” the steps the NCPE “should take” to coordinate 

the delegation to the neighboring country once part of Colombia.77  

After Comelin’s arrival, the NCPE began to plan how to form Colombia’s Olympic 

Committee. Press accounts at the time show how sporting sectors mobilized to establish the 

organization: “We know people have been working very hard to constitute the Olympic 

Committee. This entity will be directly affiliated to the international committee and will have 

the authority to represent it in Colombia.”78 The logic behind the creation of the COC was that 

the Committee would help Colombian sports to become more cosmopolitan.79 As it happened 

with other expressions during the Liberal Republic, the world of sports in Colombia also 

aspired to be an important piece of the world’s cultural transformations. This cosmopolitan 

desire constructed from the peripheries of the sports’ world was a source of inspiration for 

many Colombian athletes who dreamed to compete with the international figures. Many 
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people argued that Colombia deserved better international representation, and the foundation 

of the COC was the first step to have a more important role within the international arena.  

On Friday July 3, 1936, at the offices of the National Commission of Physical 

Education, Candelario Sepúlveda, by then member of the Commission and representative of 

the Ministry of Education, presided the ceremony in which the COC was founded. Sepulveda 

first read a speech in which he praised the International Olympic Committee and the values 

upon which it was founded. Then, he mapped out the way in which the COC would “manage 

to unify sport by giving it new life and new lines of action.”80 Delegates from the International 

Olympic Committee—Julio Gerlein Comelin, the Ministry of Education—Candelario 

Sepulveda, Colombia’s Tennis Association—Carlos Arias, the Women’s Sports 

Association—Raquel Bonilla, and a couple of provisional delegates—from soccer and track 

and field who did not yet have their associations legally recognized, became the founding 

members of the COC.  

As part of its internationalization plan, the National Commission began to adapt 

national sporting regulations to the standards of organizations like the IOC and the United 

States boxing association. For example, the registration processes for the “National Olympic 

Games” was reformed to coincide with that of the international Olympic Games.81 The 

NCPE’s attempt to reorganize sporting regulations was successful to the extent that an 

institutional report in 1936 said: “Today, our country is entitled to participate in any kind of 

sporting event in the world.”82  
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I contend that in this early effort to globalize Colombia’s sport, the liberals expressed, 

on one hand, a cosmopolitan attitude, which was motivated by the desire of being recognized 

as a driving force in the international community; and on the other hand, a sense of 

nationalism triggered by the emergence of a “new” national culture. The symbolic importance 

of sporting activities as a place where both cosmopolitanism and nationalism coincided, has 

not been rightly recognized by the historical literature focused on the period, which ignores 

the importance of sporting activities as a place where the political anxieties of Colombian 

society were fully expressed. Besides the affiliation with the OIC, the Commission also 

pursued the association of Colombia with FIFA, but disputes between regional soccer 

Leagues hindered that initiative.83 

Another important dimension of Colombia’s incorporation into the international sports 

system was the participation of Colombian athletes in the 1936 Olympic Games in Berlin. 

After receiving an official invitation from the German government in February of 1936, the 

Ministry of Education, the NCPE, and Cundinamarca’s Athletic Committee began to form the 

Colombian athletic delegation to Berlin.84 Most sports enthusiasts and Olympic advocates at 

the time of the games rightfully believed that Colombia did not have enough experience to 

have a successful representation “We are aware of the type of results we can expect from 

them.” However, for the people involved in sending the delegation the results were not as 

important as the experience of participating at the Olympics. It was a matter of knowledge, 
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nationalism and cosmopolitanism “[what is important] is that Colombia makes noise showing 

that it is a nation that worships sports.”85  

The only discipline capable of “decently” representing Colombia at the Olympics was 

track and field.86 Most of the country’s track and field champions had comparable records to 

those of other Latin American athletes, and consequently, they seemed to be a logical choice 

to form the national Olympic Team.87 Since the Colombian government did not have money 

to support the athletes, only people “capable of paying for their expenses” could officially 

represent the country.88 The lack of public funds became a problem because most of the 

team’s members belonged to the working classes and could not afford to participate: 

“[u]nfortunately these athletes are not rich, all of them are employees and cannot pay for their 

trip.” 89 In view of the circumstances, the director of Cundinamarca’s Athletic Committee Juan 

de Dios Salgado proposed a popular fundraiser to support the team. Salgado’s idea was well 

received by the public, and the funds to pay for the trip were collected after an intense media 

campaign in which newspapers, German citizens living in Colombia, the railroad company, 

the national brewery, the National School of Medicine, Bogotá’s Mayor Jorge Eliécer Gaitán, 

and even the Country’s President Alfonso López Pumarejo contributed.90  

On June 11, 1936, six athletes, José Domingo Sánchez, Campo Elías Gutierrez, Pedro 

Emilio Torres, Hugo Acosta, Hernando Navarrete, and Pedro del Vechio, traveled to 

Germany, becoming the first Olympic team in Colombia’s sports history. The delegation 
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toured with limited resources, something that was heavily criticized by sports writers like 

Alfredo Gómez Venegas who argued that the “nation’s honor” was at play and that the 

government had the “moral obligation” to help the athletes willing to go to Berlin. For most 

sports enthusiasts, it was obvious that the Olympics were the perfect scenery to display 

Colombia’s development and sophistication. The most important thing was to maintain the 

country’s international image.  

The Colombian delegation arrived in Berlin the second week of July, and on the 20th 

of that month, to celebrate the nation’s independence, they organized a parade in the Olympic 

Village. During the parade, the Colombian ambassador to the Third Reich, Rafael Obregon, 

delivered a speech celebrating sports’ historical importance. After discussing the “Ancient 

Greece’s Olympics” and their impact in western civilization, Obregon finished saying “That is 

why I’m very proud of being here in front of our team. These young guys represent the most 

precious virtues of Colombian people: openness, generosity, strength, combativeness, and 

nobility. […] these were the same virtues that our forefathers had.”91 The Berlin games were 

portrayed in Colombian newspapers as a truly global event in which the German regime 

displayed all its political, economic, military, and sporting power. The opening ceremony was 

praised by its majesty and colorfulness.92 During the parade of nations, Jose Domingo 

Sánchez was the athlete who served as the flag bearer for the Colombian team. 

In the process of organizing the delegation that Colombia sent to the Berlin Olympics, 

sportswriters played a decisive role. Not only did many journalists assure they were the ones 

who first imagined Colombia in the games, but also insisted that their initiative was the 

                                                
91 “El ministro de Colombia hizo gran elogio de los deportes,” El Tiempo, Aug 20, 1936, 1.  
92 “Una imponente ceremonia fue su inauguración ayer,” El Tiempo, Aug 1, 1936, 9.  



 51 

trigging factor that started the Olympic movement in the country. Santiago Forero from El 

Gráfico argued that the sports world mobilized only after “reading in the sports pages of the 

magazine” ideas about going to the Olympics.93 Moreover, newspaper El Tiempo claimed that 

their actions were the decisive factor in the organization of the Olympic delegation since it 

was through their initiative that the money for the athletes’ trip was collected.  

During the early 1930s, as part of its institutional mission, the NCPE began to support 

and regularize sporting associations in Colombia. Although prior to that date some elite sports 

associations existed, their activities were somewhat limited and had little effect on the world 

of sports in general.94 With the support of the NCPE, during the early years of the Liberal 

republic sporting associations developed into legalized spaces for the public exchange of 

social, cultural, and economic capitals. For example, in 1932, Nohora Villegas and Victoria 

Reyes founded the National Women’s Sports Association (NWSA) with the goal of working 

for the growth of “women’s sport and [for] women’s [rights].”95 For the members of the 

association, working to popularize and promote sports was a way to contribute to the overall 

well-being of women. Although the founders of the NWSA were mainly members of the elite, 

since its inception the association was open to “all women interested” and did not 

discriminate against associates on the basis of class or color.96 As early as December 1932, 

the Women’s Sports Association started to incorporate new members and was already in 

charge of the national women’s basketball championship.97 In February 1933, the NWSA and 
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Elisa de Gonzalez, who was the president of the Female Workers Federation, agreed on a 

partnership to promote “lawn tennis, ping-pong, and basketball” among their affiliates.98 The 

collaboration between these two entities was well received by the general public. Journalists 

argued that “the civic importance” of the partnership between women workers and 

sportswomen was “transforming young girls’ [lives] and development.”99 

During the 1930s, supported by the NCPE, different women’s sporting associations 

appeared in regional capitals around the country. Although focused on local sports, many of 

these associations developed networks of communication and sociability among women from 

different cities. For example, in 1937, Alix Pineda, a sportswoman from Bucaramanga, 

became president of the Women’s National Basketball Association. Interviewed in Bogotá, 

she said: “I am very pleased with the environment in which the National Association was 

formed in the city of Ibague. The association is a clear example of the country’s sporting 

spirit. Ten of the country’s fourteen departments were represented at the reunion.”100 As a 

sign of the social, economic, and political transformations of the era, these social networks 

expressed the complexities and sophistication of women’s sports in Colombia. In fact, the 

associations exemplify how female athletes and sportswomen were active agents in the 

promotion of sport, even though men and reactionary women rejected their ideas. The 

importance of the NWSA for the advancement of women’s sports during the 1930s is 

undeniable. The association transformed into an active actor within the sports field, which 

among other things gave them the capacity to negotiate and influence sports’ public policies.  
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Another good example of the way in which sporting associations functioned during 

the 1930s is the case of the Workers’ Sports Federation (WSF). Amid changes in labor 

legislation and everyday life, the low cost, accessibility, and aesthetics of sports made it an 

appealing and successful cultural product consumed by industrial workers during their free 

time.101 I argue that this consumption of sports also served as a bargain mechanism between 

workers and the ruling sectors.102 For example, in a letter signed in 1935, the members of the 

WSF claimed that sporting practices were a “place for their social vindication” and as a 

consequence, managers and factory owners had the moral obligation to promote them among 

their employees. With the support of the shoe workers’ union, the WSF sent memorials to the 

President of the Republic and the Senate asking for their support to promote sports within the 

working classes. The memorial’s introduction began with “[i]f the government helps these 

working athletes, who are many, it will greatly help society.” 103 Besides demanding action 

from national authorities, the WSF also organized sporting events on its own. Under the 

Federation’s initiative, friendly and competitive soccer, basketball, and athletic matches were 

held in cities like Bogotá, Medellín, and Cucuta, to name a few.104  

The labor of the WSF and its affiliates was often described as heroic and patriotic 

because “to fight for working class sports [was] to serve the country.”105 The action of the 

WSF inspired other worker’s organizations who joining forces with unions organized sporting 

spectacles for their affiliates. Most of these sports enthusiasts aspired to transform the 
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conception that in Colombia it was impossible to have "working class sports."106 In fact, 

working class sports associations formed local soccer and basketball teams representing either 

unions or neighborhoods in many cities across the country.107 The workers who were 

members of these teams were often considered “role models” for employees who had a “bad 

life” and spent their time drinking and gambling. In April 1936, the captain of the 

Independent Shoeshine Union soccer team, Pedro Julio Morales, wrote a letter demanding 

support from private enterprises, which he believed had the public duty of promoting sports 

among the “popular classes.”108 The advocacy of the WSF helped companies to recognize the 

urgency of promoting sports among their employees by building sports fields on their 

premises. The Diamond Cement Factory, for example, had soccer, basketball, and tennis 

courts. The Company’s president Juan De Dios Ceballos was a prominent member of the Club 

America and a public supporter of workers’ sporting activities. Pierre Albrecht, general 

manager of Palace Bakery, used to subsidize his worker-athletes paying for team doctors and 

coaches.109 During those days, intellectuals, workers, sports enthusiasts, and some journalists 

began to believe that working class sports would eventually constitute the basis of organized 

sports in Colombia. In fact, in 1936, the radio station La Voz de Victor inaugurated a weekly 

show in which workers promoted their sporting activities publicly.110 Reaching a vast number 

of listeners, the radio show propagated ideas on the importance of sports and the urgency of 

demanding official and private support to popularize them.  
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The significance that sporting associations had for the development of Colombian 

sports was reinforced with the enactment of decree 2216 of 1938.111 The decree ordered that 

only officially recognized organizations could govern sporting activities in Colombia. The 

decree dissolved all the existing sporting associations saying that they had to adhere to the 

rules and controls instituted by the Colombian government, which included their audit by the 

NCPE and the prohibition to promote any type of commercial, political, or religious 

propaganda. It also classified sports organizations into associations, Leagues, committees, and 

clubs. In May 1938, the National Commission named a committee composed of Ulpiano de 

Valenzuela, Jorge Samper Sordo, Leopoldo Piedrahita, and Alberto Nariño Cheyne. These 

four men where in charge of outlining the new map of sporting associations in the country. 

The NCPE’s goal was to organize sixteen sports; the same sixteen sports that were to be held 

during the Bolivarian games in August of that year. The cities selected as headquarters of the 

associations were Bogotá (volleyball, shooting, polo, equestrian sports, fencing, men’s 

basketball, track and field, and chees) Ibague (women’s basketball), Cartagena (baseball), 

Santa Marta (boxing), Barranquilla (soccer), Cali (swimming and cycling), and Medellín (golf 

and tennis). The technical and fiscal supervision of the associations was considered by the 

commission as the last stage in the organizational process proposed at the beginning of the 

decade.  

3. The Spaces 
 

Until the 1930s, apart from racetracks and a few bullrings—sometimes used to host 

sporting events, most sports venues in Colombia were segregated spaces used exclusively by 

the “crème de la crème” of society. Even after the enactment of Law 80 of 1925, which 
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ordered the construction of sport parks in all cities with more than 10,000 inhabitants, most 

Colombians had never played on a sports field or had ever attended a sporting event.112 

Journalists, promoters, public officials, athletes, and other members of civil society who had 

interest in the development of sports considered the lack of “appropriate” spaces the main 

reason why the activity had not “progressed” in the country. Luis Guillermo Forero, a 

journalist and member of Bogotá’s Sports Commission—a group charged with the function of 

promoting sports among the popular classes—argued: “the central problem of Colombian 

sports is the absence of appropriate places [where people can] practice them […].”113 

According to Forero, the construction of stadiums and sports grounds would allow middle and 

lower class Colombians to be part of the sports movement that was enchanting the world.114 

Like Forero did, numerous social agents advocated in favor of building stadiums and parks, 

which were considered pivotal for the advancement of sports: “[we have to] build fields and 

stadiums in all our major cities […] The popularization of sports is the best benefit a nation 

can receive.”115 

Social and intellectual calls to “democratize” sporting spaces spurred conflicts on how 

to “correctly” use the venues that already existed in the country. On a sunny Saturday 

morning in May of 1931, an incident between soccer promoters and Jesuit priests triggered an 

intense public debate regarding the administration of the La Merced field, a pitch located a 

few miles north of downtown Bogotá. 116 The field, often used by soccer teams to practice and 
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play “official” games, was owned by the Jesuits who were very unhappy with the way it was 

economically exploited by soccer promoters: “[the] Jesuits close down the field every time 

they don’t make a profit. Fair or unfair? I say fair, if promoters make money, the priests also 

have the right to do so. As the British say, ‘business is business.’”117 After several weeks of 

conflict between priests, promoters, and soccer enthusiasts, the sports editors of El Gráfico 

intervened by publishing an article criticizing a lacking willingness to solve the conflict: 

“[f]or months we have been campaigning for the re-opening of La Merced field and the only 

answer we have received is the notice on the door that says: ‘private property – do not enter.’ 

This proves how our ill-fated sport was born under a bad sign.”118 The magazine’s strong 

criticism was directed not only at the Jesuits, but also at the local and national authorities who 

did not actively intervene to solve the problem. Despite the conflicts between soccer 

promoters and the Jesuits, the field was the premiere site for soccer in Bogotá for most of the 

decade. With only three privately owned soccer fields open to the public—Quinta Mutis, La 

Salle, and La Merced—the need to have a public stadium was more than obvious.119  

During the early 1930s, athletes, trainers, and sporting officials around the country 

considered “improvised stadiums,” like La Merced field, uncomfortable and unsuitable for 

conducting sporting events and official competitions.120 Private projects to build sports venues 

began to appear. For example, in 1931, well known sportsmen Gustavo Uribe Ramirez, 

Ricardo Cubides, and Jose Gómez Campuzano hired an engineer surnamed Nazzi to design 

and direct the construction of Bogotá’s ‘new’ racetrack known as Hipodromo de la 53. 
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Described as “a truly architectonical wonder,” the racetrack took seven months to build and 

cost 360,000 pesos. Supported by Bogotá’s Improvements and Beautification Society 

(Sociedad de mejoras y ornato), Ramirez, Cubides, and Campuzano aspired to have a venue 

open to all social classes. In fact, they even decided to charge an entry fee of only 30 cents, a 

price that was accessible to the emerging working classes who were “seeing for the first time 

a place built for their entertainment.”121 During the early 1930s, private initiative drove the 

construction of sports venues in Colombia. Most of these locales were racetracks although 

places like, stadiums, basketball courts, boxing gyms, and even swimming pools also began to 

appear.122 For example, in Cali the Versalles stadium had a capacity of 11,000 spectators and 

in Barranquilla the Romelio Martinez was built for 7,000 spectators.  

 
 

Figure 2. Bogotá’s racetrack inauguration 1931. 
Cromos, Sep 26, 1931, nd. 
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It was only after 1935, in cities like Bogotá, Cali, Medellín, Manizales, and 

Bucaramanga, that a public movement to build “national stadiums” began. A good example of 

the way in which this happened is that of Manizales, a city located in the coffee axis and the 

capital of the department of Caldas. In early 1936, the city began the construction of a 

municipal stadium to host the National Athletic Games. Aspiring to have a facility at the 

“height” of existing ones in Europe and the United States, the city’s authorities mobilized 

political and economic resources at an unprecedented level. Many local politicians and 

members of civil society who had extensive connections with public authorities at the national 

level lobbied for resources from entities such as the Ministry of Treasury, the Ministry of 

Education, the Ministry of Public Works, and the National Commission of Physical 

Education.123 The construction of the stadium, however, had problems, delays, and anomalies 

typical of Colombian administrative culture. The design was approved only seven months 

before the opening of the Games, the budget allocation was not immediately available, and 

the lack of fiscal control encouraged corruption within the local organizing committee.124 In 

February 1936, the Minister of Education Jorge Zalamea issued a private document directed 

to Guillermo Londoño Mejia, who was the governor of Caldas, saying: “In all these issues 

[the organization of the games] the Ministry’s audit, as well as the control over public funds, 

was totally ignored.”125 In September 1936, the nation’s Comptroller Office wrote a warning 

denouncing how Jorge Arango, who was the director of the local organizing committee, was 

also in charge of building the new stadium. The Comptroller's Office and the Ministry of 
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Education’s warnings were ignored by local authorities, and the construction of the building 

continued under Arango’s control. The use of local engineering, labor, and materials was not 

enough to speed up the construction, and by the inauguration of the Games, December 20, 

1936, the building was not finished. On Saturday January 2, 1937, the newspaper El Tiempo 

published an interview with Chilean Ramon Quintana, a physical education professor who 

was an ‘observer’ of the Games. Questioned about the stadium, Quintana answered saying: 

“So far, among the ones I know in Colombia, this one is the best. The engineering reveals a 

meritorious effort and deep knowledge of modern techniques. Although the stadium is not 

completed in its entirety, it can already provide an efficient service and will undoubtedly 

promote sports in this area.”126 

As in the case of Manizales, Bucaramanga—a city located 250 miles northeast of 

Bogotá—was selected in 1937 to host the Fifth National Athletic Games to take place in 

1940. During the selection process, the NCPE negotiated with the city the construction of a 

10,000-person stadium within a 3-year period. The design and construction of the venue, 

initially commissioned to Miguel Cardozo and Carlos Gonzales Mutis, sparked public debates 

between local authorities, members of the city’s civil society, national authorities, and even 

the President of the Republic.127 Engineers and politicians could not agree on the size of the 

venue, its uses, and the cost of the project—initially calculated to be an astonishing sum of 

One Million pesos.128 Besides the construction of an Olympic-style stadium, the original 

project proposed a complete renovation of the urban space surrounding the facility and 

included a swimming pool, a basketball coliseum, tennis courts, a club house, training 
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facilities, access roads, and a parking lot. This very ambitious project was quickly described 

as “bizarre” by sports journalists and authorities: “The problem was the ideas of those who 

organized the Games […] The stadium is too large for Bucaramanga. Why did they decide to 

build a venue with a capacity greater than the number of inhabitants in the city?”129  

Following a visit to Bucaramanga, Alberto Nariño Cheyne who was a member of the 

NCPE and the president of the Colombian Olympic Committee (COC), wrote a report 

addressed to the Ministry of Education summarizing his recommendations regarding the 

Games and the construction of the stadium. First, Nariño expressed his inconformity because 

“28 months [had] passed and the city [was not] prepared to host the Games.”130 Nariño argued 

that the city council “absurdly blamed” the NCPE for their negligence and that the Organizing 

Committee appointed by the local administration was illegal.131 Moreover, Nariño asserted 

that local authorities even ignored “presidential desires” because they did not want to 

“reduce” the size of the stadium and were exceeding the allocated budget of 450,000 pesos. 

Nariño also expressed his concerns regarding the city’s infrastructure and the lack of hotels, 

electricity, running water, and paved roads, which he considered essential to host the Games: 

“I have made several comments on what transportation services, communication networks, 

and sporting spaces mean for the success of the Games.”132 Nariño’s criticism was so intense 

that in a meeting with members of the City Council he had a physical altercation with one of 

the councilmen. Despite the intervention of the central government, by June of 1940, 

Bucaramanga’s stadium project was still behind schedule even though many of the elements 

                                                
129 “Los juegos atléticos en Bucaramanga,” El Gráfico, May 6, 1939, 147. 
130 Ibid, 124.  
131 Ibid, 125.  
132 Ibid, 125. 



 62 

that the original design included had been eliminated.133 The Games were eventually 

inaugurated on December 12, 1941.134 

The importance of the building of municipal stadiums can be fully noticed in the case 

of “El Campin,”—the Nemesio Camacho Stadium in Bogotá.135 In 1934, answering the outcry 

of athletes and aficionados, well known Liberal politician Jorge Eliécer Gaitán proposed to 

build a Municipal Stadium on time for the city’s 400th anniversary. For years, many of the 

city’s sport enthusiasts had demanded the construction of a modern sports venue, arguing that 

“[a]lthough Bogotá is the country’s capital and a sports town, there is not a single location 

that you can call a sports stadium.”136 After seeing cities like Medellín, Manizales, 

Bucaramanga, and Barranquilla build their stadiums before Bogotá, local politicians began to 

allege that the city needed one “as much as clean water.” 137In February 1935, the city 

appointed a pro-stadium Commission and hired Austrian Karl Brunner, an international urban 

designer who developed a plan to scientifically connect the city’s “colonial downtown with 

the nineteenth-century expansion and the suburban growth of the twentieth [century].”138 

Within Brunner’s plan, the construction of locales such as stadiums and sports parks was 

pivotal because they could organize and incorporate “disconnected” urban territories.139 In 
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March of 1935, journalists Alfredo Gómez Venegas and Santiago Forero advocated for the 

building of the stadium. They asserted that Bogotá was behind in sporting matters “because it 

did not have a place where athletes could train or compete.”140 Moreover, they believed that 

having a stadium was something that transcended sports, becoming a social issue: “[w]hat is 

the benefit of building a stadium with a beautiful façade if only “chic people” can use it. That 

is to say, only athletes who have white skin, wear immaculate white pants, use hairnets, and at 

the end of their game swallow some whiskey.”141 Like Forero and Vanegas, most journalists 

and sports enthusiasts firmly believed that the stadium would invigorate people by making 

them “educated in the healthy practice of sports.”142 In August 1935, the city made official the 

Agreement 12, approving the public works planned for the 400 anniversary of the city, which 

included the construction of the stadium.143  

In January 1936, Luis Camacho Matiz—a land owner, businessman, politician, and 

one of Colombia’s richest men—donated 43 acres of land located northwest of Bogotá’s 

downtown to build the city’s stadium. The gift was registered by the press: “[t]he donation of 

a large piece of land to build the National Stadium made by Luis Camacho Matiz is the most 

generous thing we have ever seen in Bogotá.”144 The terrains donated by Camacho were 

considered ideal since they connected suburban areas developed during the twentieth century 

with the city’s historical downtown. Camacho did not ask for anything in return, but the city 

council decided to name the stadium after his father “Nemesio Camacho.” In December 1936, 
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after six months of preparations, public skepticism about finishing the stadium by 1938 was at 

its highest: “[…] we need to start building this stadium now, because it may not be ready for 

the anniversary.”145 The delay was a consequence of the opposition made by some of the 

city’s councilmen who believed that the stadium was “nefarious decoration.”146 The 

councilmen’s attitudes were quickly criticized by many cultural activists who firmly believed 

that building a modern stadium was a matter of collective self-esteem: “It seems untrue that in 

a civilized country people question a public works that is a decisive factor of progress.”147 

The tension between these opposing views was resolved when Bogotá was selected to host the 

Bolivarian Games, and most political and social sectors finally agreed that the stadium had to 

be one of the city’s main priorities.148 

Another interesting dimension of the evolution of sporting spaces during the 1930s 

was the opening of public sports parks. A central element of Law 80 of 1925, the building of 

these sporting spaces only started after 1930 under the tutelage of the Liberal governments. 

Despite the government’s interest and the collaboration of many sporting enthusiasts, parks in 

many cities did not exist or were poorly constructed. On August 1933, Juan J. Carrasco, an 

inhabitant of Quibdó—a city located on the Pacific coast with a large Afrocolombian 

population—wrote to the city council complaining about the lack of sporting spaces. Carrasco 

argued that the city’s sports park was “small and flawed,” and “young people demanded the 

building of new and better spaces to practice sports.”149 He supported their demands, arguing 
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that Law 80 backed their claims. Carrasco was conscious about the role sporting spaces could 

have in the development of “intellectuality, sociability, and emotion.”150  

In other regions, social organizations like unions, mutual societies, neighborhood 

associations, and women’s associations promoted the construction of sports fields for the use 

of their members. On September 9, 1933, the Female Employees Federation (FEF) officially 

inaugurated their sports field in a piece of land ceded by Bogotá’s mayor. Built with the 

support of employers and employees, the FEF’s field was designed for the practice of track 

and field and basketball, which enjoyed tremendous acceptance among women workers. The 

construction of these types of sports parks was also common among neighborhood 

associations. A good example is that of the Acevedo Tejada in Bogotá. Built during the late 

1920s by the Social Action Institute—an entity that provided public housing for middle class 

communities— this working-class neighborhood occupied a very large lot located in the 

western part of the city. In 1934, by the initiative of the community, the association decided to 

build an athletic track to host Cundinamarca’s departmental championship. The neighbors’ 

initiative was supported by Bogotá’s Track and Field Federation, which provided the 

technical assistance needed to build an official track. 151 After the success of the 

championship, many commentators claimed that track and field was the most important sport 

in the city.152 The initiative of the Acevedo Tejada was replicated by many other working 

neighborhoods in regional capitals across the country where communal mobilization 

stimulated the building of modern sport fields and public parks.  
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During the 1930s, journalists and sports enthusiasts demanded new and more 

democratic sporting spaces, claiming that "[t]he construction of stadiums and parks” was “a 

work of social welfare, sports, and patriotism.”153 These social agents asked senators, 

representatives, assembly members, and councilmen to have the determination to implement 

sports in all the Colombian territory, saying: “Please stop doing politics with sports because 

people are sick and tired of it.”154 This type of public pressure on politicians contributed to the 

enactment of Law 43 of 1937 on the “building of municipal stadiums.”155 The law stipulated 

that the Ministry of Education had the power to approve the design of stadiums, the materials 

to build stadiums were tax free, and the cost of the construction was equally divided into three 

parts: the national government, the regional government, and the local government. The 

popularization of sporting activities among middle and popular classes led to the creation of 

more open sporting spaces in most urban capitals in the country. These sports venues became 

another dimension of public space and a place in which the meaning of sporting cultures was 

negotiated.  

4. Sporting Spectacles 
 

Despite the economic crisis of 1929, sporting spectacles in Colombia began to capture 

common people’s attention because they were cheap and adjusted perfectly to the schedules 

of industrial workers: “Today we highlight with great pleasure the growth sport has had […] 

This athletic fervor sharply contrasts with the crisis plaguing us.”156 I argue that these 

spectacles were decisive for the consolidation of the sports field and transformed the way in 
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which culture was consumed in the country. 157 Since the early 1930s, a group of 

entrepreneurs began to organize sporting spectacles accessible to all social classes. Their 

actions inaugurated an era in which the popular masses became the most active consumers of 

sporting activities such as soccer, boxing, basketball, and cycling.  

Sporting entrepreneurs believed that sports had the potential to become a popular 

cultural business more profitable than theater or the movies, which were the most common 

forms of public entertainment.158 Well known in Colombian sporting circles, Carlos Ferreira 

is a good example of that type of sporting entrepreneur. Besides promoting local soccer 

tournaments and friendly matches in Bogotá, he was the first person to institute ‘national 

seasons’ between teams representing regional capitals like Cali, Medellín, and Barranquilla. 

These ‘national seasons,’ I argue, were the earliest antecedents of the professional 

championship that started in 1948. Interviewed in 1931, Ferreira stated that his vision was to 

transform soccer into a widely accessible entertainment by making it “the cheapest public 

spectacle available.”159 To accomplish his goal, Ferreira stablished connections in political 

and social circles, and often used his social capital to negotiate with local authorities seeking 

public support for his tournaments. For instance, he actively advocated in Bogotá’s city 

council demanding tax exemptions for sporting activities. Ferreira argued that public officials 

had the moral obligation to “support the country’s downhearted sport” given the fact that the 

government did not effectively promote athletic activities among most of the population.160  
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Like Ferreira, other soccer entrepreneurs like Felipe Mebarak, Luis Carrasquilla, 

Alberto Nariño Cheyne, and Jorge Wills Pradilla became active agents in the popularization 

soccer experienced in Colombia. In fact, it was during the 1930s that the first international 

soccer games were organized in Colombian cities, most of the future professional soccer clubs 

were founded, the National Soccer Association was formed, and the taste and appreciation of 

Colombian fans for the sport consolidated. Among these sporting promoters, there was 

competition and even recrimination: “It is true that everybody tries to win some [money] 

because that is why you work, but I’m not like the ‘others’ who want to earn fabulous sums 

and build great companies, that does not seem right for the advancement of local soccer.”161 

As the quote shows, soccer entrepreneurs developed a business mentality that came into 

conflict with core ideas and expectations of sport such as fair play and amateurism. Justo 

Franco, who was the captain of the team Escuelas Internacionales and one of the most 

outspoken critics of the “business mentality” argued in a public discussion with Felipe 

Mebarak, “[W]ell…frankly I only care about sporting matters and real athletes […] I don’t 

pay any attention to those who are not, besides I feel disgusted by those who commercialize 

sports.” 162 The debate was so strong that even the national spirit was doubted: “[there is] 

progress, but not civilization because idealism has been replaced by vulgar materialism.”163  

Taking advantage of some of the inertia from the 1920s boom, boxing promoters like 

Luis Alfonso Duffo, Rafael Plata, Hernán Ferré, and Rafael Torres worked during the early 

1930s organizing local, national, and international fights showcasing pugilists from Colombia, 
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the Dominican Republic, United States, Panamá, and Cuba.164 Usually celebrated in theaters, 

the fights were advertised in magazines, newspapers, and radio and were attended by both the 

working classes and some members of the elite.165 The number of boxing spectacles grew 

with such a celerity that local authorities began to supervise and control fight nights by 

overseeing the betting. In May 1932, Bogotá’s Mayor Luís Patiño Galvis instituted a Boxing 

Commission with the goal of “giving boxing matches integrity and, at the same time, 

protecting the interests of the fanatics.”166 The Commission, legalized by decree no. 102, had 

five members who, among other things, wrote a rule book mirroring boxing regulations first 

implemented in the United States, which they considered: “the world’s authority in boxing 

matches and boxing rules.” 167 Although the role of the Commission and its impact on the 

development of boxing is not completely clear, its formation proves that the activity was 

being enthusiastically consumed by a considerable amount of people. Besides organizing 

fights and selling them as “modern entertainment,” boxing promoters also devoted time to 

encourage the activity among young men from diverse regions of the country: “the boxing 

school that has been successfully functioning at Chapinero’s Gaitán Park will also open at San 

Diego’s bullring.”168 Founded and administered by Luis Duffo, boxing schools were the 

breeding ground for the talents who later became central figures in numerous bouts organized 

throughout the decade.169  
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Figure 3. Boxing match Plata VS Williams. 
El Gráfico, Apr 23, 1932, 1345. 

 
Soccer and boxing were the two disciplines that first developed a fan base within the 

popular classes. In the case of other sports, the formation of social networks and the 

engagement of agents was not so smooth, and the popularization process took a little longer. 

A good example is the case of basketball and the initiatives of Carlos Muller, an entrepreneur 

who aspired to “revitalize” Colombian sports because he believed they were in a “precarious 

state.” 170 Muller, who presided over the department of Cundinamarca’s basketball League, 

considered that the only way to effectively promote basketball among the popular classes was 

to organize local and regional tournaments and then make the winners of those tournaments 

compete for the national championship. His proposal, although perceived as pivotal for the 

popularization of basketball nationwide, was not effective due to financial difficulties: “We 
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had never seen such an alarming stillness in men’s basketball […] Unfortunately, the 

‘famous’ League has done nothing, absolutely nothing.”171  

Baseball is another interesting example of the way in which some sports had more 

difficulties expanding, popularizing, and organizing massive spectacles during the 1930s. The 

game was considered a Caribbean entertainment because people in that region of the country 

felt an “unanimous devotion” for the sport.172 Baseball was first practiced in Colombia in 

1906 under the initiative of brothers Venancio, Abraham, and José García, who first played 

the game in Cuba. In 1931, an accomplished golfer and a baseball enthusiast named Enrique 

Samper Herrera tried to “import” the game to the country’s Andean region. Portraying 

baseball as the “king of all sports,” Samper started a public campaign to popularize the 

discipline in cities like Bogotá, Cali and Medellín: “This beautiful and exciting sport is almost 

unknown, despite many attempts to introduce it to the center of the country.”173 Samper’s plan 

to popularize baseball depended on two things: the establishment of a national association and 

the organization of games open to the public. To accomplish those two things, Samper 

convened with “numerous” North Americans living in Colombia because “their knowledge, 

business mentality, and playing skills could help the sport grow in the Andean region.”174 

Baseball’s importance in the United States, Cuba, México, and other Caribbean countries 

proved the sport’s unique potential for being professional and lucrative. Samper and some of 

his partners argued that only societies “truly worried about the development of their youth,” 
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would nourish the love for baseball among their people.175 Despite the support of the North 

American colony, Samper’s attempt failed and baseball remained a “Caribbean 

entertainment” until the late 1940s.176  

5. Sports Media 
 

In Colombia, as in other western countries, the popularization of sporting practices 

was connected to the evolution of the sporting press and the broadcasting of sporting 

events.177 Although for most of the 1920s, cultural magazines like Cromos, Patria, El 

Gráfico, and others published hundreds of sports photographs, news, and advertisements, it 

was only in the 1930s when specialized pages began to exist in the country’s most important 

publications. For example, El Gráfico inaugurated its sports page on April 25 of 1931, with 

the objective of “rewarding top athletes, which are the saviors of our country.”178 Journalists 

and publications, thus, were pivotal for the consolidation of the sports field during that 

decade. 179 L.A. Fernandez, perhaps the most recognized sportswriter of his time, described 

journalists’ involvement in the promotion of sports as a patriotic and moral endeavor: “our 

labor in pro of the evolution of sport has to be honest and impartial. To ensure our victory 

completing this noble task, we need the cooperation of all the strong-willed, confident, 

independent, and healthy people who practice sports.”180 Like Fernandez, most sportswriters 
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self-ascribed to a “movement” that aspired to build public acceptance for sporting activities. 

In general, both the liberal and the conservative press agreed that the nation had “to 

strengthen the ties between sport and youth.” 181 In their opinion, the practice of sporting 

activities was essential not only for the transformation of the “Colombian race,” but also 

crucial for the promotion of discipline and modern values among the popular classes.182 

Aiming to boost “the sports movement in the country,” sport journalists actively participated 

in the promotion of sporting spectacles at the local, regional, and national levels.183  

Reporters and journalists with diverse political and social backgrounds worked 

collectively with the objective of promoting sporting activities among the popular classes. 

Most of them believed that their role was essential to “help the sports movement, and also 

stimulate the immense enthusiasm people feel towards these activities.”184 Sports, they 

argued, could alleviate the frustrations prompted by the economic, social, and political crisis 

of the country: “[l]ooks like our youth, the healthy people that constitute the very vitality of 

our nation, ironically, want to drown their crises and anxieties by practicing sports.”185 With 

their actions, journalists aspired to transform sports’ “vegetative state”: “We have to 

recognize that the current situation […] is due to the lack of an appropriate sporting 

environment.” 186 Sport journalists were more than commentators of athletic activities, they 

were active lobbyists committed to the development of modern culture. Usually describing 

themselves as “naïve sportsmen, humble people, common persons,” journalists pressured 
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public officials and politicians to gain their support. For example, in 1931, journalists from 

Medellín organized a soccer tournament in which they demanded the governor’s presence: 

“Our mission is not political, we are not politicians; accordingly, we won’t ask you 

complicated political questions. The only thing we want from you is to show up at the 

tournament.”187  

Sports journalists not only wrote about sport but also became organizers of sporting 

spectacles across the country. For example, the sport’s page of Mundo al Día was notorious 

for organizing cycling races in Bogotá and its surroundings.188 From September to December 

1930, Luis Paéz, the paper’s sport editor, wrote open invitations to the country’s cyclists, 

trying to “revive a sport” that he considered “dead” due to the lack of races and popular 

support.189 Paéz’s work in favor of cycling proved to be effective after a few months when 

new races, practitioners, and aficionados began to appear. For the first time, road races 

between regional capitals were organized: “Sporting feat: Despite the inclement weather, two 

young cyclists from Cali rode to Bogotá in just seven days. With their deed, they proved their 

admirable laborious spirit.”190 These types of rides had decent turnouts and mobilized a 

considerable amount of resources; they show how, thanks to the journalists’ interventions, 

cycling became more popular among the public.  

One of the most common messages that journalists used to promote sports during the 

1930s was the “imminent need” to cultivate it within the country’s youth. 191 The 

                                                
187 “Ministro de Educación Nacional,” El Gráfico, Sep 1, 1931, 992.  
188 “Hockey y carreras de bicicleta,” El Gráfico, Sep 6, 1930, 930. 
189 Ibid. Matt Rendell in his book on Colombian cyclists Kings of the Mountains argues that until 1930 only one 
cycling race for “which complete records exits” had been celebrated in the country. Rendell, Kings of the 
Mountains, 8. 
190 “Hazaña Deportiva,” El Gráfico, Oct 25, 1930. 86.  
191 “Ciclismo Bogotá – Zipaquirá,” El Gráfico, Jul 18, 1931. 659. 



 75 

popularization of sports among youngsters from all social classes would “contribute to the 

sanitation and fortification of the [Colombian] race.” 192 In consequence, sports advocates had 

to “seize the moment and involve young fans through the celebration of organized 

tournaments.”193 Those tournaments, ideally, would provide young athletes with spaces where 

they could: “display their love for the homeland.”194 In an effort to strengthen youth sports, 

sportswriters built communication bridges between teams, clubs, administrators, athletes, and 

the public in general in different parts of the country. 

6. The 1938 Bolivarian Games 
 

In August 1938, with the participation of Bolivia, Ecuador, Panamá, Perú, and 

Venezuela, Colombia organized the first ever Bolivarian Games. The Games were a milestone 

for Bolivarian sports and the first time that a country of the region hosted an international 

event of such a magnitude—18 disciplines. In this section, I discuss the way in which the 

Games were promoted with a discourse based on “building confraternity and mutual 

understanding" amongst Bolivarian nations. I argue that the Bolivarians became a place where 

athletes, promoters, administrators, journalists, officials, and the public in general exchanged 

ideas, imaginaries, and representations about their countries and cultures. I show how, as a 

display of these nations’ “development,” the Games carried on an image of progress and 

modernity that aspire to be at the bases of the region’s cultural and political integration during 

the twentieth century.  

The idea of organizing the Bolivarian Games was first publicly presented during the 

1936 Berlin Olympics when Alberto Nariño Cheyne, the founder of the Colombian Olympic 
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Committee, proposed at the Olympic Congress an athletic tournament between the “countries 

liberated by Simon Bolivar,” which he considered “sister nations.” Nariño claimed that at the 

core of the Bolivarian Games there was a “philosophical and historical idea” connected to the 

Liberator and his ideals.195 The International Olympic Committee accepted Nariño’s proposal, 

and Bogotá, Colombia’s capital, at the time celebrating the 400th anniversary of its 

foundation, was selected to host the Games.  

Alberto Nariño Cheyne was an important social agent of the field of sports in 

Colombia. He was a recognized sports practitioner, coach, teacher, organizer, promoter, and 

bureaucrat. Often described as Colombia’s “Coubertin,” Nariño Cheyne was the “motor” of 

the country’s Olympic movement. He admired the Baron’s teachings and in many 

interventions during his prolonged public life he praised Coubertin as someone who deserved 

the world’s “admiration and respect.”196 A member of the country’s elites, he was a direct 

descendant of Antonio Nariño—one of Colombia’s independence movement forefathers. 

Although the origin of Nariño’s idea is unknown, and there is no empirical evidence to 

support any interpretation, it can be safely assumed that he was inspired by México’s Olympic 

Society. 197 In 1924, this organization, directed by Alfredo Cuellar and Enrique Aguirre, with 

the support of president Plutarco Elias Calle, invented the Central American and Caribbean 

Games to improve the quality of sports in the region—becoming the oldest games of such a 

type in the world.198 Nariño Cheyne and many of the Bolivarian Games’ advocates knew the 

impact the Central American Games had for the development of sports in that region. Thus, 
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they wanted to replicate the process considering that sports were “a politics of humanity, 

racial redemption, individual strength, and collective training,” which constituted “the best 

school for the cultivation of democracy in the region.”199  

At first, the allocation of the Games was received with caution by some cultural and 

political sectors in Colombia. Not only the pertinence of having a sporting event at the center 

of the capital’s anniversary was questioned, but also there was some anxiety regarding the 

lack of infrastructure and experience organizing these types of events. In a way, what some 

sectors of civil society argued was that the country needed to carefully prepare to defend the 

“honor of Bogotá and its youth.”200 The city, and the country, needed to display an image of 

order, progress and modernity. There was no room for failure, especially since general 

perception was that “only few collective manifestations” could capture “the essence of the 

time as well as sports do.”201  

Since organizing an event of such a magnitude was considered a complicated 

enterprise, the Colombian Olympic Committee had to secure the support of local and national 

authorities. The Colombian government, the governor of the department of Cundinamarca, 

Bogotá’s Mayor’s office, and the National Commission of Physical Education, all decided to 

fully back the games, which they saw as a perfect opportunity to place the country at the 

center of sporting activity in the region. A commentary made by the COC’s directors to 

newspaper El Tiempo in January 1938 said, “[n]obody, not even those who don’t understand 

sports, doubt that the Bolivarian Games will have an exceptional importance for our 
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country.”202 It was obvious that sports were connected to the social and political discourses 

circulating in the country and the region at the time, so acknowledging that the Games were 

‘more than play’ was pivotal for their cultural, social, and economic success.  

The government’s support materialized on July 12 of 1937, with the signing of decree 

1288, by which the Colombian government created the Organizing Committee (OC) of the 

Bolivarian Games—sometimes also referred to as the Pro-Bolivarian Games Board. The 

Committee was directed by three members appointed by the Minister of Education, the 

Governor of Cundinamarca, and Bogotá’s Mayor. Among its most important tasks were the 

promotion of the Games both in Colombia and abroad, the organization of the Colombian 

Olympic Team, and the supervision of the logistics and infrastructure for all the events.203  

The efforts to advertise the Games both within and outside Colombia constituted an 

expression of the maturity of the sports field in the country. Several agents and institutions 

needed to prove they had enough preparation to organize a regional event successfully, so it 

was important for them to have a “cosmopolitan” and open attitude capable of expressing the 

‘universality and modernity’ of the Games. For example, the Committee’s president Jorge 

Zalamea Borda, an expert sporting “technician,” believed that the Bolivarian Games were 

“helping to build American confraternity by making a true work of rapprochement and mutual 

understanding.” 204 Moreover, he argued that “[i]n the past, these tropical countries, isolated 

from each other, only shared their sentimentality and historical origins. Today, the exchange 

of teams and athletes has been more effective to make the countries know each other. […] 
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Many people in Bogotá don’t know who the Peruvian politicians are […] but they do know 

who the last one-hundred-meter race winner is.”205  

Promoting the games outside of Colombia was a necessary measure to ensuring the 

presence of all the countries invited to participate in Bogotá’s event. Transporting large sports 

delegations was a complicated and onerous task that required the full determination and 

planning of the six national governments involved. After being commissioned by the 

Organizing Committee, Alfredo Gómez Venegas—A former sports editor of El Tiempo, and a 

well-known sportsman—traveled to Bolivia, Ecuador, Panamá, Perú, and Venezuela with the 

aim of publicizing the Games and confirming each delegation’s attendance.206 Gómez’s 

evolved into an ambassador of the Games, solving problems, and assuring governmental 

support in all Andean countries invited to attend the competition.207 Gómez’s intervention was 

essential for convincing the Panamanian government, which on July 7 of 1938, just a month 

before the Games, accepted Colombia’s invitation: “The Panamanian government just 

confirmed that a delegation of 11 women and 15 men will travel to the Games via 

Buenaventura.”208 Gómez personally traveled to the isthmus where he helped sporting circles 

to raise funds to pay for the delegation’s travel expenses. Gómez also met with Peruvian 

president General Oscar Benavides who was “highly interested” in Bogotá’s games, and the 

overall development of sports in Colombia.209 Once all countries accepted Colombia’s 

invitation, what I describe as the Organizing Committee’s sporting diplomacy began to focus 
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on the final composition of the delegations. The number of athletes was important to prepare 

the logistics in and out sporting venues. In the end, the number of competitors in each 

delegation was: Bolivia 80, Ecuador 120, Panamá 25, Perú 119, Venezuela 100, and 

Colombia 250. Most of the participants were invited to the Games after following competition 

requirements such minimum times. 

 

Figure 4. Bolivarian Games’ poster. 
Sergio Trujillo Magnenat (1938) 

 
To contribute with the promotion of the Games both in Colombia and abroad the 

Committee created an informative bulletin, which was published at least five times before the 

beginning of the tournament. Describing the bulletin’s importance, newspaper El Tiempo said: 

“[the bulletin] offers all Bolivarian countries a reliable testimony of what has been done and 
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how truly gigantic these Games will be.”210 For example, the fourth bulletin, published on 

May 12 of 1938, contained an editorial note discussing the Games’ importance, a report 

written by Gómez Vanegas narrating his trip to the Andean countries, articles explaining the 

Games’ program, blueprints of the basketball court built at the site of the National University, 

and regulations for some of the competitions.211 Other than the bulletin, the Games’ 

Organizing Committee also published regulations, primers, booklets, and posters. The posters, 

designed by Colombian painter Sergio Trujillo Magnenat, were authentic pieces of art 

representing each one of the disciplines present at the Games.212  

Another way in which the Organizing Committee tried to promote the Games abroad 

was during the selection of the coaches and athletes who would represent Colombia in the 

event. Hoping to develop the nation’s sports to a level never seen before, the OC hired, for the 

first time, international coaches in different disciplines. Mexican Jose Martinez Ceballos 

organized and directed the games, Chilean Erasmo López coached both the women’s and the 

men’s basketball teams, North American Alexander J. Harty coached track and field, and 

Argentinian Fernando Paternoster, who later was recognized as one of the great driving forces 

of Colombian soccer during the 1940s, managed the soccer team. Colombian sporting circles 

praised the hiring of international coaches and the open and collaborative approach that the 

Organizing Committee had since its inception.213 To select the athletes, the Committee 

organized public trials for almost every sport competing at the Games. Open to all the 

aspiring candidates, these trials were held in Bogotá. After the trials, the members of the 
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Committee and the coaches collectively selected the athletes. All the Colombian athletes with 

some experience competing at the international level were part of the delegation. 

During the month of July 1938, the excitement about the Games began to grow in all 

the countries invited to participate. Bolivarian discourses circulated among journalists, sports 

enthusiasts, aficionados, and athletes. Mario Gandasegui, a member of the Panamanian 

delegation and a journalist, claimed that the “first Bolivarian Games will for sure be a 

complete success” and a festival of regional solidarity and friendship.214 Julio Casañas, the 

president of the Venezuelan delegation, declared that the team’s main goal was to “bring 

together the Colombian and the Venezuelan youth.”215 Casañas was described by the press as 

an “apostle” of Venezuelan sport and a key player in the promotion of international 

tournaments in the Andean region. Questioned about the Venezuelans visit to Bogotá, 

Casañas said “we are here answering a call that we considered noble and of great 

transcendence for our diplomatic relations with Colombia. We are here not to win medals, but 

to build friendships.”216 

The Games were inaugurated in front of a crowd of more than twenty thousand people 

on August 5, 1938. During the ceremony, the delegations from the “six Bolivarian republics” 

intervened in the opening parade, marching “military style” and making the Olympic salute. 

After a presidential radio speech and an air show, the Olympic flame entered the stadium in 

the hands of a young military cadet who lit the cauldron to inaugurate the Games. In a very 

archetypical way, the ceremony mirrored others seen by Colombian athletes and sports 

leaders abroad, especially in Berlin, 1936, were Germany’s government with the Nazis in 
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charge displayed their strengths as a way of masking their problems and anxieties. Very 

masculine and militaristic, the ceremony was praised as a celebration of Colombia’s and 

Bogotá’s progress “Foreign and national visitors will go back to their places of origin with the 

satisfaction of having seen Bogotá’s advancement.”217  

The Bolivarian Games happened while a transfer of presidential power between 

incumbent president Alfonso Lopez Pumarejo and the recently elected Eduardo Santos, both 

Liberals although representing different factions within their party.218 In consequence, the 

Games were inaugurated by Lopez Pumarejo and closed down by Santos. Both presidents 

offered different narratives about the Games and their meaning. During the opening 

ceremony, the achievements of the city, the country, and the “revolution on the march” were 

highlighted. The closing ceremony was focused on the idea of the “future” and the promises 

of a healthier sporting nation.  

For a period of two weeks, six hundred and ninety-four men and women competed 

with great success in 18 sports. The most popular events during the Games were track and 

field competitions, soccer and basketball. Other disciplines like swimming, fencing, and 

cycling also enjoyed exposure in the printing press and attracted decent crowds. The Games 

were radio broadcasted in the first continental emission originated from Colombia, and the 

people from the six countries followed the action live. Sports were the most “successful 

method of recognizing each other,” and radio’s immediacy allowed the listeners in six 

countries to hear about themselves, but also about the others.  
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During the closing ceremony, which took place August 22 at the El Campin stadium in 

Bogotá, again the athletes from the six participant countries—Bolivia, Ecuador, Panamá, Perú 

and Venezuela—marched past in front of twenty thousand spectators including politicians, 

journalist, government officials, members of the armed forces, and international dignitaries.219 

It was a celebration of sporting bolivarianism never seen before. First, the presidents of the 

national delegations, the members of the organizing committee, the members of the 

Colombian Olympic Committee, and the president of the republic walked around the field in 

direction to a stand where the six national flags and the Olympic flag were. At the rhythms of 

the national anthems, the president of each national committee lowered his flag as a sign of 

respect and fraternity.220 Dirt collected at the “celebrated fields of emancipation” in Caracas, 

Potosi, Santa Marta, Pichincha, and Junín, was used to extinguish the Olympic flame after the 

director of the organizing committee, Jorge Zalamea, officially declared the Games closed.221 

Finally, the president of the republic gave a farewell speech saying: “[The Games] have made 

us all proud and signal the beginning of Colombia’s sporting development.”222 The president 

continued saying that sportsmanship and fair play were noble values worth of promoting, 

especially among the popular classes who were ready to “worship [sport] in all of its 

manifestations.”223 Moreover, he claimed that the Games gave Colombia the opportunity to 

display, in front of “their brothers and sisters,” the “unity, vigor, health, strength, and 

courage” of its peoples.224  
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Since their inception by Alberto Nariño Cheyne, the Bolivarian Games were imagined 

as a place for the “[s]incere and cordial rapprochement of America’s youth.” 225 Bringing 

together, for the first time, more than 600 athletes from six countries, the games had an 

undeniable transnational effect and accomplished their internationalist goals. In fact, it was in 

Bogotá where representatives from the six nations created the Bolivarian sports zone and 

institutionalized the celebration of the Bolivarian Games every four years. The Andean sports 

zone was conceived as a transnational sporting area in which Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, 

Panamá, Perú, and Venezuela would exchange sporting values and capitals.226 The 

organization of the Bolivarian Games did not aspire to compete with the Centro American and 

Caribbean Games or the South American Games as the most significant regional competitions 

in Latin America. Instead, what the organization wanted was to celebrate the countries’ 

brotherhood and shared historical origin with “healthy and masculine competition.”227  

Journalists and commentators depicted the Bolivarian Games as a “historic moment” 

in which Colombian’s “enthusiasm, courage, and patriotism” had been most effectively 

displayed than ever before.228 According to them, the country was gaining a “privileged 

international position, since the games provoked “sensational stir in all South American 

countries.”229 International competition was a medium for identification and self-affirmation. 

In a way, journalists were recognizing the way in which the Games boosted the nation’s 

sports at the national and international level.230 By the end of the Bolivarian Games, 
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Colombia was first in the medal count, which contributed to feed the media narrative of 

courage and patriotism. Nevertheless, the performance of the athletes was remarkable, and the 

hopes to have a modern and competitive sport grew, even though the country was only 

“starting to live its international sporting life and was totally unexperienced.”231 As described 

above, the sporting success, and the numerous victories of Colombian athletes during the 

Bolivarians was widely recognized by people all over the country, “More than the victories, 

which can be attributed to the personal desire and the ability of the athletes, what is 

remarkable [in this Games] is the growing interest that people now has for sports.”232 

Transcending class, gender, and social barriers sports were perceived as truly national and a 

place for self-identification, especially when the teams representing the country were wining. 

However, as in the case of soccer, when failure appeared, it was the “non-patriotic, unhealthy, 

nonsense of regionalism” the one to blame.233  

Right after the closing ceremony, athletes, organizers, and members of the press 

rushed to analyze the Games and their overall impact on the region. These social agents 

celebrated things like the spectator’s impartiality, the Bolivarian spirit of the athletes, the 

camaraderie of organizers and administrators, and the way in which the “Games placed [the 

participants] among the cultured nations in the world.”234 In the end, the social, cultural, 

economic, and sporting success of the Games made sporting enthusiasts believe that a truly 

permanent transnational and Andean sports movement was possible.235 Although the Games 
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were not celebrated during the second world war, and were held only once in the 1950s, since 

1961 have been continuously celebrated every four years. 

The Games ended August 20, 1938. Since that moment, two types of narratives began 

to emerge within Colombian sports. On the one hand, there was a discourse of optimism and 

national unity; on the other hand, there was a narrative of pessimism and regionalism. I argue 

that these competitive narratives expressed many of the social and geopolitical tensions that 

characterized the period in Colombia. In a way, the field of sports was a “liminal space” 

where it was possible to express the oppositions between the national unifying projects and 

the local ambitions and resistances. Also, these two sporting geographical imaginations were 

built around the gender, race, and class intersections, differences and exclusions interacting in 

the country at that moment.  

After the closing ceremony, the Organizing Committee of the Bolivarian Games and 

members of Bogotá’s press rushed to analyze the event and their overall impact on Colombian 

society. Among the first to express their opinions regarding this matter were the presidents of 

the delegations invited to the event. The international delegates gave the Games positive 

feedback and celebrated things like the Colombian public impartiality, the Bolivarian spirit of 

the athletes, the camaraderie of organizers and administrators, and the way in which sports 

were placing “Colombia among the cultured nations in the world.”236 After a few days of 

being the center of the “Bolivarian sports zone,” the country was breathing “sporting 

optimism” and sports’ social agents began to dream with a truly permanent national sports 

movement.237 It was a moment of enthusiasm since urban popular classes seemed more 
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interested in sports, and the government—at least discursively—was willing to provide the 

necessary resources to promote them.  

The games’ success triggered debates about the importance of having more socially 

inclusive teams in sports already considered popular like soccer and basketball. Also, there 

were calls for the democratization of public sporting spaces and for the massive participation 

of the popular classes in sporting spectacles.238 Using Lima, Perú’s capital, as an example of 

the positive impact an international event could have on national sports, journalist and sports 

enthusiasts argued that Colombia “soon would have sports fields in every working-class 

neighborhood in the country.”239 According to them, the suffered and neglected working class 

would use sports as an opportunity to “socially advance and improve their race.”240 

Inaugurated by the Bolivarian Games, the “modern sporting program” of the country was 

perceived as an opportunity and a challenge. An opportunity because the Games were the 

awakening moment of Colombians’ sporting spirit, and a challenge because from that moment 

on the country had the “moral obligation” of channeling that energy in to concrete actions to 

promote sports in all social classes.  

As mentioned by most press accounts, the “modern sporting program” of 1938 had an 

international and a national component. At the international level, the program called for 

Colombia’s participation at international events like the 1938 South American soccer 

championship in Lima, the 1938 South American track and field championship also in Lima, 

the 1939 South American polo championship in Viña del mar, the 1939 South American 

basketball championships in Rio de Janeiro, and the 1940 Olympic Games in Helsinki, which 
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were ultimately cancelled as a consequence of World War II.241 At the national level, the 

program included the 1949 National Athletic Games in Bucaramanga, the 1938 National 

Soccer Championship in Medellín, and the 1942 Central American and Caribbean Games in 

Barranquilla. According to the press accounts, in order to have a “respectable participation” in 

these events, the country needed to “collectively” promote sports at the “national, 

departmental, and municipal levels,” especially adjudicating the necessary budget for “sports 

fields, equipment and transportation.” 242 Although not completely unheard of, since members 

of civil society started advocating in favor of sports during the 1920s, the public mobilization 

triggered by the Bolivarian Games gave the impression of being a transformative moment for 

Colombian Sports.  

Once the Bolivarian Games ended, optimism among local and national sporting circles 

remained strong. For the most part sports social agents were planning and thinking on how to 

canalize the energy and visibility that sports were having in the national press and in public 

discourse in general. It is worth noticing that this “sporting optimism” was not located 

exclusively in Bogotá, and that it extended to other regional capitals like Barranquilla, 

Bucaramanga, Cali, Manizales, and Medellín.243 In Bucaramanga, for example, there was a 

“never seen before” civic sentiment for sports: “We can see clearly now how there is an 

unusual amount of sporting activities being carry out.” 244 In most mid-size regional cities, 

local sporting circles began to pressure politicians to allocate the necessary money to promote 
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sports for “everybody.”245 The argument of local aficionados was that “it was the moment all 

athletes were waiting for, the time in which they were finally recognized, supported, and 

respected.”246 Cromos magazine described this moment and the general public atmosphere 

towards sports saying: “The sporting virus is spreading among our youth; everybody is 

interested in sports, and what it used to be a way of ‘waste time’ has become something 

positive and necessary.”247 What the public interest hinted was a “healthy and strong nation 

that recognizes sports as pivotal for the development of the physical strength of civilized 

peoples.”248 

7. The Games’ Aftermath  
 

By early September 1938 the national congress under the initiative of senator Alirio 

Gómez Picon and house representative Efraín del Valle assigned the necessary budged to 

celebrate the Fifth Central American and Caribbean Games to be held by Barranquilla in 

1942. The context in which the Law was enacted is interesting since the negotiation in the 

congress was described as way above the “despicable world of politics.”249 The people 

involved in organizing and promoting the Games, especially Carlos Martinez Aparicio a 

journalist from Barranquilla’s La Patria, knew well that in times of national and international 

political conflict sports could be offered as “something different.” Mirroring what happened 

in Bogotá with the Bolivarian Games, ideally Barranquilla would have the opportunity to 

show “14 nations Colombia’s prestige.” 250 And even more than that, the Games would be an 
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opportunity to show people in the country that it was possible to host enormous sporting 

events in cities different than Bogotá.251  

Around that same time, many urban sports associations and sports clubs in different 

cities continued with the schedule they have planned for the year.252 Local and regional 

championship were played and many of the athletes who participated in the Bolivarian Games 

took part in the competitions, which awaken the interest of the aficionados. The level of local 

championships was not as intense as in the Bolivarians and most of the athletes couldn’t 

“break any records. However, the relationship between the “elite athletes”—as they were 

beginning to be recognized—and the non-elite, greatly contributed to the popularization 

sporting practices experienced during those years. The Games, I content, were perceived as 

“inspirational and worth of imitating.”253In a similar fashion, sporting spaces like parks and 

stadiums saw increasing attendance. Sporting associations also began small pedagogical 

campaigns to promote sports in places like jails: “The municipal sports federation has been 

fomenting sports in different penal institutions, it has formed teams and has played 

matches.”254 Also, because of the Bolivarian Games and their popularity, new contacts and 

relationships between different local sporting associations and clubs were made. For example, 

Conchita Gutierrez Arango, a basketball player from Manizales, who participated in the 

Games fulfilling her “patriotic and national duty,” extended her sporting network managing to 

invite teams from other cities to compete against her team the Union.255  
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Perhaps one of the most important consequences of the Games was their impact on the 

sporting press. Journalist became more popular and visible. Also, some of them continued 

organizing sporting events. Luis Camacho Montoya, Sports editor from newspaper El Tiempo, 

for example, decided that it was important to arrange several different sports tournaments 

claiming that there was an “urgency to resume local sporting activities.”256 Since the different 

Leagues in charge of organizing regional and national championships continued to be 

disorganized, Camacho sustained that it was necessary to use the newspaper’s pages to 

stimulate sports at the local level. According to press reports, we can deduce that a tension 

between local and national sports was emerging, “We can say it without equivocation, [local 

sports] has gave up its seat to national sports.”257 During the Bolivarian Games the sport that 

received more attention was Basketball. This was rather obvious since Colombia won both the 

masculine and the feminine tournaments in what was described as “spectacular fashion.”258 

Consequently, journalist, Leagues, clubs, and sporting associations devoted their energy in 

favor of “promoting the development of Colombian basketball, which had a brilliant 

participation in the Bolivarian Games.”259 Besides basketball, the other activities that received 

some attention during those months were soccer, cycling and track and field.260 In these 

disciplines, El Tiempo believed, Colombia needed to no “rest on its laurels, and vigorously 

give sports the place they deserved in the country.”261 El Tiempo’s stance was replicated in 

other regional capitals where journalists were also instrumental for the nation’s “sports fever.” 
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The sports “fever” that regional capitals like Barranquilla, Bucaramanga, Bogotá, Cali, 

Manizales, and Medellín experienced in Colombia after the Bolivarian Games also impacted 

governmental institutions. For example, despite its deep fiscal problems, the National 

Commission of Physical Education received renewed attention by journalists and politicians 

who claimed that one of the keys for the development of Colombian sports was the labor of 

NCPE and its most important project the National Institute of Physical Education. According 

to them the NIPE had the responsibility of educate Colombian athletes with modern “science 

and technique.”262 To accomplish this, the Institute “needed to be” reorganized, both in terms 

of its pedagogical program and its internal structure. The idea was to be more effective 

“producing” physical education teachers who needed to be capable of training elite athletes.263 

Modern training techniques were considered the basis for international sporting success. 

Colombia’s sporting “backwardness” was thought to be a consequence of the lack of training, 

which couldn’t be replaced by “good will, courage, or enthusiasm.”264 As a solution for this 

problem, the sports press proposed to permanently hire international coaches specially 

brought to the country during the Bolivarian Games. Mike Forero Nougues argued: “The 

country has to take advantage of the knowledge of the international coaches. We must hire the 

ones who had success during the Games. If we do so, we will have many international 

victories in the future.”265 The countries’ sport, however, did not have the material resources 

to hire the coaches or develop a modern youth sporting system. As it has been mentioned 

before, fiscal problems were common in the world of sports and many bureaucrats and 
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politicians believed that athletic activities were a waste of money.266 Beyond the economic 

limitations, some of the new ideas on how to organize Colombian sports, inspired by the 

Bolivarian Games, were resisted by members sports governing bodies “amongst us there are 

elements who don’t want the coaches or their teachings here.”267  

Other civilian authorities, also with reasons difficult to discern with the available 

historical evidence, tried to stop the synergy with witch sports were developing after the 

Games. Talking about a conflict over the use of the El Campin stadium in Bogotá, Mike 

Forero Nougues said: “In these moments, in which most athletes are swollen with athletic 

pride, the municipal authorities don’t let people use the stadium. I command the distinguished 

municipal authorities to please tell us, is the stadium a relic or is it for everybody’s 

enjoyment?”268 According to Forero, and many other sportsmen and journalists, hosting an 

international event was important only if the Games helped in the promotion of physical 

education and sports at the domestic level. Thus, the fact that local and regional authorities 

placed their political interest above the public interest on sports was unacceptable.269  

Jose Martinez Ceballos, the Mexican physical educator hired by the Colombian 

government to organize the event, was the first member of the Bolivarian Olympic Committee 

that publicly discussed the Games’ success. Connoisseur and expert of the “state” of Latin 

American sports at the time, Martinez Ceballos argued that Colombia needed to transform its 

public policy regarding sports taking advantage of the impetus triggered by the Bolivarians. 

According to him, the effort made by Colombian athletes couldn’t match the “experience, 
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facilities, training methods, and international experience of other [Latin American] 

athletes.”270 Thus, to make Colombia the sports leader in the Andean Region, ‘elite’ athletes 

needed to receive the competent training and care to succeed at the international level. As 

described by Jospeh Arbena, the manufacturing of ‘elite’ athletes to internationally represent 

their country was a trend followed by many Latin American countries during the 1930s and 

the 1940s.271 In the Colombia case, the participation in the 1936 Olympics and the hosting of 

the 1938 Bolivarian Games were the first moments in which the ‘nation’ was represented by 

an ‘sporting’ delegation. 
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CHAPTER TWO. TURNING THE PEDALS, THE MAKING OF COMPETITIVE 
CYCLING 1930-1946 

 
1. The First Pedal Strokes 

 
Bicycles were first seen in major Colombian cities at the end of the nineteenth century 

when urban elites started to use them during their leisure time. Usually purchased in Europe 

or the United States, bicycles were considered a luxury item and a symbol of distinction. In 

1899, Bogotá, a city of 100,000 inhabitants, had only 600 bicycles circulating in its streets.1 

Despite the apparently few number of bicycles available, cycling was praised in cultural 

magazines and newspapers as a “healthy entertainment” that “all” men, women, and children 

could enjoy in parks or city streets.2 In the early 1900s, elite cycling clubs began to emerge in 

cities like Barranquilla, Bogotá, Cali, and Medellín.3 These clubs were pivotal for the early 

dissemination of the sport among the country’s privileged classes.4 However, at the beginning 

of the twentieth century, cycling was essentially an urban phenomenon with little impact on 

the largely rural population of the country.5 

From 1910 onwards, cycling expanded to other sectors of Colombian society. The 

growing number of practitioners allowed entrepreneurs like Ernesto Duperly, owner of a 

commercial house in downtown Bogotá called “Gabinete Artistico,” to start massively 

importing well-known European bicycle brands such as “James” into the country.6 In big 

urban center such as Medellín, the growth of the sport was accompanied by problems like 

“unskilled cyclists knocking down people” including children and the elderly.7 Newspapers 
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7 “Los ciclistas,” El Colombiano, Aug 23, 1912, n.d. 
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and magazines voiced their concerns regarding these “new vehicles” by giving examples of 

the ways in which cyclists were endangering the public, “this time the victim was a little child 

who was carrying a porcelain vase. The rider, instead of stopping to pay his damage, fled the 

scene as fast as his vehicle allowed him to do.”8 In the case of Antioquia’s capital, the number 

of calamities grew at such a pace that writers and journalists demanded the enactment of new 

“rules and laws” to prevent the increasing “hit and run accidents” occurring in the city.9  

In the mid 1910s, the first public events involving bicycles emerged. Social lounges, 

for example, offered shows where the main attraction was the cyclists. According to 

Medellin’s newspaper El Colombiano, in these spectacles “the public couldn’t stop clapping 

after seeing the [performers] showing of cycling tricks.”10 Cycling was beginning to capture 

people’s imaginations by being a symbol of speed, agility, and efficiency, three “attributes” 

located at the core of the modern discourses circulating in Colombia at the time.11 It was also 

in this moment when cycling flourished in mid-size cities like Bucaramanga, Manizales, and 

Cúcuta. In the latter, the city’s sport club, which was founded in 1917, formed a “strong 

cycling team” made of six of the most agile riders in the region.12 By the end of the 1910s, 

and after the incorporation of the mid-size cities into the cycling movement, the sport began 

to enjoy public recognition across the country.  

During the early 1920s, Colombia experienced important transformations that 

increased the country’s social and economic stratification including urbanization processes, 

demographic growth, migration, industrialization, bureaucratization, and the regularization of 
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the labor market.13 The middle and working classes consolidated as distinctive sectors of 

society.14 People’s purchasing power grew. Cycling’s popularity sprouted with these 

economic and social transformations. A new universe of consumers, eager to adopt bicycles 

as working tools, modes of transportation, and entertainment emerged. The expansion of the 

cycling market significantly lowered importation costs and international brands such as 

Raleigh, Triumph, Cazenave, Arguile, Hercules, and Humber began to be more accessible to 

all social classes.15 From the office to the factory, bicycles were becoming part of everyday 

life. As an expression of that popularity bicycles began to be used during civic events, 

parades, and the celebration of national holidays, as can be seen in a chronicle discussing the 

preparations for Columbus Day in Medellín, “Next October 12, a group of youngsters is 

organizing a cycling parade from el Bosque to la America. All the participants have to wear 

the Colombian flag.”16 Symbolically and materially, cycling’s place within the public parades 

expressed the dissemination of the practice and its cultural importance within the citizenry in 

general.  

In the late 1920s, organizations such as Club Alcyon in Bogotá and Club Ciclopartes 

in Cali began to offer the possibility of acquiring bicycles on credit. Marketing the machines 

with announcements like: “With the ‘club system’ for only two pesos a week you can get 

bicycles for men, women, and children,” these clubs managed to expand the cycling market 
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even further reaching small towns all around the country.17 Besides the cycling clubs, sports 

goods shops in Bogotá, Cali, Cúcuta, Barranquilla, and Medellín, also understood that 

allowing the purchase of bicycles on credit was the best way to strengthen their business.  

The growing number of consumers encouraged the establishment of never seen before 

cycling spectacles often considered part of the country’s “new and modern” culture.18 A good 

example is the organization of the first games of Cycle-Ball. Considered a sport with high 

popularity in Europe at the time, Cycle-Ball was created by a German American named 

Nicholas Kauffmann. In Colombia, Cycle-Ball was promoted by Trento Tagliaferri, a 

Brazilian man who began to organize matches in the city of Bahia after seeing the sport in 

Germany. The Brazilian and his Colombian business partner General Rafael Santos created an 

entertainment company that had the mission of “bringing to Bogotá a show” comparable to 

the ones organized in the “more cultured” cities of South America.19 Cycle-Ball, which 

involved “eight beautiful female cyclists” divided into two opposing teams to try to score 

goals against each other while riding their bicycles, was promoted by the organization who 

promised the spectators a “jazz band, a bar, and an Italian restaurant.”20 Both Santos and 

Tagliaferri, wanted to present the show in a locale formerly occupied by a café in downtown 

Bogotá. In order to present the spectacle to the public, the promoters of the show needed an 

official license. The acquisition of the permit was a very complicated process since the 

Mayor’s Office argued that the show had characteristics only seen in games of change, such 

as gambling and drinking. After a legal battle between General Santos and the city, Cycle-ball 
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was finally accepted as “healthy entertainment” that could be offered to the general public. 

The emergence of cycling-related spectacles such as Cycle-ball show how cycling was being 

progressively incorporated into the new Colombian culture.  

Despite their growing popularity and acceptance, some aspects of cycling were 

discussed and debated by journalists and sporting enthusiasts. On one hand, the activity was 

usually depicted by its supporters as the perfect medium to “enjoy complete freedom of 

movement,” especially because bicycles were considered a vehicle that would transform the 

“world’s locomotion” in a “cheap and democratic way.”21 To support this idea, writers like 

Ricardo Tanco used examples from the “Scandinavian countries,” which in Colombia were 

considered paradigms of development and technology.22 On the other hand, there was a group 

of people who argued that cycling would never be important in Colombia because “no serious 

person could dare to travel in such a modest vehicle.”23 According to the skeptics, the “vanity 

and envy of Colombians,” would never “allow them” to massively use bicycles. Instead, it 

was said that Colombians preferred cars over bicycles, since the latter couldn’t satisfy 

people’s “desire” for distinction and snobbism, a mentality perhaps attributable to the United 

States’ influence.24 This debate, however, did not stop the mass popularization of bicycles or 

the development of the sport in its competitive version.  

2. Adventurers and Travelers 
 

During the early 1930s, stories about “mythical rides” from “crazy” cyclists who 

traveled around continents just for the “love of the sport” began to populate many of the 
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country’s newspapers and cultural magazines.25 For example, in January of 1930, the 

newspaper El Tiempo published a lengthy article chronicling the ‘peregrination’ of Uruguayan 

Adolfo Rodriguez, who rode from Buenos Aires to New York with “nothing more than a 

passport, a few pesos, and a bicycle.”26 Written by Peruvian journalist Emilio Delboy, the 

article described Rodriguez’s two and a half year-long crossing of the continent, which, 

according to the writer, was a “unique accomplishment in Latin America.”27 In the article, 

Delboy praised Rodriguez for his “quixotic [and] courageous enterprise,” and also claimed 

that the cyclist’s example “would inspire” many riders across the region.28  

Since international cyclists such as Rodriguez—from countries like Argentina, 

Uruguay, United States, France, and Italy—were portrayed as cycling heroes, many young 

enthusiasts in Colombia rapidly attempted to imitate them. In October of 1930, a group of ten 

cyclists from Cali’s Club Bolivar organized a ride from Cali to Bogotá. Depicted by the press 

as “authentic heroes,” these cyclists had to ride “in the most horrible climatological conditions 

throughout muddied roads across the Colombian mountains to complete their journeys.”29 

Described as having “steel will-power and great masculinity,” in every city they visited, the 

cyclists competed against local cyclists who wanted to test their skills and abilities. After a 

couple of weeks, when the “adventurers” finally arrived in Bogotá, all of the city’s social and 

cultural forces welcomed them with great pride and respect.30 
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The success that Club Bolivar had in organizing the ride between Cali and Bogotá 

gave many cyclists in different parts across the country more reasons to attempt their own 

intercity journeys. In January of 1931, to celebrate Simón Bolívar as the “father of the 

country,” cyclists Pedro Mariño and Urbano Riveros went from Bogotá to Venezuela’s capital 

Caracas, the birthplace of the Liberator.31 Despite having no help during their trip, the riders 

managed to finish their journey, fulfilling their promise to visit the Liberator’s grave. Mariño 

and Rivero’s ride was the first one in which Colombian cyclists crossed the nation’s border. 

In Caracas, both athletes were welcomed with skepticism by the Venezuelan public, who 

despite recognizing the value of the cyclists’ efforts, did not celebrate the Colombians as the 

great adventurers they were. Stranded and penniless in Caracas, both riders had to go to the 

Colombian embassy in Caracas where the ambassador arranged the cyclists’ return to the 

country.32  

Another good example of the intercity rides’ popularity during the early 1930s is that 

of Marcos Bernal and Hernan Barragán from the department of Valle. In April of 1931, 

Bernal and Barragán organized a cycling “tour of Colombia,” which, according to them, was 

the “first ever held in the republic.” 33 After visiting several towns and cities across the 

western part of the country, the two cyclists arrived in Bogotá where they claimed to be 

inspired by the idea of “linking the nation’s cycling communities.”34 Moreover, they argued 

that the many competitions in which they participated during the tour were “good for the 

future of the sport” and a sign of Colombia’s “cycling potential.”35 An interesting dimension 
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of the intercity rides was the way in which the participants used the press to share their 

experiences with the general public. During the interviews, these cycling adventurers 

discussed things like the condition of the roads, the wonders of the landscape, the 

particularities of people’s culture, and the lack of official and governmental funding for the 

country’s infrastructure. A good illustration can be seen in an interview that Cenón Cuevas 

and Miguel Gómez gave to the newspaper El Tiempo. In the interview, both riders described 

their journey from Cali to Bogotá saying: “On our way here we stopped in several towns to 

sleep and eat. On our way back to Cali we will have to stop in many more, which is why we 

ask you to please publish this story. Please help us convince the Mayors on our route to assist 

us.”36  

Most national and international inter-city rides were organized with the idea of 

“putting the name of Colombian sports” at the highest level possible.37 The athletes’ efforts 

were highlighted by sports journalists who often claimed that cyclists “deserved to be 

supported by” all sports aficionados in the country. 38 In fact, the printing press was very 

critical of the instances in which the community’s backing was minimal. For example, 

denouncing the snobbism towards a ride organized from Bogotá to Quito, Ecuador’s capital, 

El Gráfico magazine said, “in Bogotá, the riders had received little help, if they were 

foreigners everybody would have helped them.”39 More than simple individual feats, the 

intercity rides were pivotal for the initial interaction of Colombian cyclists with the general 

public and each other.40 The adventurers who dared to travel to other cities and countries were 
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“doing an act of service” by displaying the true values “of the motherland,” which according 

to the commentators were race purity, courage, strength, devotion, and fair play.41  

3. A Race That Only the Strong Could Finish 
 

Road cycling appeared in Colombia in the 1920s. The first attempts to organize races 

can be traced back to 1923 when, inspired by international sports publications, one of 

Colombia’s pioneer athletes Juan Contreras set up a competition at the San Diego Circus in 

Bogotá. Despite the organizer’s attempt to summon as many participants as possible, only a 

couple of cyclists took part in the contest. The winner of the race was a young man from 

Bogotá named Rafael Rodriguez. 42 Although Contreras’s effort to promote competitive 

cycling was not a hundred percent successful, his labor outlined some of the particularities 

that characterized these types of races in the late 1920s and early 1930s. 

In 1928, with the support of several commercial houses, Medellín’s cycling 

community unsuccessfully tried to put together the first championship of the department of 

Antioquia. By then a city of more than 100,000 people, Medellín had a decent entertainment 

market and a vibrant economy in which sporting practices were regularly consumed. Also, 

local cycling entrepreneurs like Felix de Bedout and Israel Tobón were representatives of 

international bicycle brands such as Humber, Triunfo, Raleigh, and Peugeot. 43 To promote 

their products, these merchants were willing to invest money in organizing races and cycling 

events. “Peugeot is the brand that guarantees the victory. Peugeots are the most resistant and 

quick machines in the market, only those riding on their wheels will be victorious in Santa 
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Rosa,” said an announcement to promote the race funded by De Bedout.44 Moreover, cycling 

entrepreneurs were well aware of the way in which, since the nineteenth-century, bicycle 

retailers in Europe used races to promote the consumption of their products by the masses.45 

Starting in front of San Vincent’s hospital in Medellín, the race for Antioquia’s championship 

was planned to travel 80 kilometers north to the municipality of Santa Rosa de Osos, which 

by then had 12,000 inhabitants.46 Designed as a time trial, the winners were set to receive a 

large monetary prize, especially if they managed to win using one of the sponsors’ bicycle 

brands. The race was organized according to the “United States’ rules” and thus aspired to 

have all the characteristics of a modern cycling event, which included banning the use of 

“motors, beasts, vehicles, or other mechanical means,” and incorporated a “decent route” with 

climbs and flat parts.47 Described as a “contest to prove the character of the Colombian race,” 

the competition was supposed to be celebrated on a date charged with patriotic symbolism, 

July 20, 1928.48 However, despite having legal permits, the support of transit authorities, and 

the backing of the municipal governments, the race was postponed due to climatic reasons and 

ended up being replaced by a local competition between a few riders from Medellín.49 

The last weekend of November 1929, Fernando Hauzeur—a physical educator, 

Marine captain, soccer referee, cycling enthusiast, and sports writer at newspaper El 

Espectador —organized the first ever inter-city cycling race in Colombia between Bogotá and 
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Tunja.50 Hauzeur selected Tunja, 120 kilometers north of the capital as the race’s arrival 

because the city had an important number of cycling enthusiasts and the road to Bogotá was 

probably the best preserved in the country. Originally planned as an “endurance race,” the 

competition evolved until it became a cycling event that aimed to emulate the European 

classics. The 335 kilometers round trip race first departed from downtown Bogotá on 

Saturday, November 30th, and then returned from Tunja on Sunday, December 1st. Among 

the 18 participants, there were three foreigners: Arturo Castillo (Panamá), Carlo Pastore 

(Italia), and an unnamed Brazilian.51 Hauzeur’s race was the beginning of an era in which 

private individuals used their resources to organize contests with all the necessary 

arrangements that a competitive cycling event demanded. Checkpoints every eight kilometers 

and “neutral” officials were some of the elements that explained why the organizers believed 

that the race had the “greatest legality possible.”52 A group of the city’s sports editors, cycling 

enthusiasts, and bicycle retailers like Jose Eidelman, Felipe Mebarak, and Enrique Chadid 

supported the competition as they felt its celebration was important for the development of 
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physical education within the “younger generations.”53 Besides their altruistic support, this 

group of people also offered material incentives such as prize money for the winners.54  

Despite the 6 A.M. start time, a “multitude” of people gathered at the corner of 

Twenty-fifth Street and Seventh Avenue in Bogotá on the Saturday of the race to see how the 

“brave young” cyclists challenged “time and space with brio and enthusiasm.”55 The 

organizer Fernando Hauzeur signaled the beginning of the competition. At 10:40 am, Rafael 

Borda and Ramón Acosta were the first riders to arrive at Chocontá, a town 90 kilometers 

north of Bogotá. At that moment all racers were still in the competition, however, Italian 

Carlo Pastore and Colombian Alfonso Reina had fainted and had to be assisted by the 

organizers whom after half an hour allowed them to continue.56 For most of the route, 

Hauzeur himself “controlled” the competition from an automobile he leased specifically for 

the event. At the same time, he also drafted telegrams chronicling the race, which he later sent 

to Bogotá’s newspapers. As the cyclists rode through the savannah connecting Bogotá to 

Tunja, a “multitude” of people from neighboring towns vigorously cheered the “routiers.”57  

At the finish line in Tunja, according to the telegrams sent to newspaper El Tiempo, “a 

lot of people for over more than 30 blocks” awaited the riders’ arrival with “tremendous 

expectation.”58 The newspaper correspondent wrote: “The whole city went out to welcome the 

brave young cyclists.”59 For the people in Tunja, it was a “never seen before spectacle” in 

which not only the city’s elites but also the popular classes had the opportunity to witness a 
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cultural event. At 3:50 pm, three riders, Alvaro Velasco, Ramón Acosta, and Rafael Borda, 

turned the corner of Santo Domingo Avenue to quickly reach the last section of the race, a 

short stretch of 15th Street next to the city’s central park also known as Bosque de la 

República. The 9-hour 52-minutes long stage was won by Velasco, with Acosta in second, 

and Borda in third place, all of whom rode the well-known French bicycles Alcyon. The final 

time gap between the three competitors was only 20 seconds. Bursting with joy, the spectators 

were “thrice happy” when they found out that the winners of the race were Colombians.60 

Cornelio Quijano Morales, Tunja’s Mayor at the time and widely recognized as the politician 

who initiated the city’s modern transformations in the twentieth century, argued that all 

citizens were “delighted” with the cyclists’ presence.61 Quijano’s support was pivotal to the 

success of the race as he not only facilitated the logistics in Tunja but also promoted the 

competition inside and outside of the city.  

The morning after the first part of the race was completed, sportswriter Antonio César 

Gaitán published a commentary in El Tiempo praising the competition and its organizer. 

According to the journalist, the race gave “hope and confidence” to Colombian sports.62 

Moreover, he claimed that “[as] expected, the cyclists were cheered by thousands because the 

mass was eager to celebrate their accomplishments.”63 For noted, the race was “difficult and 

dangerous, and only those strong and young enough could finish it.”64 Furthermore, the 

cyclists’ competitiveness proved their enthusiasm and love for the sport.65 In the last part of 
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his commentary, Gaitán demanded Bogotá’s hospitality stating that the capital needed to 

“celebrate the cyclists” in the same manner that Tunja did.  

After a night’s rest in the capital of the department of Boyacá, the cyclists prepared the 

return to Bogotá beginning early in the morning on Sunday, December 1st. Despite being 

conscious that the topography was more arduous, difficult, and strident than the day before, 

not a single participant abandoned the race. It was an epic “battle” of cyclists against the 

mountains, the rugged terrain, and the numerous cars with which they had to share the road.66 

The cyclists’ willingness to compete was hailed by the chroniclers saying: “[After] finishing 

this grueling ride, these young athletes have proven that they don’t fear fatigue or the road’s 

roughness. They have thrown themselves into this hazardous adventure only accompanied by 

their healthy enthusiasm.”67 

In the end, Colombian Alfonso Reina was victorious in the competition.68 Praised by 

most of the printing press as a great success, a unique event, and an irrefutable proof of 

Colombians’ “fierce spirit,” the race generated enthusiasm amongst cycling and sports 

enthusiasts.69 Hand in hand with the popular excitement experienced by the spectators, a 

nationalistic rhetoric was built by sports journalists who claimed that the Colombians’ victory 

corroborated the talent of the country’s youth. This was a talent that the journalists believed 

was heavily “ignored by the government.”70 At a time when the country’s most important 

Bishop, Miguel Angel Builes, was writing pessimistic words like, “black clouds shroud over 

our once clear sky […] bitter days await us if God does not turn his merciful eyes upon us,” 
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the event organized by Hauzeur was a motive for optimism about the country and its future.71 

The race also signaled the beginning of an era in which local and intercity road races 

dominated cycling in the following two decades. 

4. The Making of Competitive Cycling 
 

In the first months of 1930, the Conservative party, in power since 1886, was at the 

twilight of its hegemony. In that context, some journalists, educators, and members of civil 

society were critical of the lethargic rhythm with which spectator sports were progressing in 

Colombia. In terms of sporting spectacles, they believed the country was far behind the 

“majority of nations in the Americas.”72 The idea of being “backward” in the realm of sports 

was a perfect trope to denounce the government’s failures in areas like education, social 

security, public health, and infrastructure.73 The lack of spectator sports was believed to be 

affecting the “patriotism and pride” of the country’s citizens. Moreover, it was considered a 

social and cultural problem that needed to be solved by linking, “like in a chain,” all the civic 

forces willing to put the country in the “rightful place it deserved.”74  

Amid the “crisis” sporting spectacles were experiencing, competitive cycling, which 

emerged in 1929, was often described by journalists and enthusiasts as an activity with the 

potential of having “notable success among the [general] public.”75 Despite sharing the 

limitations of other sports, like the lack of funds, cycling had some advantages that allowed 
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people to believe the activity could have a bright future. First, as a spectacle, cycling 

competitions were mostly enjoyed by urban non-elites, which journalists argued was a sign 

that the sport would eventually “develop” a fan base large enough to be culturally and 

economically successful.76 Second, the number of practitioners was continuously growing, 

especially in cities like Bogotá, Cali, Barranquilla, and Medellín.77 Since very early on, the 

reception that the public gave to cycling events triggered discussions about the necessity to 

“definitively institutionalize” the sport nationwide.78 Moreover, most agents within the 

cycling field believed that only the government’s support would guarantee the complete 

popularization of the activity at the national level. Thus, both the institutionalization and the 

bureaucratization of the sport were presented as the “first step” to developing the cycling 

“potential” that people’s early enthusiasm heralded.  

Notwithstanding the calls for state intervention, most cycling races organized during 

the early 1930s were held exclusively under private initiative, unlike in other disciplines like 

soccer and boxing.79 Fernando Hauzeur, for example, continued to be the most active cycling 

promotor in Bogotá and Cundinamarca. Under Hauzeur’s leadership, cycling began to gain 

space within the region’s sports calendar. Although the number of participants in the races he 

organized continued to be relatively small—between 18 and 25 riders, different cyclists 

enrolled each time such that “among the contestants, there are new athletes who have joined 

the amateur ranks of this powerful sport.”80 Hauzeur incorporated young riders as a strategy to 
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elevate the level of the competitions. By generating more intense and vigorous rivalries 

between “experienced and amateur” riders, he increased the possibility of finding genuine 

cycling prospects. 

Besides Hauzeur, cycling enthusiasts like Hans Huber, the Matiz Brothers, Florentino 

Castro, and Max Eidelman also contributed to the initial development of the sport. Huber, 

who was the director of Cundinamarca’s Department of Physical Education, promoted cycling 

from his governmental position and perhaps was the only public servant who intervened in 

favor of the activity. The Matiz brothers, Castro, and Eidelman, who owned sporting goods 

shops in Bogotá, made great contributions sponsoring and financially supporting events.81 

They were portrayed by the printing press as paradigmatic characters whose backing for the 

sport needed to be imitated. Sports journalists praised these sporting entrepreneurs by noting: 

“if all the people importing bicycles began to think like [them], our labor in favor of this sport 

would be easier and more convenient.”82 It was a moment when urban dwellers were 

beginning to experience an unprecedented “passion for athletic-mechanic” activities, which 

were perceived as an expression of modernity and technological advancement.83 Moreover, 

there was an immense fascination for the combination human-machine intrinsically present in 

cycling. Watching riders compete was a novelty, an adventure, and a celebration of the 

marriage between machine and muscles.84 

In Colombia, journalists played a definitive role in the dissemination of the sport in its 

competitive version, as it happened in countries with great cycling traditions like Italy, 
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France, or Spain.85 In fact, for most of the early 1930s, journalists claimed to be “the only 

ones worrying about the development of [competitive] cycling […].”86 Publications like El 

Colombiano, El Mundo al Dia, El Espectador, El Tiempo, El Gráfico, El Liberal, and 

journalists Jorge Cabrera, Jorge Carulla, Antonio César Gaitán, and Luís Eduardo Páez, 

among others, used their social and cultural capital to promote the sport within non-elite 

sectors. These journalists believed that they were, on one hand, fulfilling a patriotic duty, and 

on the other hand improving their business by increasing readership and advertising for their 

publications. For example, responding to “innumerable requests” from the public, on July 19, 

1931, two sports writers Hernan Ferré from El Gráfico and Antonio Cesar Gaitán from El 

Tiempo, decided to organize a competition from Bogotá to a municipality north of the city 

called Zipaquirá. The race was welcomed with “gigantic enthusiasm” by the region’s cyclists. 

Described as a “complete success,” the competition, initially open to 20 riders, ended up with 

a much larger number of participants. The prizes offered by the race’s sponsor included a 

silver cup, an embossed silver plate, and a bicycle built by French manufacturer Alcyon.87  

Putting together the race, Gaitán and Ferré established regulations pertaining to the 

number of participants, timetables, checkpoints, and punishments for the athletes who 

violated the race’s rules. As the pictures taken at the starting line showed, “hundreds” of 

spectators witnessed how the 32 “brave routiers” prepared for the beginning of the 60 

kilometers race.88 The competitors were welcomed in Zipaquirá with “champagne glasses, 
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loud cheers, and a standing ovation.”89 After completing the route, all the participants were 

bruised and exhausted. The winner, Florentino Nibia, defeated his most fierce rivals with a 

display of “pride never seen before” in the country.90 The excitement of cycling aficionados 

was so elevated after the race that newspapers and magazines began to talk about the nation’s 

“fever” for the sport.91 Despite the obvious exaggeration, the journalists’ narrative regarding 

the success of the race mirrored the popularity that cycling activities were having in Bogotá 

and Cundinamarca.  

Another good example of the importance journalists had in the making of competitive 

cycling is that of Luis Eduardo Páez, sports editor of newspaper Mundo al Día. After 

organizing a race in August of 1930, Paez’s labor was praised by his colleagues: “our great 

friend has organized a race to which more than 20 competitors registered. We sincerely 

congratulate him for his great success.”92 The race organized by Páez was the first “cycle 

speedway” event ever held in the country. The competition, covering 4000 meters, was 

disputed against the clock and in a short oval track at the city’s horse racetrack. The winner of 

the race, Carlos Arango Vélez, was a young cyclist from Bogotá who regularly appeared in 

many races throughout the decade. It was also under Paez’s initiative that time trial races first 

appeared in Colombia.93 These timed races, covering a small distance from Bogotá’s 

downtown to a northern neighborhood called Chapinero, were popular within the urban 

masses who were eager for any form of entertainment. They crowded the finish line, “[t]he 

bicycle race Bogotá-Chapinero was celebrated on Sunday. Finishing in just seven minutes, 
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Rafael Borda was the winner in the adult category. In the junior category, the winner was 

Pedro Castro with a time of six and a half minutes.”94  

 
 

Figure 5. Mundo al Dia race. 
El Gráfico, Sep 6, 1930, 930. 

 
It was also under the initiative of sports journalists that “official” local cycling 

championships began to appear in Colombia.95 Although these events were not initially 

sanctioned by the National Commission of Physical Education or any other public entity, they 

were often described as having a formal character. A good example is the first ever 

“departmental championship” of Cundinamarca organized in December 1931 by Hernán 
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Ferré.96 Composed of three events covering distances of two and a half, fifteen, and thity-

eight kilometers, the championship was held at Bogotá’s Estadio de la Merced, a venue 

traditionally used to play soccer. The first event was programmed for December 20, the 

second for December 27, and the third one for January 10 of 1932. The three races were 

scheduled to occur at the same time as previously arranged soccer games, with the objective 

of making “the spectacle” more “interesting” and attractive.97 The championship organized by 

Ferré was the first one in which Colombian “routiers” competed for something labeled as a 

“regional title.”98 These unofficial “departmental championships” sowed a seed that continued 

to grow throughout the decade, as later evidenced by the myriad of local and regional 

tournaments that took place throughout the whole country. 

In 1933, Guillermo Pignalosa founded the National Cycling Club (Club Ciclista 

Nacional) NCC. The club was a space where cycling devotees from Bogotá shared ideas, 

information, and other capitals to “promote the development of the pedal sport.”99 During the 

1930s, Pignalosa, son of an Italian immigrant, became one of the city’s most renowned 

cyclists. He famously owned the first “road bike with shifters” used in the country.100 

Pignalosa was truly invested in the popularization of the sport. He imported bicycles from 

Europe and then sold them to other cyclists in Cundinamarca at no extra cost.101 A 

connoisseur, he owned cycling magazines and books and happily shared them with other 

aficionados. Since Pignalosa owned a bike shop, he was also knowledgeable about cycling 
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tactics as well as technical and mechanical details. As a representative of the NCC, Pignalosa 

was in constant interaction with journalists and politicians. He aimed to promote public 

discussion about the organization of cycling competitions: “As captain of the NCC, I write to 

your prestigious publication in order to suggest you organize a couple of cycling races 

between Bogotá and Tunja. Those races could be a good way of giving the next national 

holidays and celebrations more importance and relevance.”102 As an active social agent of 

cycling, Pignalosa was a clear example of the way in which the labor “done by private 

individuals in favor of sports” was essential for the development and popularization of 

sporting activities as part of a “new and modern” national culture.103 

In addition to Pignalosa’s club, several other associations were founded during the 

early 1930s as a reflection of the expansion competitive cycling experienced at the local level 

in places like Bogotá, Cali, and Medellín. Carlos Arturo Torres, Victor Sánchez, and Carlos 

Eduardo Malaver founded the Cundinamarca Cycling Union (Unión Ciclística de 

Cundinamarca), which organized intercity races and a few local “criteriums” before soccer 

games.104 Other cycling clubs in Bogotá were the Independent Athletic Union (Union Atlética 

Independiente) and La Corona.105 In Cali, the Ciclista Cali Association (Asociación Ciclística 

de Cali) was the club that commanded the organization of local races. In Medellin, the best-

known cycling club was the Humber-club, which not only organized races in Antioquia but 

also sent riders to compete with other athletes in Cali and Bogotá.106  
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In the late 1930s, these competitive cycling clubs continued organizing races at the 

local and regional levels. The Cundinamarca Cycling Union, for example, held several events 

with relative “success” in Bogotá and its surrounding towns.107 Cycling clubs in other 

regional capitals and intermediate cities like Bucaramanga, Cúcuta, and Manizales organized 

similar events. It was in these races that people like Carlos Malaver, Florentino Nivia, Hugo 

Acosta, Silvino Niño, Faustino Plazas, and Claudio Buendía began to stand out as the nation’s 

most renowned cyclists.108 With local races becoming more common, new types of cycling 

knowledges emerged. There were more discussions on the style of the cyclists, the nature of 

the routes, and the quality of the training.109 New logistics were employed, like better time 

recording: “Albert Jeannet, the owner of the watch store ‘the chronometer’ will serve as the 

race’s timekeeper.”110 Also, it became more common to see the police and public officials in 

different cities helping with the organization of the races: “Amid great enthusiasm, with an 

impeccable organization, and the great contribution of the highway police the race Bogotá-

Chía-Bogotá was carried out yesterday.”111  

By the end of the decade, newspapers and cycling clubs continued to be the main 

promoters of the races organized in Colombia. According to El Gráfico, tournaments were 

“being held with total regularity” and “the enthusiasm that cycling races” generated was 

“indescribable.”112 One remarkable aspect of these competitions was that cyclists from the 

departments of Antioquia, Atlántico, Cundinamarca, and Valle were beginning to frequently 
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compete against each other.113 Also, women began to participate in cycling competitions. For 

example, on September 17 the city of Manizales organized a women’s race as part of the 

city’s carnival celebrations.114 Although the information about the race’s result is scant, there 

is no doubt that the sport was popularizing within all sectors of society including among 

women and children.  

The last aspect that greatly contributed to the making of competitive cycling was the 

development of the country’s infrastructure. By the end of the 1920s, despite the expansion of 

the country’s economy and the advancement of the coffee industry, Colombia remained the 

Latin American country with the fewest kilometers of roads. The cost of building highways 

across the rugged Colombian topography was too high and the construction very difficult. In 

addition to these barriers, the Conservatives leading the country during most of the twentieth 

century’s first decades almost exclusively invested infrastructure money in railroads as they 

believed trains were symbolic of development.115 When the Liberals ascended to power in 

August of 1930, the country was still suffering the consequences of the 1929 economic crash. 

Aspiring to change the situation, the new government began to increase public expenditure, 

with an emphasis on investing in infrastructure and road building. In Colombia, there seems 

to have been a correlation between the building of local and regional roads and the 

popularization of cycling as a sport, contrary to what happened in countries like France and 

Italy where competitive cycling first popularized in velodromes.116  
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In 1931, the Colombian Congress enacted Law 80, commissioning the national 

government with the building and maintenance of all the roads in the country. With the new 

legislation in place, 89% of the total money invested in infrastructure went to the building of 

new pathways. Colombia went from having 3000 kilometers in 1930 to more than 9000 

kilometers of roads in 1940.117 The totality of the kilometers built was funded by the 

Colombian government without having any concession roads. The money to build the new 

highways was usually allocated by the central government to regional entities that then, 

mainly for political and electoral reasons, used the money discretionally.118 In the 

construction of the highways, technical observations were usually ignored, and as a 

consequence, Colombian roads ended up being steeper than they should. This type of political 

rather than specialized approach hindered economic development and social integration. 

Nevertheless, the new roads connected big and mid-size cities and their hinterlands.119 In a 

way, the dissemination that cycling experienced during the 1930s mirrored the opening of 

those communication networks. The increasing movement of people, ideas, information, and 

goods also included bicycles and cyclists.120 During the decade of the 1930s, Colombia’s most 

important road was the Carretera Central del Norte, the backbone of an infrastructure 

network that communicated Bogotá to the frontier with Venezuela. Cycling’s emerging 
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popularity during the 1930s even opened the space for debates about the country’s 

infrastructure: “the ‘famous’ north central highway is just a road with a lot of very bad 

sections.”121 Nevertheless, most cycling competitions took place along the geography close to 

the Carretera Central del Norte, making the departments of Cundinamarca, Boyacá, and 

Santander central spaces for the advancement of the sport.  

Cycling development during the 1930s was part of a much larger sporting ‘movement’ 

sponsored by people like Liberal politician Jorge Eliécer Gaitán, a successful criminal 

attorney educated in Italy under Enrico Ferri’s mentorship. Gaitán was a fierce politician who 

managed to capture the popular classes’ attention. Arisen from the popular class himself, 

Gaitán was a champion of sports. He believed that sports were very important for the 

“development” of society, a belief shaped by his time living in Rome during the ascent of 

Fascism.122 As a member of Cundinamarca’s Assembly, Minister of Education, and Bogotá’s 

Mayor, Gaitán was able to secure the funds to build the El Campín Stadium during his period 

of leadership.123 In a speech during an athletic parade in Bogotá, he pronounced: “Acts like 

these show the way in which the city progresses and ceases to be the ‘big town’ it has always 

been. In all developed societies in the world, sports are a great spectacle that encourages and 

gives vigor to the nation. […] they are the most effective way of improving people’s race.”124 

From his position as Mayor of the capital, Gaitán not only gave a great impulse to sporting 
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practices but also contributed to shifting the narrative of ‘abandonment and inattention’ that 

surrounded sporting activities in the early 1930s. The impulse given to sporting practices in 

general impacted cycling in a positive way, “the general public has noticed the enthusiasm 

awaked by the cycling races held this year. The excitement has been shared by the aficionados 

and the practitioners which have been growing enormously.”125 After the advancement that 

cycling experienced in the early 1930s, sports journalists began to claim that “without lying, 

cyclists are the athletes who get the best prizes. There is no better alternative than becoming a 

cyclist and winning, but that is the problem: to win.”126  

5. Cycling and the National Athletic Games 
 

Cycling first appeared in the official program of the National Athletic Games in 1932. 

That year, during the celebration of the Games’ second edition in Medellín, participants from 

the departments of Antioquia, Valle, and Cundinamarca competed for the Colombian 

“national title.” Although not truly “national” since only three departments took part in the 

race, the inclusion of cycling in the Games was a sign of the advances that the sport was 

having in the country’s most populated departments and their capitals. In Cundinamarca, for 

example, since the department’s Physical Education Commission did not organize a cycling 

team, enthusiasts from Bogotá intensively campaigned to send an “honorable” representative 

to the Games: “We have many cyclists, we need to send at least one to Medellín.”127 

According to the “capital’s sportsmen,” everybody in the city’s sporting circles needed to 

contribute in order to preserve “Bogotá’s cycling honor.”128 The narrative surrounding 
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Medellín’s Games cheered on the country’s alleged “cosmopolitanism.”129 Thus, for Bogotá’s 

cyclists, their presence at the Games was the perfect opportunity to show the city’s sporting 

and cultural development. During those years, sports enthusiasts claimed that a city’s “honor” 

was at play in the sports fields. The appearance of cycling in a national event of such 

magnitude was the perfect opportunity to keep pushing for the sport’s popularization and 

growth. In Medellín, cyclists competed in two events, 1,000 and 8,000 meters. Participants 

were divided into two categories, depending on the quality of the bicycles they used. Both 

events were time trials along the Los Libertadores Avenue, which crossed the city from north 

to south.130 The total number of participants was 15 riders.131 The winners and first “national 

champions” were Londoño from the department of Antioquia and Segura from the department 

of Valle.132 

The 1935 National Athletic Games in Barranquilla included cycling as the closing 

event. In 1935, the route covered 52 kilometers of the road that connected Barranquilla with 

Bogotá, unlike in the 1932 Games where the main race was only 8 kilometers. More 

importantly, a greater number of departments took part in the race.133 On the day of the 

competition, the temperature rose to almost 100 degrees Fahrenheit, a limitation for the 

cyclists riding for the departments located in the Andean region of the country. As they were 

accustomed to colder temperatures, the cyclists from the “interior of the country” could not 

assert their experience in road competitions. In the end, Marco Gutierrez and Venancio Díaz, 
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both from the Caribbean department of Atlántico; and Pantaleón Agudelo, from the 

department of Valle, occupied places on the podium. The success of cycling during the 

Games in Barranquilla was a consequence of the labor of various local enthusiasts who 

managed to increase the number of competitors at the national jousts in only three years’ time.  

In the IV National Games in Manizales, cycling competitions were dominated by 

Cundinamarca’s delegation commanded by renowned rider Carlos Eduardo Malaver. Along 

with Malaver, who by then was already the most important cyclist in the country, Eduardo 

Pignalosa, and Carlos Torres also had outstanding performances.134 The spectators in 

Manizales witnessed an intense 10,000-meters race, in which the last two kilometers were 

lived with "tremendous anxiety." Once the cyclists crossed the finish line, the crowd received 

them with a "remarkable ovation."135  

During the V National Athletic Games celebrated in Bucaramanga, teams from 

Atlántico, Cundinamarca, Valle del Cauca, and Antioquia took part in the cycling events. 

Cundinamarca’s cycling team, made up of Rafael Osuna, Carlos Arturo Torres, and Rafael 

Gómez, continued to dominate the competitions. The only race that the cyclists from 

Cundinamarca did not win was the scratch, which was won by Barranquilla’s Victor Sánchez, 

the most important cycling figure of the Caribbean coast and one of Cundinamarca’s fiercest 

rivals. However, the pinnacle of cycling during the National Games was the 100-kilometer 

road race. This route, which covered the roundtrip distance between Bucaramanga and 

Pescadero and included a very challenging 14-kilometer ascent, proved that the race’s winner 

“Bogotá’s rider Rafael Osuna” had the necessary skills to “compete at the international 
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level.”136 The remarkable performance of Cundinamarca’s cycling team in Bucaramanga 

ratified the department’s dominance of the sport nationally.  

 
 

Figure 6. Rafael Osuna. 
El Gráfico, Feb 22, 1941, 699. 

 
The 1941 National Athletic Games in Bucaramanga were the only ones organized 

throughout the whole decade. Amid the country’s economic crisis triggered by World War II, 

sports and several other public and cultural spectacles lost public support and funding. Big 

events like the National Athletic Games fell into relative abandonment. Nevertheless, the 

Bucaramanga Games triggered an important debate on the importance of professionalism for 

the future of sports in Colombia.137 After the competitions finished, some powerful agents 
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within the sports field, like El Espectador’s sports editor Carlos Alberto Guzmán, began to 

argue that the circumstances in which the Games were held “suggested the death of 

amateurism.”138 Two things, according to the critics, corroborated amateurism’s agony. First, 

sporting authorities gave “private entrepreneurs” the rights to sell the Games’ tickets. These 

entrepreneurs were subsequently accused of “exploiting Colombian youth.”139 And second, 

athletes in many disciplines were “identified as amateurs” without “really having” that 

condition.140 Although cycling was not affected by the amateur-professional conflict during 

the Games, the impact of the debate began to change the attitude with which many riders were 

thinking about the activity.141 

The crisis of the National Athletic Games was debated in different political bodies at 

the local and national levels. In Bucaramanga, the city’s council launched an investigation 

into the way in which the funds allocated for the Games were invested. Cesar Ordóñez 

Quintero, who was the Games’ propaganda director, claimed in front of the city’s councilmen 

that journalists were the ones to blame for the event’s debacle. Nationally, the Comptroller´s 

Office sent a representative to inquire about the money invested in the Games. 

Bucaramanga’s “disaster” set off a total revision of the country’s sports system.142 In 

February of 1942, the members of a National Education Committee especially appointed by 

the Ministry of Education to evaluate the state of sporting activities, recommended the 

revision of all the institutional structures aimed at organizing sporting activities in the 

country. According to the members of the Committee, after Bucaramanga’s “disorder,” it was 
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clear that the problem was the excessive “power that the sporting Leagues” held.143 The 

Committee was critical of the way in which sports federations were more “worried about their 

personal politics” than the development of sporting activities.144 To prevent the contradictions 

between sporting authorities and the Leagues, the Committee presented the option of 

suppressing the latter. However, there were several legal limitations and many sectors within 

the sports field opposed to the measure, arguing that sporting institutions had a “moral and a 

constitutional obligation” to fixing the problems.145 Fanor Martinez, a well-known athlete 

from Bogotá, summarized the situation in a meeting with Cundinamarca’s governor José 

María Andrade, saying, “On behalf of my fellow athletes I want to thank Cundinamarca’s 

government and the Leagues for their support. However, let me remember here the difficulties 

our activities have experienced. We don’t have coaches, most Leagues live in poverty, 

sporting goods are scarce, and the government support is limited.”146  

6. Representing the Nation 
 

1937 was a very active year for Colombian cycling. In May, three Venezuelan riders, 

Nicanor Caballero, Fermin Cedeño, and Jenaro Tovar, traveling from Caracas to Buenos 

Aires, stopped in Bogotá to rest. While in the city, the sports editor of newspaper La Razón 

convinced them to take part in the “first ever international race between Colombia and 

Venezuela.”147 Interviewed by the magazine El Gráfico, the Venezuelans discussed their 

projects in Colombia saying, “We are going to race the local champions in the competition 

organized by La Razón and cycling club Corona. We would like to invite all the Venezuelan 
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community living here to support us.”148 Among the Colombian riders enrolled in the race, 

Guillermo Pignalosa, Carlos Torres, and Carlos Malaver were the best known. The trio had 

dominated cycling during the National Games in Manizales and were the ones that the 

Venezuelans most wanted to “confront”.149 The “Colombia Vs Venezuela” race covered a 

distance of 25 kilometers from downtown Bogotá to a town north of the city called Usaquén. 

Arduously disputed, the event witnessed several attacks and breakaway attempts made by 

Colombians Malaver and Reina as well as the ultimate failure of Venezuelan Caballero. 

Sprinting to the finish line, Guillermo Pignalosa preserved Colombia’s “honor” by defeating 

the visitors.150 Pignalosa’s victory was significant since it proved that “the nation’s cyclists 

had enough category” to compete against international riders.151 After a long stay in Bogotá, 

the Venezuelan cycling team traveled to Cali where they competed against the “aces” of the 

Ciclista Cali Association, “we have received a letter in which people from Cali informed us of 

the race between the Venezuelans and the local cyclists. The winner of these competitions 

was Colombian Guerrero Humaña. All the costs of the event were paid by the Association.”152 

In January 1938, on the occasion of the fourth Central American and Caribbean 

Games in Panamá, Guillermo Pignalosa from Bogotá and Marco Gutiérrez from Cali traveled 

as the first Colombian representatives to an international cycling competition.153 Both were 

recognized as two of the nation’s best cyclists. Their trip was possible thanks to the support of 

the National Commission of Physical Education. The cyclists were part of a bigger delegation 
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made up of 38 athletes from the departments of Atlántico, Antioquia, Bolívar, Cundinamarca, 

Magdalena, and Valle sent to participate in 6 disciplines: soccer, track and field, tennis, 

shooting, swimming, and cycling.154 Not much was expected of Pignalosa and Gutierrez, 

“The cyclists’ trip will serve them as a lesson. Although Pignalosa is a real rider, we do not 

anticipate any victories.”155  

During the Games, there were track and road cycling competitions. The track events 

were held at the Juan Franco Hippodrome located in the Bella Vista neighborhood and 

initially built by North American investors in 1922. The Colombian riders did not have any 

luck at the track and were eliminated from the competition during the preliminary rounds. The 

road race covered 100 kilometers starting at the hippodrome’s gate and with the finishing line 

located in the center of Panamá Vieja, the city’s historic center. The race involved 

representatives from Jamaica, Venezuela, Panamá, México, and Colombia and was a 

tremendous success. In an interview on the day of the competition, Pignalosa claimed that he 

was “in an excellent condition” and that the “only strong rival was the famous Venezuelan 

rider Teodoro Capriles.”156 In the end, the winner was Capriles with a second-place finish by 

Panama’s Oscar Layne.157 Pignalosa was not among the top five finishers. Despite the lack of 

positives results, Pignalosa and Gutierrez’s participation at the Games was beneficial for 

cycling’s development and its consolidation within the nation’s most practiced sports.  
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Back in Bogotá, Pignalosa came to dominate the region’s cycling scene. Some local 

cyclists resisted his supremacy and on more than one occasion did not want to compete 

against him, arguing that he had a more modern type of bicycle.158 The unwillingness to race 

against Pignalosa was considered “unjustified” since, according to the experts, “no one 

pretending to be a serious cyclist [had] a bicycle without shifters anymore.” 159 Nevertheless, 

equipped with derailleur gears, Pignalosa’s “machine” was the best of its kind in the city and 

easily fit into the narrative of his “technical advantages.”160 It is interesting to notice how 

quickly bicycles with gears appeared in the context of Colombian cycling. In fact, the Tour d’ 

France introduced derailleurs in the late 1930s, and the Colombian advancement in this matter 

can be easily described as “notable.”161 Several journalists interpreted the refusal to compete 

against Pignalosa as a sign of his competitors’ mental weakness. The truth was that 

Pignalosa’s dominance was a product of his superior machine, a more advanced cycling 

technique, and the great support he enjoyed from the Independent Athletic Union (IAU), the 

best cycling club of its time in Cundinamarca and possibly in Colombia. In fact, the club and 

its representatives won most local races during the late 1930s. The impact that the IAU had in 

the cycling field was remarkable and greatly contributed to the consolidation of Pignalosa as 

Colombia’s first cycling star.162  

One of Colombian cycling’s most important accomplishment during the late 1930s 

was its presence at the Bolivarian Games celebrated in Bogotá. In preparation for the games, 

Jorge Perry Villate, president of Cundinamarca’s Cycling Commission, hired French coach 
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Edmond Bougaud. Born in Nancy, Bougaud settled in Colombia after fleeing Europe’s 

economic harshness and the emergence of fascism during the early 1930s.163 A cycling 

devotee since a very young age, he continued to practice the sport while working in a hair 

salon in Bogotá. At the time of his appointment as coach of the national team, Bougaud was 

considered one of the most knowledgeable cycling experts in the country. His hiring was part 

of a policy implemented by the Games’ Organizing Committee and the National Commission 

of Physical Education in the months prior to the Bolivarian Games. The policy consisted of 

hiring international coaches—in different disciplines like soccer, basketball, track and field, 

and cycling—with the mission of substantially improving the quality of Colombian athletes 

by training them in a “modern and scientific way.”164 According to El Espectador’s sports 

pages, in the case of cycling: “Only after a few weeks of training, the French coach took care 

of the Colombian kids, improving their technique and results.”165 Bougaud’s expertise was 

pivotal for the organization of Colombian cycling. Not only did he train youngsters, “the 

rookies that raced yesterday promise a lot, they need to continue preparing the way they have 

done so far,” but he also helped establish local cycling commissions in different regions 

across the country.166  

A couple of days after accepting the position as the head coach of the national cycling 

team, Bougaud was questioned about his predictions for the Bolivarian Games. With 

optimism, he answered: “we will win the competition, we will beat the Venezuelan 

champions, the Ecuadorians, and the Peruvians. I have high expectations for this group of 
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youngsters. Under my tutelage, they will learn how to defend Colombia’s colors.”167 

Bougaud’s confidence certainly reflected the advantages of hosting the race. The Frenchman 

firmly believed that Colombia’s cycling had the potential to be the best in the region. Thus, he 

was confident about the result at the Games.  

To select the national cycling team for the Bolivarian Games, Bougaud organized an 

eliminatory race in Bogotá. The decision to form the Colombian team with people from 

Cundinamarca was probably based on the limited funds available to the Cycling Commission. 

Even though cycling races were regularly organized in Cali, Barranquilla, and Medellín by 

that time, people from those regions did not participate in the trials. A total of 19 participants 

officially enrolled for a race initially planned to be 100 kilometers long covering the distance 

between Bogotá and the township of Tocancipá. The latter had quickly emerged as a favorite 

destination for road races organized in Cundinamarca and its selection as the finish line of the 

race was a rather obvious choice. On the day of the race, June 29th, 1938, a group of cyclists 

among whom were Guillermo Pignalosa, Luis Ortiz, Carlos Torres, Rafael Gómez, and Luis 

Rosas, started a protest against the Games’ Organizing Committee and Cundinamarca’s 

Cycling Commission. The conflict involved the use of a set of modern bicycles that the 

Organizing Committee had bought specifically for the event. Pignalosa and company wanted 

to use the new machines during the eliminatory race, but the president of the Cycling 

Commission argued that using the new bicycles was an unfair advantage.  

The conflict between the cyclists and the Commission escalated, and the riders 

declared a “pedal strike.”168 Pignalosa, elected as the cyclists’ representative, demanded the 
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resignation of the Cycling Commission’s president Jorge Perry Villate. Perry Villate argued 

that quitting was not an option especially for a position in which he was “doing great things 

ad-honorem.”169 He went even further by threatening the competitors that if they did not want 

to participate in the race, the Commission was going to “find people in Cali or Barranquilla to 

represent Colombia at the Bolivarian Games.”170 Only two of the nineteen riders initially 

registered, Luis Torres and Guillermo Delgado, took part in the race. Since an eliminatory 

race with such a small number of participants did not have any legitimacy, the Organizing 

Committee decided to negotiate with the striking cyclists. After a few days of discussion, the 

parties agreed to reschedule the competition.”171 The cyclists accepted to sign a document to 

obtain a guarantor, which solved the problem with the bicycles while Perry Villate acceded to 

have new regulations for the coaching staff and the Cycling Commission.  

The cyclists’ protest was harshly criticized by journalists and sporting authorities who 

claimed that the strike was “unpatriotic and irresponsible.” 172 On July 4, El Tiempo’s sports 

page published a piece condemning the “so-called” sporting strike and claimed that the 

negative “national and international reaction” to the Colombian athletes’ protest proved its 

inefficiency: “Beyond local and national responses, this sad spectacle has triggered 

international reactions […] we must make our athletes remember that sports are synonyms of 

discipline and civility.”173 Several sportswriters held reactionary positions regarding the 

“pedal strike,” which mirrored the way some of the country’s elites response to labor conflicts 
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that were taking place at the exact same moment.174 Colombia’s population had just reached 

8.5 million people, many of whom were joining the ranks of the popular urban classes.175 

Labor conflicts were now part of the everyday life of city dwellers, and sports could not be 

alienated from that reality. In an editorial page, just a few days after the “pedal strike,” 

newspaper El Tiempo claimed that it was a “time of labor conflicts, or more precisely, a time 

of conflict of interests.”176 The editorial continued arguing that there were many instances in 

which “unjustified strikes” served as an excuse for people’s “laziness.”177 Moreover, El 

Tiempo contended that “workers needed to react quickly against the abuses of the strike,” or 

they would end up destroying the world of labor, becoming “victims of their own devices.”178 

In the weeks leading up to the Games, Bougaud devoted most of his time to the 

preparation of the Olympic team. Several races, covering different distances, were organized 

by the French coach with the goal of giving the riders real racing experiences similar to the 

ones expected to occur against the competitors from the neighboring nations.179 These races 

also effectively built up people’s expectations for the Bolivarian Games. However, the experts 

remained skeptical about the country’s possibilities: “To summarize, yesterday’s cycling 

event was extremely good. The riders improve each time, although our team’s possibilities at 

the Bolivarian Games seems very slim.”180 
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Figure 7. Guillermo Pignalosa and the Independent Athletic Union. 
El Tiempo, Jul 2, 1938, nd.  

 
During the Games, the official cycling competitions started on August 17 at 3 pm. 

Two types of races were scheduled, the one-kilometer individual time trial and the tandem. 

Although there was not a clear favorite, most commentators agreed that “the Peruvians and 

the Venezuelans” were the best prepared for the competition.181 The Venezuelan champion 

Teodoro Capriles, who was also the Central American and Caribbean titleholder of the event, 

won the individual time trial competition.182 Some of the times posted by Capriles in Bogotá 

were comparable to the ones he registered during the Central American Games in Panamá 

City. However, since Colombia’s capital did not have a certified velodrome, Capriles’ times 
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were not officially recognized.183 After the last time trial competition, it became clear that the 

strongest team was Venezuela: “Even without knowing tomorrow’s result in the 100 

kilometers race, with their victory yesterday, the Venezuelans are going to be crowned as 

champions.”184 The last cycling event of the Bolivarian Games was the 100 kilometers road 

race. The competition followed the route of the local circuit known as Vuelta a Chapinero. 

Entirely dominated by Capriles, the race captured the attention of the local aficionados who 

enthusiastically cheered for the Venezuelan star.185 By the end of the tournament, certain 

things about the future of cycling became clear to most aficionados.186 First, Colombian 

cyclists did not have enough experience to defeat riders from the other Andean countries. 

Second, the sport was popular enough to believe in its future possibilities. Third, Bogaud’s 

labor was beneficial for cycling, and his actions were contributing to the progress of the sport 

in Colombia.187 And lastly, the Colombian riders needed more institutional support.  

7. The Consolidation of Cycling Networks 
 

On December 3, 1938, the recently appointed President of the Republic, Liberal 

Eduardo Santos, signed decree 2216 which regulated the creation of sports associations in 

Colombia. The decree aimed to organize the nation’s sports by forming three types of entities: 

national associations, departmental Leagues, and municipal sports committees—mainly made 

up of local clubs. 16 sports were re-structured according to this logic. From that moment on, 

only one official entity was in charge of regulating and organizing each sport. In the case of 
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cycling, the Colombian Cycling Association (Asociación Colombiana de Ciclismo), founded 

in Cali, was officially recognized as the sport’s most important institution. The Association 

was overseen by the National Commission of Physical Education but worked mostly 

autonomously.188 The foundation of the Cycling Association was the culmination of a decade 

in which the popularity of competitive cycling flourished to include an important base of 

supporters and practitioners in many regions across the country.  

After the establishment of the Cycling Association, the dissemination of competitive 

cycling received a boost.189 Local races began to be organized, and even competitions 

between different departmental Leagues became more common. Bike races were often 

described as spaces where confraternity, friendship, and solidarity thrived, and the events 

supposedly encouraged people to “learn more about their fellow countrymen and their 

customs.”190 However, during the races—as it happened in several realms of public activity— 

“regional sentiments” manifested in athletes, spectators, judges, and journalists, to the point 

that “sometimes” the tournaments ended up fostering “hate, rancor, and rivalry.”191 

In the early 1940s, the first departmental Leagues organized in Colombia were those 

of Cundinamarca and Valle. In Antioquia, there was an unsuccessful attempt to organize a 

Cycling League in 1941.192 In fact, Antioquia’s League only came to existence in the 1950s. 

These Cycling Leagues, since their establishment, tried to centralize racing activities under 

their control, as can be seen in many newspaper chronicles of the races, “the League just had a 
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hit putting together this race. Excellent organization and excellent logistics!”193 Most 

importantly, the Leagues’ labor garnered the support of local cycling clubs and aficionados.194 

For example, Marathon, a Bogotá supermarket, recognized that the sport needed more 

attention and support and decided to collaborate with the Cundinamarca Cycling League to 

help build relationships with practitioners from other cities. “We have been informed by the 

Cundinamarca League that a delegation of cyclists form Cali will be present at the next race,” 

said Marathon’s manager when interviewed by El Espectador in February 1941.195 Although 

Cundinamarca, Valle, Atlántico, and Antioquia were the most active Leagues, cycling 

enthusiasts in other departments also began to formalize the sport by founding their own 

institutions.196 

The Cycling Association and the departmental Leagues were definitive for the 

formation of the country’s competitive cycling networks during the early 1940s. With the 

support of these institutions, clubs such as Ciclista Cali Association and the Ciclista Humber-

Club from Medellín began to interact and organized races more frequently. For example, in 

May 1941, members of the Cali Association wrote to the governor of the department of 

Antioquia to announce their visit to Medellín. The members of the club were proudly trying to 

build long lasting bonds between cycling enthusiasts by completing a ride that included stops 

in “Ibagué, Bogotá, Tunja, and Manizales”.197 In Medellín, all of the city’s “athletes and 

cyclists welcomed the youngsters from Cali” with admiration, excitement, and respect. 198 The 
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cyclists from the Cali Association, visiting Medellín for the first time “since the opening of 

the western highway,” aimed primarily to compete against all the local stars in Antioquia.199  

 
 

Figure 8. Riders preparing for a departmental race. 
El Gráfico, Apr 27, 1940, 36 

 
The expansion of the cycling networks encouraged the organization of “new and 

exciting” types of races never seen before in Colombia.200 In May 1941, cycling authorities 

and promoters from Bogotá organized the first “hour record” national championship. The 

“hour record,” one of the oldest racing formats in competitive cycling, was unknown in 

Colombia, and the idea of the event was well received by the public and the riders. Held 

simultaneously in Barranquilla, Bogotá, Cali, and Medellin, the championship was publicized 

by the organizers as a “truly national” event. The idea of having an “hour record national 

championship” was supported by most of the cycling field, though resisted by some 
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journalists and specialists who believed that the tournament was not inclusive enough. This 

was documented in press accounts: “[the] Cycling League has said for days that their 

tournament is ‘national,’ this is a totally false claim since the tracks used to race in 

Barranquilla, Bogotá, Cali, and Medellín don’t have the same characteristics, length, or 

surface. Despite their good intentions, the League shouldn’t use the word “national” to 

promote their race.”201  

Another consequence of the expansion of the cycling networks and the consolidation 

of the Leagues was the appearance of women’s cycling. During the early 1940s, in many big 

cities as well as in small townships like Tocaima, women’s races began to be organized 

thanks to the “great enthusiasm that cycling” was arousing “amongst ladies of all ages.”202 El 

Espectador’s journalist Silvestre Fandiño described women’s enthusiasm for cycling, writing, 

“every afternoon, right around sunset [groups of women] train for the competition, riding their 

bikes through the most important city streets.”203 Although Colombian women from the elites 

had enthusiastically participated in sporting activities since the late nineteenth century, it was 

only in the 1930s that women from the popular and middle classes tried to incorporate sports 

as part of their everyday life. The presence of women in competitive cycling was yet another 

example of the way the world of sports contributed to the building of new feminine public 

identities during the late 1930s and early 1940s.204 
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The last consequence of the consolidation of cycling networks was the emergence of 

industrial cycling. As the taste for sports grew among blue-collar workers, in cities like 

Medellín, industrialists and factory owners offered their employees the possibility to practice 

cycling.205 Textiles factory Tejicondor had a “scientifically designed” sports program that 

included bike racing as one of its main activities. During the late 1930s and for most of the 

1940s, sports in general became a privileged space for workers’ sociability, and cycling was 

an important part of the process.206 Factories like the Colombian Tobacco Company provided 

their workers with coaches, equipment, and places to practice several disciplines.207 The 

factories proudly competed against each other, seeking local and regional domination.208 The 

logic behind the employers’ actions was that workers would eventually recognize that sports 

were the best way of using their free time while increasing productivity and the factory’s 

public visibility. 209 

8. Cycling During the World War II 
 

The Colombian economy in 1941, the last year of Eduardo Santos’s presidential term, 

was beginning to suffer the consequences of World War II. The country was experiencing a 

high inflation, declining GDP, and reduced public expenditure.210 Particularly after the United 

States entered the war, export quotes collapsed. The decline of the economy forced the 

cancelation of several public policies successfully implemented during the 1930s.211 

Governmental investment in infrastructure was drastically reduced, and there was also little 
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money available to the world of cycling. The limited funds available, either granted by the 

local governments or collected during races, were reinvested in the logistics of new 

competitions. Sporting authorities, commentators, cyclists and spectators praised the supports 

and the inversion of funds and appreciated the organizers’ efforts. Evaluating the work done 

by Victor J. Sarmiento, the President of the Cycling League of the department of 

Cundinamarca, newspaper El Tiempo said: “the Cycling League has exceeded all 

expectations, becoming an example for all the organizations that aim to elevate our sports 

with discipline and a hard-working spirit.”212 

Promising economic recovery and the continuation of the labor reforms started during 

his first administration, former President Liberal Alfonso López Pumarejo returned to power 

in 1942.213 However, López’s second presidential term was not as successful as his first one. 

In July of 1943, López began to experience mounting political pressure after the assassination 

of renowned “journalist, politician, conspirator, and boxer,” Francisco A. Pérez 

“Mamatoco.”214 Mamatoco, a charismatic figure who had gained considerable popularity, was 

attacked in a park north of downtown Bogotá. Often accused of being a conspirator, he openly 

criticized the national government and the police in a radio show called “The people’s 

voice.”215 Mamatoco, an ex-cop himself, claimed that the police was a corrupt and inept 

institution. Only a few weeks after the boxer’s assassination, three members of the police, 

Lieutenant Santiago Silva; and agents Ruben Bohorquez and Oliverio Ayala, confessed to the 
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crime.216 However, the mastermind and motives behind the assassination remained a mystery. 

For months, the crime captured the attention of the public opinion. Plenty of conspiracy 

theories emerged, some of them involving the Colombian government, President López and 

his family, the National Police, and even the FBI.217 In any case, conservative media used 

Mamatoco’s assassination to attack the government, discrediting López and motivating a 

political situation that, only a few short months later, pushed the President to resign from 

office after a failed attempt to overthrow him. Dario Echandía became interim president for a 

couple of months, and in 1945, Alberto Lleras Camargo ended up permanently replacing 

López Pumarejo.218  

In the last months of 1943, amid the governmental crisis, the “technical and economic 

problems of Colombian sports” were a matter of preoccupation for most social agents within 

the field.219 The “crisis,” extensively debated by journalists and intellectuals, deterred the 

prosperity that sports enjoyed during their belle époque, the years following the 1938 

Bolivarian Games. Three national publications, newspapers El Siglo, El Tiempo, and El 

Liberal, launched a campaign of “vast proportions” in order to solve sports’ biggest problems. 

The campaign had nine “basic points” including promoting more cooperation from 

government officials, a new local and national sports rulebook, tax breaks for sporting 

spectacles, the hiring of international coaches, the organization of national championships, 

and the building of new and modern sports venues in mid-size cities. Despite the pressure of 

the media, the campaign did not have the success that most sports enthusiasts were expecting.  
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In December 1943, the leadership of the “pro-sports campaign” began to discuss the 

possibility of making sporting spectacles tax-free. According to the leaders of the campaign, it 

was unfair that activities such as horse racing were tax free while other sporting spectacles 

were required to pay large sums of money to local administrations: “While horse races enjoy 

the freedom of not paying any taxes, other sports, which improve our race and culture, have to 

pay high taxes to the municipalities.”220 The idea of “freeing” sporting spectacles from their 

tax burden was thought to be an effective way to offset the effects of the economic crisis on 

the activity. The economic crisis in 1943 was a setback for practitioners and spectators of 

sporting activities, despite the valiant efforts of sports’ advocates. In cycling, the effects of the 

crisis contributed to the reduction of organized races, and only a few of those events were 

planned that year.  

The economic crisis of sports continued well into mid-1944. A series of initiatives 

were put in place to change the panorama. The most controversial of the initiatives was the 

idea to give soccer financial aid. However, many agents within the field of sports believed 

that the activity was already economically successful, so they heavily resisted the idea. The 

critics highlighted the success of soccer seasons in Bogotá, Cali, Medellín, and Barranquilla 

to support their claims that a project to give soccer more money was in fact “anti-sports” and 

that activities like cycling would end up suffering the consequences of the government’s 

abandonment. Newspaper El Liberal said, “The project is totally unfair. It opens the 

catastrophic possibility of having class struggles in Colombian sports.”221 It was obvious that 

an economic imbalance like the one proposed by the project would trigger conflicts between 
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different sports. El Liberal, with a clear partisan undertone, was also very critical of soccer’s 

leadership. The newspaper felt the leadership did not have any type of “honor” and was 

willing to support any “politician” who wanted to give them money, writing, “it seems 

impossible to separate sports from the electoral environment that surrounds us.”222  

In contrast to cycling and other sports, soccer had a strong economy based on the 

public’s support. In most municipal public records, soccer was classified as a “for profit 

spectacle,” a classification that was not achieved by other sports at that moment.223 According 

to El Liberal, soccer entrepreneurs dominated the business and the local Leagues only 

received 5% of the total money collected.224 The “ridiculous” gain did not allow the Leagues 

to reinvest money in the sport. Without money, it was impossible to hire international coaches 

and very difficult to take care of injured players. The newspaper also accused the soccer 

entrepreneurs of falsely claiming that “soccer seasons were an economic disaster due to the 

taxes.”225 Unlike in soccer, the lack of funds in cycling was not a deterrent to advancing the 

sport; the work of local Cycling Leagues in Cundinamarca, Valle, Antioquia, and Atlántico 

were considered to be remarkable. For example, Victor Sarmiento, a well-known cycling 

authority from Cundinamarca, was portrayed as an example of “organization, discipline, and 

hard work” for his actions in pro of the sport’s popularization among the public in Bogotá and 

its hinterland.226  

In October 1944, the Youth Confederation of Colombia called for a national 

mobilization in favor of sports in an article for the newspaper Union Juvenil. Addressed to all 
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the athletes in the country, the Confederation’s public letter asked: “young people to help in 

the technical advancement and popularization of sporting activities.”227 According to the 

Confederation’s leadership, Colombia had the capability of being at “the front line of sports” 

in the world; however, to succeed in that enterprise, young people needed to “take into their 

own hands and with total independence,” the reins of the nation’s sports.228 In the 

Confederation’s estimates, it was important to give young people more opportunities to 

practice sports, especially in the countryside where the majority of the Colombian population 

lived at the time. Cali’s cyclist Pionono González agreed with the Confederation that athletes 

needed to “get down to business and take care of their own problems.”229  

After V-Day in May 1945, sports journalists, entrepreneurs, and enthusiasts started a 

discussion about the effects that the war had on Colombian sports. In places like Barranquilla, 

for example, commentators argued that the “military conflict that prevailed in the world since 

1939” did not affect the city’s sports. They believed that on the contrary, Barranquilla 

continued loyal to “the legacy of working without truce in favor of sporting activities.”230 In 

fact, a baseball team representing the country at the VIII Amateur World Series went all the 

way to the tournament’s final.231 Although the team lost against Venezuela, the second-place 

finish was considered the only important victory of Colombian sports that year. Despite 

baseball’s success, the pessimism accumulated during the years of the War remained intact as 

can be seen in a critique offered by Barranquilla’s sports journalists who believed that the city 

was the only one in which sports were flourishing, “we don’t have National Games, national 
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soccer championships, or any other type of general competitions.”232 The commentators 

opined that the lack of official competitions was a notable problem, which they felt was 

illustrated by the ill-preparedness of the country as the host of the Fifth Central American and 

Caribbean Games. The journalists did not want the country to be “mocked” in the 

international scene.233 Throughout the year, sports were portrayed as a “complete disaster” 

due to the scarce international competition. Colombian sports needed “a restructuration of the 

national sporting directives,” a transformation to make sports more effective and 

successful.234  

During the first months of 1946, sports seemed to be recovering from the economic 

crisis. More people were paying to enjoy games and matches, at times reaching extraordinary 

numbers never seen before. In cycling it was impossible to have statistics like the ones 

available for soccer, however, signs that cycling was recovering existed. For example, new 

local cycling clubs were emerging in different cities; Club Centrales, Club Santa Fe, Club 

Escolar, and Club Colosal began to be known by the press and the fans.235 Hand in hand with 

the new clubs, young cyclists such as Guillermo Rodriguez, Leonidas Escobar, Pedro Meriño, 

and others began to appear. The end of the World War was a time of changing political 

narratives in Colombia. The new “enemy” was international communism, constantly accused 

of trying to coopt popular grievances in detriment of traditional political parties.236 In that 

political context, sports were considered essential: “Sports are not a trivial matter […] the 

United States did not need to form a generation of soldiers to win the war. All they needed 
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was to consecrate themselves to sports, forging dynamic young people who, at the precise 

moment, knew how to change their rackets and balls for rifles and grenades.”237 

9. Cycling and the Fall of the Liberal Republic 
 

Following the war and amid a populist wave in Latin America, Jorge Eliécer Gaitán 

became the central figure of the Liberal party and a serious contender for the national 

elections to be held in 1946. With the consolidation of the political phenomenon known as 

Gaitánismo, a “surge of popular participation” threatened the status quo, perhaps for the first 

time.238 In the world of sports, 1946 was expected to be a year full of “great events” in which 

sports leaders and administrators would show their true sporting spirit.239 Since there was 

chaos in soccer and in other sports, in many instances, athletes had to accommodate to the 

ambitions of entrepreneurs and businessmen who managed sports at their will. The 

expectation of most agents within the sports field was to have a more stable and less 

conflictive climate, especially between the departmental Leagues and the national 

associations. Sports enthusiasts were also hoping that the rivalry between the four most 

important markets, Cali, Bogotá, Barranquilla, and Medellin, would continue to have only one 

goal: “improve the nation’s sports.”240  

In the world of bike racing, the year started with a “cycling exchange” between the 

departments of Cundinamarca and Valle. The cyclist from Bogotá traveled to Cali and 

competed in a team pursuit event. The exchange was a novelty and a spectacle that captured 

people’s imagination, “Cundinamarca’s cycling team will travel from Bogotá to Cali starting 
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in this way a stage of sports exchange unprecedented in the country.”241 In February, 

Cundinamarca’s Cycling League organized the most successful amateur race ever in history 

to that point. More than 100 novice riders signed up for the race, a totally unprecedented 

number of participants in any cycling race in the country’s history.242 Also at the beginning of 

the year, some of the more important Leagues in the nation ratified annual calendars, which 

included several track and road races.243  

In May 1946, Colombia experienced an important political transition when the Liberal 

party lost the presidential elections for the first time in 16 years. Although technically the 

Liberals had only one nominee, in reality, the Party was divided between an unrecognized 

Jorge Eliécer Gaitán and the Party’s hierarchies’ favorite Gabriel Turbay.244 The 

Conservatives, with only one candidate, Mariano Ospina Pérez, won the election and began to 

govern the country under the promise of “National Unity.”245 However, after an astonishing 

electoral success at the election, Gaitán was feared by the elites of both parties as well as the 

majority of the Colombian oligarchy, which made him the central figure of Colombian 

politics. Although he was feared by his contradictors, Gaitán was deeply loved by his bases, 

mostly urban workers and peasants. Using the same communication networks that were 

helping cycling grow, Gaitán was able to reach the public in all corners of the country. His 

national presence transformed the Colombian public sphere, drawing more people to publicly 

mobilize and protest.246 In such a troubled political context, sports were considered pivotal for 
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the development and improvement of democracy. Important cultural publications such as the 

magazine Sábado claimed that “the day [Colombia] manages to establish a pure sporting 

spirit, the motherland will have accomplished one of its greatest victories. […] Once we have 

teams made of cultured men there will be no reason to envy any democracy in the world.”247 

Around this time, new cycling commissions and committees began to be organized in 

regions that, until then, did not have official institutions to promote the sport. In Santander, 

for example, the Cycling League was created under the auspices of the local Physical 

Education Commission. Santander’s Committee was entrusted with the mission of “advancing 

in the tireless effort of preparing the region’s cyclists,” who eventually “would represent the 

department at national and international events.”248  

By mid 1946, competitive cycling had developed a more complex organization that 

included longer races, more competitors, and several categories. A race Bogotá-Tocancipá-

Bogotá, is a good example of the renovated nature the activity was enjoying. According to El 

Liberal, the bike race proved the “dynamism of the cycling leadership, the skills of the 

practitioners, and the enthusiasm of the aficionados.249 El Tiempo claimed that the race’s 

“excellent organization,” signaled the exceptionality of Colombian cyclists, their 

extraordinary will, and their “tremendous” physical preparation.250 At the time, the various 

active Cycling Leagues in the country continued to be complimented for their “organization 

and discipline.”251 At the same time, Europe’s cycling industry was trying to reach new 
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markets.252 Massive amounts of bicycles were exported to Latin America and other parts of 

the world. Journalist Fernando Gonzalez, in an article published by the working-class 

newspaper La Defensa, argued, “From Latin America [European cycling factories] have 

received thousands of orders.”253 Gonzalez’s piece did not include the number of bicycles 

introduced to Colombia, but he claimed that Argentina imported 40,000 bikes, Brazil 14,000, 

México 13,000, and Perú 2,600 bikes a year.254  

 
 

Figure 9. Bicycle advertisement. 
Sábado, Jul 6, 1946, 3 
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10. The First National Cycling Championship 
 

In September 1946, Edmond Bougaud, the president of the Colombian Cycling 

Association, announced the upcoming celebration in November of the first official National 

Cycling Championship in the city of Cali. The idea was to make the event a qualifying 

tournament for the Fifth Central American and Caribbean Games in Barranquilla: “The 

Association’s announcement has provoked great interest in all sporting circles. Cyclists were 

set to compete in the individual time trial race, the scratch, the team time trial track 

competition, and the 100-kilometer road race.”255 The Barranquilla Games were perceived, by 

several agents within the sports field, as a definitive test to determine the sporting qualities of 

the country. The event’s importance was highlighted by the Colombian Olympic Committee, 

announcing, “Today, our country needs all its children to congregate around the flag, which 

has to be raised with veneration and sporting fervor.”256 The Committee’s call was certainly 

motivated by the latent threat of canceling the Games. 

 On September 22, 1946, the Games Organizing Committee argued that the expenses, 

calculated in 1,300,000 pesos, were far higher than was initially calculated and that the 

national government was not willing to allocate the money.257 In fact, according to El 

Liberal’s correspondent Carlos Alberto Rueda, it was not until early November that the 

celebration of the Games was totally confirmed. Before confirming the Games, Alfonso 

Palacio Rudas, the nation’s Comptroller, had to release the assigned budget in order to finish 

the construction of the venues. Besides finishing the construction of places where most of the 

competitions were held, it was also necessary to finalize the logistics to host the fifteen 
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nations visiting the country. In order to fund that feat, the Colombian Senate had to enact a 

bill allocating 557,000 pesos to the Games, an unprecedented amount of money for any 

sporting spectacle until then.258 Faced with the event’s magnitude and the fact that most 

delegations had confirmed their presence, Colombian sporting institutions mobilized in order 

to have the “most successful” Central American and Caribbean Games in history.259 The 

national government also gave tax exemptions to all the sporting goods that were imported by 

the organizing committee. Francisco de Paula Pérez, Minister of Treasury, and Mario 

Carvajal, Minister of Education, signed a decree eliminating customs duties for things like 

medals, chronometers, sports pistols, fencing implements, sound amplifiers, javelins, and 

bicycles.260  

With the celebration of the 1946 National Championship, the Cycling Association was 

granted more responsibilities for the Central American and Caribbean Games. In addition to 

choosing the representatives who would compete in the Games, the Cycling Association also 

attempted to organize and institutionalize the activity in the departments where local Leagues 

did not exist: “The Association wants to express to all the cyclists in the country that in order 

to participate in the National Championship it is necessary to be member of an existing 

League.” 261 In 1946, only the Cycling Leagues of the departments of Cundinamarca and 

Valle functioned in accordance with all the necessary legal requirements.262 The Association’s 

priority was to force the departments that did not have a Cycling League to form one before 

October 15. To be a member of the National Cycling Association, it was necessary to pay a 
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25-pesos entry fee and an annual quota of 10 pesos. In order to promote the creation of the 

new Leagues and to assure the presence of different regions at the National Championship, 

the Cycling Association offered to pay for the displacement of the athletes.263  

The National Championship, held during the second week of November, did not have 

the success that Bougaud or the Cycling Association were expecting. Despite the generous 

offerings of the Association, only representatives from Valle and Cundinamarca participated 

in the championship. The National Cycling Championship, celebrated amid a general strike 

which heavily impacted the Department of Valle, was a palliative for the difficult social and 

political situation the department was experiencing, “[P]ublic order has been disturbed and the 

National Government has declared a state of siege. There is censorship and the government 

controls all communications,” was El Tiempo’s front page headline on the day of the race.264 

The general mobilization was triggered by a strike of all the workers in the oil industry whose 

main grievance was that the state needed to control the exploitation and distribution of 

combustibles, which was, at the time, in the hands of transnational companies.  

In Cali, the public security forces repressed the protesters with tragic consequences. 

The popular response to police brutality ended up provoking the militarization of the 

Department of Valle. Amid a climate of profound social agitation, the National Championship 

left various conclusions for the aficionados. First, in Colombia, cycling was clearly dominated 

by the department of Cundinamarca, “the team showed all its qualities, scientific training, and 

exceptional preparation. The cyclist from Bogotá clearly defeated the team from Valle in the 

four main events: the track 1km scratch, 1km sprint, team pursuit, and the 100 km road 
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race.”265 Second, according to Victor J. Sarmiento, “there was no doubt that Jaime Gómes 

was Colombia’s best and most important cyclist.”266 In fact, Gómes won three events assuring 

his presence at the Central American and Caribbean Games as Colombia’s most winning bike 

rider. And, finally, that the National Cycling Association existed only thanks to Bougaud’s 

persistence and initiative. Interviewed by the newspaper El Liberal, Sarmiento said, 

“Cundinamarca’s Cycling League offers thanks to the National Association and its President 

Edmond Bougaud for all their help during the Championship.”267  

The Central American and Caribbean Games were inaugurated in front of 45,000 

spectators on December 8, 1946. With the participation of 14 countries and more than 1,800 

athletes, the Games were the first massive sporting event celebrated in Latin America after 

World War Two.268 Radio station Nueva Granada broadcasted the games to the whole country 

with great success. The cycling competitions at the Central American and Caribbean Games 

were held on the road built from downtown Barranquilla to the city’s airfield located in the 

neighboring town of Soledad. On December 16, the first event, the 1km sprint, was won by 

the Cuban rider Reinaldo Peseiro, second place was the Panamanian Oscar Layne.269 In the 

scratch, the winner was Layne, who slowly was becoming the great figure of the games. The 

most important cycling event, the 100-km race, was held on December 20 with the 

participation of riders from Panamá, Trinidad and Tobago, Guatemala, Costa Rica, Cuba, 

Venezuela, México, and Colombia. In the end, the winner of the race was the Venezuelan 

Victor Fernández, who had been recognized since the start of the Games as one of his 
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country’s more important athletes. Although Colombian cycling did not have a good 

performance during the Central American and Caribbean Games, the event was important for 

the consolidation of the Cycling Association and also allowed Colombia’s cyclists to compete 

with the best in the region.270 Having had “disappointing results,” the country’s competitive 

cycling still was not at the level that most of the sports’ leadership expected.271
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CHAPTER THREE. COLOSSAL BUT NOT IMPOSSIBLE: THE INVENTION OF THE 
VUELTA A COLOMBIA 

 
1. Postwar Sports 

 
In the late 1940s, with the Conservative party back in power, social and political 

conflicts seemed to heighten around the country. There was growing social tensions and 

popular discontent. Class and labor conflicts started to be more common. The political system 

was in crisis. Liberal Jorge Eliécer Gaitán was the government’s most notorious critic and 

also the country’s most recognized politician.1 In urban areas and in the countryside, Gaitán’s 

popularity threatened the status quo.2 He was confrontational and a “social agitator” whose 

rebellious attitudes had already made him famous throughout the Latin American region. 3 

Amid a climate of political and social crisis, violence erupted. With the aim of holding on to 

political power, the Conservative government organized a political police force commonly 

known as Chulavitas and also backed paramilitary groups baptized by the people in the 

countryside with the suggestive name of Pájaros (birds). Razing the countryside, these two 

authoritarian forces sowed terror in vast parts of the Colombian geography.4 The Liberals and 

the Communists responded to the government’s threat by arming their bases as well.5 Amid 

the rarefied political climate, sports were perceived as an oasis in the middle of the desert. 

Sporting activities promoted a discourse of brotherhood and confraternity that aspired to ease 
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the tensions of everyday life. Marketed for “all classes” of people, the world of sport was an 

ideal place for the cultivation of democracy.6 

 
 

Figure 10. “Damn savage! 
Why do you say this unarmed Liberal provoked you? Ha! Isn’t the mere presence of a Liberal in this town 

provocation enough for a good thumping?” 
El Liberal, Mar 15, 1947, 4. 

                                                
6 “Demoracia y deporte,” El Tiempo, Dec 5, 1950, 5.  
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One interesting example of the way in which sports were used to promote a sentiment 

of national unity is the Colombian baseball team. In1947, the baseball team won the gold 

medal at the Fifth Central American and Caribbean Games in Barranquilla. Due to the 

magnitude of the victory, defeating the two most prestigious teams in the Caribbean, Cuba 

and the Dominican Republic in a round robin tournament, sporting aficionados in Colombia 

began to experience a “baseball frenzy.”7 After their convincing victory, the baseball players 

were on “everyone’s lips.” Names like Carlos “petaca” Rodriguez and Pelayo Chacón became 

known to the public.8 Suddenly, a group of mostly Afro-Colombian men from the Caribbean 

coast was portrayed as the “most genuine” representative of the nation.9 In the late 1940s, 

thanks to its international success, baseball was one of the most popular sports in the country. 

Journalists and entrepreneurs recognized this reality and promoted the organization of several 

events and tournaments, mostly in Bogotá, Medellín, Cali and cities in the Caribbean coast of 

the country.10 Colombia’s “baseball fever” lasted until 1948, when the national team won the 

title at the second Bolivarian games in Lima.11 After that date, media interest in the sport 

declined and newspapers turned their focus to other sports.  

During the late 1940s, public discussion about the relationship between culture and the 

popular classes began to include sports as part of the equation. In the conflictive political 

context that Colombia was experiencing at the time, sports were seen as a popular expression 

of democracy.12 Jose Raimundo Sojo, a writer and future politician, argued that only in the 
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stadium did “people exercise their sovereignty” and that it was there where they could “freely 

censor or approve” their preferences.13 According to Sojo, in the world of sport, it was 

possible to learn the rules of democracy, which included respecting the law and winning and 

losing without violence: “ The game of democracy is, precisely, the exclusion of force and the 

use of skill in the struggle for power. In the stadium, all social classes have a common 

interest: the game. Nothing can be more democratic.”14 Writer Antonio García argued that the 

“place” of culture “had changed” after World War II. He felt that the possibility of having a 

more “popular” type of culture was the war’s “greatest victory.”15 Culture was a “vital right” 

that needed to be accessible for everybody.16 Observers claimed that the “main problem” of 

Colombian society was the “lack of cultural opportunities,” and sports were seen as part of the 

solution, as it had been since the 1920s.17  

One example of the way in which sports were used in Colombia to promote 

“democratic values” is the 1947 visit of the boxing world champion Joe Louis.18 Praised by 

the press as the “greatest champion in history,” Louis’s visit to the country was a source of 

inspiration as he demonstrated a willingness to build friendships at a global scale. Although 

he was also interested in doing “some business” in Colombia, the most important aspect of his 

visit was his disposition to be an ambassador of sports.19 Chronicled in the newspapers, the 

world champion’s visit opened the possibility to discuss ideas about racial and social issues 

both in Colombia and the United States.20 The visit was a complete cultural and economic 
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success. Huge crowds of more than 5,000 people attended each of his exhibitions.21 

Questioned about the place of the working classes in society, Louis answered: “Naturally I 

feel great sympathy for the working class. I long for their welfare as much as possible. My 

philosophy is that each person should have the chance to accomplish all their dreams.”22  

2. Cundinamarca’s Cycling Dominance 
 

During the post-war era, cycling continued to grow as a public spectacle hand in hand 

with the strengthening of organized institutions such as departmental Leagues and municipal 

clubs. The department of Cundinamarca had the most organized Cycling League in Colombia. 

A good example of the way in which the internal dynamics of Cundinamarca’s Cycling 

League worked can be seen in its 1947 general assembly. During this yearly meeting, which 

involved all the region’s clubs, the agenda included a discussion of the budget and the report 

by the League’s president regarding the state of the institution.23 In order to participate in the 

assembly, each club had to send two representatives and pay the year’s fees: 2.50 pesos for 

the club plus 0.50 cents for each cyclist.24 During the 1947 assembly, the club’s delegates 

agreed to begin the season the last week of February with a “rookies race” from Bogotá to the 

township of Fontibón. In March, the League approved a calendar that included 8 official races 

in different modalities. By organizing more races every year, the League aspired to “modify 

and elevate the competitive level of Colombian cycling.”25 

 In Cundinamarca, the local clubs were in sync with the League and that provided the 

sport an institutional framework under which it developed. As the number of practitioners 
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grew, the League decided to divide all of its competitions into two categories, depending on 

the “quality of the riders.”26 In the first category, the competitors were usually the most 

renowned cyclists including those who represented Colombia at the Central American and 

Caribbean Games in Barranquilla. The second category was for novice and amateur riders 

who had limited racing experience. The strongest clubs were the Municipal, Atlético 

Centrales, Santa Fé, Deportivo Palace, and Deportivo Triángulo. All clubs had 

representatives in the two categories. In theory, the riders in the first category were better 

prepared than those in the second category. However, in some instances, the second category 

riders had better results. Most cyclists riding in the first category were “accustomed to asphalt 

and flat terrain” and were not effective “climbing the country’s muddied roads.” 27 The riders 

in the second category, more willing to sacrifice, were portrayed as better climbers. 28  

In October of 1947, Cundinamarca’s League was selected to host the second national 

cycling championships in November of that year. 23 cyclists, 5 more than in 1946, enrolled 

for the competitions.29 Delegations from the departments of Cundinamarca, Valle, and 

Atlántico raced against each other in Bogotá’s streets. As it was previously agreed on, the 

winner of each event was officially declared as Colombia’s representative to the Bolivarian 

Games in Lima, Perú.30 Lima’s Games were the first to be held in the Andean region after 

World War II. Symbolically, the Games were very significant since they were used to 

“measure” the quality of sports in the region.31 In practical terms, the Colombian Olympic 
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Committee mobilized all its resources in order to organize the country’s delegation. Four 

commissions focused on the finances, technical aspects, transportation, and acquisitions were 

formed. The printing press closely covered the preparation of the delegation, publishing 

details such as the type of sporting goods the Olympic Committee wanted to acquire and the 

efforts it made to get them at the best prices possible.32 

For the 1947 National Championship, both Cundinamarca’s League and the Cycling 

Association paid the travel expenses for all the cyclists visiting Bogotá. The athletic director 

of the tournament was former cyclist Victor Sarmiento. The organizing committee included 

judges, time keepers, masseurs, and drivers. Since the competitive level in Valle and Atlántico 

was “high,” cycling specialists aspired to have “good records” at the Nationals.33 The 100-km 

race, was the first cycling event ever transmitted by radio to the whole country: “Radio 

Station New Granada, loyal to its cycling tradition, will broadcast live, and for the first time in 

history, a 100-km race.”34 To be the play-by-play commentator, the radio station selected 

Carlos Arturo Rueda Calderón, a Costa Rican broadcaster who moved to Colombia in 1934 

and became a renowned sports radio personality. Rueda has been historically recognized as 

the “father of Colombian sports radio.”35 On the first day of competition, the national 

championship was dominated by Atlantico’s rider Rafael Vásquez, who was the winner of 

both the 1km time trial and the scratch. Without a doubt, Vásquez was the best Colombian 

sprinter, “a great rider and all-time great athlete.”36 On the second day, the team time trial 

competition was dominated by the department of Valle after “Cundinamarca’s aces” suffered 
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a spectacular fall. During the final, Valle’s team registered a time similar to the one posted by 

the winners of the Central American and Caribbean games. The impressive result made the 

specialist think that cycling was “in great shape for the Bolivarian Games.”37 The last 

competition of the national championship was the 100 kilometers race. It was the moment all 

cycling enthusiasts were awaiting.38 The winner of the race was Oscar Salinas from the 

department of Valle, with a time of two hours and forty-one seconds. Salinas had a 

remarkable performance. The race was described as the one with the “highest number of 

spectators” in the history of Colombian cycling.39 

After the National Championship in Bogotá, the Colombian National Team for the 

Bolivarian Games was finally organized in the city of Cali. Jaime Gómez, Rafael Vasquez, 

Oscar Salinas, Alfonso Gonzalez, and Óscar Oyola were part of the delegation. At the Second 

Bolivarian Games, the cycling competitions started on December 28, 1947 in Perú’s National 

Velodrome. The Colombian riders did not have any luck and were defeated by the 

Venezuelans and the Peruvians. The 100 km road race was held in the streets of Lima and was 

won by the Ecuadorians. Again, the Colombian delegation returned to the country with their 

hands empty after being defeated by their neighbors, which until that moment continued to 

have superior cycling skills. Despite the failures abroad, for a period of about five years, from 

1944 to 1949, Colombian cycling was dominated by the department of Cundinamarca which 

had the strongest League, the greatest number of practitioners, and was the entity organizing 

the majority of the races. The advancements of the League helped to popularize the sport and 

made it more visible in the press.  
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3. “More Sports Less Politics” 
 

By 1948, the Cycling Leagues of Cundinamarca, Valle, and Atlántico were organizing 

an average of 50 races a year.40 The races were well received by the cycling enthusiasts and 

the public in general, to the point that some of the most fervent fanatics used to “wait for 

hours to see” the riders pass by their localities.41 In some occasions, the cycling races were 

part of a bigger social, cultural, or political event. For example, in April of 1948, during the 

celebration of the Ninth Pan-American Conference, several sporting spectacles were 

organized in Bogotá.42 As part of the festivities, Cundinamarca’s Cycling League planned a 

race that at the time was described as the most expensive ever organized in Colombia.43 By 

putting together a Tour of Bogotá, as the race was named, the League wanted to honor the 

hundreds of international delegates visiting the city. During the preparations for the race, 

Cundinamarca’s Cycling League asked “participants, sports entities, and the general public” 

to be helpful and contribute by assisting massively to the event.44 According to the League’s 

optimistic calculations, at least 60 riders from different local clubs and departmental Leagues 

were going to take part in the competition. To control such an unprecedented amount of 

people, the League needed to hire 30 judges, a significant number. Planned for April 25, the 

race was postponed after Jorge Eliécer Gaitán was assassinated on the early afternoon of April 

9.45 The crime was the turning point of Colombian politics during the Twentieth Century and 

has been widely considered the start of the historiographical period known as La Violencia.46 
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During the days after Gaitán was killed in the streets of Bogotá, the country 

experienced a time of political and social distress. The direct impact of the national rebellion 

triggered by the caudillo’s murder was felt for months in urban and rural areas. In the world 

of sports, competitions were stopped for several days. Carlos Cabrera writing for El Liberal 

argued that “after the tragedy, the national reconstruction needed” to start in places like 

“gymnasiums, sports parks, athletic venues, and arenas.”47 According to Cabrera, the key to 

Colombia’s future was to stop being “the most backward” sports nation in the Andean region. 

Cabrera, along with several other agents within the sports field, connected the political crisis 

after el Bogotazo with the evolution of sporting activities. Juan Contreras, a physical 

education professor, wrote a public letter to newspaper El Tiempo in which he claimed that 

“during the unfortunate events of April 9,” athletes around the country showed their 

“discipline, culture, cordiality, and patriotism” so they needed to be seen as an example for 

future generations.48  

In the aftermath of Gaitán’s assassination, politicians like Liberal Eduardo Santos and 

journalists like Jorge Enrique Buitrago argued that in the agitation of the era, what the country 

needed the most was “more sports and less politics.”49 They believed that “sports were useful 

to overcome the rage that was consuming Colombia in the domestic postwar.”50 Moreover, 

Conservative President Mariano Ospina Pérez believed that popularizing sports nationwide 

could be a good way of “awakening in our people the interest for activities other than politics 

and [similar] unhealthy entertainment.”51 There was no doubt that the “political country” saw 
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sports as a way out of the crisis, to the point of saying: “members of associations, clubs, 

Leagues, and committees don’t fight anymore, [sports are the place] in which the government 

and the opposition agree!”52  

By June of 1948, the Tour of Bogotá, initially postponed after the Bogotazo, was 

finally rescheduled by Cundinamarca’s Cycling League. Instead of the 60 competitors 

initially expected, the race only had 14 participants including Oscar Gómez, Guillermo 

Pignalosa, and Luis “the chicken” Ortiz, who were considered the “best road racers in the 

region.”53 The Tour of Bogotá had the same rules as cycling races at Olympic tournaments: 

all the riders and bicycles had to be “numbered,” bicycles needed to have “front and rear 

brakes,” and all the cyclists were required to “use a helmet.”54 Bogotá’s Mayor, Fernando 

Mazuera Villegas, was present at the competition. Mazuera was a strong supporter of sports, 

to the point that one of his political promises was to give these activities all the “backing they 

deserved.”55 The Tour of Bogotá was the restart of cycling events in the country after the 

interruption suffered due to “April’s bad hour.”56 Seen as an opportunity to rally around a 

good cause, many people contributed in order to make the race a success. The Ministry of 

Communications gave the radio station Nueva Granada all the necessary licenses to broadcast 

the race. The mayor of Bogotá’s office lent two cars for the mobilization of judges and 

organizers. The Boy Scouts of Colombia directed traffic and closed all the dangerous 
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crossroads. The winner of the race was Manuel Muñoz, who completed the last 30 kilometers 

in solitaire and accumulated a time of 1 hour 19 minutes and 30 seconds.57  

In July 1948, cyclists from the department of Santander began to compete head to 

head with Atlántico, Cundinamarca, and Valle in regional and local races. Led by Mario 

Gómez Arena and Carlos Olivera, Santander’s League organized the 1948 National 

Championship. The tournament aroused “great enthusiasm” among Bucaramanga’s 

spectators, and was viewed as a sign of the way in which cycling was growing. Using the 

same format of four races—individual time trial, scratch, team time trial, and 100 kilometers 

road race—the totality of the events were dominated by Valle’s Cycling League. 

Cundinamarca, the most important and powerful team, did not perform well, claiming that 

their participation was only to “support Santander’s labor.”58 After the championship, 

journalists from Bogotá and Bucaramanga celebrated the competitiveness and perseverance of 

all the riders present at the championship even though not a single national record was 

broken.59 Despite some bureaucratic negligence by the Cycling Association, which delayed 

the writing permit to start competitions, Bucaramanga’s National Championship was a total 

“success.”60  

August of 1948 was a special time for Colombian sports. First, despite months of 

speculation, twelve Colombian athletes were present at the London Olympics in the 

disciplines of swimming, track and field, fencing, and wrestling.61 Second, after years of 
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being a successful semi-professional sport, soccer transformed into a totally professional 

activity. The professional championship was organized by the Major Soccer Division and the 

Colombian Soccer Association. Five cities, Barranquilla, Bogotá, Cali, Manizales, and 

Medellín, had professional teams. The professional soccer championship was thought to be a 

revolutionary event for the field of sports in Colombia. It was the end of an era of “soccer 

piracy in which the teams, like Gypsies, traveled from town to town looking for a couple of 

spectators and some money.”62 Since that moment, soccer became a spectacle that 

“thousands” of people would watch as “organized entities” competed to decide who was 

“superior.”63 The professionalization of the soccer League definitively placed sports as a 

center piece of popular culture and the entertainment business in Colombia.  

Even though soccer received most of the public’s attention, by the end of 1948, 

Cycling Leagues continued organizing their own competitions and events with an increasing 

number of participants. In September, the department of Valle’s Cycling League invited 

Cundinamarca, Atlántico, Caldas, and Santander to participate in a competition known as 

“The Great National Race.” Planned to cover 430 kilometers in two days, the race was 

supposed to start and finish in Cali after visiting Cartago, a municipality in the northern part 

of the department. The idea of the race was to keep consolidating Valle as one of the two most 

important Cycling Leagues and as the headquarters for the National Association. As 

preparation for the race, Cali’s cyclists proposed a meeting to the other Leagues to select the 

National Association’s new president. However, the representatives of the other departmental 

Leagues resisted Valle’s proposal because they felt the labor done by the Cycling Association 
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was deplorable and the National Commission of Physical Education needed to intervene in 

order to give the National Association a more impartial organization.64  

In January 1949, Peruvian intellectual and politician Victor Raúl Haya de la Torre 

exiled in the Colombian embassy in Lima, initiating a diplomatic dispute that lasted 5 years. 

While the political world focused on the international crisis, two things captured the attention 

of the Colombian cycling field. First, Colombia was absent at the Inter-American Cycling 

Championships celebrated in Uruguay. Despite being invited by the organizing committee, 

Colombia failed to attend and lost the opportunity to compete against countries like 

Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Perú, Uruguay, and Venezuela. The second thing that captured the 

field’s attention was the construction of an official velodrome in Bogotá. Cycling leadership 

tried to pressure the local government to build the cycling venue claiming that “people’s 

interest in cycling [was] notorious in roads and streets.”65 Luis “the chicken” Ortiz, 

recognized cycling enthusiasts and military engineer, was commissioned with the track’s 

architectural design. Ortiz drew his inspiration from velodromes in Switzerland. On his many 

visits to the European country, he saw modern velodromes with all the technical specification 

that the sport demanded.66 Besides popular interest in cycling, the other reason used to 

support the construction of the velodrome was that “all of the capitals on the continent had 

velodromes including Buenos Aires, Santiago, Lima, Panamá City, Guatemala City, and Port 

of Spain.”67 The cost of the project was calculated at 40,000 pesos. After several meetings 

between the cycling leadership and Bogotá’s Mayor Fernando Mazuera Villegas, the project 
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seemed to have the support of the political and sporting worlds; however, only after a couple 

of weeks the project was shelved and forgotten. 

In Medellín, with the support of the private sector and civilian authorities, sports 

organizations like the Union Ciclista Amateur planned several races during the late 1940s. In 

comparative terms, those races had fewer participants than the ones held in Bogotá but were 

equally successful. For example, a race across the La Cordialidad highway in May 1949 had 

only 30 participants but “thousands of spectators,” according to press accounts.68 Moreover, 

the races organized in Antioquia quickly received the support of the department’s civil 

society, “We announced yesterday that new prizes will be offered by several industrial and 

commercial entities interested in joining these sporting events, which aspire to promote one of 

the most likable methods of speed.”69 For the cycling enthusiasts in Antioquia, each event was 

“a way of evading political passion and everyday grievances,” something considered essential 

for overcoming the many problems Colombian society was facing at the time. 70  

In 1949, exacerbated by the assassination of Gaitán, violence seriously affected the 

people living in the center of the country.71 More than 18,000 people were killed that year. 

The political crisis hit rock bottom when, in October, the Liberals decided not to participate in 

the elections and the Conservative President Mariano Ospina Pérez closed down the 

Congress.72 In November, in an unopposed election, Laureano Gómez was elected president.73 
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To an extent, in the world of sport, the tensions of the political world were masked. To begin 

with, most sporting activities were centered in urban areas and, in general, they enjoyed an 

environment of peace and tranquility rare in other dimension of Colombian public life at the 

time. 74 Also, when people’s passion for their “club, athlete, or team was high,” sports 

spectators usually reacted preventing the transformation of sports in “another reason for 

conflict.”75 Intellectuals such as Abelardo Forero Benavides claimed that “it would not be fair 

to ask people for moderation and prudence in the stadium if they do not have those things 

when they go to the voting polls. Both are different expressions of the same culture.”76 In a 

political environment charged with aggression and violence, sports were an escape and a way 

of ignoring the realities that were affecting the country.  

4. Feinco and the Industrial Cycling 
 

In the late 1940s, large public and private companies began to be directly involved in 

the popularization of cycling. Prior to the 1940s, sporting goods merchants, journalists, and 

members of departmental Leagues contributed the most to the development of the sport. 

Starting in January of 1949, different industrial and commercial business began to organize 

cycling teams and cycling events as part of the free time activities they offered to their 

employees. In January, brewer Bavaria, one of the biggest companies in the country, 

organized its first ever cycling event. The “race” was thought to be a space in which “all the 

personnel” could get together, interact, and “build friendships.”77 These types of races, 

although supposedly noncompetitive, were vigorously disputed by the factory’s employees. 
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Bavaria’s initiative was part of a bigger movement promoted by Feinco (Industrial and 

Commercial Sporting Federation). Feinco was first created by F.E. Peters, Emilio Grun, and 

Luis Lara in December 1947 with the “noble goal of promoting sports amongst public 

employees and industrial workers, which have always been excluded from these practices.”78 

Expressing the paternalism that characterized Colombia’s industrialization processes during 

the 1940s and the 1950s, Feinco aspired to “promote sports” amongst men, women, and 

children from all social classes.79 It was the first and most important industrial sporting entity 

in the country. Besides promoting sporting activities within the general public, Feinco also 

aspired to “develop new talents who, after their time with Feinco, would become active 

members of the different sports Leagues across the country.”80 Feinco’s labor in Bogotá was 

then replicated by other sporting industrial federation in cities like Bucaramanga, Medellín, 

and Cali.81 

Feinco became the main organizer of intercity cycling competitions for blue-collar 

riders in Colombia.82 The Federation’s races were part of a movement described by the 

printing press as “industrial cycling.” 83 Several companies in Bogotá and Cundinamarca, 

including the Social Security Service, the National Cycling Association, several private 

enterprises, and even soccer teams Millonarios and Santa Fe were part of the movement. The 

support from these industrialists, manufacturers, and merchants transformed competitive 
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cycling, broadening its base. In February of 1949, Feinco organized its first ever cycling race, 

the Doble a Soacha, a 26-kilometer competition in which only workers from factories or 

commercial firms from Cundinamarca could participate.84 Despite restricting the race to 

novices, the Doble a Soacha had a record-breaking number of 72 participants from more than 

30 different companies and factories.85  

In Feinco’s races, there were many participants who did not have an acceptable level 

of preparation or equipment. Some of the riders still competed with touring bicycles and were 

unaware of modern cycling techniques. Nonetheless, there were some riders that were fully 

prepared and had the means to compete at a high level. Despite receiving some criticism for 

its “commercial approach” to cycling, Feinco always claimed that their only motivation was 

to see “workers and employees practicing a healthy sport while at the same time offering 

opportunities to new figures.”86 By March of 1949, the number of participants at Feinco’s 

races was reaching one hundred. There were some companies that had teams of ten or more 

racers. Talleres Guáqueta, for example, had 15 riders and Bavaria had 12.87  

Industrial cycling was not well received by all the members of the cycling field in 

Bogotá and Cundinamarca. In March 28, 1949, newspaper El Liberal published a letter 

written by Rogelio Darío Gómez who was Cundinamarca’s Cycling League statutory auditor. 

In the letter, Gómez was critical of the way in which different media outlets condemned the 

League’s bureaucratic structure, “I want to tell you what the real situation of Cundinamarca’s 

League is. Lately, the sport is under attack. There is a campaign against the people who have 
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invested time and money in favor of Bogotá’s cycling.”88 Gómez was responding to the 

comments made by the journalists who were critical of the League because the President 

Guillermo Pignalosa and the secretary Jaime Torres were occupying their positions on interim 

bases. On the other hand, the League argued that the press wanted to strengthen Feinco and 

the commercialization of cycling. Ironically, both Pignalosa and Torres helped the Federation 

to put together several races in Bogotá.89 

The events that Feinco organized were very effective at keeping “people’s interest in 

cycling alive.”90 In April of 1949, 120 cyclists and more than 50 commercial and industrial 

firms took part in the “Doble a Madrid.”91 The race was “a great spectacle with tremendous 

diversity that motivated the public’s applause.”92 Without official numbers it is impossible to 

know how many people were present at the race. However, newspapers at the time reported 

that “thousands” of spectators followed the event. 93 In competitions of this type, new cycling 

talents such as Jose del Carmen Peña, Ulises Rodriguez, Efraín Forero, and Efraín Rozo were 

discovered. These riders “proudly represented their factories and themselves.”94 In some 

cases, the races were open to all cyclists and types of bikes, and in other cases, there was a 

stricter set of rules that included categories and the obligation to use road bikes, “Feinco and 

Club Deportivo Ferronorte have been working the details for the second ‘railway’ cycling 

race. Only railway workers can participate.”95  
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Feinco’s support was pivotal for the development of cycling in the late 1940s and 

early 1950s. Effectively, the Federation centralized all the non-public support for the sport. 

The success of men’s cycling motivated Feinco to promote cycling among working-class 

women, which was up to then unprecedented in Colombia. In July 1949, 34 competitors took 

part in a cycling race in Bogotá, a remarkable number that proved “Feinco’s success in 

organizing women’s races.”96 When discussing the sportsmanship of the female riders, 

newspaper El Tiempo said “[…] our girls showed their class, nobody quit the race.”97 

Alongside the cycling races, Feinco promoted more ludic cycling events. Entrepreneurs and 

factory owners used cycling to encourage good working practices among their employees. 

Bavaria, for example, used cycling caravans to “strengthen workers’ relationships in the 

factory.”98 They firmly believed that cycling was an activity that stimulated camaraderie. 

Although competitive cycling among working class women was a novelty, the rigid gender 

barriers of Colombian society were in no way broken. In a race in August, for example, after 

the women finished their route, they ended up making a guard of honor for the men. In any 

case, throughout the late 1940s and early 1950s Feinco organized several women’s races with 

great success. In those races, some of the women were sponsored by the Federation, the 

Cycling League, neighborhoods in Bogotá, some of the city’s private businesses, and even 

soccer clubs, “Veteran rider Cecilia Vivas, representing Millonarios, won the cycling race 

organized by the Industrial Federation.”99 
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After the industrial races appeared, the competitive environment that allowed the 

Vuelta a Colombia to exist, emerged. In a snow ball effect, the growing number of races 

enhanced the presence of more spectators. Feinco’s main goal was to “promote the sport by 

all means possible in all corners of the country.”100 With Feinco fully active, the labor of the 

departmental Leagues also grew, especially in Cundinamarca and Valle.101 In 1949, 

Cundinamarca’s League organized 13 cycling events, the season went from April to 

December and included the Vuelta a la Sabana, Doble a Chocontá, Doble a Chía, the Raleigh 

Circuit, and the 100 km time trial race.102 In departments like Antioquia, the popularity of 

industrial cycling among the working classes started a conversation about their passion and 

abnegation “All of them are poor; some of them are students who rely on their parents, but the 

vast majority are poorly-paid blue-collar workers. Despite their economic limitations, they are 

willing to invest in equipment. In less than a week, the cyclists bought 15 bicycles imported 

from Germany with a cost of 250 pesos each.”103  

The biggest star of the “industrial races” was Efraín Forero Triviño, better known as 

“the indomitable Zipa.”104 Forero was one of Colombia’s first cycling stars and a deciding 

figure in the creation of the Vuelta a Colombia. Son of a pharmacist, Forero was born in 

March 1931 in the town of Zipaquira, some 80 kilometers north of Bogotá. Growing up, his 

father was the person who taught him how to ride bicycles. As an adult, Forero used his 

bicycle mainly for transportation, “at the beginning, I only biked from my house to 
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Zipaquira’s Lye Company.”105 In 1949, Forero began to develop a competitive spirit that 

encouraged him to get into racing.106 His debut was in an “industrial race” known as “the 

double to Chia.” Riding a “city bicycle” of more than 80 pounds, Forero won the race and in a 

couple of months went on to dominate Cundinamarca’s cycling circuit. El Zipa’s ascend was 

so vertiginous that in July 1949, he already was the object of all opinion pieces discussing 

cycling competitions.107 Forero was always supported by Zipaquira’s Lye Company, a 

enterprise in which he was an assistant topographer. Since very early on, the company 

decided to sponsor him, providing a trainer and a “green team car” that Forero used in the 

industrial races.108 After winning many “amateur races” at the local, regional, and national 

levels, Forero was selected as a member of the Colombian delegation to the 1950 Central 

American and Caribbean Games in Guatemala City. The Games were a complete success for 

Colombian cycling. Led by Forero, the country won a gold medal with the team pursuit 

squad.109 By the start of the Vuelta a Colombia in 1951, Forero was already considered the 

“Ace of Colombian Cycling.”110 

About 5 feet 4 inches tall, Forero was described as a humble young man “of few 

words,” whose main aspiration was to “represent Colombia in cycling competitions and give 

glory to the country’s cycling, both nationally and internationally.”111 Forero and another 

fellow rider named Efraín “the priest” Rozo, who also debuted in 1949, were “products” of 

the industrial races organized by Feinco. “[The] young riders need to follow their example 
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and industrial cycling needs to keep growing in order to give the new generations the 

possibility to be better than their predecessors.”112 Rozo became a famous rider in 

Cundinamarca. After a couple of years of sporting success, he decided to pursuit his priestly 

life. In the 1960s he formed the Federación Estudiantil de Ciclismo and several other 

recreational cycling initiatives.113  

 
 

Figure 11. Efraín “El Zipa” Forero. 
Diario Gráfico, Nov 13, 1950, 20. 

 
The success of both Rozo and Forero was used by Feinco to promote cycling among 

the general public, especially blue-collar workers, “Feinco wants to invite all the industrial 

cyclists in the city to the races. These events are a good opportunity to stand out and be 
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selected to the national team, just as Efraín Forero and Efraín Rozo did. Industrial cycling 

should keep producing new talents.”114 As a consequence of having one of Colombia’s first 

cycling rivalries, Forero and Rozo had intense disputes on the road, however, their 

relationship was one of complete camaraderie: “Forero and Rozo broke away from the small 

peloton and sprinted at full speed all the way up to the top of Los Patios. The Priest managed 

to keep up with El Zipa and at the finish line it was too close to call, so both were declared 

winners.”115 The scene, which was accompanied by a picture with the two riders crossing the 

finish line in a brotherly hug, widely circulated in the Colombian press on December 12, 

1950. The race was Rozo’s last competition: “Rozo, popularly known as “the priest,” will 

ordain soon, he will bless souls the same way he has blessed cycling.”116 

5. An Inter-Andean Adventure 
 

In August 1949, under the initiative of Argemiro Sánchez, a cyclist who later 

participated in the first Vuelta a Colombia, Valle’s Cycling League and Cali’s club 

Ciclopartes organized the first ever “Inter-Andean” race from Cali to Bogotá.117 The 

competition was a total novelty not only for its complex and difficult route but also because it 

needed an especial type of logistics never seen before in Colombian cycling. With 5 days of 

competition, the race was the first multi-stage event in the country’s history. During the pre-

race build-up, the organizers received the economic support of the National Cycling 

Association and some of Cali’s merchants, which was pivotal for the success of the 

competition. In total, 33 participants from the departments of Antioquia, Cundinamarca, 
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Valle, Caldas, Tolima, Cauca, and Nariño signed up for the event. Most of the cyclists who 

raced were sponsored by clubs, public entities, or private business.118 For the winners, the 

organizers promised prizes that included money, cups, medals, diplomas, and cycling 

implements. The biggest prize, a medal made of pure gold, was donated by the Colombian Air 

Force.119  

Covering a distance of 555 kilometers, the Inter-Andean race started in the valley of 

the Cauca river, then went up the central mountain range, came down to the Magdalena river 

valley, and finally went up again through the western slope of the eastern mountain range all 

the way to Bogotá. The route, mainly made of gravel roads, crossed four of the 24 territorial 

entities that the country had at the time, the Departments of Valle del Cauca, Caldas, Tolima, 

and Cundinamarca.120 The four departments were located in the geographical and economical 

“center of the country.”121 They had the greatest number of coffee crops and were “integrated 

into national commercial, political, and social networks.”122 During the early years of La 

Violencia, the coffee zone was one of the regions most affected by the conflict. Also, at least 

in the legislative elections held in June of 1949, the winner in the four departments was the 

Liberal party, although there doesn’t seem to be any type of electoral subtext within the 

competition. The race had 5 stages, Cali-Sevilla (175 kilometers), Sevilla-Calarcá (75 

kilometers), Calarcá-Ibagué (95 kilometers), Ibagué-Girardot (75 kilometers), and Girardot-

Bogotá (135 kilometers).123 As for the logic behind this geography, press accounts seem to 
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indicate that the organizers wanted to have a balanced route, with flat parts and mountains. 

Also, it seemed logic to follow the route of the road between Cali and Bogotá, one of the 

nation’s most important communication networks.  

The Inter-Andean race started on August 2, 1949, at the Cayzedo Plaza in Cali where 

thousands of people witnessed the riders depart. The president of the National Cycling 

Association, Luis Enrique Vargas, was in charge of officially signaling the start of the race.124 

Full of incidents, the first stage between Cali and Sevilla lived up to the specialist’s 

expectations. Despite a bicyclist being run over and an appendicitis attack, the peloton was a 

spectacle with all the riders competing with “impressive enthusiasm.”125 The first stage was 

won by Rogelio Gómez, who was a member of Bogotá’s club “Los Millonarios.”126 After 

more than seven hours, the riders were “welcomed” in Sevilla with great fervor by “most of 

the town’s population.”127  

Stage two, between Sevilla and Calarcá, was won by Oscar Loyola from the 

department of Valle. With his victory, Loyola proved that he was “the most prepared rider in 

the country.”128 During this stage, Oscar Salinas, one of Colombia’s biggest stars, suffered a 

“dramatic crash” in which he broke his collarbone.129 Despite the injuries, Salinas continued 

racing thanks to his “sporting spirit, physical strength, and above all, incredible determination 

to not be overcome by adversity.”130 In Calarcá, the cycling caravan was received by the 

                                                
124 Ibid. 
125 “La carrera Cali-Bogotá,” Sábado, August 13, 1949, 9.  
126 “La gran carrera cicclística,” El Tiempo, Aug 3, 1949, 16. 
127 Ibid. 
128 “Oscar Oyola ganó la tercera etapa,” El Tiempo, Aug 4, 1949, 16. 
129 “La carrera Cali-Bogotá,” Sábado, Aug 13, 1949, 9 
130 Ibid. 



 183 

city’s mayor and the Municipal Council who, honored by the race’s visit, decided to pay for 

the lodging expenses of all the cyclists.131  

In Ibagué, after the third stage, more than 5,000 people showed up at the finish line, 

including “many dames.”132 The city was “revolutionized” by the visit of the cyclists. Local 

radio stations broadcasted the action live. Before getting to the city, the cyclists conquered the 

famous mountain pass known as La Linea, which with its 21.7 km and 7.62 % gradient was 

portrayed as the “most difficult one” for the amount of climbing that the “routieirs” had to 

accomplish.133 Moreover, most cycling journalists argued that this stage would “define who 

would be the winner of the race.”134 As proven by the “incredible feat” of climbing La Linea, 

there was no doubt within the sports field that the Inter-Andean race was the cycling 

competition with the “greatest amount of pedigree,” and the “most important” ever held in the 

country.135 All the participants in the race were accomplishing an athletic deed unheard of at 

the time, and as a consequence, they were collectively recognized as “sporting heroes.”136 In 

Ibagué, the Lions Club organized a celebration in honor of the cyclists, for which both the 

city’s mayor and the governor of the department of Tolima were present.  

In every municipality that the cyclists visited, they received prizes and money donated 

by local merchants and entrepreneurs. In Girardot, at the end of stage four, the riders received 

several prizes during a ceremony held at a public high school. For days, the city made 

preparations to receive the competitors who were “earning countless samples of sympathy for 
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their sporting deed.”137 Since two cyclists, Silvino Riaño and Rafael Hernandez, were 

Girardot’s natives, people’s “overwhelming excitement” was even bigger.138 The enthusiasm 

for the riders was so big that both the Army and the Police had to intervene in order to prevent 

the “suffocation of the cyclists.”139 Incredibly, the winner of the stage in Girardot was Oscar 

Salinas, who only a couple of days before had broken his collarbone. During their rest day on 

Saturday, August 6, the bicyclists had a very busy time receiving several tributes organized by 

Girardot’s civil society. 

 
Map 1. Inter Andean Race 1949. 
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The last stage departed from Girardot at seven am on Sunday, August 7, 1949. 

Twenty-eight riders reunited in the central plaza where all the municipal authorities and the 

National Army gave them an official farewell. Since the final stage was on a Sunday, a lot of 

peasants and farm workers were mobilizing from the rural areas to the nearby municipalities. 

Thus, the Army and the Policy had to organize a motorized escort to open the road for the 

cyclists. The idea was to prevent even the “smallest obstacle” from interfering with the race’s 

success.140 In Bogotá, the official finish line was located in a neighborhood in the southern 

part of the city called Muzu, where there was an entrance checkpoint guarded by the police 

academy. The winner of the stage was Cundinamarca’s rider Jaime Gómez who “amazingly 

showed his class” on the flat terrain.141 The second-place finisher was Rogelio Gómez, the 

winner of the first stage. Only these two riders and Luis Gil from Antioquia threatened the 

department of Valle’s dominance. At the finish line in Muzu, a police Colonel named 

Hollman helped the riders get accommodated in the facilities of the Police Academy. The 

caravan then moved to the National University’s stadium where a celebration was planned 

during the halftime of a soccer game between the teams Universidad and Deportivo Pereira.  

At the end of the race, many journalists and cycling enthusiasts argued that the labor 

done by Valle’s Cycling League and Club Ciclopartes was underappreciated by the 

Colombian public, “the bulk of the spectators may not have conceded to this cycling event all 

the importance it deserves.”142 Journalists Jorge Enrique Buitrago “Mirón,” claimed that 

“omitting the job done by the organizers during the Inter-Andean race was a total lack of 

respect” since the competition was an impressive “effort and the beginning of a new era for 
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Colombian sports.”143 Moreover, sports journalists also believed that many people ignored the 

amazing physical preparation and “goodwill” that completing a multi-stage race required. 

Although the organizers made a couple of mistakes, it was generally believed that the race 

was a logistical success. Once the race was over, the optimists had the idea to hold an annual 

event involving “more competitors and representatives from all of the country’s regions.”144  

After the race, some media outlets decided to reproduce a discourse aimed at building 

a direct link between the riders and the spectators. Several stories about the race and the 

interaction between the riders and the public were published. Visibility was given to Luis Gil, 

a rider from the department of Antioquia. Gil started the Inter-Andean race using a touring 

bicycle on which he carried his luggage, among other items. Midway through the race, a 

businessman from Ibagué gave him a road bike to finish the race.145 In the end, Gil finished 

fourth in the general classification, inspiring all the aspiring cyclists in the country. Another 

interesting example of the way in which the riders and common people interacted is the story 

of an “old lady” who, “having tears” in her eyes, gave the “first cyclist” she saw 10 pesos as a 

way of recognizing their “struggle against the terrain, the dirt roads, and the scorching sun of 

the tropic.”146 Making the riders a recognizable subject, the media was cultivating the seed of 

a long lasting relationship between the Colombian public and the riders they were witnessing 

compete in front of their houses. 

Despite the success of the Inter-Andean race, in December of 1949, the National 

Commission of Physical Education decided to move the headquarters of the Cycling 
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Association. In a small meeting between representatives from the Cycling Leagues of 

Cundinamarca, Santander, and Valle, the move to Bogotá was negotiated after more than ten 

years in Cali. The meeting was on December 12, and according to Medellín’s newspaper El 

Colombiano, Cecilia Arango, Numael Hernández, Alfredo Urdinola Álvarez, Alejandro 

Ramirez, and Guillermo Pignalosa were present. Urdinola Álvarez and Ramirez were elected 

president and vice-president of the National Association, respectively.147  

6. Winning Abroad 
 

1950 was a tremendously violent year in Colombia. With conservative Laureano 

Gómez in power, the country experienced an institutional crisis that the political system was 

unable to resolve.148 Gómez’s corporativist project tried to undermine the milestones that the 

social movement had reached until then.149 With Falangism as his ideology, Gómez attempted 

to return to the Catholic church the control over society. His reactionary attempt “deepened” 

the intolerance of the political world, to the point that more than 50,000 Colombians were 

killed that year.150 Despite the widespread political and social violence, the economy 

prospered, and the gross domestic product grew at a rate of 4.3%.151 The price of coffee in the 

international market was high and the cities in the center of the country were enjoying the 

benefits of the bonanza. The coffee growing zones were the most economically active in the 

country, the money produced in those areas was later invested in factories in the nearby 

industrial cities. What prevailed was a model of development that aimed to foster the 
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domestic market and invest heavily in the industrialization process following import 

substitution industrialization ideals.152 

Within the context described above, sports fandom was experiencing a revolution. 

Sports were more popular than ever before in the twentieth-century. It was the origins of “El 

Dorado,” the golden age of Colombian soccer, a moment in which the best South American 

players migrated to Colombia. The advancement of communications networks was 

transforming the experience of being a sports fanatic. Across the country, people were 

demanding “updated information” as quickly as possible. Talking about the importance that 

commercial aviation had for the development of sports, El Tiempo commented: “It is 

important to highlight the role of aviation companies in the development of our sport […] 

with the extra-fast graphic service, we can quickly inform our readers of all sporting activities 

in the country.”153 The service allowed the newspapers to communicate in faster and cheaper 

ways with their journalists. Aviation was also instrumental in transporting athletes, coaches, 

equipment, and sportswriters to the different events. Land transportation was considered 

arduous, difficult, and very detrimental to the athlete’s “physical state.”154 Ironically, the 

cyclists wanted to conquer the dirt roads that most athletes wanted to evade.  

In February of 1950, the city of Santa Marta, in the Caribbean coast of the country, 

organized the VI National Athletic Games. The event was used to select, with all the technical 

requirements, “the athletes representing Colombia at the Central American and Caribbean 

Games in Guatemala City.”155 In Santa Marta, there were both track and road cycling events. 
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In the track, the department of Valle dominated most of the competitions. In the road race, 

Cundinamarca proved to be the strongest team beating the representatives from Magdalena, 

Atlántico, Cundinamarca, Santander, and Antioquia. After a successful cycling tournament, 

the National Cycling Association decided to form the national team with the winners of the 

National Games. Although there was an “undeniable rivalry between the departments” the 

general consensus was that there would not be conflict in the formation of the national team 

since every department was sending “their best men according to their real merits.”156 The 6 

cyclists finally selected were Jaime Tarquino and Gilberto Cuevas from Valle; Efraín Forero, 

Luis Ortiz, and Efraín Rozo from Cundinamarca; and Marco Gutiérrez from Atlántico.157 

Guillermo Pignalosa was selected as the team’s coach.158 Cycling was one of the few sports 

that did not have conflicts with the Colombian Olympic Committee before the start of the 

Games. Since the total budget allocated to pay for the expenses of the Colombian delegation 

was only 12,000 pesos, several sports had funding problems. Water polo and basketball, for 

example, did not send any representatives to the Games. The athletes blamed the COC and its 

president, Colonel Leopoldo Uribe, for the lack of funds and the disorganization. 159 In the 

end, Colombia sent a total of 105 athletes in ten disciplines to Guatemala City.  

Before the Central American and Caribbean Games, the general perception in 

Colombia was that cycling, baseball, and golf were the sports in which the country had an 

opportunity to obtain medals, “it is generally believed that those are our best chances to win” 

claimed journalist Mirón in El Tiempo.160 In the other seven sports, enthusiasts, trainers, 
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bureaucrats, and the media agreed that the Colombian athletes were less competitive due to 

the lack of “training and institutional support.”161 During the Games, the Colombian cycling 

team made of Jaime Tarquino, Efraín Forero, Efraín Rozo, and Luis Ortiz had a wonderful 

performance in the 4,000 meters team pursuit race. Despite not having ever competed in a 

velodrome, the team exceeded expectations wining the preliminary rounds and the semifinal 

heat against Trinidad and Tobago. Initially, Efraín Forero was not planning to be part of the 

team but was finally convinced by the coach Guillermo Pignalosa who believed that El Zipa 

was the addition needed to win. Under Pignalosa’s guidance, the team pursuit worked like a 

perfectly synchronized machine. After defeating the Trinitarians, the team advanced to the 

final against Cuba, which was considered the most powerful team in the region. For 

Colombian cycling, being in the final was already a “great victory.”162  

On the day of the final, March 6, 1950, many members of the Colombian delegation at 

the Games attended Guatemala City’s velodrome to witness how their fellow countrymen, as 

underdogs, defeated the mighty Cuban team. The Colombians had a remarkable performance 

that, at the time, was often described as the greatest of any national team in history. The 

victory had an important impact on the sports field in Colombia. The Games were considered 

a success for Colombia not only because they ended up being a “pedagogical tool that helped 

Colombians learn about Guatemala” but also because the athletes’ performances “were higher 

than expected.”163 Besides conquering the first title ever for a Colombian representative in an 

international event, the team pursuit also broke the Central American and Caribbean record in 

the 4,000 meters with a time of 5 minutes and 23 seconds. After the victory, the Colombian 
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cycling team received attention and tributes from people in both sports and politics. 

Journalists and intellectuals portrayed the riders as “brave heroes.” Feinco honored them by 

organizing a cycling festival for men and women. Additionally, the Industrial Federation 

proudly claimed that two of its members were part of the nation’s “Olympic Team.” In 

Bogotá, local politicians claimed that the national team was an example for all the young 

aspiring cyclists in the country.  

After his return from Guatemala, the president of the Colombian delegation, Enrique 

Santos Castillo, was questioned about the team’s performance in the Central American 

country. Castillo answered that he was “fully satisfied” with the performance of the athletes, 

especially because they were elevating the country’s sporting prestige in the region.164 Santos 

was explicit about it when praising the labor done by Guillermo Pignalosa and all the other 

members of the National Cycling Association, “we have to recognize the selfless and 

persistent labor done by the coach.”165 The victory of the pursuit team in the 1950 Central 

American and Caribbean Games was a landmark event for Colombian sports. After having an 

unprecedented performance, the team became a symbol of the things that “Colombians were 

capable of doing.”166 

7. Imagining La Vuelta 
 

Efraín Forero and Donald Raskin were the ones who first thought about organizing a 

modern multi-stage cycling race touring Colombia.167 With the 1949 Inter-Andean race as the 

only antecedent, Forero and Raskin became pioneers of multi-stage competitions in the 
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country. Raskin, a British immigrant who became established in Bogotá in 1939, was a well-

known sportsman and merchant of sporting goods.168 Forero, only 19 years old at the time, 

was already an established figure within the cycling field.169 According to several accounts, 

Raskin was the one who first talked about having “in Colombia a race like the Tour de France 

or Italia’s Il Giro.”170 After discussing it with Forero, both concluded that the only way to 

organize a race of such magnitude was by having the support of the cycling field, i.e., 

journalists, departmental Leagues, local clubs, and the National Cycling Association.171 Thus, 

both met with journalists Pablo Camacho Montoya and Jorge Enrique Buitrago “Mirón,” the 

president of Cundinamarca’s Cycling League Guillermo Pignalosa, and the treasurer of the 

Colombian Cycling Association Mario Martinez. What happened at the meeting has been told 

in many ways by each of the individuals present that day.172 Everyone seems to remember it 

differently, but what is certain is that Forero and Raskin left the meeting having only partial 

support from their fellow cycling enthusiasts. Pignalosa, Camacho Montoya, and Buitrago 

believed that the state of the country’s roads, made a race that long humanly impossible.173  

Raskin, Forero, and Martinez were convinced that a national cycling tour was possible 

despite the lack of infrastructure. To prove it, they decided to make a “trial ride” from Bogotá 

to Manizales, a city 300 kilometers northwest.174 The trial ride planned by Raskin, Forero, and 

Martinez was organized in two stages. The first one started in Bogotá and descended the 

western slope of the eastern mountain range all the way to Honda, an inland port on the 
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Magdalena river. The second stage was from Honda to Manizales, going up the eastern slope 

of the central mountain range ascending “Colombia’s greatest climb,” the 80 kilometers long 

Alto de Letras.175 As it has been argued by Matt Rendell and Rafael Duque Naranjo, Forero’s 

trial ride mapped Colombian cycling for the next 50 years. Almost all multi-stage 

competitions since then have followed Forero’s pedal strikes.176 

 
 

Figure 12. La Vuelta a Colombia Organizers. 
El Tiempo, Dec 24, 1950, 10. 

 
After seeing Forero complete his journey through the central mountain range, Pablo 

Camacho Montoya, the sports editor of El Tiempo, promised to sponsor the race. As in the 

great European events that most cycling enthusiasts in Colombia yearned to replicate, the 

newspaper’s support was essential for the emergence and consolidation of La Vuelta. The 

sponsorship followed the newspaper’s long-time narrative regarding sporting activities. 

According to El Tiempo’s editors, their actions in favor of cycling were completely 

disinterested and their only motivation was to give sports the public importance they 

deserved.177 In fact, El Tiempo claimed: “From now on people will say that there was a before 
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and an after of La Vuelta a Colombia. We are sure that in the future we will be able to say that 

cycling is one of Colombia’s most popular sports.”178 As in the case of the Tour de France 

with the L’Auto, in Colombia, El Tiempo was one of the main supporters and the official 

publisher of La Vuelta. 

The organizers of La Vuelta a Colombia aspired to make the “race one of the most 

important events in the world of cycling.”179 With that in mind, after receiving El Tiempo’s 

support, the National Cycling Association initiated contacts with the established departmental 

Leagues and local clubs around the country. The Association wanted the support of all people 

involved in the sport, as can be seen in several claims made in El Tiempo saying things like 

“[we] hope that all Leagues accept this brilliant idea […].”180 In general, the cycling field 

received the idea of a national race with optimism, “most Leagues in the country are willing 

to support La Vuelta a Colombia.”181 After the announcement, cycling enthusiasts from 

Cundinamarca, Santander, Valle, Atlántico, Magdalena, Bolivar, Huila, and Antioquia 

showed interest in competing. In cities like Cali, where cycling had great support, riders were 

happy with the announcement and wanted to “participate in the 8 days-race.”182  

Once most of the cycling field was on board with the idea of La Vuelta, an organizing 

committee with Pablo Camacho Montoya, Guillermo Pignalosa, Donald Raskin, and Mario 

Martinez was formed. From that moment on, these four men were “inextricably linked to La 

Vuelta’s future.”183 Pignalosa, Montoya, Raskin, and Martinez became paradigmatic figures 
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of the country’s cycling. The national race they imagined and helped to organize was 

transforming with “enthusiasm” the history of sports in Colombia.184 Moreover, in a short 

period of time, these four men had won the “admiration and sympathy” of the sports field, and 

several journalists, athletes, and authorities were sure that cycling was in “good hands.”185  

The first step that the organizers took in order to materialize their ideas about La 

Vuelta was the planning of the route. On August 11, 1950, El Tiempo revealed the final 

schedule for the race. It was an unprecedented cycling event with 10 stages and 1,154 km 

through the rugged topography of the Colombian Andes, “we can guarantee this is the first 

time that Colombia has had a race this long and difficult,” commentators said.186 The route 

was designed following productive networks that connected the most developed areas in the 

center of the country. Coincidentally, those areas were heavily affected by the country’s 

political violence. In general, the networks were used to connect the coffee growing zones 

with some of the emerging industrial cities like Medellín, Cali, Manizales, Bogotá, Ibagué, 

etc. In its first edition, La Vuelta passed through 60 municipalities in four departments. 

For the first Vuelta a Colombia, the inaugural stage was planned to be between Bogotá 

and Honda, located 163 kilometers north of the capital. Following the route sketched by 

Efraín Forero during his trial run in 1950, the stage was set to start at an altitude of 2,640 

meters and was planned to end at 229 meters above sea level. Only the first 86 kilometers of 

the road between the two cities were asphalted, the rest of the route was a dirt road that 

became muddied during the rainy season. The altitude and the temperature changes during the 

first stage were thought to be abrupt, and in El Tiempo’s exaggerated words “never seen 
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before in the history of cycling.”187 In Honda, the mayor of the city, the commander of the 

military base, and representatives from national companies like Avianca and Bavaria agreed 

to prepare the logistics for the cycling caravan. The second stage was planned between Honda 

and Fresno, a municipality in the department of Tolima strategically located along the 

highway from Honda to Manizales.188 In Fresno, the race was backed by the mayor and 

several members of the community who were interested in promoting their city at the national 

level. Fresno was founded by Antioqueño colonizers during the 1850s, and it was traditionally 

Conservative.  

The third stage, Fresno to Manizales, was on paper the most difficult of the whole 

competition. 100 kilometers long, the stage included the ascent to the Alto de Letras: 

“without a doubt this stage will be the most difficult of the whole race. It has an ascent of 

more than 60 kilometers to the Alto de Letras.”189 In every town that La Vuelta planned to 

visit, the organization named “ad honorem judges.” Usually civilian or military authorities 

such as town mayors, police chiefs, or army officers. The judges had the “honor” to certify the 

arrival and departure of each of the riders. In Manizales, for example, the judges were the 

governor of the department of Caldas, the mayor of Manizales, and the army’s local 

commander.190 In Manizales, a rest day was planned. Consciously aware of the difficult 

terrain, the organizers thought that after the titanic effort going up Letras, the riders needed 

time to relax. The fourth stage was planned from Manizales to Cartago, in the department of 

Valle. Mostly descending, the stage was considered beforehand as the race’s fastest and most 
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dangerous. As a destination for La Vuelta, Cartago was an interesting choice. The town was 

one of the landscapes of the early 1950s violence.191 Cartago had a sporting committee led by 

lawyer and judge Pablo Emilio Camacho Perea. The Committee was very successful in 

promoting sports in the municipality, which was highlighted as an example of efficiency 

“despite the [city’s] difficulties and its agitated social environment.”192 Being part of La 

Vuelta certainly stimulated Cartago’s cycling scene since the city ended up sending four 

cyclists to the national event.  

 

Map 2. 1951 Vuelta a Colombia. 
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The fifth and sixth stages were planned for the department of Valle, which had a 

strong cycling tradition in the country and for years was in control of the National Cycling 

Association. Since both stages were on flat terrain, the organizers planned for them to be long. 

After the fifth stage, the 209 kilometers journey between Cartago and Cali, another rest day 

was scheduled. Stage number seven was set to arrive in Armenia, a city that was in the midst 

of an important economic expansion thanks to the development of coffee crops in the region. 

Armenia was also the start of the eighth stage, which was planned to cross the central 

mountain range at the famous pass known as La Línea. The stage’s arrival site was Ibagué, 

the capital of the department of Tolima. The ninth stage was from Ibagué to Girardot, 

covering a rugged terrain that was considered the last opportunity to win the race. In Girardot, 

the cyclists were scheduled to have their last rest day. The last stage was planned for Sunday, 

January 17, between the cities of Girardot and Bogotá. According to the specialist, the design 

of the route showed “the country’s cycling strength” and the willingness of the cycling field to 

have “a great race that every year [was going to be] longer thanks to the advancement of the 

nation’s main roads.”193  

In early August 1950, El Tiempo and the National Cycling Association officially 

launched the first ever Vuelta a Colombia. In the opening line of the article, sports editor 

Pablo Camacho Montoya wrote: “In the countries with a strong sporting tradition, cycling has 

extraordinary popularity. There are national races in France, Italy, Spain, and Belgium. In 

America, México and Argentina also have national competitions.”194 Camacho used a 

celebratory tone, conscious of the effects that such a narrative could have on the Colombian 
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aficionados. Europe was a cultural and social benchmark for many Colombians, and in the 

world of sports, European influence had been very notorious since the early 1920s.195 In his 

first lines, Camacho also claimed that despite having some international success in events like 

the Central American and Caribbean Games, Colombian cycling wasn’t able to “‘row elbows’ 

with the world’s best.”196 Thus, by promoting intense competition, La Vuelta was going to 

“complete the development and progress of the nation’s cycling.”197  

8. The Pre-Race Build Up 
 

During the pre-race build up, some of La Vuelta’s main aspects like the rules and 

logistics, the finances, and the radio broadcast were publicly discussed by journalists, cyclists, 

governing bodies, and aficionados who believed that the event would definitely “mobilize all 

the sporting community in the country.”198 The National Cycling Association drafted the 

race’s rules based on the standards set by the Union Cycliste Internationale (UCI), “La Vuelta 

a Colombia follows all the rules established by the UCI for the organization of amateur 

races.”199 We cannot forget that the most important cycling enthusiasts like Forero, Raskin, 

Oyola, Bougaud, and Pignalosa were consumers of the European cycling press. They knew 

what type of logistics and rules races such as Le Tour and I’l Giro needed. There were rules 

upon registration, which was open from October to December and needed to be legalized in 

the offices of the Association in downtown Bogotá. The regulations also mandated that riders 

use uniforms with the colors of their teams. All riders were asked to have glasses, a sweater 
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with front and back pockets, gloves, a helmet, black trousers made of wool or cotton, short 

socks, and black cycling shoes.200 Rules were also drafted asking for technical requirements. 

For example, all the participants needed to have “machines and parts” ready.201 The bicycles 

needed to be specifically designed for the road and with shifters. Without a doubt, the 

technical aspects of the race were important for the organizers. In fact, the Cycling 

Association planned to import directly from Paris “tires, tubes, brake pads, shifters, and water 

bottles,” which they planned to give to the racers for free.202 However, the commercial house 

“in charge of selling the parts” failed to ship the cargo on time and the federation decided to 

cancel the entire order and instead tried to buy everything from local retailers.  

The rules also included directives about feeding areas, which were planned to be 

announced before the start of the race. In terms of accommodation, the rules stated that the 

participants’ expenses for food and lodging during La Vuelta were going to be paid for by the 

organizing committee. The trainers and the Leagues’ officials were asked to pay for their own 

expenses. There were also rules about first aid and medical expenses. The Association was 

committed to give urgent healthcare in case of an accident, but according to the rules, if more 

medical attention was needed, the cost had to be covered by the Cycling Leagues. The 

Association was not responsible for any loss associated with the “dangers of the route.”203 

Rules were also drafted about time limits, timekeeping, and judging, “The Association will 

hire the judges […] any riders out of the limit time will be disqualified.”204 Lastly, in terms of 

personal behavior, it was stated that in case of sporting dishonesty, “the cyclist making the 
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infraction would be expelled immediately from La Vuelta and the National Cycling 

Association.”205  

After La Vuelta’s creators agreed on most of the logistical aspects of the competition, 

attention shifted to the costs and the funding. Calculated at 10,000 pesos (U$ 3,000), the 

monetary expenses were the first obstacle that the organizers had to overcome.206 According 

to the plan, the race’s organization needed money for riders’ prizes, bicycle parts, hotels, 

food, the cars for the coaches, and a bus for the fans, at a minimum. Despite being small when 

compared with the Vuelta a México, which by then was running its fourth edition, La Vuelta a 

Colombia required unprecedented resources for a cycling event in Colombia. For the first 

edition, Enrique Santos Castillo, El Tiempo’s editor-in-chief and one of the most influential 

Colombians at the time, secured the sponsorship of brewery Bavaria, advertising agency 

Ultra, airlines Avianca and Lansa, and the National Cargo Company.207 With Santos 

Castillo’s help, the National Cycling Association convinced the sponsoring companies of the 

importance of being seen by “thousands of spectators” while traveling for over 1,000 

kilometers through the most populated areas of the country. “The beautiful and colorful 

spectacle of cycling” was an ideal medium to reach the popular and working classes, which 

were becoming the new mass of consumers.208 Several of the most important Colombian 

companies at the time sponsored the race. The National Cargo Company, for example, agreed 

to fund the stage between Cartago and Cali: “With the support of the Gran Colombian 
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Merchant Fleet, La Vuelta’s economic viability has been assured. All cyclists in Colombia can 

participate in the national race knowing that they will have all the technical and economic 

support they need to compete.”209 For La Vuelta’s organizers, the money from the 

sponsorships would give all the participants “enough guarantees to finish the race.”210 Cycling 

enthusiasts believed that the support provided by the most important Colombian companies 

was going to place the country’s cycling among the best in the world.  

The support that La Vuelta received came in many shapes and forms. Bavaria, the only 

company with a nationwide distribution network, agreed to pay and circulate the race’s 

posters. The airlines Avianca and Lasa gave all the participants discounted airfares because 

most of them had to travel from their cities to Bogotá for the beginning of the race. Chelo de 

Castro, the owner of a travel agency, donated free airplane tickets for the race’s winner. The 

National Commission of Physical Education and the National Association of Industrialists 

(ANDI) both contributed with a silver cup.211 Trophy shop ‘House Fish,’ made small bronze 

plaques for each of the participants. Carlos González Ramirez, the secretary of the Colegio 

Mayor José Celestino Mútis, offered a full scholarship for the winner. His gesture was 

applauded by the country’s cycling circles, who believed that La Vuelta was a space in which 

education was important. Certainly, La Vuelta eventually became a vehicle of ideas, a 

pedagogical tool for many Colombians who learned about geography, politics, popular 

culture, and the country’s economy just by following the race.  

As in the industrial races, during the first Vuelta a Colombia, several riders 

represented the companies they worked for. Bavaria funded Cundinamarca’s Carlos Alfonso 
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Buitrago, a young cyclist who won several local races in the 1950 season.212 Buitrago was a 

cycling product of Feinco’s races where he used to compete head to head against the 

country’s more “established” cyclists like Efraín Forero and Efraín Rozo. By “training as hard 

as ever in his life,” Buitrago wanted to be a “worthy representative” of Bavaria, the “company 

that was contributing the most to the development of Colombian cycling.”213 Other companies 

did the same, Zipaquira’s Lye Company sponsored its start employee Efraín Forero; Pedro 

Nel Gil—Antioquia’s star—was sponsored by Sedeco, a rayon company; Jose Armando 

Alfaro from Bogotá, was sponsored by the National Railroad Company. The connection with 

industrial cycling shows how La Vuelta was supported by a structure that had been put in 

place in the early 1940s. La Vuelta was not imagined from nothing, it was a contingent 

phenomenon shaped by several social forces and agents.  

Another important element of the pre-race organization was the plan to broadcast La 

Vuelta via live radio to the “whole” country. The organizing committee, the National 

Association, and the people from El Tiempo knew that a national transmission would have a 

significant impact on the way people perceived La Vuelta. Thus, they decided to mobilize in 

order to “give listeners, minute by minute, the details of the most spectacular cycling race 

ever celebrated in Colombia.”214 At least two media services planned to broadcast the event 

during the pre-race build-up. The Colombian Information Service (CIS), the country’s first 

news agency was one of the companies. The CIS was founded in 1929 by Guillermo Pérez 

Sarmiento, one of Colombia’s most important journalists who created several news 

organizations including newspapers, news agencies, magazines, and radio stations with great 
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success for over 50 years. Having lived part of his life in the United States, Pérez was aware 

of the U.S. press business model and tried to replicate it in Colombia.215 The CIS had a very 

popular sports program called Mundo Deportivo in Ondas Bogotanas one of the capital’s 

most important radio stations. The CIS’s plan was to use the equipment of Ondas Bogotanas 

to broadcast the race. The radio station only had transmitters in the department of 

Cundinamarca, so they were forced to ask the Radio Amateur Colombian League for support. 

The League had affiliates and radio transmitters “along the route” and happily accepted to 

collaborate.216  

Besides the CIS, Radio Cadena Nacional (RCN), based in Bogotá, also transmitted the 

event. To lead the broadcast, RCN hired Carlos Arturo Rueda Calderon who was one of 

cycling’s most renowned advocates. In order to air La Vuelta “live,” RCN was going to use its 

16 stations across the national geography.217 Carlos Arturo Rueda’s role in the popularization 

of cycling was remarkable, especially during the 1950s. At the end of every cycling race, 

Rueda transmitted, from affiliated radio stations, a show discussing the stage’s results, giving 

technical analysis, and interviewing riders and coaches. Since communications between most 

Colombian cities and towns were complicated in the early 1950s, local telephone operators 

had a huge impact on the way in which the races were transmitted to most Colombians. These 

operators, mainly women, were pivotal in sending information from the stages’ finish lines to 

the main press outlets in Bogotá, Cali, Medellin, Barranquilla, Manizales, and many other 

cities where cycling was followed by the fanatics.  
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Although in general La Vuelta was received with enthusiasm and public interest 

during the pre-race build-up, some criticism did exist. The major concern was the possible 

negative effects that the length of the race and the strenuous terrain of Colombia’s mountain 

passes would have on the racers, especially on those cyclists who had been selected to 

represent Colombia in the 1951 Pan-American Games in Buenos Aires. For most 

commentators, cycling and baseball were the only sports in which Colombia had some chance 

in Buenos Aires: “Both the departmental Leagues and the National Cycling Associations have 

worked hard the last couple of months. Numerous races have been organized by the different 

Leagues across the country. La Vuelta a Colombia, the first big race of next year, will let us 

know our options in the Pan-American Games and will simultaneously indicate the 

advancements we have made in recent years.”218 Answering the “malicious comments” made 

by La Vuelta’s detractors, the organizing committee stated: “we don’t believe that La Vuelta 

will have a negative impact on our riders, especially more than a month later during Buenos 

Aires’ games. Since cycling events at the Pan-American Games were set to start March 5, 

they will have enough time to recover.”219 Moreover, the organizers and the Cycling 

Association argued that 47 days was more than enough time to heal the “colossal, but not 

impossible” task of completing Colombia’s biggest race.220 Colombian riders were “used to 

gigantic efforts,” and the organizers and sponsors were willing to give “La Vuelta’s 

participants the best and most complete care available in terms of food and accommodations 

including a team of masseurs, mechanics, and music to entertain the riders during the 

                                                
218 “Sólo haremos buen papel en beisbol y ciclismo,” El Espectador, Dec 26, 1950, 8.  
219 “La vuelta a Colombia no afectará la participación en los panamericanos,” El Tiempo, Dic, 12, 1950, 16.  
220 Ibid. 



 206 

evenings.” 221 Despite the minute criticisms, during the pre-race build up, the organizing 

committee and the National Cycling Association managed to establish solid bases on which 

Colombian cycling supported itself in order to develop throughout the decade.  

9. Sign-ups 
 

On October 1st, 1950, registration for the first Vuelta a Colombia officially opened. 

According to several news accounts, the National Cycling Association invited local clubs, 

departmental Leagues, and international federations to participate in the race. The registration 

period remained open until December 20th of 1950.222 The enrollment fee for the participants 

was 50 pesos. The organization also asked for 4 photos of each cyclist wearing cycling attire, 

a medical certificate of good health, and to be over 20 years old. Once the invitations to 

participate in the race were sent out, the cyclists and the Leagues began to prepare for the big 

event. Despite offering the best possible accommodations for all the participants, none of the 

organizers was sure of the number of riders who would enroll in what they described as the 

most “arduous race ever organized in South America.”223  

By December 10, 1950, La Vuelta only had 15 riders registered and the race’s 

organizers were beginning to worry about the slow enrollment.224 Although cycling had been 

continuously growing since the 1930s, some specialists were still skeptical about the sport’s 

popularity: “The pedal sport is not precisely the most popular in the Colombian nation. Even 

though in every city there are thousands of cyclists, most of them don’t have the physical 

abilities to complete a race as difficult as La Vuelta a Colombia.”225 Despite the doubts, just 
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the idea of completing such a challenging route was considered a success, “the man who 

manages to excel in completing this tour of ten stages, will for sure be remembered for a long 

time.”226 Among the first registered to participate in La Vuelta were people from cities like 

Bogotá, Honda, Neiva, Zipaquirá, Puerto Tejada, Cali, and Medellín. This geographical 

distribution basically showed that most of the cycling activity was concentrated in the center 

of the country. However, in the Caribbean coast and in Nariño, a department at the border 

with Ecuador, the race also awoke interest from practitioners and spectators willing to take 

part in the event, “Pasto’s municipal sports committee has informed the National Cycling 

Association of its disposition to send three riders to compete during La Vuelta a 

Colombia.”227  

Although during the first Vuelta actual “teams” did not exist because the riders were 

sponsored individually, participants coming from the same place were described as 

collectively “representing” their departments of origin. The department of Valle is an 

interesting example of the way in which this was played out. After the enrollment period 

opened, individual riders started to contact private and public institutions in order to obtain 

the necessary support to participate in La Vuelta. For example, Argemiro Sánchez, member of 

club “Ciclopartes” and the organizer of the 1949 Inter-Andean race, received funding and 

institutional support from the local Cycling League, Cali mayor’s office, and the department 

of Valle sporting commission.228 Like Sánchez, many other riders from all over the 

department also received the backing of their local communities, including sports clubs, 

entrepreneurs, and municipal governments. Valle’s numerous delegation was a testimony of 
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cycling’s importance in the department and a validation of the advancements of cycling since 

in 1948 Edmond Bougaud started to promote the sport in the region.  

 
 

Figure 13. 1951 Participants. 
El Espectador, Dec 29, 1950, 8. 

 
In Antioquia, people like Miguel Zapata Restrepo from the newspaper El Colombiano 

and Raúl Molina Izasa, a well-known cycling enthusiast, first tried to organize a group of 

riders to “participate in La Vuelta a Colombia with great success.”229 Antioquia’s case is 

interesting because despite having many practitioners and a great sporting tradition, the 
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department did not have an organized Cycling League. Early attempts to establish one during 

the 1940s failed. As a consequence, the sport only developed locally thanks to the support of 

private individuals. Just days before the start of La Vuelta a Colombia, El Colombiano said: 

“cycling’s case proves that the problem in Antioquia is the lack of sports administrators. […] 

Since February of 1950 the cyclists have been calling for the organization of a Cycling 

League in the department, nobody has listened to them.”230 

In Antioquia, the cyclists aspiring to go to La Vuelta were Pedro Nel Gil and Roberto 

Cano Ramírez. Both had to lobby with journalists, public officials, and entrepreneurs in order 

to secure the funds to be present at the race. In Gil’s case, his coworkers at the textile 

company Sedeco helped him enroll in the race. Gil’s coworkers collected 457 pesos, which he 

planned to use “to buy a spare bicycle and several other implements indispensable in order to 

have a good performance during the national competition.”231 Cano did not have the support 

of his factory because he worked as a tailor in a small shop that couldn’t help him with his 

cycling ambitions but the municipality of Envigado decided to help him. The efforts of Gil 

and Cano to find a sponsor were praised by Medellín’s press: “They are a pair of poor guys 

who had invested all their money in favor of cycling. Gil is an industrial worker at Sedeco. 

[Cano] works as a tailor.”232  

 When the sign-ups for the first Vuelta a Colombia closed on December 20, 1950, 35 

cyclists from seven departments were ready to compete for the title. The most numerous 

delegation was Valle with 18 riders who were “willing to prove” that their department had the 
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best cyclists, especially when compared to those “from Cundinamarca.”233 The second most 

numerous delegation was Cundinamarca, which had a strong cycling tradition and some of the 

most recognized figures in Colombia at the time. The department of Antioquia had a small 

“team” made of only two cyclists, and Atlántico, the other department with a strong sporting 

tradition, did not have any representatives in the competition despite having won national 

championships in the past. The final start list of the race included cyclists from Valle (18), 

Nariño (4), Cundinamarca (7), Santander (1), Antioquia (2), Tolima (2) and Cauca (1). 

Although not all of the country’s departments were going to participate, by the end of the 

enrollment period La Vuelta was constantly described as “being truly national.”234 In fact, it 

was since that moment on that the race was used as a trope for the “national” despite being 

materially and symbolically placed in the center of the country.  

Besides the departmental Leagues, La Vuelta’s organizers also invited international 

entities such as the Venezuelan Cycling Federation, which at first accepted to participate in 

the event. Venezuelan cycling was thought to have great “tradition and experience,” since the 

country participated in the London Olympic Games and in the 1950’s World Cycling 

Championship in Belgium. In early December, Arnim Cameron, the secretary of the 

Venezuelan Cycling Federation, wrote a letter to the Colombian Cycling Association, saying: 

“We received your letter inviting us to participate in the first ever Vuelta a Colombia. We are 

honored by your invitation and at the same time we wish you a lot of success in undertaking 

this great step of true transcendence and progress for South America’s cycling.”235 The 

possibility to have the Venezuelans riding in Colombia was received with great enthusiasm by 
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the nation’s cycling field, “the participation of the Venezuelan riders in La Vuelta a Colombia 

has an immense importance for our nation’s cycling. We will compete against the best in the 

region just a couple of months before the start of the Pan-American Games in Buenos 

Aires.”236 The Venezuelans were considered by journalists and cycling enthusiasts the best 

riders in the South American continent and their presence supposedly would have “motivated 

the Colombian ‘routiers’ by making them defend with great pride the colors of their 

country.”237  

In Venezuela, according to Caracas’ newspaper El Heraldo, the members of the 

Cycling Federation happily accepted the invitation to participate in the first Vuelta a 

Colombia. Since receiving Colombia’s invitation, the Venezuelans began to prepare for the 

race knowing that “the physical and mental conditions” of their riders would “allow them to 

finish the competition.”238 The Venezuelan Cycling Federation aspired to send their four best 

riders to Bogotá: Julio Chirinos, Miguel Chirinos, Armando Rodriguez, and Norberto 

d’Oliveira.239 Journalists in Caracas claimed that La Vuelta a Colombia was a good 

opportunity to show the quality of the Venezuelan riders “if the federation gets the travel 

money, we will for sure obtain a new international victory.”240 In the end, the Venezuelan 

team had problems collecting the necessary funds to travel, which they had calculated to be 

4,000 Bolivares. These economic problems prevented them from participating in the 

competition. However, the expectation generated by the possible “presence” of the 

Venezuelan team captured the attention of the Colombian public, the riders, and the sponsors 

                                                
236 “Espera tan solo el permiso oficial Venezuela para inscribir corredores,” El Tiempo, Dec 2, 1950, 10.  
237 “Fueron seleccionados los ciclistas venezolanos para “Vuelta Colombia,” El Tiempo, Dec 27, 1950, 16 
238 Ibid.  
239 Ibid. 
240 Ibid. 



 212 

before the start of the race because having international participants was seen as an 

unequivocal sign of legitimacy. 

10.  An Event of Historic Proportions 
 

In January 1951, the Colombian press started the year discussing many of “the 

country’s biggest problems.”241 Several debates on administrative decentralization, the 

religion question, the economy, and labor reforms dominated the national headlines, while the 

country’s rampant political violence was, for the most part, ignored. In that very particular 

context, the start of La Vuelta a Colombia enjoyed unprecedented publicity not only in El 

Tiempo—the race’s official publication, but also in other liberal and conservative newspapers 

like El Liberal, El Siglo, El Colombiano, Diario del Pacífico, and Diario Gráfico. La Vuelta 

was portrayed in these newspapers and magazines as “the sporting event of the year.”242 

Commentators around the country believed that the event would have national and 

international importance: “As we have been saying since the beginning, both the country and 

the whole continent will follow the race.”243 The sport was capturing people’s attention and 

some media outlets were interested in continuing to feed that narrative. Cycling was the only 

sport in which Colombia could “successfully compete internationally.” After the victory in the 

Central American and Caribbean Games, cycling enthusiasts believed that La Vuelta was 

going to be a space to continue consolidating cycling as a Colombia’s international sport. 

With the celebration of the first Vuelta, Colombian cycling was “coming of age.”244 

Undeniably, cycling was becoming one of the most popular sports in the country.”245 
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After the registration period finished in mid-December 1950, the cycling field 

experienced a time of great expectation: “Next January 5th will be memorable. That is the day 

that the famous Vuelta a Colombia will start.”246 In fact, in the weeks leading up to the 

competition, many of La Vuelta’s main aspects were celebrated as unique. The participants 

were depicted as brave, adventurous, and prideful. For example, Pedro Nel Gil was portrayed 

as his “department’s hope” and the greatest “expression of athleticism in Antioquia.”247 Efraín 

Forero, “Cundinamarca’s great champion,” was usually depicted as the “titan” of Colombian 

Cycling. Oscar Oyola, from Valle, was characterized as the “pride of his department” and as a 

Colombian “ace.” 248 By going up and down the nation’s exceptional climbs, the cyclists 

embodied the courage of the “Colombian race.”249 Not only La Vuelta a Colombia was 

described as the cycling event with “the greatest altitude gain in the world,” but also as the 

most challenging race in terms of climatological conditions. The route was a combination of 

all the available types of terrains. Cycling was heroic and adventurous, transcending the 

hatred of the political world it was more optimism than pessimism. Cycling was an ethic and 

aesthetic expression that opposed “the swirling crowds” of political hatred.250 

In the weeks leading up to the race, several agents within the cycling field discussed 

the place of La Vuelta in the world of cycling. For many of them, La Vuelta would “make 

Colombia the first country in South America with a cycling race like the ones organized by 

the Europeans.”251 Moreover, the race would “put Colombia at the level of the more advanced 
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countries in the world.”252 The comparisons between La Vuelta a Colombia and both the Giro 

and the Tour were constant, as can be seen in several newspaper and magazine articles, which 

used to publish things like: “In the Tour de France and Italy’s Giro, the best and most admired 

cyclists in the world—Coppi, Bartali, Botecchia, Binda, Kubler—climb great mountains like 

the Galibier or the Alps. Our heroes will climb an even higher mountain, “Letras,” located at 

3,400 meters above sea level, we have to admire them!”253 In times of anxiety, violence, and 

national despair, La Vuelta’s organizers needed legitimacy. By portraying France’s and Italy’s 

cycling as paradigmatic examples of sporting enthusiasm, journalists and organizers were 

building an argument in favor of having, in Colombia, a similar type of passion for the sport, 

“[a]t first, the Tour the France was described as mad because the cyclists were not prepared, 

the route was very long, and the mountains were too high. However, apart from the World 

Wars, the Tour has been running continuously since 1903.”254 Moreover, the direct 

comparison with the European riders was useful to celebrate the aptitude and courage of the 

Colombian cyclists: “French roads are billiards tables when compared to Colombia’s roller-

coaster mountains, which is why we should be proud of our routiers.”255 Besides the terrain, 

La Vuelta a Colombia was also compared with European races in terms of the climate, “most 

of the stages are going to have warm or hot weather. Only in three of the stages will the race 

have cold weather. Thus, we think that the cyclists from the low lands will have better results 

since they are more used to the sun.”256  
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In the days leading up to the competition, intellectuals began to describe the 

organization of the first ever Vuelta a Colombia as a “victory for [the nation’s] sports.” They 

felt that sporting activities were “one of the most comforting phenomena of the mid-

century.”257 Sports were a social space in which “healthy young people” were replacing visits 

to the tavern for visits to the park. Cycling was part of a movement that was “exciting 

multitudes and making money.”258 48 hours before the start of the competition, participants 

and journalists arrived in Bogotá and began to prepare for the first stage between the capital 

and the municipality of Honda. Several regional newspapers sent their own correspondent to 

La Vuelta. El Colombiano, for example, sent Raúl Molina Isaza to “accompany Antioquia’s 

cyclists in their journey.”259 Other regional publications also covered the “day by day” of the 

race. In Cali, Diario del Pacífico summarized the media frenzy saying: “Everybody knows 

that La Vuelta a Colombia will be one of the most important events ever organized in the 

country.”260 

 The Friday morning of the first stage, the streets surrounding the intersection between 

Jimenez Avenue and Seventh Avenue in downtown Bogotá were flooded with people. The 

crowd, mainly but not exclusively masculine, witnessed with “extraordinary enthusiasm” the 

moment cyclists began to ride the nation. The “excitement” that the “multitude” felt, was 

canalized in a “peaceful and organized way,” which according to the observers, confirmed the 

importance of the race for the national spirit. Several press accounts assure that more than 

30,000 people accompanied the cyclists: “It is truly exciting to see the way in which Jimenez 
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Avenue was yesterday, full of people on both sides of the street as well as in the windows and 

balconies of all the buildings.”261 La Vuelta represented everything that it meant to be 

Colombian, “From the pavement of Bogotá’s streets to the dirt roads in valleys and mountain 

ranges, an excited and vigorous group of riders set out to star in the most audacious cycling 

event ever organized among us.”262
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CHAPTER FOUR. LA VUELTA AND THE CYCLING NATION, 1951-1952. 
 

1. “The Sensational and Dramatic” First Vuelta a Colombia. 
 

In 1951, Colombia started the year amid a general sentiment of despair.1 La Violencia 

was at its highest point after the country registered more than 50,000 deaths in 1950.2 At the 

time, Colombia had 11.5 million inhabitants, most of whom lived in the departments of 

Cundinamarca, Caldas, Tolima, Valle, Boyacá, Santander, and Antioquia, which were the 

most affected by the violence of the country at the time.3 During its first couple of editions, La 

Vuelta a Colombia toured those same departments despite its political and social conflicts 

because the areas, commonly described as the “center” of the country, had critical economic 

resources, a high population density, an interconnected road system, and several regional 

capitals like Ibagué, Cali, Manizales, Medellín, and Bogotá. These were cities in which “the 

masses” could mobilize to support the competition.4  

The first Vuelta a Colombia started at the doors of the newspaper El Tiempo on the 

morning of Friday, January 1st, 1951. News outlets from Bogotá described how “a numerous 

public gathered at the departure clamorously applauding the start of the race.”5 Although 

claims that La Vuelta generated “immense expectation among the public” seem exaggerated, 

most sources concur that people in the capital did pay attention to the race’s opening.6 The 

dominant narrative about the competition was that it was going to be a great opportunity to 
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“appreciate the spirit, the courage, and the progress” of Colombian sports.7 By “heroically” 

conquering the country’s roads, the race was going to become the nation’s most important 

sporting spectacle.8 Widely circulated in the days leading up to the “big event,” the idea that 

La Vuelta mirrored the nation’s progress was essential for the consolidation of cycling as a 

central element of Colombia’s culture during the 1950s. Masking the violence that the people 

in the countryside were experiencing, the race was used to portray an image of normalcy that 

did not correspond with reality.  

The first stage of the 1951 Vuelta a Colombia was between Bogotá and Honda. For 

most of the 163 kilometers that separate the two cities, the road was rough, and on several 

occasions, the cyclists had to load the bicycles on their shoulders. By 1951, Colombia had one 

of the smallest road networks in Latin America, and it was ranked last in kilometers of roads 

built, paved kilometers, and vehicles per capita.9 The Colombian government built the 

majority of the roads without taking into account technical considerations.10 By then, it was 

apparent for most people in the country that Colombia was a place full of caudillos 

“promising bridges where there are no rivers.”11 Since its beginnings, La Vuelta a Colombia 

opened a space to discuss public policy and the government’s response to people’s 

grievances. In the case of the roads, for example, Roberto García-Peña said: “The tragedy of 
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our roads is national. Yesterday we saw how the young guys that so heroically are cycling 

Colombia experienced the difficulties and dangers of our roads.”12  

 
 

Figure 14. First stage of the 1951 Vuelta a Colombia. 
Diario Gráfico, Jan 5, 1951, 1. 

 
The inaugural stage of the 1951 Vuelta was won by Efraín “El Zipa” Forero, who, 

from the starting line in Bogotá, was in control of the race, ratifying his well-deserved fame of 

all-rounder. El Tiempo said: “the great rider from Zipaquirá,” who had been brilliant in 

“national and international races, dominated the stage since the very beginning.”13 Following 

5 hours, 43 minutes, and 32 seconds of pedaling, Forero’s efforts were rewarded by the 

people in Honda who received the caravan with cheers and shouts of support, “people could 

not find words to praise the riders and their titanic effort.”14After the stage, Forero 
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commented, “I’m happy that I won the first stage. My mission is to give the public all their 

love back.”15 Since the first contacts with the press, the cyclist tried to reinforce his 

relationship with the public, as we can see, the encounter was full of meaning and affection. 

No doubt Forero was slowly becoming the standard-bearer of the discipline in the country.  

After the excitement and joy of the first day, La Vuelta continued its route by going 

from Honda to Fresno riding up a road that ascended from 229 meters above the sea in the 

Magdalena River valley to 1,465 meters in the middle of the central mountain range in just 41 

kilometers. From there, the race continued with a stage between Fresno and Manizales that 

included the Alto de Letras, Colombia’s longest climb. Enrique Casabuenas Luque describes 

how, for the “last 13 kilometers” of the stage, “hundreds of people crowded both sides of the 

road waiting for the caravan to arrive.”16 It was a scene never seen before in Colombia. In 

Manizales, “common and sophisticated people, governmental officials, and schoolchildren, all 

held out their hands to the brave cyclists.”17 According to El Colombiano, 7,000 fanatics 

waited for the riders at the finish line. La Vuelta was becoming a social, cultural, and political 

event that included the participation of businesspeople, merchants, politicians, beauty queens, 

journalists, soldiers, and priests. 18 

Roberto Cano Ramírez, one of Antioquia’s two representatives, was the winner of the 

fourth stage between Manizales and the city of Cartago in the department of Valle.19 At the 

finish line, only “30 seconds” separated Cano Ramírez, also known as “Envigado’s tailor,” 
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from his most fierce rival Efraín Forero.20 At that point the race was close, and an intense 

rivalry between Antioquia and Cundinamarca was emerging. The longest stage of the 

inaugural Vuelta a Colombia was between the cities of Cartago and Cali. On their route to the 

capital of Valle, the riders had to cycle through the northern part of the department of Valle. 

The road was flat and asphalted and stopped in the municipalities of Obando, Zarzal, La 

Victoria, Bugalagrande, Sevilla, and Tuluá. During this time, the region was dominated by 

León María “the Condor” Lozano and his people. Lozano, a cheese vendor, was an important 

conservative operative, leader of a paramilitary squad generally known as the “Pájaros,” 

(birds).21 Having Tuluá as its base, Lozano’s Pájaros dominated the region using terror as its 

strategy. Lozano and his group were thought to be responsible for more than 4,000 murders in 

the area.22 Lozano had deep connections with influential politicians at the local and national 

level, and there are pictures of him with three Colombian presidents, Mariano Ospina Pérez, 

Laureano Gómez, and General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla.23 

La Vuelta’s visit to Cali was crucial for the race’s success. The city had a high number 

of practitioners, and most experts considered it the Mecca of Colombian cycling.24 Politicians 

such as the Mayor José Holguin Garcés were conscious about the effects that La Vuelta was 

having among the public. Thus, by receiving the competition with open arms, Holguin wanted 

to get political gain. Convinced that he was “an interpreter” of peoples’ feelings, he claimed 

that Cali was going to confirm its title as “Colombia’s sports capital.”25 Effectively, more than 
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30,000 people welcomed the race in the city.26 La Vuelta mobilized thousands. The police, for 

example, could not control the numerous public at the finish line, and the disorder in the 

center of Cali was “monumental.”27 The winner of the stage was local cyclist Oscar Oyola 

who “had to make enormous efforts to overcome all kinds of difficulties,” but managed to win 

thanks to his “technique and bravery.”28 Upon his arrival, Oyola declared that he was very 

pleased to be the first cyclist from Valle del Cauca to win a stage in La Vuelta a Colombia, 

“My idea was to keep my promise of winning a stage, and I did. I am delighted. This victory 

belongs to all the people in the department of Valle del Cauca.”29  

 
 

Figure 15. La Vuelta in Cali. 
Diario del Pacífico, Jan 11, 1951, 1. 
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After a day of rest in Cali, the competition continued to Sevilla, a town in Valle’s 

coffee-growing zone.30 According to most press accounts, the road between the two cities was 

in excellent conditions and mostly paved. In Sevilla, the community was thrilled by La 

Vuelta’s visit and collectively mobilized to offer the riders lodging, medical attention, food, 

and cash prizes. It was a reception worthy of “the bravest Colombian athletes.”31According to 

Diario del Pacífico, “Sevilla’s citizens, without any class distinction, gave the cyclists the 

most incredible and sincere welcome ever.”32 From Sevilla, the race moved to Armenia in the 

department of Caldas where a “human wave” congregated in the city’s central plaza to 

witness the pedalers’ arrival.33 As in other places visited by La Vuelta, the people welcomed 

the riders as “national sporting heroes.”34 In Armenia, the cyclists prepared for the ascent of 

La Linea, the ferocious 27 kilometers climb part of the fourth stage that finished in Ibagué, 

the capital of the department of Tolima.35 Oscar Oyola was the winner of the second to last 

stage between Ibagué and Girardot. According to newspaper El Espectador, in the inland port, 

thousands received La Vuelta’s caravan with tremendous enthusiasm “30,000 excited 

spectators witnessed the dramatic finish of the stage.”36  

On Wednesday, January 17, 1951, Bogotá was ready to receive the 31 riders still 

participating in La Vuelta a Colombia, “[the city] will receive the participants of the Vuelta a 

Colombia with great affection, they will not go unnoticed.”37 In the capital, “delirium seized” 
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the city once Efraín Forero crossed the finish line.38 After winning seven stages, Forero was 

the clear dominator of the race. In Bogotá, people interrupted their “everyday activities” to 

enjoy the emotions of La Vuelta, “there was a festive atmosphere with thousands of 

youngsters riding their bikes in the streets.”39 According to El Tiempo, more than 50,000 

people awaited the arrival of the cyclists in the capital, despite it being a weekday.40  

After the race ended, the dominant narrative was that the general public wanted to 

know everything about the cyclists, “people are trying to understand how these, until recently 

anonymous young men, were able to complete such a titanic enterprise. In houses, cafés, 

buses, and streetcars people keep asking questions about this historical race.”41El Tiempo’s 

director Roberto García thanked all cycling spectators for their “enthusiasm” and 

“engagement.”42 He also declared that the newspaper became the “main sponsor” of the race 

due to cycling’s main qualities “willpower, courage, discipline, dexterity, generosity, 

disengagement, and authentic sporting spirit.”43 According to García Peña, the race’s success 

was a consequence of the bravery of the cyclists, the economic support of commercial and 

industrial business, the collaboration of the armed forces, the persistence of sports clubs and 

cycling associations, the marketing of radio stations and newspapers, and the collective 

interest of the people.44 Enthusiasm was so high after La Vuelta’s arrival to Bogotá that 

Constantino Casabuenas Luque wrote: “The nation’s capital experienced yesterday hours of 

intense emotion and expectation that no other public spectacle has ever generated before.”45 
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The popular excitement was of such a magnitude that most chroniclers agreed that the “fervor 

that Bogotá experienced” was possible to tell “only in fantasy books.”46  

According to several press accounts, the first ever Vuelta a Colombia captured 

people’s attention because the event was an opportunity to have peaceful discussions on 

“trade, agriculture, industry, and sports,” which was thought to be what the “country needed 

to get back to normalcy.”47 Media narratives highlighted how La Vuelta had been a “lucky 

experiment,” in which the cyclists proved that it was possible to “unite the nation” using a 

bicycle.48 Led by Donald Raskin and Guillermo Pignalosa, and with the collaboration of 

“spectators, journalists, merchants, and entrepreneurs,” the Association was “re-writing the 

history of Colombian sports” as well as giving people some hope about the future.49La Vuelta 

a Colombia’s cultural and commercial success in 1951 was essential for cycling’s popularity 

throughout the whole decade. The riders’ heroism proved that “prestige could ‘spread like 

fire’” and humble men could go “from peaceful anonymity to the center of the public 

attention.”50 Sacrificing their bodies in the “mountains, rivers, and other natural obstacles,” 

cyclists and their two-wheeled machines were beginning to represent the country’s true self.  

2. Virtuous, Righteous, Honorable 
 

During the celebration of the first ever Vuelta a Colombia, one of the representations 

most widely disseminated by the printing press portrayed competitive cycling as an utterly 

amateur activity. Cycling aficionados believed that the sport was free of commercial or 

professional greed. The pedalers were often praised by their “sportsmanship” since “beyond 
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just commercial aspirations, they [had] a strong competitive spirit and a lot of mysticism.”51 

The only “compensation” that they wanted to receive was the “colorful sympathy of the 

people in roads and streets.”52 Some members of the media also claimed that there was a 

correlation between the commercialization and the politicization of sporting activities.53 

Hence, to have a healthy sport, it was necessary to eliminate any sign of mercantilism.54 

Despite the critiques against the commodification of cycling, most agents in the field 

shared the interest of continuing to grow a loyal fan base. To accomplish that, news outlets 

and aficionados propagated narratives full of sporting idealism and heroic behaviors. The idea 

of young cyclists risking their lives on punishing roads just for the love of the sport fascinated 

the Colombian public. People were beginning to admire La Vuelta’s participants for their 

bravery, discipline, goodwill, disinterest, and humbleness.55 When El Tiempo and the 

National Cycling Association launched La Vuelta a Colombia in August of 1950, the race was 

described by the media as an event that would eventually become “the compass and the guide 

of amateur sports” in the country. 56 Conservative newspaper Diario del Pacífico claimed that 

La Vuelta was “like the ancient Olympic Games” because competitors did not want any 

material gain from their participation.57 Colombia’s “great cycling event” was seen as an 

opportunity to “raise the flag of amateurism” and become one of the “cultured nations of the 

world.”58 
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Cycling agents in Colombia tried to use the practices and ideals of amateurism to 

distinguish the activity from other sports. During La Vuelta’s first few years, soccer was 

going through the era of El Dorado and the country’s professional League, established in 

1948, was considered one of the most important in the world.59 Soccer had an undeniable 

social, cultural, economic, and political importance that cycling aspired to equate but without 

compromising its “core values: fair play, camaraderie, and friendship.”60 Thus, amateurism 

was the maximum aspiration of the organizers. The National Association, the regional 

Leagues, and cycling promoters were the first to disseminate those ideals. In Medellín, the 

Cycling League declared that “Antioquia’s bicyclers could not receive monetary donations 

since they were amateurs.”61 The League’s president Raúl Botero Restrepo also ordered that 

“all the money received” had to be given to “the cycling family to acquire the “technical and 

mechanical equipment that the riders needed.”62 Furthermore, Antioquia’s League banned 

private business’ intentions to give cash prizes to the cyclists because “these institutions were 

more interested in pursuing their interests” than cycling’s interest.63 

With their amateur qualities, the cyclists participating in La Vuelta were thought to be 

developing an ethic of “national proportions.”64 Commentators such as Gonzalo Canal 

Ramírez believed that cycling needed to consolidate its “place” in Colombia’s imaginaries, so 

it was important to have a strong ethical base.65 La Vuelta was significant because the 

participants were showing Colombian people the importance of enjoying sports both as 
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participants and as spectators. Canal Ramírez claimed that the “sacrifice, athletic preparation, 

and personal growth” of the pedalers was the real spirit of the nation. 

After the 1951 La Vuelta finished on January 17, Donald Raskin and Enrique Santos 

Castillo wrote a letter to national newspapers explaining their rules regarding the cash prizes 

collected by the riders during the race. The two officials wrote that “the National Association, 

as the governing body of all cycling activities in the country, decided to disallow any cash 

prizes offered directly to the cyclists” because they did not want them to lose their amateur 

condition.66 As a solution for those prizes, the Association decided to “collect all the money to 

invest in bicycles and spare parts for the riders.”67  

The debate over the cyclists’ amateurism permeated the celebration of their 

accomplishments. Among sports fans, there was a rumor circulating that claimed Colombian 

cyclists would not be able to represent the country in the Pan American Games in Buenos 

Aires because they had “become professionals” after collecting prizes during the race.68 

However, the rumor was quickly rejected by cycling agents who stated that the bicyclers were 

not making a living from the sport, “they did not receive any compensation and on the 

contrary, the race only demanded from them huge expenses, which they paid with their own 

money despite being poor and not having resources.”69 More importantly, the cash prizes 

received by the pedalers were “given to them by aficionados in recognition of their effort” and 
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were going to be used to “acquire modern machines to decorously represent Colombia in the 

Pan American Games in Buenos Aires.”70  

The popularity of La Vuelta a Colombia also impacted the way in which women 

interacted with the sport. Traditionally masculine, cycling opened up a space in which female 

riders began to compete at the highest level. In fact, in November of 1951, a group of workers 

from the Colombian Social Security Office decided to form a cycling club with the “desire of 

contributing to the diffusion of a sport” that was becoming “the most popular in the 

country.”71 The members of the club practiced in the roads next to Medellín. They were well 

organized and had a training regimen, uniforms, and a schedule of races. Described as having 

a “high spirit and the desire to cooperate with the development of sports in Antioquia,” the 

members of the club aimed to give female workers a space to practice outdoor activities and 

reunite without the oppression of male supervision. Since the early twentieth century, women 

in Colombia used sporting spaces to gather and share things; the big difference in the 1950s 

was that the opportunity to practice had extended to subjects from the popular classes.  

Although men dominated cycling, some women became visible characters who 

actively participated in the sport. Nelly Rivera, is an interesting example. Originally from 

Ibague, Rivera was a close friend of cyclist Luis Eduardo Arias who was the representative of 

the department of Tolima in the 1952 Vuelta. Arias broke his spare bicycle during the seventh 

stage, and Rivera decided to take a replacement bicycle from her hometown in Ibague to the 

city of Armenia, located on the other side of the central mountain range.72 El Espectador’s 

correspondent Max Cardenal claimed that Rivera was a well known athlete in Ibague with a 
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high sporting spirit and her gesture of taking the bicycle to Armenia was remarkable.73 After 

crossing the mythical mountain pass known as “La Linea,” Rivera arrived in Armenia where 

she took a bus to Cali and met with Arias. Rivera was a very talented cyclist who, as an 

observer, planned to continue with the cycling caravan all the way to Bogotá. She even 

questioned the possibility of participating in the race since her physical attributes were “close 

to those of the men.”74  

 
 

Figure 16. 1951 Cycling Caravan. 
Diario Gráfico, Jan 13, 1951, 19. 
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Most of the early 1950s representations of women who traveled with La Vuelta 

showed them as having maternal and caregiver instincts. In his columns in El Colombiano, 

Miguel Zapata Restrepo usually described women as submissive, willing to collaborate, in 

search of a husband, or representing matriarchal authority. However, talking about Saturia de 

Sánchez, he wrote: “she is one of the most interesting characters in the caravan. Nobody 

stands for their riders the way she does with her husband. She discusses, she screams, she 

makes claims, and sometimes she asks heaven for punishment against the judges.”75 

According to Zapata Restrepo, in the masculine world of cycling, women could also 

transgress the boundaries and traditional expectations about their behavior in everyday life. 

3. “The Colombian People are Called Efraín Forero” 
 

The most popular of all the cyclists participating in the first Vuelta a Colombia was 

Efraín Forero. During the race, “El Zipa” dominated seven of the ten stages and was crowned 

champion, confirming his reputation as the country’s most important cyclist.76 There were 

two main mediated narratives regarding Forero’s success during the inaugural edition of La 

Vuelta. On the one hand, some agents in the cycling field, mostly from Bogotá, celebrated his 

position at the top of the standings as a symbol of nationalism, union, and progress. On the 

other hand, some commentators and aficionados accused Forero of violating the rules of fair 

play and amateurism by having more material resources thanks to the sponsorship of 

Zipaquira’s Lye Company. These two narratives were, among other things, an outlet to 

highlight the cultural and sociopolitical tensions between Bogotá, accused of having centralist 

behaviors, and regions like Antioquia and Valle, which had their ambitions.77 In fact, several 

                                                
75 “Fuera de la cancha,” El Colombiano, Jan 22, 1952, 7.  
76 “30 pedalistas, mañana en la 4ta etapa,” El Espectador, Jan 8, 1951, 14.  
77 Gouëset, Bogotá, chap. 3. 



 232 

publications in the capital alleged that “provincial newspapers” constantly “slandered” Forero 

because they desired to “compete” against everything from Bogotá.78 

After his dominance in the 1951 Vuelta, regional newspapers accused Efraín Forero of 

violating fair play because he had more material resources than his competitors. According to 

the newspapers from Bogotá, Forero was the nation’s best cycler, and there were no reasons 

to suspect that the support provided by his sponsor was the reason why he won the first Vuelta 

a Colombia. The capital’s media refuted the idea that Forero had advantages that other 

participants did not enjoy. Bogotá’s commentators argued that it was very “clumsy” to shred 

the “admirable work done by Forero,” especially because in the future he was going to be 

representing Colombia abroad like he effectively had done in the 1950’s Central American 

and Caribbean Games. In the imaginary of cycling enthusiasts from Bogotá, Forero was an 

example of “serenity, commitment, and chivalry.”79 These attributes made him a great 

representative of Colombia’s good name in the “international arena.”80Moreover, “El Zipa” 

was a working-class hero and cycling’s “point of reference,” an exemplary athlete whose 

humility and desire to win was far superior from everyone else’s.81  

Forero’s fame began to spread “by word of mouth” across the country, “he is no 

longer a common man, […], he is the multitude despite being just one man. The Colombian 

people are called Efraín Forero.”82 The trope was obvious; the cycling champion embodied 

the desires of having a nation united and victorious. Forero was, “a kid like any other kid 

walking in Colombian streets,” with nothing remarkable or strange about him except his 
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“light eyes.”83 According to El Tiempo, Forero was not the “type of athlete” who “would 

appear in European magazines.” 84 On the contrary, he was “a humble Colombian like the 

thousands working in grocery stores, mines, railway companies, or the telegraph.” A regular 

citizen who “cheers for politicians, gets excited about Mexican films, goes to Catholic 

processions, and drinks coffee.”85  

Cycling specialists argued that Forero’s triumph was supported by a complex sporting 

structure that included a “regime” created by Luis Ochoa López, a renowned Medical Doctor 

in Bogotá. Ochoa was portrayed by the media as “a scientist” making great “patriotic” 

contributions in favor of the “Colombian race.”86 Forero was the most talented and best-

trained rider, but that was no reason to claim he had “unfair” advantages over the rest. In fact, 

as can be seen in “regarding the participants from other regions, it is fair to say that they had 

the same opportunities as the people from Cundinamarca,” most journalists in the capital 

believed that it was time to “eliminate, from Colombian sports, the outbreaks of ignorance 

and regionalism” affecting cycling.87  

Some Colombian intellectuals such as Gustavo Wills Ricaurte believed that Efraín 

Forero was a “popular hero.” In his opinion column called “Parentesis,” Wills claimed that 

the “fervor and enthusiasm” of the Colombian public was as “colorful and impressive” as the 

athletic feats of the riders.88 Furthermore, he argued that “people in the streets,” already had a 

concept of what sports meant as “discipline, effort, and regional sentiment.” That knowledge, 
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he believed, was “the pedestal of popular idols.”89 Wills believed that La Vuelta had 

“Prompted the sincere consecration of the popular heroes,” and that one or two names were 

going to remain in “the memory of Colombian people until new popular heroes emerge.”90 

 
 

Figure 17. Efraín “El Zipa” Forero. 
Diario Gráfico, Jan 14, 1954, 9 

 
In Bogotá, cycling commentators believed that some people outside the city resented 

Forero’s fantastic run, and as a consequence, they tried to make him fail. For instance, during 

some of the stages, “El Zipa” was hit, insulted, and even on one occasion, a guy driving a 
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motorcycle tried to hurt him. According to the media, the real problem was that journalists 

and publications in “the regions outside of Bogotá” were not willing to recognize 

“Cundinamarca’s cycling superiority.” That “superiority” was an obvious trope to reaffirm the 

“primacy of the capital” over the rest of the country.91 In any case, the enthusiasts in Bogotá 

concluded that it was necessary “to praise every young man participating in the race and that 

there was no necessity to resort to the tropical system of badmouthing the rivals.”92 

On the other hand, regional newspapers like El Colombiano and Diario del Pacífico, 

to name a few, claimed that Forero’s “unlimited resources” were the differentiating factor and 

the main reason for his cycling success. Journalists in Cali and Medellín were not comfortable 

with the way in which Cundinamarca dominated the Vuelta a Colombia, and they were very 

critical of Forero’s performance. For example, in its commentary of the third stage, 

newspaper El Colombiano said: “It is impossible to compete against a man like Forero who is 

racing with the support of his mother and a truck full of helpers with food, medicines, and 

bike parts.”93 What these publications claimed was that El Zipa “could have been” cheating 

by having so much support, and if everyone were competing on “equal footing,” the results 

would have been different.94 Forero’s success during the 1951 Vuelta a Colombia was 

questioned by cycling enthusiasts from the regions to the point that the Cycling League of the 

department of Valle demanded the repetition of the competition because it was “the only 

possibility to prove that the cyclists from Valle and Antioquia were superior to Forero.”95  
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Ideas about the supposed favoritism of Forero began during La Vuelta’s 9th stage 

between Ibagué and Girardot. That day, delegates from the departments of Valle del Cauca, 

Antioquia, Santander, and Nariño met with the objective of denouncing the nepotism of the 

race’s organizers. The delegates claimed that Donald Raskin and Guillermo Pignalosa 

Favored Cundinamarca’s pedalers. The two judges were accused by the other riders of 

particularly favoring Forero: “many conjectures have been made by the public. There are 

things that, until now, have not been officially verified. Cyclists have refrained from making 

statements to avoid reprisals [...], but once the event is over, they are willing to tell all they 

have seen and heard through the ten stages.”96 

The debate over “El Zipa’s” dominance was so robust that it generated conflicts 

between journalists from Bogotá, Medellín, and Cali. El Espectador claimed that El 

Colombiano was defending a “regionalist agenda” that ignored the importance of Efraín 

Forero and Cundinamarca’s riders.97 In their defense, Medellin’s sportswriters argued that the 

real problem was Bogotá’s journalists and their centralist attitudes, “on numerous occasions, 

we have written about Efraín Forero’s heroic deeds. Bogotá’s journalists have never been 

interested in Antioquia’s cyclists.”98 Furthermore, journalists from El Colombiano accused 

their colleagues of organizing “La Vuelta a Colombia with the single objective of giving 

Bogotá a new champion.”99 Medellin’s journalists also stated that despite the centralist 

“manipulations,” cycling enthusiasts across the country knew about the sacrifices made by the 

riders from the regions.100 
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After the first Vuelta a Colombia finished, Forero was welcomed by the people in 

Zipaquirá as a hero. The mayor of the town declared January 20 a “holiday” so that the whole 

town “could go out and cheer on the champion.”101 The city decorated houses and public 

offices with the Colombian flag. The municipal band performed popular songs starting early 

in the morning. After an “official” caravan transported Forero from Bogotá to Zipaquirá “a 

crowd never seen before vigorously cheered for him.”102 The multitude gathered in the central 

plaza for the event—danced, drank, and sang the national anthem. In his speech, Zipaquira’s 

mayor promised to pay for Forero’s trip to the Pan American Games in Buenos Aires.103 The 

municipal council prepared an event in which the pedaler received a trophy and other prizes. 

At noon, the managers of the salt mine organized a public lunch with journalists and 

politicians from Bogotá. Forero’s reception in Zipaquirá was an “apotheoses of fervor and 

admiration.”104 

Since the moment of Forero’s victory, hundreds of letters and telegrams arrived at his 

residence congratulating him on his win. Zipaquira was more famous than ever. People wrote 

to him from “every town in Colombia and even from overseas.”105 Also, dozens of people 

visited the town with the goal of getting to know him personally. In the lye factory, engineers, 

doctors, and other workers paid fervent tribute to their colLeague. The factory promised to 

continue sponsoring the “colossus” of Colombian cycling in the future Vuelta a Colombia.106  
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In September 1951 Efraín Forero visited Medellin with the idea of recognizing a 

couple of stages that were going to be part of the 1952 edition of La Vuelta. The two stages 

that Forero wanted to know beforehand were between Caramanta and Medellín and between 

Medellín and Riosucio. Forero visited the city accompanied by Mario “remolacho” Martinez, 

the treasurer of Cundinamarca’s Cycling League, who took time to project a movie of the 

Tour d’ France won by the Swiss rider Hugo Koblet.107 With those actions and gestures, both 

Forero and Martinez continued with their plan of consolidating the cycling field, or in their 

terms, “making cycling grow.”108 With the “cycling fever” spreading around, El Colombiano 

began to publish biographies of the most important pedalers in the country. The paper 

portrayed Forero as the athlete capable of becoming part of popular culture, “He has built a 

legendary name among those who know about cycling and around those who don’t.”109 

Medellín sports journalists were critical of Forero until he competed in Antioquia. After 

confirming that he was “Colombia’s best,” some of the narratives about him changed.110 

Cycling aficionados in the region became surprised when they saw Forero perform in the way 

in which he did, “[h]is visit gave us the capacity to hear his ideas and admire his 

physicality.”111  

After being the first ever winner of the Vuelta a Colombia, Forero was perceived in 

and out of the sports field as the archetypical figure of Colombian cycling, and many 

commentators claimed he was the reason why there were so many new cycling aficionados in 
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the country.112 El Tiempo editorial board commented, “Efraín Forero embodies, with absolute 

precision, the Colombian working class. Born in a modest but honest environment, he had to 

work to earn a living.” It was his work ethic and dignity that solidified him as “a popular 

idol.”113 

4. Cycling and What it Meant to be “Paisa” 
 

After La Vuelta’s success, cycling became a place to produce and reproduce ideas 

about what it meant to be “Antioqueño.” The sport gave practitioners and aficionados the 

opportunity to “tell themselves stories about themselves and others.”114 Alfonso Upegui 

Orozco, a renowned author, wrote in 1951 that through cycling, it was possible to know 

“aspects of Antioquia’s culture like its goodwill, enthusiasm, and sporting responsibility,” in 

short, what it meant to be “paisa.”115 The author also argued that cyclists were true heirs of 

“their race” and its traditions. With their bikes, the pedalers were doing the same thing that 

their ancestors had done on a mule, which was to “conquer and colonize” Colombia’s 

mountains.116  

In Antioquia, the cyclists of the early 1950s were regularly portrayed as local heroes. 

A good example is that of Pedro Nel Gil and Roberto Cano Ramirez, both were pedalers who 

represented the department during the first Vuelta a Colombia. Despite not having any official 

or private sponsorship, the cyclists wanted to give “glory to their native homeland.”117 

Motivated by “a great desire for triumph and a heart as big as that of the patricians who first 
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conquered the region’s mountains,” Gil and Cano embodied the perseverance and tenacity of 

their department.118 In an interview with Enrique Casabuenas Luque, Roberto Cano Ramírez 

said, “don’t you forget it my friend, this [Vuelta] is for machos, and I’m willing to do 

whatever is necessary to show the value of my race.”119 Cano Ramírez’s race was the 

“Antioqueño race,” a nineteenth-century social construct of white mestizo elites who 

promulgated that the people of the region were better than the rest of the Colombians based 

on their work ethics and Hispanic traditions.120 More importantly, cycling was a “sport for 

‘machos’ who don’t quit, a sport in which the ones who start must finish.”121  

During the first Vuelta a Colombia, the interest of Antioquia’s public grew 

vertiginously. Cycling enthusiasts and members of civil society decided to mobilize resources 

in support of Gil and Cano Ramírez. In fact, two of Medellin’s most known sportsmen, Raul 

Molina Isaza and Antonio Garcés Uribe, joined the adventure with the task of giving the 

riders “moral and logistic” support.122 Molina and Garcés managed to gather three bicycles, 

medicines, money, and spare parts for the pedalers. What is interesting in this particular case 

is the way in which the sporting community mobilized in Medellín and Envigado to help the 

riders. Radio station Radio Nutibara organized a fundraiser that was very well received by the 

public, and several of the city’s amateur cyclists celebrated the initiative, saying that “to 

enhance the sport, more gestures like this are needed.”123 It is clear how the desire to compete 
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at the national level was the element mobilizing people in favor of their cycling 

representatives.  

After Roberto Cano Ramírez won the 4th stage of the 1951 Vuelta a Colombia in 

Cartago, the “whole department” celebrated the great accomplishment of Antioquia’s first 

victory in the competition. Cano’s triumph was seen by the public as a sign of the potential 

that cycling could have in Antioquia. The two “paisas,” as the cyclists from the region were 

usually called, had an interesting impact on the public who perceived them as “hard-working 

and brave boys.”124 Their representations mixed the traditions of their region and also 

reflected the way in which the people from Antioquia were seen around the country, “the 

Antioqueños are as tenacious, brave, and malicious of triumph as their Basque grandparents. 

Men who cut down the forest, cultivated coffee and corn, and planted their roots in good old 

Antioquia.”125 According to the sports commentators, Roberto Cano Ramirez and Pedro Nel 

Gil were the boldest and bravest riders in the race, despite not having the “machines, the food, 

or the support” that other riders had.126  

After the race finished, Antioquia’s delegation was made up of 22 people, much more 

than the two who initially started the race. A great reception was prepared. The flight from 

Bogotá was broadcast live by the city’s radio stations. The delegation included beauty queens, 

cycling enthusiasts, and journalists. According to most accounts, Medellín’s citizenry, without 

distinction, prepared “an epic parade” to receive the riders.127 The festivities were attended by 

the department’s civilian authorities, Medellín’s politicians and administrators, businessmen, 
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journalist, and general public who enjoyed musical numbers and other entertainments. The 

parade was public confirmation that both Cano and Gil were “on their own virtue, idols in 

their own hometown.”128 The way in which the people in the department reacted to the 

cyclists’ accomplishments was remarkable. Banks, factories, cooperatives, and public offices 

all collaborated with the reception. Organized by “distinguished dames,” public fund raisers 

successfully gathered resources to give the cyclists money and other cycling implements. In 

Medellin, the parade for the cyclists was of such a magnitude that there were several traffic 

accidents, “On the occasion of the arrival of the cycling champions, the multitudinous 

manifestation of affection that Antioquia’s people gave became a headache for many 

families.”129 

Responding to popular demand, the government of the department and the secretary of 

public education decided to officially organize the sport in the region. Until that moment, 

Antioquia did not have a Cycling League; people from the Track and Field League and the 

Boxing League managed the activity. Moreover, the printing press organized most of the 

races. Joaquin Pérez Villa, the chair of the Department of Education, was the one who 

appointed the members of the newly constituted Cycling League. After being named a 

founding member of the Cycling League, the most powerful social agent in the field in 

Antioquia was journalist Miguel Zapata Restrepo. Despite being criticized by his colleagues, 

he claimed that his labor was crucial for the development of the sport, and that it was thanks 

to his initiative that it had been possible to administer the 1,500 pesos donated by the 

governor, import modern bicycles, organize races for women and novices, and more 
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importantly, help the department’s ‘routiers’ become recognized sportsmen nationwide.130 

The first action of the Cycling League was the reorganization of local cycling after making 

“several of the existing clubs restructure.”131 The most important of these clubs was the one 

formed by Colombia’s Fabric Company (Coltejer) which later became the basis of 

Antioquia’s cycling team throughout the decade.132 

In April of 1951, people in Medellín began to discuss the “scientific and technical 

development of cycling.”133 For that purpose, the League hired Czechoslovak Zdenek 

Matousek. Born in Prague, the cyclist claimed to be the Czechoslovakian national champion 

and a four-time participant in the Tour d’ France. According to most news accounts, 

Matousek left his country in 1949 and ended up migrating to South America that same year. 

In Medellín, he became involved with cycling practitioners and made strong connections with 

the departmental League. Together with physician Jorge Uribe Montoya, he proposed the 

classification of the cyclists’ medical files, recording anthropometric, anatomical, and 

physiological data. Matousek’s archive promised to be the first step in the reorganization of 

the sport. He also proposed the acquisition of modern bicycles from France, “we have 

received news indicating that on September 4 the Picard-Fayolle bicycles ordered by 

Antioquia’s League were shipped.”134 The order was for 50 modern machines with ten gears 

and “all the specifications that are guaranteed to be useful in mountain roads.”135Although the 
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League did not distribute the bikes for free, they were sold “at cost” with the objective of 

encouraging all the practitioners in the region to own one.136  

As the activity continued to grow, agents within the cycling field began to compete for 

social and cultural capital. In Antioquia, the dispute over the sport and its preeminence was 

intense. Miguel Zapata Restrepo regularly debated other athletes in Medellín on the 

importance of the sport and its place in the city’s culture. In mid-September 1951, Zapata 

discussed with other sports leaders in the region about the distribution of funds. According to 

the critics, the direction of public education gave cycling more money than the activity 

needed.137 In their defense, the League’s leadership in Antioquia argued that in cycling, it was 

“impossible to make money selling tickets” and there were high costs associated with 

organizing races. In a recount of all their actions during 1951, the president of Antioquia’s 

cycling showed how the League invested a total of 1,500 pesos to keep the institution running.  

On early November 1951, the League published an official magazine called 

Circulación y transito. In an article explaining the way in which cycling popularized in 

Antioquia, the League claimed that Medellín had transformed into the “per excellence cycling 

hub in Colombia.” The capital of Antioquia was becoming a city similar to the ones in 

“Holland where children and old people freely bicycle without fear or anxiety.”138 According 

to the League, the transformation was a consequence of the initiative of factory owners who 

decided to equip their workers with a cheap and effective transportation method.139 It was a 

way to give workers the possibility to exercise and transport themselves.  

                                                
136 “Salieron de Francia las bicicletas para la Liga de Antioquia,” El Colombiano, Sep 11, 1951, 6. 
137 “Fuera de la cancha,” El Colombiano, Sep 15, 1951, 6.  
138 “El Ciclismo, ¿triunfo Coca-Colo?,” El Colombiano, Nov 9, 1951, 6. 
139 Ibid. 



 245 

After the success of La Vuelta a Colombia, the interest in practicing the sport at the 

local and regional levels in Antioquia grew. New races in several categories appeared every 

day.140 The competition against other departmental teams was also becoming stronger. For 

example, in September 1951, Miguel Zapata Restrepo from Antioquia’s Cycling League and 

Omar Méndez, a representative of Valle’s Cycling League, agreed on making a “sporting 

exchange” as preparation for the National Cycling Championship and the 1952 Vuelta a 

Colombia. Among the races planned in the exchange were two local races that already had a 

recognized reputation, the Doble a Riosucio and the Doble a Buenaventura. These exchanges 

were pivotal in reinforcing that cycling was closely connected to the idea of the 

“Antioqueñidad.” 

5. Cycling Without Boundaries 
 

After La Vuelta’s frenzy, the cycling field began to discuss the formation of the 

national cycling team that was going to take part in the first ever Pan American Games in 

Buenos Aires. The Games had hemispherical importance and were pivotal for Juan Domingo 

Peron’s regime and the building of imaginaries around Argentina’s modernity.141 In 

Colombia, the continental tournament had material and symbolic importance, and politicians, 

journalists, athletes, and sports leaders tried to intervene with the goal of making the country 

succeed. In the case of cycling, people in Bogotá believed that the Colombian Olympic 

Committee and the Colombian Cycling Association needed to carefully “choose the team to 

represent the country in the Games.”142 However, in regional newspapers, the Cycling 
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Association was accused of influencing the selection in favor of the capital, “sportsmen from 

the provinces shouldn’t accept the machinations of characters such as Pignalosa who was 

trying to form a team without following regular procedures.”143 According to the Pan 

American Games’ rules, only three cyclists from every country could participate, and both the 

Association and the COC struggled to choose among the country’s best. In the end, Efraín 

Forero and Jaime Torres were the only riders picked by the Cycling Association to represent 

Colombia in the games.  

In March of 1951, Julio Argaín, El Colombiano’s correspondent in the Pan American 

Games, interviewed Gullermo Pignalosa, the coach of the Colombian cycling team. In the 

interview, free from all the stress of the competition, Pignalosa answered all the questions 

formulated by Argaín, claiming that he was very “grateful” for the newspaper’s interest in the 

discipline.144 Pignalosa said, “we have learned a lot […] This is the first time we have been 

lucky enough to attend an international tournament of this nature, and it was more than we 

asked for.”145 Responding to the criticism about the national team, Pignalosa signaled that he 

was aware that people believed the cyclists’ participation was worthless, “our trip has been 

exciting and I can assure you that we have not wasted our time because we are going to put 

into practice what we have assimilated in Buenos Aires.”146 There was a big difference 

between cycling in a velodrome and Colombia’s country roads: “When we entered the 

Argentine’s velodrome, we were impressed ... cycling in a track with gradients and accurate 

measures is different from riding in the streets.” In the interview, Pignalosa concluded by 
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saying that the Colombian government needed to make an effort to improve the condition of 

Colombian athletes, transforming the practice of competitive sports into a reachable activity 

for people of all social classes.147  

In Buenos Aires, the Colombian delegation did not have good results and as a 

consequence, was criticized in the media and by the aficionados. The most critical 

commentators not only believed that all Colombian athletes were average, but also that the 

narratives built to support them were mediocre: “Everyone knows that when the press says 

that this or that athlete occupied a decent fifth place, they are saying that only five people 

competed.”148 In Buenos Aires, the Colombian cyclists, “accustomed to the gravel roads, 

failed miserably when they had to perform in a velodrome, a track they did not know even in 

pictures.”149 The criticism also pointed to the idea that “the sports patriotism of Colombians” 

was irremediably linked to “deception and defeat.”150 Since Colombia always occupied the 

last place in international competitions, most commentators argued that the country’s sports 

should take action to stop being an embarrassment for the country. According to the magazine 

Sábado, the only reason Colombians kept sending representatives to international 

competitions was because the leaders of the sports associations wanted to travel for free, “the 

money that the associations spend on sports tourism would be better used investing in expert 

coaches, sports schools, gyms, and sports fields.”151 

After the Pan-American games, it was clear that Colombian cycling was building 

networks with international actors and institutions. Riders were participating in international 
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races, and foreign bicyclers wanted to compete against the “local aces.”152 It was around this 

time that Julio Arrastía Brica and Roberto Guerrero arrived in Colombia after making contacts 

with the cycling team sent to the Pan American games. The printing press recorded the arrival 

of the aces from Buenos Aires saying, “the great Argentinian cyclists will take part in the 

Doble a Girardot. Textile company Sedalana will sponsor them.”153 The arrival of Arrastía 

and Guerrero inaugurated an era in which cycling tried to emulate “El Dorado,” Colombian 

professional soccer’s most glorious era. In fact, journalists and spectators often compared the 

cyclists with Adolfo Pedernera, the great Argentinean player whose arrival famously 

transformed Colombian soccer in 1949.  

Arrastía was “old” when he arrived in Colombia, but his knowledge of modern cycling 

techniques gave him an advantage over his rivals. Guerrero, who was younger than Arrastía, 

had more energy and more experience on road races, something that Arrastía did not practice 

enough. However, Guerrero was injured when he first arrived and couldn’t compete as much 

as the people who hired him wanted. Guillermo Pignalosa said, “[i]f Guerrero puts aside his 

laziness, he will do plenty of good things in favor of Colombian cycling.”154 After the 

foreigners’ debut, conservative newspaper El Siglo mentioned how “several people began to 

discuss the advancement of Colombian cycling.”155 The conclusion was that the level of the 

locals was good but not good enough to compete against the international experts.156 By 
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August of 1951, several international riders were announcing that they wanted to take part in 

the second Vuelta a Colombia.157  

 
 

Figure 18. José Beyaert. 
Diario Gráfico, Feb 9, 1952, 20. 

 
On October 3, 1951, Olympic champion José Beyaert arrived in the country after 

being extended an invitation while visiting Buenos Aires. Beyaert was hired by the office of 

Bogotá’s mayor to participate in the inauguration of the city’s velodrome. His “insatiable 
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need for adventure” drove him to the Andean country where he resided until 2001.158 The 

Frenchman had an exceptional record that included a title in London’s Olympic Games as his 

best accomplishment. Newspaper El Colombiano presented Beyaert saying, “he defeated 

cyclists from 32 countries in the 1948 Olympic Games, and he also participated in the Tour d’ 

France.”159 Along with Beyaert, the government of Bogotá also planned to invite a couple of 

Argentinean riders, some people from Cuba, and Italy. Beyaert’s arrival was received with 

great enthusiasm because it was an excellent opportunity to compare and measure the quality 

of the Colombian riders. Once Beayert confirmed his visit, several newspapers began to 

speculate the possibility of him staying in the country for 6 months and maybe even taking 

part in the 1952 Vuelta a Colombia. 

José Beyaert debuted in Colombia on November 1st, 1951 in a race named Circuito 

Carrera Décima.160 Planned by Cundinamarca’s Cycling League, the race was organized with 

the objective of giving all the “national and international” riders living in Colombia an 

opportunity to compete with each other in preparation for the inauguration of Bogotá’s 

velodrome. Logically, Beyaert was the main attraction of the race, and many of the spectators 

that went to the circuit were hoping to see a “world star” with their own eyes.161 The local 

government sponsored the race because it wanted to promote the velodrome as a symbol of 

modernity and progress, “the direction of circulation and transit, the military brigade, and the 

command of Bogotá’s armed division,” all wanted to contribute to the organization.162 In the 
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end, 34 riders enrolled in the competition. Besides Beyaert and the presence of Argentineans 

Humberto Varisco and Alberto García, Colombian novices like Luis Rojas and Antonio 

Navarrete also debuted that day. According to El Colombiano, the number of people present 

at the race was “proof of the enthusiasm for the sport, which kept growing every day.”163 The 

competition was the “fastest in the history of Colombian cycling [until then] with an average 

speed of 43 kilometers per hour.”164 

One important thing about the Circuito Carrera Décima was that Raúl Botero 

Restrepo, who was the treasurer of Antioquia’s Cycling League, traveled to Bogotá with the 

goal of signing the international riders to participate in a race in Medellín. The race was 

preparation for the National Championship planned by the Association for the second week of 

November. The objective of the championship was to select the Colombian National team that 

was going to participate in the Bolivarian Games in Caracas. After his debut, Beyaert said that 

he and his wife Louise were thinking about establishing a “cycling school for men and women 

in Colombia.”165 

The criticism of the international riders came from Miguel Zapata Restrepo who 

claimed that it was necessary to be cautious because the country already had the experience of 

soccer: “We don’t want to be the clumsy chauvinists, but we had a painful experience that we 

should not ignore.”166 According to Zapata, international players took over Colombian soccer, 

and he wanted to prevent cycling from suffering the same thing, “while in the national 

territory the pedal sport is well known, the local pedalers did not know cycling techniques and 
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modern brands. Our pedalers don’t have many opportunities to compete or practice at the 

highest level.”167 Other critics also believed that the “foreigners” exhibitions were good but 

that their participation in the official Colombian calendar was detrimental to the development 

of the sport, “the announcement that the internationals will compete in the second Vuelta a 

Colombia is a tremendous threat for this burgeoning activity.”168 With foreigners present, the 

cyclists were going to be “traveling billboards” willing to sell themselves to the highest 

bidder. Moreover, the “commercial attitude” with which the Association wanted to organize 

the second Vuelta was going to hurt the race. People across the country “were not” going to 

be interested in knowing the adventures of “Europeans vacationing” in Colombian 

mountains.169  

To continue with the growth and internationalization of Colombian cycling, Humberto 

Hernández, a Bogotá councilman, proposed the construction of the city’s velodrome. What 

Hernández wanted was to have “a popular venue that could satisfy the needs of a vast section 

of the population” and also a place where Colombia’s best could compete against 

international stars like people did in “Argentina and the United States.”170 Hernández’s 

interest in cycling made him negotiate with Bogotá’s mayor Santiago Trujillo Gómez who 

supported the construction of the first structure of this type in the country. The city named the 

“state of the art” velodrome after the Mayor, who was also a famous urbanist and a builder. 

The media portrayed the venue as a symbol of Colombia’s modernity and progress. 171 The 

opening of the velodrome was an essential milestone for Colombian sports, and there was an 
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intense debate over the ideal date to organize the event. The day chosen was October 12, since 

it was a national holiday with a lot of symbolic meaning and a Friday, which was important 

because the organizers did not want to compete against soccer, usually played on Sundays. 

The discussions, however, proved to be unfruitful since the delays, obstacles, and problems 

typical of Colombia’s bureaucracy impeded the advancement of the project. By early 

November, the velodrome was not finished despite the city’s efforts, which included an 

investment of more than 600,000 pesos in the venue.172  

On December 7 of 1951, Bogotá’s City Hall published a public invitation for the 

inauguration of the velodrome with the presence of international stars Beyaert, Arrastía, 

Loatti, Varisco, Guerrero, and García. Sponsored by the city’s Cultural department, the tickets 

for inauguration cost between 1 and 2 pesos.173 Cundinamarca’s Cycling League organized a 

“tremendous program” for the velodrome’s inauguration. The League included several sprint 

and resistance competitions and a 20-kilometer race. The inauguration was a complete 

success. Mayor Trujillo Gómez, in charge of all the solemnities,174 delivered a speech offering 

the new building to all the practitioners and aficionados in the city. There was a parade with 

the 46-cyclists taking part in the festivities who came from Colombia, France, Italy, and 

Argentina. The event started at 11 am in front of a sold-out crowd. The big winner of the day 

was Argentinean Humberto Varisco who dominated the 20k race. The inauguration of the 

venue was celebrated by journalists and aficionados who claimed that the labor done by the 

administration of Santiago Trujillo Gómez in favor of the sport was fantastic. According to 
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Diario Gráfico, the labor of the city’s Mayor was the most “progressive” in history, giving the 

“governing party” great popularity among practitioners and spectators. 

 
 

Figure 19. Velodrome’s Inauguration. 
Diario Gráfico, Dec 8, 1951, 1. 

 
Bogotá’s velodrome was also used to celebrate Colombian cyclists’ accomplishments 

at the III Bolivarian Games held in Venezuela. In Caracas, Efraín Forero proved his talents by 

dominating the 150 kilometers race becoming the Bolivarian champion. To celebrate the 

accomplishment of “El Zipa,” both the National Association and Cundinamarca’s League 

prepared a race between the local champion and the “imported elements” who were 

revolutionizing the country’s cycling.175 The main attraction was the participation of “El 

Zipa” who was widely considered the only Colombian rider with “fans.”176 Although Forero 
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was depicted as a road rider with little experience in the velodrome, there were great 

expectations about the race against the international cyclists. The meeting was a complete 

success not only because it kept capturing fanatics for the sport, but also because the 

velodrome was becoming the best place to realize how “beautiful cycling was.”177  

In the cycling field, the construction of the velodrome was seen as indispensable for 

the future of Colombian sports. Commentators argued that after soccer popularized, it was 

necessary to “build a soccer stadium,” and that now with cycling, “it was time to do the 

same.”178 Besides giving the pedalers a world-class scenery, the idea was to benefit the 

working class neighborhoods in the south of the city, described by the printing press as “far 

away from any public work categorized as progress.”179 The velodrome was built with a 

capacity of 10,000 people and was the most important public work done in favor of sports 

since the building of the soccer stadium in 1938. After inauguration, the media described the 

building saying, “the velodrome is perhaps the only venue built with the sole aim of 

promoting the development of a sport that currently has the sympathy of thousands of 

fans.”180 

6. Don’t Make the Same Mistakes Twice 
 

In mid-August 1951, the Colombian Cycling Association communicated to all the 

Cycling Leagues in the country its intention to organize the second Vuelta a Colombia. 

According to the Association, the second edition of La Vuelta was going to be “the most 
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transcendent sporting event of the year.”181 The organizers aspired to have high enrollment, 

and for that reason, they promised to pay the expenses of all the Colombian participants. The 

Association also invited international pedalers from Venezuela, México, and Perú with the 

objective of giving “La Vuelta greater emotion.”182 The Competition was designed to have 

1,667 kilometers distributed in 13 stages with three rest days.183  

Many cycling enthusiasts believed that the 1952 race “was going to be” one of the 

most “important sporting events in Colombia’s history.”184 Ideally, after learning from the 

mistakes made during the 1951 Vuelta, the success would be guaranteed. More than 300 

people were planned to take part in the caravan. In only a year, the race went from having a 

couple tens of people to having an army of helpers and organizers.185 Among the members of 

the caravan, there were photographers, cameramen, radio announcers, nurses, masseurs, 

technicians, mechanics, and drivers, a complete collection of people that were contributing to 

making cycling a mass spectacle. The total cost of the race was calculated in 30,000 pesos, 

almost triple the value of that in 1951.  

Some of the roads planned to be used during La Vuelta were in terrible conditions, and 

some commentators argued that they were impassable. However, the organization was totally 

determined to start the race on the dates scheduled. It was a matter of professionalism and 

seriousness. In a sense, all the members of the cycling field were believed to have more 

know-how and commitment that in the previous year. Newspaper El Espectador said: “There 
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is more sense of responsibility and the presence of the international riders has been positive. 

The Association is trying to prevent any mistakes.”186  

In late August 1951, J.A. Guzmán Alandete, the United Press correspondent in Bogotá 

wrote a piece describing how the Colombian Cycling Association was finalizing all the details 

of the 1952 Vuelta a Colombia. According to Guzmán, the race was the most difficult in 

South America due to the nature of Colombian topography.187 The writer claimed that the 

country’s cycling was in its “golden age” thanks to the increasing number of entities, private 

and official, willing to support the sport. Guzmán added that Argentineans Roberto Guerrero 

and Julio Arrastía Brica and Colombians Forero, Orejuela, Cano Ramírez, and Gil were the 

protagonists of all the local races in Colombia. He concluded by saying that the “fanaticism 

for cycling” included women, highlighting how the local Leagues organized female races in 

Bogotá and Medellín.188  

In September, the members of the National Cycling Association confirmed the 

participation of José Beyaert in the race. The press described the Frenchman’s enrollment as 

the “beginning of a new era for Colombian cycling.”189 Beyaert was not only one of the most 

famous European riders but also the reigning Olympic champion, “yesterday afternoon, the 

participation of José Beyaert, the famous Olympic and world champion, the French crack who 

conquered eternal glory in London, was fully confirmed.”190 Beayert’s participation was 

described as the “bomb” that Colombian cycling was expecting to corroborate that La Vuelta 

was the most important cycling event in South America. Journalists and organizers considered 
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that Beyaert was “going to be the main attraction” of the race. His presence was a way of 

putting the country’s “cycling in its place within the concert of American nations.”191 The 

organizers believed that Beyaert, Pan-American champion Humberto Varisco, and 

Argentinean champion Alberto Garcia were going to capture the attention of the public who 

anxiously awaited to see the battle between the Colombians and the “world’s best.”192 

During the pre-race build up, El Espectador praised the fact that Colombian sports 

were beginning to be known in Latin America: “Colombia is a country that is waking up in 

sporting matters. Cycling has trespassed frontiers.”193 La Vuelta was gaining momentum to 

the point that on October 16, Marcelo Giraud, a Frenchman who owned a cycling team 

consisting of four Mexicans and one French, wrote to the Colombian Cycling Association 

asking to be invited to the race. The letter was considered the confirmation that “Colombian 

cycling was mature enough” to organize an international event.194 In his letter, Giraud 

explained the qualities of “his riders” and asked for monetary donations from the organizing 

committee.  

After the success of the first Vuelta, the sign-ups were expected to rise, and the 

number of people in the cycling caravan was going to triple that of the 1951 race.195 The 

conversations about the second Vuelta a Colombia began to dominate Colombian sports 

pages, El Colombiano argued that it was impossible to predict “what would happen during the 

race itself,” but that any ambiguity or suspicious attitude of the organizers could “destroy and 
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scuttle” the race.196 The main goal of the Association during the 1952 Vuelta was to solve the 

organizational problems detected in 1951. Planning the displacement of more than 300 

persons was a complicated matter, and the organizers had concerns regarding the 

infrastructure, “locations such as Fresno, Caramanta, and other small towns do not have the 

appropriate resources to supply the caravan with food, housing, mechanical services, and 

supplies to continue the race.”197  

In November, Antioquia’s Cycling League sent a public letter to the national entity 

voicing its concerns over La Vuelta’s preparations and the way in which people from Bogotá 

controlled the National Cycling Association. In the letter, the members of the League said: “as 

representatives of Antioquia’s cycling we want to be open about our discomfort with the 

actions of the National Association.”198 They continued mentioning how mercantilism and 

show business were “threatening” cycling nationally.199 The labor of the Cycling Association 

was portrayed as “negligent towards cycling in the provinces” and as having “an excessive 

desire to defend the interests of the Capital.”200 The tension between the two entities was 

apparent and caused many problems during the early 1950s.  

Edgar A. Senior, the fiscal reviewer of the National Cycling Association, was amongst 

the people advocating for a new structure in the organization, one less centered in Bogotá and 

with more national reach.201 After Antioquia’s Cycling League called for a meeting to solve 

the “political problems” of the Association, Senior actively lobbied in favor of applying 
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changes. The idea was to have a general assembly with all the organized leagues in the 

country. However, the Association did not respond to the calls to reorganize, and 

Cundinamarca’s League continued to dominate the entity.202 For example, the 1951 National 

Championship was rescheduled to coincide with the inauguration of Bogotá’s velodrome to 

please cycling elites in the capital. The conflicts appeared to be so obvious that Guillermo 

Pignalosa, an iconic figure in Colombia’s cycling, quit the entity, adducing that “the doubts 

about the organization were impossible to ignore.”203 Pignalosa believed that cycling’s 

leadership was dominated by an “old generation” that needed to be replaced by youngsters 

who “were starting to interest themselves in competitive cycling.”204  

By the end of 1951, sports pages across the country began to publicize the start of the 

second Vuelta a Colombia. Diario Gráfico published that the race was “the most important 

event in Colombia” and its celebration was going to be “followed by thousands of fanatics 

across the country.”205 La Vuelta was predicted to be “spectacular” since the organizers had 

taken all the necessary steps to solve the problems experienced by the caravan during the first 

edition of the race. Another reason to be excited was that “bicyclists from different regions” 

were going to participate, “giving the event a truly national character.”206 

On January 4, 1952, the Cycling Association published the rules for the second Vuelta 

a Colombia. As in 1951, the Race’s primary sponsors were the National Cycling Association 
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and the newspaper El Tiempo.207 The rules included limits to the actions of the officials and 

the general director. A note was added saying that all the participants in the race were 

considered to be amateurs in an attempt to resolve the conflict with the international cyclists. 

Other rules discussed the necessary equipment, the technical conditions of the bikes, the 

classification system, the prizes, and the allocation of the expenses. There was a total of 47 

new rules. Among other things, riders were asked to compete with the “colors” of their 

department, the bicycles had to fulfill the requirements of the Union Cycliste Internationale, 

and the participants were compelled to stop their criticism of the organizers, especially during 

radio interviews. A sanction was established for those willing to make “harmful comments” 

about the Cycling Association.208 The new rules also created the mountains classification.209 

Changes were also introduced to reduce the time differences between the riders, making the 

race more exciting, “the bonus time will be beneficial in all aspects and will help some riders 

to stay in contention for the title.”210 

In 1952, each rider in La Vuelta had a private sponsor and was a member of a 

departmental team. For example, the team from Antioquia was comprised of eight cyclists all 

sponsored by different companies. The selected cyclists were Pedro Nel Gil and Antonio 

Isaza sponsored by Sedeco; Roberto Cano Ramírez sponsored by Fatesa; Dario Moreno with 

the support of Confecciones Tukán; Conrado Tito Gallo with Pavimentadora Nacional; 

Antonio Zapata riding for the Cycling League; and Amador Andrade and Ramón Hoyos 
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Vallejo representing Lavandería Tropical.211 The formation of the teams, “just as it happened 

in Europe,” was one of the greatest novelties of La Vuelta.212 In general, cycling business 

such as Autonomoto from Cali and Stella from Bogotá sponsored some of the squads. The 

caravan was becoming a profitable business with a lot of media exposure. Rafael Piñeros and 

Gregorio Maldonado, employees of the Walter-Rothlisberger company, importer of Nestle 

products like Ovamaltina, agreed to help sponsor the race after receiving instructions from 

Switzerland. As part of their advertisement strategy, Ovamaltina’s directives promised to 

distribute posters of the race in “every country in America.”213 Ten departments sent 

participants to the second Vuelta a Colombia. Antioquia had eight participants, Atlántico two, 

Boyacá three, Caldas six, Cauca four, Cundinamarca seventeen, Nariño one, Santander one, 

Tolima on, and Valle seventeen.  

Argentineans Roberto Guerrero and Julio Arrastía could not participate in the race 

because they did not have a sponsor. They made great contributions to the organization of the 

sport, but unfortunately they could not obtain sponsorship for the 1952 edition. Despite not 

taking part as cyclists, both Arrastía and Guerrero participated in the race as members of the 

caravan. Arrastia was the driver for the car that accompanied José del Carmén Peña and 

Alberto García. Despite this minor role, he was pleased to be part of the race. Guerrero was 

the helper of Argentinean rider Humberto Varisco who ultimately finished in second place.  

The chronometers for La Vuelta were ordered to Swiss firm Leonidas by Pierre Fideli 

and Charles Stolz, two businessmen who promised the winner of the race a trip to Switzerland 

to compete against the best pedalers in the world as the prize. It was a noble initiative 
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supposedly supported by Tour d’ France champion Hugo Koblet, although apparently, he was 

not aware of the offer.214  

The National Cycling Association chose Radio Cadena Nacional (RCN) and its 21-

affiliated stations as the race’s official broadcasters. The network owned its own equipment 

and had experienced technicians who guaranteed a successful transmission. The calculated 

cost of the broadcast was 27,000 Colombian pesos. Journalist Carlos Arturo Rueda Calderon 

was the play-by-play caller on the radio, and he was also the chronicler of the race for El 

Espectador. Before the start, cycling aficionados began to make predictions about the possible 

winners. Although in general most people believed the international riders were going to fail, 

some people considered them favorites because of their experience and more advanced riding 

technique. Cycling fans deposited their hope of seeing a Colombian win in the two figures of 

the 1951 event, Pedro Nel Gil and Efraín Forero.  

The broadcasting of the race was an opportunity to discuss, on a national stage, topics 

like the state of the country’s roads, the effectiveness of the public works, the corruption of 

the bureaucrats, or the violence in certain areas. During the race, it was impossible to ignore 

what was happening in the country. In a time when the authorities portrayed most critiques of 

the conservative government as “terrorism,” La Vuelta was the perfect opportunity to air 

grievances that more often than not were suppressed.215 El Espectador, for example, claimed 

that the money needed to build highways was invested maintaining private roads with little 

public interest.216 El Tiempo published that the race was going to be the perfect opportunity to 

prove that the government’s propaganda was misleading regarding the state of most 
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Colombian roads. The newspaper argued that the Pan-American highway was a failed utopian 

project, “three years ago the government announced the modernization of the road and for the 

past 36 months nothing has been done.”217  

Klim, a powerful columnist, argued after the race started, that the whole country had 

turned on their radios to listen to the events of the second Vuelta a Colombia. According to 

the him, the pedalers were always eager to talk when the “microphones opened” before the 

start of every stage. Their goal was to greet family members, sponsors, and fellow 

countrymen from their regions. Displaying their “humble origins,” it was common to hear the 

pedalers stumble with their words.218 The riders used to say things like, “I think I won 

because I’m riding sponsored by Sedeco […] I want to salute the textiles industry in 

Antioquia and my family. I also wanted to say that the country’s political situation is bad! 

Hurray to the great Liberal Party.”219 The race was an opportunity to make commentary about 

any aspect of public life in Colombia, and it was recognized as such by most of the agents 

involved in the cycling field and in sports in general.220 Besides the cyclists, local politicians 

also used the stage’s broadcast to present a positive and modern image of their townships. Just 

having the opportunity to host La Vuelta was considered an honor and a political 

opportunity.221  

7. The Second Vuelta 
  
The 1952 Vuelta a Colombia started January 12 with a stage between Bogotá and 

Honda, which was won by the Argentinean Humberto Varisco. A relevant detail of the stage 
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was the debut of newcomer Ramón Hoyos Vallejo, one of the most celebrated Colombian 

cyclists in history. That day, Hoyos crashed with Atlántico’s rider Claudio Muñoz, but his 

perseverance after the accident placed him as one of the most courageous pedalers in the 

peloton. The second stage between Honda and Fresno followed the landscape first transited 

by the 1951 Vuelta and was won by José Beyaert, who from that moment began to build his 

advantage in the overall classification. In the third stage between Fresno and Manizales, 

Beyaert first crossed the central mountain range crowing the mythical “alto de Letras.” That 

day, the Frenchman captured the “national colors of the leader’s jersey.”222 In what was 

considered the most difficult stage, Hoyos came in second place. In a piece entitled “Ramón, 

el gran novato,” Medellín’s journalists called Hoyos the greatest novice in La Vuelta and 

celebrated that he was capable of defeating experienced riders like Forero, Oyola, and Gil.223  

By visiting Medellín for the first time, La Vuelta added another landscape to its 

repertory.224 Being the second most populated department in the country, Antioquia could not 

be excluded from the race as it had been in 1951. La Vuelta’s first time in Medellín was a 

moment of great excitement for the city. The local Cycling League was the entity that 

prepared the logistics for what they considered “the year’s most important sporting event.”225 

Local authorities and elites saw the action from an improvised stage built close to Junin 

Avenue. In the streets, the public enjoyed, “like in a party,” the riders’ arrival, cheering, and 

celebrating.226 In commercial terms, La Vuelta’s visit to Antioquia was a total success, since 

the mobilization of goods and people the day of the riders’ arrival was remarkable.  
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Map 3. 1952 Vuelta a Colombia. 

By the time it arrived in Medellín, the 1952 Vuelta a Colombia had developed as a 

place where the masses could exercise their fraternity as the “ultimate goal” of the 

competition.227 The country needed to be “cured of the hatred and unhealthy passion for 
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politics.”228 Colombians needed to be “spiritually disarmed,” and to achieve that goal, 

“nothing was more important than sports in all their manifestations.”229As a symbol of unity, 

the pedalers were “from both political parties as well as the thousands of peoples who went 

out in the streets to see them ride.”230 In cycling, supposedly, nobody was “thinking about 

politics.”231 

Efraín Forero was the winner of the stage in Medellín. After his victory, the spectators 

were not pleased because he was from the department of Cundinamarca. The logistics in 

downtown Medellín included 350 soldiers guarding the finish line in the event of any conflict. 

Although people were mad about the loss, they also recognized Forero’s athletic abilities and 

his willingness to fight against the international riders, “enduring hardships and overcoming 

setbacks, covered in dust and bathed in sweat.”232 Interviewed in Medellín, the riders 

discussed some of the most interesting particularities of the race. Argentinean Humberto 

Varisco talked about the difficulty of the competiton and how he believed that Colombians 

were good despite the fact of having to “practice and compete” in Colombia’s “impossible 

roads.”233 Colombian Manuel Ramirez talked about his family and six children while praising 

the National Association for their job. Manuel “Cotorra” Hernández talked about how he 

needed more support and funds and how he wanted to ride for a stable sponsor. “El Zipa” 

Forero said that he was optimistic about his chances to repeat as the champion. 
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The 5th stage of the second Vuelta was the beginning of one of the most historic 

rivalries in Colombia’s cycling, the one between Efraín Forero and Ramón Hoyos Vallejo. 

Everything started with a head-to-head duel in the climb to the Alto de Minas. At the top of 

the climb, Hoyos had to change his bicycle, and Forero left him behind. At the end of the 

stage in Medellín, commentators coincided in saying that it was a “satisfaction to have 

witnessed the greatest cycling duel in Colombia’s history.”234 The intense competition 

between Forero and Hoyos was one of the most notable aspects in the cycling field in 

Colombia during the 1950s.  

During the celebration of the second Vuelta a Colombia, the Agrarian Bank, a public 

financial entity that worked mainly with peasants in the countryside, decided to massively 

import bicycles to sell them to rural workers across the country.235 The National Federation of 

Merchants also intervened in the importation process, discussing with the directors of the 

Agrarian Bank the best method to sell the bicycles. The merchants were worried about the 

impact that the massive public importation would have on bike shops and other retailers who 

offered the product. The machines that the Agrarian Bank imported cost 96 pesos, which was 

at least half the price that the private stores offered. The bank’s assistant manager said, “the 

sale of bicycles is the subject of a special regulation, by virtue of which these will be sold not 

only to peasants and agriculturists but also to workers of non-agricultural industries.”236 The 

bank wanted to reach a wide base of people because their goal was to “provide a social 
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service, giving comfortable and cheap transportation to the working classes of the country 

without privileging peasant workers over others.”237 

In Medellín, the riders had a rest day and spent their time in different activities and 

public events in which prominent people in the city gave them cash prizes and other 

objects.238 The next day, Colombia’s “greatest cyclist” at the time, Efraín Forero, had to retire 

from the race after an accident he suffered close to the municipality of Valparaiso. Forero’s 

Stella bike broke, while descending at 45 kilometers an hour and he ended up in the gutter 

hitting the right side of his face. The blood running down the wound did not allow him to see 

the road. “El Zipa’s” retirement was bad for the competion because he was “cycling’s most 

visible face.”239 Forero’s crash was one of the great incidents of the 1952 edition. Everything 

that happened after he fell of the bicycle was broadcast live via radio to the whole country. 

The only people close to him were the members of the Colombian Army who provide first aid 

and took him to the closest town.240 The newspapers in Bogotá reacted to Forero’s retirement 

with pessimism. El Espectador gave a detailed account of the circumstances in which Forero 

crashed and concluded that the incident was a total “deception” for all the people following 

the race. 

In the last kilometers of the 8th stage between Pereira and Cali regional tensions began 

to escalate when a fanatic threw a bottle at Ramon Hoyos Vallejo’s face who then crashed and 

was taken by the police to the hospital.241 The incident was discussed in length by Medellín’s 

press, and journalists and aficionados coincided in saying that it was a deliberated attack 
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against the whole department and not just their representative. Hoyos embodied Antioquia 

and its greatness. “Keep defeating aggressions, bottles, dogs, and everything else people have 

thrown at you,” was the advice the pedaler received from the media.242 Aficionados in 

Medellín expressed their support by writing telegrams saying things like, “neither the bad 

roads or the bottles will stop us. Our goal continues to be putting Antioquia on top, viva 

Antioquia.”243 Interviewed in Cali, Hoyos said, “after crossing by Candelaria, a spectator 

jumped in the road, threw a bottle at me, and screamed ‘down with Antioquia.’”244 

Despite the incident with Hoyos, La Vuelta a Colombia was often portrayed as a 

brotherhood in which everybody wanted to help. Press accounts described the intensity of the 

first stages of the competition and how nobody wanted to fraternize with their rivals. 

However, due to the harshness of the race, many of the participants began to develop 

solidarities among themselves after a couple of days. El Tiempo’s journalist Mirón said, 

“cooperation and generosity have been the most outstanding features of this race.”245 He 

believed that assistants and pedalers changed their attitude during the race. After overcoming 

the natural desire to compete, what the men involved in the event wanted was to survive “the 

most difficult race in the Americas.”246 This was only possible if members of the caravan 

behaved like a family, “there is no selfishness, everything is generosity, collaboration, and 

cooperation; this shows this race is much more than just a competition.”247 

                                                
242 “Antioquia respalda a sus corredores irrestrictamente,” El Colombiano, Jan 25, 1952,6.  
243 “Telegrama de adhesión a R. Hoyos,” El Colombiano, Jan 22, 1952, 6.  
244 “Antioquia respalda a sus corredores irrestrictamente,” El Colombiano, Jan 25, 1952,6. 
245 “Todos para uno y uno para todos, lema de la caravana de La Vuelta.” El Tiempo, Jan 26, 1952, 10.  
246 Ibid. 
247 Ibid.  



 271 

At the start of the 9th stage between Cali and Sevilla, more than half of the riders had 

retired from the race. Some of them were not fully prepared to participate in a competition 

with that level of difficulty. The race was so complicated and demanding that in the end, only 

22 of the 60 riders initially enrolled, finished.248 The large number of abandonments worried 

cycling specialists who were conscious of the need for more capable participants, better 

training methods, and more modern equipment. In general, cycling enthusiasts believed some 

riders wanted to display their adventurous spirit without enough preparation. Antioquia was 

the only team without any withdraws. The region’s journalists used that fact to promote a 

discourse of regional superiority and virility. Despite suffering many spectacular accidents, 

none of the “paisa riders” quit the race, “the group remains complete, everybody admires 

them for their courage.” 249  

The race’s difficulty made some aficionados and competitors ponder if the participants 

were practicing a “sport or killing themselves.”250 A physician interviewed in El Espectador 

said that he was not sure if the participants were conscious of their tremendous effort and the 

fact that it was “unnatural.”251 The difficulty of the race also made its costs high since the 

participants need to invest more money in parts and repairs. The race was so complicated that 

the Argentinean participants claimed it was “not made for Christians.”252 In fact, by the 

beginning of the third stage, more than 15 competitors were forced to withdraw from the 

competition.253 Although many radio commentators claimed the race was the most difficult in 
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the world, the printing press tried to downplay those comments by emphasizing that “it was 

possible that La Vuelta was amongst the world’s most difficult races,” but certainly wasn’t the 

strongest.254 The debate between the ones who claimed it was the most difficult in the world 

and the ones who had a more modest opinion about it continued throughout the whole race. 

Colombian columnist Eduardo Zalamea Borda “Ulises,” Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s 

mentor in El Espectador, was one of the few voices that openly criticized La Vuelta.255 

Colombian aficionado D. García Chavez wrote in a letter addressed to Zalamea that he agreed 

that it was “inconceivable that the country would like to continue seeing more blood, victims, 

and immolation.”256 García claimed that the public’s desire for “victories” was so strong that 

the people “everyday demanded” more from the riders without worrying about the pedalers’ 

safety, “now, spectators want to sacrifice new lives in this suicidal race.”257 The main 

argument of the detractors was that some of the participants had a “wrong understanding of 

what it meant to have a sporting spirit,” and as a consequence they competed with the wrong 

attitude, “La Vuelta a Colombia is of such colossal proportions that to take part in it, it is 

necessary to have the technical preparation and support of big commercial houses.” Only the 

riders from Antioquia, Valle, and Cundinamarca had that kind of support system. The “race’s 

orphans” on the other hand, had to suffer the “unspeakable” to even complete one of the 

stages.258  

With one stage left, the fight at the top of the general classification was between 

international riders José Beayert and Rafael Varisco. The Frenchman Beyeart had some 
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advantage over the Argentinean Varisco who, in the second half of the race, performed 

remarkably well. The second Vuelta a Colombia finished in Bogotá on January 27, 1952. In 

the morning, the most important newspapers published columns and opinion pieces 

commenting on the event and its importance for Colombian society, “with extraordinary 

expectation, La Vuelta a Colombia concludes today in Bogotá.”259 The race made “people 

proud,” a sentiment the whole cycling field believed was invaluable. In every town that La 

Vuelta visited, they encountered the “hospitality” of the people, which expressed the 

“fraternity” that the race was able to generate, “they are young working-class people who 

have blind faith in their homeland.”260 The capital of the republic was welcoming the riders 

with all the poetics possible, “ephemerally but in a transcendent way, you have made 

thousands of Colombians happy.”261 It is precisely that feeling what can be described as “a 

cycling landscape,” because despite its fleetingness, La Vuelta built memories, spaces, and 

places. Beyeart was the winner of the second Vuelta a Colombia, becoming the first 

international rider to win the overall classification.262 Argentinean Humberto Varisco finished 

second, and Pedro Nel Gil from Antioquia completed the podium. More than 150,000 people 

received the riders on the day of the final stage in Bogotá.263 The capital of the republic was 

“paralyzed” waiting for the cyclists’ arrival.264 The cultural advisory board of the city decided 

to have the finish line in the recently inaugurated municipal velodrome.265 The financial 
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success of the 1952 Vuelta was pivotal in paying for the participation of the Colombian 

cyclists in the South American championship in Uruguay. According to most press accounts, 

the “criollos had been invited many times before,” but the 1952 edition was the first time the 

National Association planned on attending. 

Atilio Vasquez, a writer, alleged that La Vuelta was an example of “physical 

fearlessness and sporting nobility,” a useful place to brighten up the “spirit and the faith in 

yourself by confronting the most challenging and hostile natural elements.”266According to 

Vasquez, the cyclers were heroes because they had to go through the “impossible roads” that 

crossed the different Colombian geographies, “from the valleys to the highlands and the 

mountains.”267 La Vuelta was “a parable of effort, resistance, and hope aimed at redeeming 

the spirit of the nation.”268 Donald Raskin commented that “in a few years Colombia was 

going to have riders as good and important as Beyaert and Varisco.”269 He also mentioned 

that La Vuelta was “world class competition, complicated to win.”270 Finally, Raskin 

concluded that the race had been a complete success because the number of spectators 

increased, the quality of the teams was better, and the top competitors had better skills and 

preparation.  

At the finish line, Bogotá’s public received Olympic champion José Beayert with great 

enthusiasm. Known for his “bravery,” the Frenchman celebrated with the Colombian and 

French flags, saying, “this is the happiest day of my life, I am thrilled, I’m planning on 

staying in this country with my wife, who arrives at the end of the month. Next year I want a 
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Colombian to win.”271 After his victory, Beyaert became an instant celebrity. His name was 

“repeated by millions of Colombians” who had consecrated him as a hero of the Colombian 

sporting pantheon. After Beyaert’s victory in Bogotá, Martin Leguizamon from the United 

Press claimed that the race was comparable to the Tour d’ France in difficulty. Leguizamon 

wrote, “Although it does not have the same number of kilometers, La Vuelta a Colombia 

organized by the newspaper El Tiempo is a craziness of steep slopes and lousy roads 

compared to those of France’s big race.”272  

As part of its strategy to promote the race, El Tiempo used to send out a photographer 

and a reporter to ask people on the street their impression of La Vuelta. After praising the 

initiative of the newspaper and its sponsorship of the event, the people interviewed said 

interesting things that captured some of the public perception about the cycling spectacle at 

the time. Most of the people who answered El Tiempo’s questions were blue collar workers, 

the people who habitually spent time in Bogotá’s downtown. Carlos Velandia, a construction 

worker, believed La Vuelta was “good because it helped people to forget about their 

problems.” Estela de Vera, a housewife, argued that “all newspapers in the country” needed to 

follow El Tiempo’s example, organizing new races to include more people. Victor Celis, a 

member of the military just returning from the Korean War, said: “I don’t know much about 

this year’s race because I just came back, but I can tell you that last year’s was sensational.” 

Florencio Barrera, a Spanish priest living in Colombia and working as a high school teacher, 

answered that Colombian riders were lost against the Europeans because they did not have the 

“experience and discipline of the foreigners.”273 
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The great success of the second Vuelta a Colombia, especially and concretely 

regarding the “constant and progressive” interest of the public in the events of the 

“spectacular competition,” was a consequence of the effectiveness that radio stations Caracol 

and RCN had broadcasting live the competition.274 The fact that the radio stations were able 

to complete their task in such an effective way was considered proof of their quality and 

advancement, “[the broadcast] has once again demonstrated the portentous advancement of 

the country’s radio communications.”275 

The popularity of La Vuelta a Colombia was mediated by its temporality. During the 

month in which La Vuelta was taking place, it seemed to be the only topic that captured 

public attention, “the only thing people talk about these days is the cycling race. It could be 

the radio, the newspaper, the hairdresser, or the bootblack; someone will tell you what is 

going on in the competition.”276 Juan Cristobal Martinez, a chronicler in El Colombiano, 

mentioned how, for two weeks, the cycling event captured the attention of the whole country. 

He believed it was good that people focused on something other than money. It was a moment 

in which it was possible to explore the sensibilities of the Colombian public without 

overthinking the violence affecting rural communities. Martinez argued that it was necessary 

to control the “overflowing enthusiasm with which Colombians” celebrated sports to limit 

deceptions, but that as a whole, the excitement of the people was good for the nation’s 

spirit.277 As an example, the writer compared the popularity of soccer players with politicians 

and national heroes: “neither Bolivar, Tomás Cipriano de Mosquera, Mariano Ospina 
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Rodriguez, Laureano Gómez nor Pedro Nel Ospina received the support that the public gives 

to the soccer players.”278 The “humble boys” riding La Vuelta, deserved the admiration and 

love of common people but without exaggeration as “we have to curb our enthusiasm by not 

giving naive kids the category of demigods.”279 

8. The Race’s Aftermath 
 

A couple of weeks after the conclusion of la Vuelta a Colombia, Edgar A. Senior 

wrote a letter to the President of the Association, Enrique Santos Castillo, accusing Eduardo 

Zuleta, Donald Raskin, and Mario “Remolacho” Martinez of tainting the sport with their 

actions. Senior claimed the trio was “governing the Association, ignoring all the statutes, 

following only their capriciousness and all-embracing will,” which he felt revealed their 

“autocracy and lack of patriotism.”280 Senior denounced Raskin pointing out that he “was the 

equity partner in a bike shop that sponsored Argentinean rider Luis Varisco” and was using 

the race to promote his business. Not only was Raskin “acting dubiously,” but other members 

of the Association also “violated the rules of La Vuelta” to benefit themselves. In addition, 

Senior believed that “behind cycling’s growth was its commercialization and 

commodification,” something that he considered abnormal and corrupt.281 

Senior was also critical of Miguel Zapata Restrepo, the journalist and cycling 

enthusiast from Antioquia. In his open letter to the president of the Cycling Association, 

Senior wrote: “I don’t know why Miguel wants to turn a blind eye on this,” claiming that 

Zapata Restrepo was purposely ignoring the problems of the Cycling Association for personal 
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gain. Comparing Zapata with Cardinal Richelieu, Senior also accused him of not supporting 

his idea of transforming the Cycling Association. Mario “Remolacho” Martinez was accused 

of using the Association’s money to visit Cali, Bogotá, Bucaramanga, and Medellín as he was 

lobbying to be ratified as a member of the national entity.”282 The complaints against the 

Association continued in March. Valle del Cauca’s journalist Jorge Hernán Vélez wrote in El 

País de Cali that the members of the National Association conspired to help the riders from 

Cundinamarca and Antioquia to the detriment of the competitors from Valle. Vélez sustained 

that sports were supposed to be an “antidote against toxic politics and the best way to discard 

rancor and hatred from people’s hearts,” but that the regionalist animosity in Colombia was 

achieving the opposite. 283 In April, the National Cycling Association issued a resolution 

regulating cash payments during cycling races. In the resolution, the Cycling Association 

demanded the regularization of all local races and the payment of 6% of the total earnings of 

each competition.284 The local Leagues did not want to pay the contribution the Association 

demanded, criticizing the move for being typical of professional sports, something cycling 

still claimed not to be.285 In July, led by Donald Raskin, the members of some Cycling 

Leagues reunited in Medellin to “conspire” against the leadership of the Association and 

Senior’s labor as the entity’s fiscal reviewer. 

On September 6, 1952, enraged hordes of Conservatives attacked the headquarters of 

newspapers El Tiempo and El Espectador. Since the two publications were, at least 

nominally, Liberal, the Conservatives’ actions were directed at the heart of Liberal public 
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opinion. At the same time, the internal problems of the Cycling Association continued until 

Jorge Combariza, an important member of the Colombian Olympic Committee, convened an 

official meeting of the entity. The members of the Association reunited in the headquarters of 

the COC in Bogotá with the hope of solving the problems they had been experiencing since 

the conclusion of the second Vuelta a Colombia. The reorganization of the Association 

became a matter of great relevance since most agents in the cycling field wanted to resolve 

the crisis as soon as possible. For example, Benigno Grande, from the department of Norte de 

Santander, claimed that most cyclists in his region wanted to conciliate because it “was the 

only way of continuing to grow the sport.” Caldas representative, A. Van Den Enden stated, 

“these accusations should not affect cycling’s normal development. I want to have a cycling 

leadership without personal ambitions or hate.”286 Zuleta, Raskin, and Martinez continued to 

be accused of “taking over” the executive committee of the National Cycling Association. 

According to El Tiempo the trio wanted to design the route of the 1953 Vuelta without telling 

Enrique Santos Castillo, the official president of the Association. In a public letter Edgar 

Senior wrote to Santos Castillo saying: “their actions clearly show the desire they have to 

remove you from the presidency.”287 In the meeting, it became clear what until then was an 

open secret, Santos Castillo was not interested in continuing to direct the Association mainly 

because he had more important business as El Tiempo’s editor-in-chief.288 

In September of 1952, at the moment of the crisis in the Cycling Association, two 

politicians, Alfonso López Pumarejo and Mariano Ospina Pérez were discussing the way to 

appease the Liberal guerrillas in the eastern plains of the country, advancing an agenda that, at 
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the time, aimed to contain violence in the countryside. As crucial as that negotiation was, the 

cycling field was experiencing its own “peace process.” Cycling representatives from Norte 

de Santander, Valle, Cundinamarca, Magdalena, Atlántico, Bolivar, Cauca, Santander, 

Antioquia, Caldas, and Nariño reunited in Bogotá to discuss and solve the problem. 

According to El Tiempo, the campaign to “resolve” the “incorrect administration” of the 

Cycling Association and La Vuelta a Colombia was a complete success. The newspaper 

claimed that in order to be successful, the “battle in favor of the purity and legality of the 

sport” was going need the “clear and illustrated” support of the eleven Cycling Leagues that 

officially existed in the country. 

After discussing what had happened in Medellín in July, the members of the 

Association concluded that the cycling entity needed to reorganize.289 Among the things that 

the eleven members approved were: the confirmation of El Tiempo as La Vuelta a Colombia 

primary sponsor, and the formation of a special commission with engineers from the Ministry 

of Public Works with the objective of determining what national roads were fit to hold the 

race. The Association agreed on the way they were going to use the funds for the National 

Cycling Championship. Also, there were changes in the Association’s board of directors. 

Rafael Gómez Hurtado, Gilberto Arango, Victor Sarmiento, and Ignacio Klein replaced 

Zuleta, Raskin, and Martinez. In conclusion, it was the “triumph of the legalists,” and as a 

consequence the National Association claimed that it was ready to organize the third Vuelta a 

Colombia. 

On October 13, 1952, El Espectador published an editorial discussing “the danger of 

bicycles.” The piece opened by saying cycling was a sport and a “cheap form of 
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transportation that deserved the greatest respect of all the people in the country.”290 Bicycles 

had given industrial workers an independence that they did not have before. The 

popularization of the two-wheel machines made “competitive cycling a massive sport in just a 

couple of months.”291 However, the extensive practice of the activity needed to be seen 

critically since it continued to be “a suicidal adventure.”292 The editorial went on to explain 

that during the weekends, the roads close to Bogotá saw hundreds of cyclists –men, women, 

and children—taking over streets without the necessary measures to prevent any accident. 

Moreover, the newspaper complained: “women participate with their natural weaknesses” 

which make the collective cycling expeditions “even more dangerous.” 293 Finally, the 

editorial argued that in Colombia’s “anarchy,” the “bicyclists’ problems” were ignored but 

that society needed to observe how in “Europe, the governments not only promoted cycling 

but also built bike paths to make the activity safer.”294 

By the end of October, Colombia experienced a political crisis after President 

Laureano Goméz asked for a medical license. Gómez was amid a political storm and his poor 

health quickly deteriorated putting his presidency in danger. One of the most powerful 

conservative leaders in Colombia’s twentieth century could only be in power 15 months. 

Gómez’s designated replacement Roberto Urdaneta Arbeláez stayed in control of the 

government until June 13 of 1953 when General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla took power.  

The 1952 national cycling championship celebrated in Bogotá was a great success. 

Perceived as a preview of the 1953 Vuelta a Colombia, the tournament reunited the most 
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important pedalers in the country. Ten departments sent cyclers to the event. Colombia’s best, 

Efraín Forero and Ramón Hoyos Vallejo, led the two most dominant teams, Antioquia and 

Cundinamarca, respectively. Certainly, Bogotá’s newspapers did not downplay the regionalist 

overtones of the competition and openly claimed that the “clash between” the two 

departments was the most exciting part of the race.295 

After the National Championship in Bogotá in November, the most important Cycling 

Leagues in the country began to talk about the 1953 Vuelta a Colombia and the funds that 

each participant needed to have.296 With the changes at the top of the Association, Edgar 

Senior became the most visible member. In an interview in November 1952, Senior explained 

that the 1953 La Vuelta was moved from its traditional date in January to the first week of 

February because it coincided with a period of vacations at the beginning of the year. 

However, most commentators critically believed that the Association had a hidden agenda for 

the change, which appeared to be Senior’s desire to prove he was cycling’s most powerful 

agent.297 

In a sense, the year of 1952 was the start of a generational change in cycling. The 

pedalers who established themselves during the times of industrial sports in the 1940s were 

being replaced by new stars who were becoming the archetypes of the discipline.298 

According to most commentators, cycling was the only sport that was 100% amateur and 

authentically “criollo,” a colonial word used to describe subjects from European heritage born 

in the Americas and later appropriated by illustrated elites during the independence to define 
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what it meant to be “autochthonous.”299 Guillermo Pignalosa, who at the time was in charge 

of the day to day operations of the National Cycling Association, argued that in Colombia, 

most people talked about “our soccer,” but he was not sure that the sport was “national” since 

international stars like Ernesto Pedernera, Julio Cozzi, Alfredo DiStefano, Shubert Gambetta, 

and Eusebio Tejera dominated the action. Cycling, according to Pignalosa, was different 

because almost 100% of the riders who participated in local, regional, and national races were 

Colombians.300 Hence, the riders were “living heroes of the fatherland, glories of the 

Colombian race, and the pride of the nation,” and the country as a whole needed to celebrated 

them as such.301  
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CHAPTER FIVE. CYCLING, HEROISM, AND REGIONALISM, 1953-1958. 
 

1. A Race of Changes. 
 

In 1953, Colombia was at an interesting conjuncture of its contemporary history. As 

mentioned by authors like Daniel Pecaut, Marco Palacios, and David Bushnell, during the 

early 1950s, the Colombian state was in the middle of an acute crisis.1 After more than 

140,000 violent deaths in five years, the idea of “civil order” was an illusion.2 Local elites in 

departments like Valle, Caldas, Tolima, and Cundinamarca were struggling for political and 

economic power. Amid the “neutralization” of the popular classes that were rebelling against 

the establishment since 1948, the country was in a period of political repression. Built around 

a dialectic of “friend-enemy,” the social world was permeated by everyday violence. In that 

context, expressions of collective resistance began to flourish. The government, working as a 

tool to pursue the interests of the Conservatives, was losing its legitimacy. The party, 

however, had sectarian divides, and as a consequence, the armed forces began to gain 

influence and national visibility, especially after having some success in their fighting against 

Liberal guerillas in the eastern plains of the country.3 

The early 1950s was a time in which the coffee economy was growing, and several 

commentators argue that Colombia went from being known as “the oldest democracy in Latin 

America” to being the country with the “best coffee in the world.”4 Despite the success of the 

grain, some economic and intellectual elites contested the idea of being a “coffee nation” 

because they felt the country needed to develop its industry instead of depending on 
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monoculture.5 However, the country’s leadership was investing in making Colombia one of 

the most important producers in the world because coffee prices were at an all-time high. An 

editorial of the newspaper El Espectador summarized the position of the critics, saying, “As 

long as Colombia continues with its coffee dependency […] it will be a backward country.”6 

This was a time when consumer culture was growing in most regional capitals. In Bogotá and 

Barranquilla, for example, the international retail store Sears was opening its doors to the 

public. Some people believed Sears’ investments in Colombia were “a symbol of the 

commercial and economic advancement of the country.”7 In just a few months, the retail store 

dominated the commerce of home products in the Caribbean coast. Also, different national 

associations were consolidating their autonomy and influence, the most important of these 

entities were the Industrialists Association, the Merchants Association, the Cattle Ranchers 

Association, and the National Federation of Coffee Growers.8  

In the cycling field, the National Association solved its internal crisis with the support 

of the national government through the action of the Ministry of Education, which had 

decided to replace El Tiempo as the primary sponsor of La Vuelta a Colombia. Since 

November of 1952, several agents began to discuss the organization and the route of the third 

edition of the national competition. The first theme discussed was the hiring of international 

riders to participate in the race. As seen during the second Vuelta, the presence of 

international pedalers proved to be good for the spectacle. Accordingly, the organizers 

contacted Argentinian cyclists Humberto Varisco and Saúl Crispin who were experienced and 
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also had connections with European riders. The idea was to convince them to go to Colombia 

along with some of their friends. The second aspect of La Vuelta that journalists and cycling 

enthusiasts debated in late 1952 was its funding. The race’s budget was calculated to be 

approximately 35,000 pesos and included only the expenses of the organization. Riders and 

teams had to finance themselves. In the case of the Association, the members believed that the 

ones who were going to cover the expenses were the media, commercial and industrial 

sectors, and the national government. The third aspect discussed in 1952 was the route of the 

1953 Vuelta a Colombia. The Association proposed an itinerary including the southern 

departments of Cauca and Huila. The cities of Popayán, La Plata, Neiva, and Saldaña were a 

new and unexplored landscape in Colombian cycling. 60 days before the start of the race, 

commentators demanded that the National Association confirm the route. They claimed that 

training for the competition without knowing the stages was unfair and onerous.9 

Furthermore, according to the complaints, the experts commissioned by the Association were 

not doing a good enough job defining the route, and just a couple of months before the event, 

nothing was ready.10  

In early February 1953, Lennart Warbon and Tage Warbon, representatives of bicycle 

brand Monark visited Colombia. The brothers studied the local market, and after recognizing 

that it was potentially massive, they established, in Cali, the first bicycle factory in Colombia. 

The company already had one factory in Brazil with an annual production of 90,000 bikes and 

another one in Lima, Perú.11 Colombia was the next market they wanted to conquer. With the 

establishment of the company, Colombia entered the world of bicycle production with one 

                                                
9 “Debe definirse ahora la Vuelta a Colombia,” El Espectador, Nov 1, 1952, 9.  
10 “Las etapas de la vuetla,” Diario Gráfico, Feb 10, 1953, 17.  
11 “Estudian producción de bicicletas,” El Espectador, Feb 6, 1953, 9.  



 287 

primary objective “facilitate all Colombians with the acquisition of bicycles, the best and 

more economical mean of transport known in the world.”12 The Swedish brand selected Ake 

Holmberg as its manager. Supported by Stig Anring, the brand’s representative in Brazil, 

Holmberg was in charge of the day to day operations of the factory and was also responsible 

for building connections with other sectors of Colombian industry.13 In 1953, the factory’s 

total production was calculated by the company in 15,000 bikes.14 The combination between 

the “Swedish steel and technique” and the Colombian workforce made the “machine” an 

exceptional bicycle at the level of the best produced in “Europe and North America.”15 

Two weeks before the start of the third Vuelta a Colombia, people’s excitement began 

to grow. The race was planned to be 1,923 kilometers long, and according to the press, with 

its 15 stages and three rest days, was “only comparable with the Tour d’ France that without a 

doubt was the most important competition in the world.”16 After the rule changes made in 

1952, any rider interested in participating needed to have the approval of his local League, 

something that limited the number of people interested. The Leagues were conscious that La 

Vuelta was the place to display all their strength, so nobody wanted to send pedalers without 

the right preparation. As a consequence, several Leagues hired professionals to “scientifically 

measure” the physical conditions of the aspirants. In the department of Valle, for example, the 

League hired a physician who ended up deciding the team’s lineup. In the departments and 

provinces without a Cycling League, the cyclers needed to seek their approval directly in 
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Bogotá. 16 days before the beginning of the third Vuelta a Colombia there were at least 13 

departments interested in sending a delegation to the event. 

Several departments had problems financing their riders and teams. In Cauca, for 

example, the Cycling League hired José Beyaert but did not have enough money to pay the 

delegation’s expenses. Civil and political authorities in the region ignored the League’s call 

for help.17 According to the press, the cost of sending a team was more than 10,000 pesos, an 

amount that was too high and too difficult to obtain. Carlos Campo, the president of Cauca’s 

Cycling League, solved the conflict negotiating the sponsorship of Popayán’s mayor Manuel 

José Silva Navia who facilitated the funds and the three vehicles the squad needed.18 Silva’s 

action shows how politicians around the country new that La Vuelta a Colombia could 

become a good advertisement for their municipalities. In Cartagena, the city’s Mayor Vicente 

Martínez Martelo wanted to send a representative to the race. Accordingly, he decided to 

sponsor Luciano Vargas, a well-known cyclist in the department of Bolivar. However, 

Martínez Martelo did not know how expensive sending a cyclist was, as pointed out by 

newspaper El Espectador, “The Mayor doesn’t know how to be a sponsor. A sponsor pays for 

the athletes’ expenses and not only covers the basics.”19 Since Martinez could not afford the 

cost of the race, Vargas had to retire, giving Bolivar a “bad image.”20 As can be deduced from 

Bolivar’s anecdote, despite the efforts made to make the race “truly national,” involving 

people from different regions, logistical and economic problems prevented the participation of 
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many enthusiasts who despite their good intentions could not afford the race’s elevated costs. 

For the 1953 Vuelta a Colombia, the expenditures for each rider were calculated by the 

organization at 5,000 pesos. To put it in perspective, a Chevrolet One-Fifty was 9,200 pesos, 

so participating in the race was extremely expensive.21 

After taking La Vuelta under its control, the central government promised to fix some 

of the roads before the start of the race. It was a populist measure that fit in the “easier said 

than done” category. The government wanted to prevent another source of criticism because 

every year during La Vuelta, there were discussions about the state of the roads.22 The idea in 

1953 was to limit that criticism to the minimum.23 Also, once the national government took 

over the competition, several entities directly participated in the race. For example, the 

Institute of Social Security, which was the public health provider of the country, promised to 

take care of all the medical emergencies that happened during the three weeks of the 

competition.24  

Around the same time, the National Cycling Association published La Vuelta’s 

magazine. The publication had all the graphic materials to promote the “most important 

sporting event in Colombia’s history.”25 The 1953 “luxury edition” of the magazine had all 

the details of the race including the organization, photographs of the 1952 edition, the race’s 

altimetry and stages, photos of the presidents of the departmental Leagues, biographies of the 

most important riders, results of the European races, and articles with technical and tactical 

recommendations.  
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By mid-February, right after the closing of the registration period, 54 participants from 

11 different departments were pre-enrolled for the race. The biggest delegation was Valle, 

with 17 riders. Through the spectacular Colombian landscape, the race was going to visit 

seven departments and seven regional capitals. During the pre-race build up, regional 

representations abounded. For example, in an interview with Gonzalo “The Jaguar” Díaz, 

from the department of Santander, newspaper El Espectador described the region as being 

“full of brave people.” Diaz was going to represent his hometown with all the energy and 

passion possible, “I’ll do anything I can for my region. I feel great, it is impossible to know 

how the race is going to be, but I can tell you that I will do great.”26 In the interview, Diaz 

also explained how he had all the equipment needed to be successful in La Vuelta thanks to 

the help of Jesús María Rueda, a businessman from Bucaramanga who invested some of his 

money in supporting sporting activities in the city.27  

In the end, 58 Colombians and three foreigners, José and Jorge Beyaert and the 

Spaniard Francisco Bilbao, definitively enrolled in the race. It was the greatest number of 

participants until that moment. Diario Gráfico claimed that “12 million Colombians” were 

going to “witness with great emotion all the details of the race.”28 The final route had 15 

stages journeying over “the rugged mountains” and fighting “against the wind and the rain.”29 

For three weeks the pedalers would be riding their “mechanical artifacts” with the objective of 

“defying nature” and giving Colombian people happiness.30 
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2. “The Hardest Race on Earth” 
 

The race’s start was planned for Thursday, February 19, 1953, departing from 

Bolivar’s Plaza, the “center” of political power in the country. The Ministry of Education and 

the National Cycling Association wanted to portray an image of “solemnity,” and Bogotá’s 

central plaza was the ideal place to do it. Symbolically, the race was both building and 

reproducing new meanings. For example, a public Mass was organized “for all the riders and 

their companions.”31 The directives of the Association claimed, truthfully, that most European 

races used to start with a Mass and wanted to replicate that in Colombia.32 The religious 

celebration was thought to be a “ceremony to help the riders elevate their spirits and calm 

their nerves before fighting for glory.”33 La Vuelta was starting to be full of great innovations, 

and all the people involved seemed to be excited. The race was also extending its geography, 

and the riders were going to “pedal, use trains, and transport on barges to reach landscapes 

never visited before.”34 

To cover the race, some radio stations like the National Broadcasting System prepared 

three mobile stations and 19 fixed stations across the whole country. Broadcasters like Arturo 

Rueda, Jaime Tobón de la Roche, Julio César Córtes, Pablo Emilio Becerra, and Alvaro 

Muñoz Cuellar were the main protagonists of the transmissions. Different companies like 

Chocolate Corona, a thriving industry based in Bogotá, sponsored the radio stations.35 There 

is no doubt that 1953 was pivotal year for cycling; the sport was getting more professional 
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and “scientific” as everyone involved was advancing towards the goal of transforming La 

Vuelta in an event of continental transcendence.36  

 

Map 4. 1953 Vuelta a Colombia. 

1953 was the year in which La Vuelta made a qualitative leap, evolving into a more 

professional spectacle.37 During the race, the quality of the riders and their preparation was 
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much better compared with the two previous editions. After the first stage, the journalists 

from El Espectador claimed that all the participants had the will to win. Everybody was 

putting his “heart” in favor of the “athletic cause.” By riding in “impossible roads,” the 

participants were showing the greatness of Colombian people.38 It was difficult to know who 

was going to succeed, but most experts had Beyaert, Forero, and Hoyos as their favorites. 

Forero won the first two stages and seemed to be the one with “stronger legs.” However, 

Beyaert won the third stage, climbing Letras and things seemed to start shifting in favor of the 

Frenchman.  

The confrontation between Efraín Forero and José Beyaert was thought to be one of 

the most exciting parts of the 1953 edition of La Vuelta. During the first three stages, the 

rivalry was intense and received a lot of media coverage. According to El Espectador, Forero 

was the figure who was going to defeat the international riders, “El Zipa is showing all his 

critics that he is not done. On the contrary, he continues to prove his place as Colombia’s 

best.”39 In his confrontation against the Frenchman, the media often portrayed Forero as 

“Colombia’s true hope,” and as the only rider with enough “bravery and patriotism” to defeat 

the Europeans.40 The newspaper concluded saying: “Forero still is an exceptional rider.”41 

Beyaert, on the other hand, was often described as “a professor looking guy […] who needed 

to watch his weight like a woman,” because he tended to beef up. The Frenchman was 

stronger than the Colombians, but the journalists, with a very patriotic agenda, did not 

hesitated to sexualize him, making him seem weaker. 42 In the cycling field, Beyaert was 
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often portrayed as the most experienced, elegant, and “scientific” rider in the peloton, but 

never as the strongest one. After Forero crashed with a truck during the third stage and was 

forced to retire, the head-to-head between Jose Beyaert and Ramón Hoyos Vallejo captured 

people’s attention.  

When the third stage arrived in Manizales, it was clear that Antioquia’s team was the 

strongest in the competition.43 They had all the “necessary” tools to dominate the race: “they 

have a great sense of companionship and are always willing to help each other.”44 The 

pedalers from “the mountain,” as the sportswriters called Antioquia, were considered the best 

in the country not only for their qualities but also for the support they enjoyed from all the 

“department’s living forces.”45 El Espectador said, “the next couple of days we will see the 

vehicles of the most powerful industries in Antioquia. Coltejer, the National Chocolate 

Factory, Felix de Bedout enterprises, and Laboratories Uribe Angel, all of them supporting 

the most spectacular sport in the world.”46 Diario Gráfico claimed that the “preparation and 

planning” of the race by the team was “methodic” and did not leave “loose pieces.”  

One of the most dramatic accidents in the history of the Vuelta a Colombia happened 

during the fifth stage between Aguadas and Medellín. Antioquia’s famous rider Conrado Tito 

Gallo, who at the moment was tenth in the general classification suffered an accident 

descending from “el alto de Minas,” a famous climb close to Medellín. The accident was an 

opportunity to show the solidarity within the peloton, the members of the cycling caravan 

were developing ties and connections that started by the professional but also transited to the 
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personal. Certainly, for the first couple of years, when solidarity was needed, the members of 

the cycling field were capable of overcoming regional tensions to unite and collaborate.47 The 

hours after Gallo’s accident, and due to the gravity of his situation, the members of the 

caravan lived “hours of tremendous suffering” that included waiting until 2:30 A.M. to know 

what was going on with the pedaler.48 

 

Figure 20. The girl’s name is 
 Colombia and he is giving her the third “Vuelta”.  

El Siglo, Mar 8, 1953. 
The day that the 1953 Vuelta arrived in Medellín, El Colombiano published an 

editorial criticizing the violence that the department was experiencing in several of its 

municipalities. The problem was visible not only in places far away from Medellín but also in 

                                                
47 “La etapa del sufrimiento fue la corrida entre Medellín y Riosucio el miércoles,” El Espectador, Mar 2, 1953, 
12.  
48 Ibid. 



 296 

the capital where violence was endemic to the point that “threats to the property and the 

integrity of the people” were common.49 El Colombiano wrote: “Many have died, our 

Christian and humanitarian principles are no longer respected, this happens with total 

impunity.”50 The violence was heterogeneous and difficult to understand or explain. There 

were plenty of speculations about the true reasons behind the “social madness” that was 

taking thousands of lives, “As if that were not enough, many corpses have been horribly 

mutilated. There are no words to condemn what has happened. The government needs to act 

rapidly and effectively to solve the region’s problems.”51 La Vuelta was a perfect scenario to 

communicate the many problems affecting the department. With all the media attention 

focused on Medellín, the grievances of the people acquired a national character. The fifth 

stage in Medellín was won by Ramón Hoyos Vallejo, who was becoming the “man of the 

hour.” After arriving at the city in the leader’s jersey, he was beginning to confirm his place 

as the future of the activity in Colombia. During the sixth stage between Medellín and 

Riosucio, another accident changed the outcome of the race. Efraín Forero suffered a crash 

that limited his possibilities of victory. The “indomitable Zipa” was, once again, defeated by 

“bad luck,” something he constantly fought during his whole athletic career.52 Forero’s 

retirement from the race made the head-to-head between Hoyos and Beayert the focus of the 

race.53  

By the start of the race’s second week, Colombian “youngsters and elders” were 

engaged with the competition and its incidences. Cyclists were the new “heroes” of the 
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people. In fact, for a few days, newspapers and magazines replaced fictional characters such 

as Edgar Rice Burroughs’ “Tarzan” with “the boys taking part in La Vuelta a Colombia.”54 

Kids around the country were placing cyclists as their new idols. Nostalgically, some 

members of the media criticized the popularity of competitive cycling, saying, “to get on a 

bicycle used to be something fun instead of something competitive. It was an exercise totally 

different to what Beyaert, Forero, and Hoyos do.”55 

By the end of the tenth stage, the cyclists had ridden a total of 1,298 kilometers in 

three “different geographical zones” of the country, “center, west, and south.”56 By that 

moment, thousands of Colombians were listening to the race on the radio. With that 

information, they began to recognize the country’s geography and the state of the roads. 

Conservative outlets like newspaper El Siglo claimed that La Vuelta was successfully 

“showing the reality” of Colombian roads since “liberal media,” as they called it, “wanted to 

discredit the labor done by the Ministry of Public Works.” 57 According to El Siglo, the 

government’s policies were exceptional, and the country had “better and wider” roads since 

the conservatives gained power. They mentioned how just 15 years before, most of the roads 

were dirt paths only passable on mules. As an example, the conservatives argued that the trip 

from Aguadas to Medellín, which used to be a 15-day journey, was done during La Vuelta in 

just over 5 hours, “it was an extraordinary effort, a feasible proof of the heights that organized 

sports could reach in the country.”58 In El Siglo’s logic, the record-breaking pace of the 
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cyclists was proof that the country’s roads were better and more modern than people believed. 

The conservative bias, however, was not enough to convince people that the roads were good. 

Cyclists, journalists, aficionados, and civil society all well knew that corruption and bad 

political decisions prevented the country from having highways like the ones the 

conservatives were trying to portray.  

Another interesting moment in the 1953 Vuelta was the stage between the cities of 

Popayán in the department of Cauca, and La Plata in the department of Huila, newspaper 

Relator presented the stage saying: “it is a 147 kilometer road that follows the old colonial 

path that crossed the paramo of Guanacas and the place known as Las Delicias, which 

communicated Bogotá with the southern part of the country during the Wars of Independence. 

Bolivar used the road to travel to Perú in 1826.”59 In fact, the stage was raced in “a geography 

overwhelmed by conquest and colonization” that, during the years of the independence, saw 

“men get killed by frigid blades.”60 More than 150 years later, “different heroes, invincible 

athletes with their will made out of steel,” were “bravely” crossing the same territories.61 In 

Relator’s narrative, the cyclist would eventually feel the “the real spirit of the republic and the 

climate that the great ones endured to give us the pure homeland that we possess.”62 

Interestingly, the race’s passing was able to expose the different meanings that the old Santa 

Fé and the southern part of the New Granada viceroyalty had within the peoples historical 

memory. During the stage between Ibague and Girardot, Héctor Mesa became the first cyclist 
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to win a stage riding a bike made in Colombia. Mesa’s Monark was a prove that “Colombian 

products were as good as the ones imported” from other places.63 

By the time of the final stage, the race’s leader was Ramón Hoyos Vallejo from 

Antioquia. People’s excitement in Medellín was high, and more than 1,000 people traveled to 

Bogotá to be present at Hoyos’ crowning. From the doors of El Colombiano in downtown 

Medellín, the aficionados organized several excursion with a cost of “only 12 pesos.”64 The 

trip by car between the two cities was 18 hours, and according to the narration by the sports 

journalists, “an immense caravan of cars, buses, and trucks, traveled between the two 

cities.”65 In the words of El Espectador, the enthusiasm in Medellín was not only by young 

people or the popular classes but by everybody in the city who was using all the means 

possible to witness Antioquia’s triumph in Bogotá.”66 

 

Figure 21. Ramón Hoyos Vallejo during the 1953 Vuelta.  
Diario Gráfico, Feb 24, 1953, 23. 
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In the last stage of the 1953 Vuelta, there were incidents between Bogotá’s public and 

some of the riders from Valle and Antioquia. The violence was quickly condemned as 

irresponsible and absurd given that “the brave cyclers were representing their regions and 

countries of origin with honor.”67 Some sectors of the printing press described the attack as a 

product of “hatred taken to the extreme by a sector of the public, a sentiment that was against 

the capital’s tradition of civility.”68 The aficionados threw rocks at the pedalers, motivated by 

their regionalism which was exacerbated by the defeat of the local hero Efraín Forero. The 

attack could have been a tragedy, but the quick reaction from the caravan prevented any bad 

outcomes. The national media used the opportunity to “teach people that in sports, as in all 

human activities, it is important to learn how to lose.”69 El Espectador, making a deeper 

critique, said, “let’s suppose that Hoyos ends up being intimidated by the violence, what 

would have happened? Would another winner have been considered legitimate?”70 As a trope 

for broader society, cycling was a place where bravery and justice had defeated infamy. By 

winning, despite the rocks people threw at him, Ramón Hoyos showed that in Colombia, it 

was possible to overcome violence. 

3. Cycling New Paths 
 

After the 1953 Vuelta a Colombia, the discussions within the cycling field continued. 

Julio Arrastía, Roberto Guerrero, Donald Raskin, José Beyaert, Efraín Foreno, and Mario 

Martinez debated their perspectives about La Vuelta and its organization. Arrastía, who had 

vast experience in stage races said: “Everyone continues to compare La Vuelta a Colombia 
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with Il Giro and Le Tour, and that is complete nonsense.”71 According to the Argentinian, the 

rules of the European races were completely different from the Colombian ones. He also told 

El Siglo that he believed the race was good, but that in the future, the organization needed to 

design a route with better roads. More importantly, Arrastía said that the excellent level of the 

competition “was a consequence of the pedalers’ preparation and professionalism.”72 Roberto 

Guerrero believed that “the biggest change the race needed was the incorporation of more 

international riders who could elevate the level of the competition.”73 Beyart said that Hoyos’ 

victory “was national and did not belong to any particular region.” He believed that 

Antioquia’s pedalers had great qualities that they needed to develop even more. Beyaert also 

criticized the route, opining that it could destroy “a body not properly” prepared for the 

competition. What the Frenchman declared to the press was used by aficionados and 

commentators to criticize the race’s organizer for the multiple changes the race was 

experiencing.74Efraín Forero said, “Hoyos’ victory was a natural consequence of his 

remarkable preparation. We can now say that Hoyos is the biggest star of Colombian 

cycling.”75 Cycling aficionados believed that the organization in 1953 was more professional 

and modern but that there were still many things to fix and improve.  

La Vuelta a Colombia was a remarkable event that provoked the solidarity of many 

citizens who anonymously contributed to its growth. There were dozens of workers, 

spectators, politicians, civilian authorities, and military personnel who wanted to help the 
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participants in the caravan. In the city of Honda, for example, Carlos Arturo Rueda narrates 

how he met a photographer who gave him pictures of the pedalers for free, with the only 

desire of having them published by prominent media outlets around the country.76 La Vuelta’s 

cultural success triggered comparisons with the great three-week races in the world. The most 

common comparison was with the Tour de France, which all the aficionados recognized as the 

most important. Colombian journalists used to say that “in Colombia, there was not a Fausto 

Coppi, Gino Bartali, or Jean Robic, but people had Ramon Hoyos and Efraín Forero who 

could compete at the same level.”77 The cultural impact of the riders after the 1953 Vuelta was 

remarkable. Hoyos and Forero, for example, signed contracts to appear in a movie made by 

the Colombian company “Procinal.”78 The idea was to shoot a picture about La Vuelta and 

everything that happened with Antioquia’s team, which was considered the most popular in 

the country at that time. The main character of the movie was going to be Ramón Hoyos.  

In April 1953, Hoyos and two other well-known cyclists, Antonio Isaza and Hector 

Tabares, were sent to Bogotá to complete their military service. The Army took the 

Colombian champion to Cúcuta, a city on the border with Venezuela. Hoyos was one of 

Colombia’s most important athletes, and journalists were sent to cover his experiences in the 

barracks. The journalists portrayed Hoyos as nostalgic and homesick; questioned about life in 

the army he said, “I’m thrilled to be wearing this uniform. All I expect from the Army is that 

they let me compete in France.”79 
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In May 1953, under the initiative of José Beyaert, a Colombian team traveled to 

France to participate in cycling competitions there. At first, Colombia’s cycling world thought 

that the Tour de France invited the national rounders. However, the invitation received by the 

Colombia Cycling Association was to participate in the amateur race known as “Route d’ 

France.”80 Ramón Hoyos Vallejo, Hector Meza, Fabio León, Efraín Forero, Mario Montaño, 

and Oscar Oyola formed the team, and Beyaert was the manager. Once in France, the team 

had a disastrous performance arriving out of time during the first two stages and then retiring 

for good after the third one. In El Colombiano’s opinion column known as “sacando sprint,” 

the adventure in France was heavily criticized as “a sad escapade for the Colombians […] 

hopefully people will take these opportunities seriously in the future; we went from excessive 

optimism to total failure.”81 For the most part, the Colombian commentators blamed Beyaert 

for the failures and excused the cyclists since they “did not have” the necessary expertise to 

compete against European athletes. For the Colombian journalists, there was no doubt Beyaert 

had to carry the weight of the defeat. The “humiliation” experienced in France also triggered 

discussions about cycling administrators who “innocently sent a Colombian team” to compete 

in an environment that they did not know well. It was “ridiculous” to think that it was possible 

to beat the French stars in their home turf. “With this premeditated defeat the National 

Association has greatly harmed the sport,” the commentators said.82  

Doping accusations abounded during the 1953 Vuelta. Opinion pieces often mocked 

the issue, with comments like, “Do you think that there is doping in La Vuelta? I don’t know--
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- without any proof, it is impossible to talk, however...”83 Despite the sarcastic tone, and 

mentions of the idea that by drinking coffee, all Colombians “doped,” it was clear that people 

were suspicious about the use of medical stimulants by the riders. Italian coach Merio 

Bergamini, who was originally hired by the Organizing Committee of the National Athletic 

Games was the first who raised the alarms after saying that he was stunned by the way the 

riders “suddenly” advanced.84 The accusations were quickly discredited by the Colombians 

who believed that “in a race as long as La Vuelta a Colombia,” it was impossible to ride the 

whole time under doping effects because “in cycling, the athlete who dopes is shortening his 

career and his life.”85 The discussions about doping in Colombian cycling continued during 

most of 1953. In April, El Colombiano drew attention to the fact that riders in Medellín 

continued using what they called “vitamins,” which was nothing other than performance 

enhancing drugs.86 El Colombiano claimed, “We are sure that the ‘evil drug’ or “doping” has 

been used by cyclists all around the country.”87 Since it was difficult to prove who was 

consuming drugs, the newspaper proposed to the medical authorities to make a test after every 

cycling race in the country.88 

By mid-1953, the country was in a delicate political situation. The official president 

continued to be Laureano Gómez, but he was semiretired due to health problems. Roberto 

Urdaneta was in charge of the government, but he did not have any intentions to continue as 

the president. In June, Gustavo Rojas Pinilla a conservative military commander seized power 
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supported by the hierarchies of the Liberal party and a sector of the Conservative party known 

as “Ospinistas.”89 Rojas main promise was to return the country to its “normality.” In the 

search for the legitimacy lost with La Violencia, Colombia needed new heroes, and nobody fit 

the prototype more than Ramón Hoyos Vallejo, “El Escarabajo de la Montaña.”90 

4. Beetles in the Mountains 
 

On February 25, 1953, in its section “La petite histoire de La Vuelta,” newspaper El 

Espectador published a profile of Ramón Hoyos Vallejo. In the profile, the publication 

praised Hoyos for being Colombia’s best climber.91 Jorge Enrique Buitrago “Mirón” believed 

that Ramón Hoyos’ climbing technique was unique so he decided to call him “El escarabajo 

de la montaña” (The beetle from the mountains).92 The nickname became the trademark of 

Colombian cycling, and since then, it has been the way in which the nation’s riders are known 

in the world: escarabajos (beetles). Hoyos was born in Marinilla, Antioquia, in 1932. He had a 

big family with 12 siblings. He began to practice cycling at a young age while working as a 

delivery boy for different pharmacies in Medellín. Two of his older brothers, Juan de Dios 

and Juan de Jesús, participated in amateur races with moderate success. According to the 

media, his highest aspiration was to defend Colombia’s colors in the Tour the France.93  

Hoyos quickly became the most popular rider in the nation. He had many nicknames 

like “the cyclone,” “constellation,” “the colossus from Marinilla,” and also the “the beetle of 

the mountains.” He dominated the third Vuelta a Colombia by winning eight stages and 
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accumulating an advantage in the general classification of more than an hour and sixteen 

minutes over Beyaert. After his victory, Ramón Hoyos appeared in tens of advertisements 

using his figure to sell things like textiles, beverages, and bicycles. Monark, the Swedish 

company with a factory in Colombia, hired him to promote their models.94 In Antioquia, 

Ramón Hoyos’ victory was portrayed to be in honor of “La Montaña,” as the sportswriters 

used to call the department. The champion was conscious of the importance that his victory 

could have, and as a consequence, he tried to dominate the race.95 People in all parts of the 

department were in with the result, and once Ramón Hoyos became the leader of the 

competition, the interest transformed into passion.96  

In Medellín, people were jubilant for the department’s victory, “Never in the sporting 

history of this department has a victory been celebrated as much as this one. Ramón Hoyos 

Vallejo’s victory is the most important one in the history of sport in Antioquia.”97 Enthusiasm 

in Medellín was grandiose. It was the first time in “many years” that the city hosted a public 

event for people from different backgrounds. “Government officials, politicians, intellectuals, 

athletes, industrialists, merchants, cattle farmers, workers, and peasants” all gathered to 

welcome the “heroes de La Montaña” in their return from La Vuelta.98The department’s 

governor declared a “Civic Day,” and people did not have to go to school or work. Without a 

doubt, politicians used Hoyos’ victory to portray an image of normalcy and peace that did not 

correspond with reality. Effectively whitewashing the political situation, La Vuelta masked 

perfectly the problems of the region. During the 1950s, most public concentrations in 
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Colombia were political manifestations in which people only shared the space with members 

of their own party. What happened with the cyclists was the opposite, people “from all social 

classes, political orientations, levels of education, and professions,” reunited pacifically to 

honor the pedalers.99 Civil society in full participated in the festivities. All kinds of authorities 

were present including priests, military personnel, politicians, police officers, and judges.100 

Nobody in Antioquia was excluded from the celebration, “students, professionals, workers, 

and wealthy people” were invited to the event. For the welcoming reception, El Colombiano 

announced that “the whole city was going to be wearing its best clothes.”101  

 

Figure 22. The Beetles of the Mountain.  
El Siglo, Mar 8, 1953, 15. 
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After La Vuelta, newspaper El Colombiano published letters and telegrams written by 

people who wanted to express their feelings regarding the race and the pedalers. In some 

instances, the fanatics wrote interesting interpretations of the race. Alberto Correa and Darío 

Sanin who were living in Bogotá said, “4 millions of Jewish Colombians are astonished by 

Ramón Hoyos’ victory […] this is the greatest sporting battle in the history of the GRAN 

COLOMBIA. Hurray Colombia, Hurray the great Antioquia!”102 Most of the commentaries 

were focused on the fact that a Colombian was able to defeat a European champion like 

Beyaert.103As in the discourses promoted during the first Vuelta a colombia, the victories of 

the pedalers from Antioquia were portrayed as being in the name of their whole “race.” 

Ramon Hoyos Vallejo started his career in 1951, only a couple of months after 

Antioquia’s Cycling League was founded during the first Vuelta a Colombia. On July 29 of 

that year, he raced for the first time in an official cycling competition, the Doble a San 

Cristobal, where he had to use a touring bicycle. His results were discrete until a race 

organized from Medellín to the climb of Santa Helena where he broke the record of 

“Envigado’s tailor” Roberto Cano Ramírez. Hoyos quickly ascended in the ranks of 

Antioquia’s cycling. Representing the colors of “La Montaña,” he participated with relative 

success in the 1952 Vuelta a Colombia, even winning a stage. With the support of Ramiro 

Mejía, entrepreneur and cycling enthusiast, Ramón obtained the money to enroll in the 

national race.104 

Once Hoyos climbed to the top of Colombian cycling, the journalists began to 

publicize everything about his life. For example, El Espectador published a picture of his 
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father dressed in what they called “traditional Antioqueño clothes.”105 The newspaper said, 

“Don Antonio Hoyos is the typical person from Antioquia, happy, modest, humble but proud. 

He follows Ramón’s races on the radio.”106 The writers described the picture as a 

“costumbrista painting” representing the most typical attitudes, manners, and aesthetics of 

Antioquia’s people. The commentary praised Hoyos’ personality and for having a son that 

was as pure and authentic as “the coffee he liked to drink in the mornings.”107  

5. The General’s Vuelta 
 

On January 8, 1954, only a couple of weeks before the start of the fourth Vuelta a 

Colombia, there was a lot of speculation regarding the race’s route. As it happened in 

previous editions, the organizers wanted to explore new geographies.108 The first “solution” 

proposed by the National Association was to eliminate the stages in the department of Valle. 

The official statement announcing the attempt to shorten the route said, “we have eliminated 

the cities of Cartago, Cali, and Sevilla to comply with the suggestions of the national 

government that wants riders to rest in preparation for the Central American and Caribbean 

Games.”109 The national government was the primary sponsor of the 1954 Vuelta a Colombia, 

having invested more than 50,000 pesos to cover expenses such as hotels and transportation. 

The government’s support, however, implied that the executive branch from Bogotá 

influenced some of the National Cycling Association’s decisions. 

The idea to exclude the department was not well received within Valle’s cycling 

circles, “tonight we have learned that the cycling association wants to exclude us from La 
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Vuelta a Colombia. The reaction to the news has been immediate and rotund, nobody in the 

country wants Valle out of the race.”110 The mobilization in the department included civil 

authorities and economic sectors that even wrote to the president of the Republic, trying to 

prevent the route changes. Valle was, without a doubt, one of the most important landscapes 

in La Vuelta. When questioned about the decision, experts like Guillermo Pignalosa and 

Victor Sarmiento claimed that the “idea” of the Association was “killing cycling.”111 After the 

backlash, the Association backtracked, and on January 8, just a week before the start of the 

race, the stages in the department of Valle were reincorporated into the calendar.  

In an editorial published by El Tiempo, the decision to leave Valle out of La Vuelta 

was debated and criticized. The newspaper believed that the exclusion was as an opportunity 

to discuss the importance of having “an authentic sporting spirit without any other type of 

motivation like regionalist passions.”112 The commentators claimed that in sporting 

competitions, usually “regional sentiments” were more visible and that those sentiments were 

thought to be “harmful” for society. In fact, some members of civil society sustained that “the 

country needed to remember that sports were an expression of culture, which should not be 

mixed with any other petty passion because … all the competitors were sons of the same 

immortal Colombia.”113 If there was communion between the riders, for sure “people in all 

the regions” were going to support La Vuelta with a “fair play” spirit.114  

Around this time, some commentators began to say that sports were an “escape from 

the problems and disappointments” of society, even getting to the “absurd point in which “a 
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cyclist or a soccer player was more important than a farmer.”115 As Colombian athletes were 

becoming more significant, people in the regions began to build stronger affiliations with 

them. Colombian sports were full of regionalist narratives. 116 For many agents in the field, 

however, it was necessary to put aside regionalist passions and return to the times of public 

dignity and nobility.117 There was no doubt people needed to save sports from the “passions” 

raging throughout the nation because “in the end, the real losers were the ones using violence 

and aggression.”118 

In the end, the 1954 Vuelta a Colombia totaled 1,842 kilometers. The most significant 

route changes for that edition were the inclusion of the departments of Boyacá, Santander, and 

North Santander in the route.119 For the first time in history, La Vuelta was exploring the 

eastern part of the country. The idea was to make the race “truly” national by including the 

greatest number of departments possible. The 1954 edition had sixteen stages and three rest 

days. New narratives emerged with the incorporation of the eastern mountain range as a 

landscape of Colombia’s competitive cycling. In the most important municipalities visited 

during the exploration of the east, the “citizens mobilized to achieve improvement in their 

living standards.”120 In municipalities like Duitama, Málaga, Pamplona, and Cúcuta, people 

were conscious of the visibility they could gain during La Vuelta’s visit. Hence, all social 

forces typically acted in trying to portray the best “image” possible and also took the 

opportunity to express their grievances in front of a national audience.  
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La Vuelta’s new landscapes were introduced to the public via several mediated 

discourses both in the press and on the radio. For example, journalists described the highway 

between Pamplona and Cúcuta as the best in the nation, a “marvelous work of engineering” 

worthy of being imitated in “all sections of the country.”121 The head of the national roads 

Alberto Estrada was traveling with La Vuelta and said, “all roads in the country will soon 

transform into modern highways like this one.”122 In October 1953, the government of 

Gustavo Rojas Pinilla issued Decree 2770, assigning the measurements for the first, second, 

and third category roads in the country. The difference between each category was the width 

of the road. The category one roads needed to be at least 30 meters wide, second category at 

least 20, and third category only 10.123 As the race moved through its “impossible roads,” the 

journalists were carefully describing the territory. Klim, one of the country’s most important 

writers, narrated the stage from Duitama to Malagá, describing all the geography and the 

topography of the terrain, the climate, the roads, the altimetry, and the human geography. Not 

a single detail was missing, “The Chicamocha river roars in the background, skillfully 

avoiding the obstacles of a desolate and violent topography, and in the distance, among a 

patch of vegetables, the towers of Capitanejo’s church glisten in the sun like two pins.”124  

 According to the media, by going east, La Vuelta was visiting a region “sick with a 

political hate” that only sports could cure.125 The race was a “healthy” initiative, a “resource” 

to combat political “passion.”126 In terms of production of space, the cycling landscapes 
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transited by the pedalers acquired new meanings connected to the natural interest in sports, 

the way in which La Vuelta captured the nation’s attention, and the manner in which young 

people embodied their taste for cycling. La Vuelta’s visit to “Boyacá and Santander [was] 

going to bring benefits to two regions that, in the past, had suffered undesirable events.”127 By 

flowing by the nation’s “arteries,” the caravan was “surprising peasants, villagers, and peoples 

in the peripheries.”128 The cyclists were “the peace’s vanguard,” the scouting party of a 

national movement willing to give “all its children” a better future.129  

 

Map 5. 1954 Vuelta a Colombia. 
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The 1954 Vuelta started with the celebration of a Mass in the San Agustin church in 

downtown Bogotá. Despite the efforts of the National Association, only two foreigners 

participated in the race, Jose Beyaert and Ecuadorian Guillermo Lecaro. When the race got to 

Malagá, in the department of Santander, Ramón Hoyos Vallejo reached the top of the 

individual classification. Already the favorite to win, Hoyos was by far Colombia’s best. In 

1954, Ramón Hoyos Vallejo did not race for Antioquia’s team or under the sponsorship of 

Coltejer the textile company that employed him. Instead, Hoyos rode representing the 

Colombian Armed Forces. Certainly, the Army wanted to display an image of sportsmanship 

and hard work, and nothing was better propaganda than having the best pedaler in the country. 

In the race, there were representatives from Caldas, Cundinamarca, Tolima, Boyacá, Valle, 

Armed Forces, Antioquia, Santander, Boyacá, Atlántico, Cauca, and the neighboring country 

of Ecuador, making it the most diverse up to that point.  

The Argentinian Roberto Guerrero managed the Armed Forces team. With the support 

of General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla, the military was trying to intervene in all aspects of public 

life, and La Vuelta was not an exception. For example, interviewed just a couple of days 

before the start of the race, the recently appointed head of the National Cyling Association 

Colonel Márcos Arámbula Durán told newspaper El Tiempo that “the Association was trying 

to organize La Vuelta with the maximum amount of precision possible.”130 Arámbula was an 

active member of the military, he was well connected with the government of General 

Gustavo Rojas Pinilla and after his appointment he became the strongman of Colombian 

cycling for the next 26 years. At that moment, Arámbula recognized that he did not know 

anything about cycling but that he was working in the National Association using “a military 
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style,” which, according to him, “guaranteed success.”131 Regarding the route, Arámbula 

claimed that the Association wanted to make people in “all regions” happy and that was why 

they included the departments of Santander and North Santander in the route. Arámbula also 

maintained that both the Army and President General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla were invested in 

“elevating the level” of Colombian cycling. According to the Colonel, the “Armed forces had 

the conviction that sports were pivotal for the social improvement of the people.”132 

On January 16, 1954, La Vuelta visited Bucaramanga. A crowd of more than 50,000 

people received the wheelers in the city’s downtown. People waited on both sides of the road 

for the completion of the race. The cycling landscape in Bucaramanga was a total novelty. 

Despite having some tradition in the sport, it was the first time an event of such magnitude 

was taking place in that city. El Espectador said, “the city is already full of papers, all people 

talk about is La Vuelta.”133 Due to logistical problems, in 1954, the riders not only used their 

two-wheeled machines but also had to travel by car, train, and boat. It was a truly 

pathbreaking experience in which places never visited by other athletes were explored. 

Pushing the boundaries of a traditional cycling event at the time, the 1954 La Vuelta a 

Colombia used several means of transportation. For example, after the stage that finished in 

the municipality of El Socorro, in Santander, the caravan had to travel to Puerto Olaya by 

crossing the region of El Carare, a traditionally rebellious territory that was impossible to 

transit with bicycles. El Espectador wrote, “Since yesterday the cyclists started a never-

ending caravan covering the 291 kilometers between Socorro and the village of Santiago in 
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Antioquia. They will first use cars and then transit to the train.”134 Talking about the way in 

which the race was going to “conquer the jungle,” journalist Mirón said: “La Vuelta will have 

one of its most fascinating and dramatic phases once the caravan enters El Carare jungle.”135 

Condensed in the narrative was the idea that La Vuelta was giving meaning to the landscapes 

it was transiting “we will cross by the impenetrable jungle with trees of more than 40 meters 

high, where you can only see monkeys, snakes, and small tigers.”136  

On January 20, 1954, the Caravan arrived in Puerto Berrio, on their transfer to the start 

of the seventh stage starting in the village of Santiago in Antioquia. The journey from Socorro 

had been really difficult and several competitors decided to protest against the race’s 

organizers. Their main complaint was that some people in the caravan enjoyed the privilege of 

traveling by plane, while others had to endure a 290-kilometer-long car trip. The protest’s 

leader was the Frenchman Beyaert, and for that reason, the media narratives called him “the 

director of the strike.”137 Arámbula, despite being the race’s organizer, unilaterally decided to 

pay for the airplane trip of the cyclists representing the Colombian Armed Forces. The 

“strikers” mobilized, responding to Arámbula’s behavior.138 The Colonel blamed Antioquia’s 

cycling team for his actions. He argued that Antioquia’s sponsors, powerful textile companies, 

paid to fly their cyclists, and he was “morally bound” to do the same with the members of the 

Army’s team. In his logic, a team representing the most “prestigious” institution in the 

country needed to have all the comforts of modern life. When asked if the race was losing 

interest after several riders decided to retire, the Colonel said “I don’t think the race is less 
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exciting. In any case, the protesters are at the bottom of the general classification and have 

lost all their chances to have a good performance.”139 

As a punishment for his defiance, Colonel Arámbula proposed a sanction against 

Beyaert and his companions, Luis Penagos, Orlando Vargas, Roberto Triviño, José Armando 

Alfaro, and others. On January 21, a group that included Colonel Pioquinto Rengifo, the 

military governor of the department, appointed by General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla, and Colonel 

Emilio Tovar Lemus proposed to expel Beyaert and reincorporate the other protestors. 

Rengifo played a singular role in maintaining “peace and order” in Antioquia during Rojas 

Pinilla’s government. He organized the “Oficina Nacional de Rehabilitación y Socorro” to 

incorporate Liberal guerrillas demobilizing into civil society.140 The scandal provoked by the 

“strike” was of such a magnitude that some members of the National Cycling Association 

reached the point of suggesting Beyaert’s expulsion from Colombia. In an interview with El 

Espectador, Beyaert said that he was not the “promoter of a strike,” and that he was trying to 

ask for things for himself and the other members of the caravan.141 He claimed that the word 

“strike” was too strong in the Colombian context and that he only appeared to be the leader of 

the protest because nobody else wanted to be in charge. 

A cartoon drew by Chapete shows the impact and role of the military in the 1954 

Vuelta. The sketch shows General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla giving the start to the race with a 

caption that said, “I wish you have the same luck that we are having in the other ‘Vuelta a 

Colombia,” making a reference to the “pacification” campaign, against the liberal and 
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communist guerrillas that Rojas launched during his first year in charge of the Colombian 

government.142 Many elements of the 1954 Vuelta had a very militaristic tone. Through 

Colonel Arámbula, President Rojas sent a direct message to the race’s organizers and the 

participants protesting. He wanted both parts to solve the issue in a “friendly manner.” As a 

consequence, both the protesters and the organizers showed their willingness to negotiate.143 

 

Figure 23. La Otra Vuelta. 
“I wish you have the same luck that we are having in the other ‘Vuelta a Colombia.’,”  

EL Tiempo, Jan 12, 1954, 1.  
 

In 1954, Hoyos became known as the “Titan of the Mountains.” El Tiempo’s writer 

Jorge Enrique Buitrago “Mirón” described how Hoyos became Colombia’s best after “just a 

couple of years.”144 The cycling field was more mature, and people had a deeper 
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understanding of modern techniques and what was needed to win a stage race, “Our pedalers 

are behaving with an authority they did not have four years ago.”145 Regarding “mechanical 

parity,” there was a sizable difference between the teams from wealthier departments and the 

ones with less of a budget, which was noted to be one of the most substantial problems of the 

competition. Nevertheless, there was no doubt that during the 1954 edition, La Vuelta a 

Colombia advanced in the professionalization of all the people involved in the caravan, as 

summarized by El Tiempo, “now it is managed according to the calculations, studies, 

observations, and technical consideration of modern competitions.”146 

Doping and self-medication were two of the most significant problems of La Vuelta. 

In the 1954 edition, there were plenty of debates about the issue. Mirón said, “nobody has told 

me this, I have seen it with my own eyes […] every rider travels with a medical kit full of 

drugs that they consume without any judgment.”147 In the peloton, doping was so common 

that several agents in the cycling field asked the race’s commissaries to “intervene to prevent 

the habit of self-medication.”148 Saturia de Sánchez, a known character of the caravan and one 

of the few women who traveled with the race since its first edition, claimed that 1954 was the 

year “of the pills” because all cyclists “consumed them routinely.”149 

The race’s official doctor Ivan Castrillón claimed that there was not “any type of 

doping” in La Vuelta. He asserted that most participants did consume pills but to “repair the 

energies lost” in every stage.150 Mike Forero Nougues claimed that in one of the stages he saw 
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a competitor consume “Benzedrine,” which by that time was already known for its stimulant 

effects.151 However, only Orlando Vargas, a rider from Armenia, was “accused of using 

drugs” to enhance his performance.152 The Cycling Association reacted by implementing a 

policy that aspired to prevent the use of performance-enhancing drugs because according to 

the “scientist in the caravan, the use of doping was mortal for the cyclists.”153 There is enough 

evidence to assert that doping during the 1954 Vuelta a Colombia was, at least, present in the 

caravan.  

In several occasions during La Vuelta’s first years, the competition was used to 

portray an image of civility that contradicted the violent reality that Colombians were 

experiencing in their daily life. For example, El Tiempo wrote on January 25, 1954, that 

“Colombians had an undeniable vocation for liberty and equality” that was constantly 

expressing itself in sporting fields.154 The itinerant character of the caravan made all its 

components important; cyclists, journalists, assistants, drivers, judges, organizers, were the 

“behind the scenes” of the race. El Tiempo praised these social agents saying, “[they] are the 

real writers and directors of the ‘spectacle’ that is La Vuelta. Without them, without their 

voices, this glory wouldn’t exist.”155  

The final stage of the 1954 Vuelta was utterly different from the one in 1953. Like in 

the previous year, Hoyos was the winner. However, instead of rocks, he received crowns and 

cheers like never before. Surrounded by members of the Colombian Army, Hoyos’ victory 

was a victory of the Armed Forces. Interviewed at the finish line, Hoyos said, “I dedicate this 
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victory to the president of the Republic, the commander of the Armed Forces, and the 

Governor of Antioquia.”156 Hoyos then continued praising the military, saying that “while 

enrolled he developed extraordinary physical attitudes and that all cyclists should train in the 

army because the formation people received in the institution was incredible.”157 Hoyos 

Vallejo noted that his happiest memory of La Vuelta was his victory in the time trial stage 

between Cali and Palmira because it was an opportunity to “silence his critics and the people 

who claimed that he was not a complete pedaler.”158 The central role of the military during the 

1954 Vuelta was clear. Supported by the figure and populism of General Gustavo Rojas 

Pinilla, the race was a space in which the institution conveyed its ideas about the future of 

Colombia. Certainly, the government was attempting to “pacify the country,” and La Vuelta 

was a place to promote that idea. 

Most representations of the 1954 Vuelta a Colombia were connected to the militaristic 

and hypermasculine environment surrounding Rojas Pinilla’s first years as president. The 

celebration of Colombian masculinity was especially strong regarding the figure of Ramón 

Hoyos Vallejo. Not only he was an active member of the military and the representative of the 

Army’s team, but he also was the strongest, most popular, and most beloved Colombian. 

Additionally, he was very successful “with the ladies who gave him eloquent displays of 

affection.”159 Often portrayed as a “playboy,” Ramón Hoyos responded with public comments 

about his lifestyle saying, “the newspaper is circulating rumors about me getting married after 

the next Vuelta a Colombia. I’m blindsided by these comments and all I want to say is that 
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besides being an athlete, in my free time I devote myself to the cultivation of love but without 

any commitment.”160  

On February 1st, the fourth Vuelta finished in Bogotá. The next day, Rojas Pinilla 

offered a reception to honor the riders. Ramón Hoyos was the center of attention during the 

event. Also present were some members of the Armed Forces, the ministers, journalists, radio 

broadcasters, and members of the Cycling Association.161 The media, in general, welcomed 

the invitation to the presidential palace with enthusiasm and as a sign of a “new moment” in 

Colombian sports.162 The reception was the “official entrance of Colombian sports” to the 

country’s high politics.163 According to Forero Nougues, “cyclists representing all parts of the 

country felt the warm reception given by the government, which continued to support all the 

activities that contribute to the physical and moral improvement of all Colombians.”164 Rojas 

Pinilla declared: “Colombian people love the things that unite them. Sports in general and La 

Vuelta a Colombia, in particular, are binding factors, and that is why people practice them 

with joy, enthusiasm, and satisfaction.”165 Rojas also said that sports were helping the military 

forces in their campaign in favor of the “coexistence of Colombians.”166 According to the 

General, “sports were an irreplaceable means of union and should be understood as 

culture.”167 After one of the chroniclers present at the lunch mentioned that “in the places 

where violence was most intense the caravan was welcomed with fervor,” the president 

answered back that the “new environment of understanding among Colombians” was more 
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visible thanks to La Vuelta, which was the main reason all the members of the military were 

“admirers of sporting activities.”168  

6. The Pan-American Champion 
 

In January of 1955, the National Cycling Association decided to postpone the 

beginning of that year’s Vuelta a Colombia. According to the Association, the participation in 

the Pan-American Games in México City was critical, and the cyclists needed time to prepare. 

Journalists like Miguel Zapata Restrepo criticized the decision, “[Cycling’s leadership] has 

neglected La Vuelta, they prefer to travel to any other country in the region instead of working 

here.”169 The debates about the Games in México and the organization of La Vuelta a 

Colombia continued until March when the National Cycling Association resolved the issue, 

and the Colombian Aces went to the North American country. However, some journalists in 

Colombia and also in Venezuela accused Ramón Hoyos Vallejo of being a professional 

cyclist because several private companies sponsored him.170 The media’s accusation was a 

matter of grave concern, mainly because that type of charge could cost Hoyos his 

participation in the continental event.  

On March 27, 1955, Ramón Hoyos Vallejo became the first Colombian to win the 

cycling event in a Pan-American championship. Hoyos won the race after a breakaway of 

more than 80 kilometers that Marcus Dupin from the Union Cycliste Internationale described 

as fantastic.171 According to Ramón Hoyos, “all Colombian cyclists were happy with the 

result in México,” because his victory was not personal but collective and represented the 
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whole country.172 Hoyos continued, “This is the first real championship I have won. I’m super 

excited, and I want to greet everybody in Colombia and Antioquia. Also, I want to announce 

my return to Medellín to resume my training for La Vuelta a Colombia.”173 The sports pages 

portrayed Ramón Hoyos victory in the Pan-American Games as a victory for Colombian 

masculinity. Praised by the national and international press, Colombian cyclers were 

described by the correspondents as “rude men who could easily adapt and dominate 

nature.”174 Dante Panzeri from the Argentinean magazine El Gráfico said, “more than 

anything, the two Colombians competing are brave, and that is why we admire them. […] 

They have shown an acute sense of opportunity and mental agility.”175 

By that moment, Ramón Hoyos Vallejo had established himself as the most important 

Colombian athlete. As a public figure, he promoted commercial products and public and 

private events.176 His fame made him the target of several critiques. For example, on May 30, 

1955, Medellín’s newspaper El Colombiano published an article saying that the “champion” 

was an egocentric who did not respect colleagues or rivals.177 Hoyos responded to his critics 

that he was “heartbroken” after seeing the people from Antioquia attacking him. He said: 

“Whenever I race they always insult me, when I win because I won, and when I lose because I 

did not win.”178 

In 1955, teams from Venezuela, México, and Argentina competed in La Vuelta a 

Colombia. The presence of the international teams was extremely beneficial for the sport 

                                                
172 “El panamericano es el primer campeonato que ha conquistado,” El Colombiano, Mar 29, 1955, 6.  
173 Ibid. 
174 “Los ciclistas colombianos, hombres rudos adaptados a la naturaleza,” El Tiempo, May 5, 1955, 17.  
175 Ibid. 
176 “La semana próxima llegan 4 ases mundiales del ciclismo,” El Mercurio, Nov 24, 1955, 4.  
177 “El Campeón vencido en una etapa fácil,” El Colombiano, May 30, 1955, 6.  
178 “Tengo el corazón destrozado dice el campeón Ramón Hoyos,” El Espectador, Jun 1, 1955, 8. 



 325 

because it helped to create a sense of superiority that Colombia did not have in any other 

aspect of public life. After the Venezuelan riders retired from the race, many agents in the 

cycling field began to speculate about the incomparable harshness of La Vuelta. Moreover, 

international coaches like “Che” Padilla from the Argentinean team argued that La Vuelta a 

Colombia was “the most difficult race in the world,” but that it was not “ ‘impossible’ as 

some people alleged.”179 Moreover, Padilla also said that La Vuelta “was a beautiful 

competition with great organization in an environment of total delirium.”180 Padilla was 

completely impressed by the thousands of Colombians who “welcomed the race” after each 

stage. He even claimed that the only comparison possible was with the European races like 

the Tour d’ France. 

The reaction to La Vuelta overseas was remarkable. For example, Eladio Martinez 

from the France Press mentioned how in México people believed La Vuelta a Colombia was 

difficult but not to the level that the riders were experiencing.181 In the Colombian press, 

México’s team was constantly praised for their bravery and willingness to sacrifice.182 In one 

of its editorials, El Espectador praised the “Mexicans” for their “bravery and manliness.” 

They were described as heroes who, when “confronted with a map of difficulties,” were 

capable of representing their country with honor. Argentinean Miguel Sevillano who was 

forced to retire after the tenth stage said that “critics abroad can’t imagine how difficult this 

race is, the weather, the terrain, the roads, the climbs.”183 There is no doubt that the 

geography, the topography, and the “impossibility” of Colombian roads made the race more 
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difficult.184 Important agents in the cycling field like Julio Arrastía believed that the presence 

of the international riders was a “festival of cultures.” He wrote: “I think that La Vuelta has 

been a Colombian celebration in which countries like Venezuela, Argentina and México have 

united [...] in the competition they have demonstrated their courage and most remarkable 

qualities.”185 For many people involved in cycling, it was clear that the race could have an 

internationalist and cooperative spirit that needed to be encouraged and celebrated.  

At this time, Bogotá had 11,043 registered bicycles, but most accounts claimed that 

those were only 15% of the total machines that existed in the city.186 Cycling was important in 

both sporting and social terms. The “machines” were part of people’s everyday lives. Peasants 

and blue-collar workers used bicycles the most. Entire regions, like the one formed by 

Rionegro, La Ceja, El Retiro, and La Unión close to Medellín in the department of Antioquia, 

were utterly dependent on bicycles.187 

In 1955, Rojas Pinilla did not participate in La Vuelta in the same way that he did in 

1954. In his hometown of Melgar, a city 100 kilometers away from Bogotá, he was in charge 

of signaling the finish.188 El Espectador recorded the interaction between Rojas and the riders, 

observing that “his Excellency Gustavo Rojas Pinilla, President of the Republic, welcomed 

the pedalers with flowers. Riders like Ramón Hoyos Vallejo dedicated the stage to the 

President.”189 These were conflictive times in Colombia, Rojas Pinilla’s government was in 

crisis because the historical leaders of the political parties and important sectors of civil 
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society were starting to resist his initiatives. The most powerful social actors in the country 

were circulating the idea of returning to democratic elections, but nobody wanted to make real 

efforts to transform the political reality at the time.190  

 

Map 6. 1955 Vuelta a Colombia. 

The 1955 Vuelta a Colombia had an extensive route. Totaling 1,923 kilometers, it was 

one of the longest races up until that point. After La Vuelta toured “a great part of the national 

territory,” people began to talk about how Colombia was “under construction.”191 Since the 
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country’s attention was focused on the roads, the transit of La Vuelta made visible that the 

highways were “very good, regular, and third category.” According to the observers, La 

Vuelta was a “claim” in favor of communication networks because “good roads” were 

synonymous of progress and control.192 The difficulties of the fifth Vuelta a Colombia were of 

such a magnitude that the critics claimed it was a “suicide on bike.”193 Even medical 

authorities intervened, saying that the efforts during the competition were inhumane. For the 

first time, the competition crossed Colombian borders when the race finished the eleventh 

stage in Tulcan, Ecuador. Civilian and political authorities in the neighboring country 

welcomed the competition with great enthusiasm. There was no doubt that one of the 

“complementary advantages” of La Vuelta a Colombia was the possibility that the race gave 

to “make the country known.”194 Until then, the “ignorance” regarding the most obvious 

geographical features was rampant. However, with the race’s popularity, the tide was 

changing: “[The cyclists] were the first ones to recognize the need for knowing each other not 

only at the local but also at the regional and national levels.”195 Cycling was a way in which 

people from the popular classes could “travel” materially and symbolically throughout the 

country. Commentators agreed that “a country unknown to its citizens won’t adequately 

amalgamate.”196 The sport was a window through which it was possible to “integrate into the 

politics of peace, justice, and liberty announced by the national government.”197 Cycling was 

a symbol of “union between the different parts of the country” and also a testimony of 
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“international friendship and cooperation.”198 According to Humberto Jaimes, regarding the 

geography, after “exploring the eastern and southern” parts of Colombia, La Vuelta needed to 

visit the Caribbean coast as the Director of the National Commission of Physical Education 

and the president of the National Cycling Association promised in 1955.199  

In the words of famous columnist Klim, by June of 1955, “the fanatics had moved 

away from soccer,” which until then was the most popular sport in the country. They were 

immersing themselves in the “deep waters of cycling,” to the point that people only wanted to 

talk about “Ramón Hoyos, sprints, rutiers, radio stations, cars, bunches, and so on.”200 

Moreover, Klim claimed that the passion for cycling had to be preserved to prevent what 

happened with soccer. According to him, La Vuelta a Colombia was the hardest competition 

in the world not for the quality of the competitors but for the state of the roads, which were 

“mere paths never transformed in real roads due to the inefficiency of public works in the 

country.”201 Klim was critical not only of the way in which the 1955 race was organized, but 

also recognized the immense symbolic weight that the competition held.  

The competition of the different radio stations during the Vuelta a Colombia was 

ferocious. Sports broadcasters constantly fought about who carried the report first. 

Accusations of “inaccuracy” and “lack of professionalism” abounded. Radio station wanted to 

be sure to convey that they were “the only ones narrating the action live.”202 The competition 

made many of the aficionados say that “the radio transmissions of the race were remarkable 
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from the technical stand point but unbearable due to the narrative used by the 

commentators.”203  

The 1955 Vuelta a Colombia finished on June 12, 1955. The race was totally 

dominated by Ramón Hoyos Vallejo who won 12 of the 18 stages, including the mountain 

classification and the general classification with an advantage of more than an hour and thirty 

minutes.204 With great expectation, Bogotá waited for the riders in an environment described 

as “festive.”205 Thousands crowded the city’s streets, excited about the caravan’s arrival. 

However, once the riders got to the velodrome, problems emerged. Half of the spectators were 

drunk, and there were fights galore. People threw rocks at the pedalers, and the police had to 

intervene to calm the situation. Later, when Hoyos arrived in his hotel, a multitude of people 

stormed the lobby demanding his presence. Violence erupted again, and the fanatics ended up 

destroying the hotel’s entrance.206 A special group of the national police “with helmets and 

tear gas” had to be deployed to control the crowd. In the end, the police ended up arresting 

more than 50 persons. Interviewed after the scandal, Hoyos said, “The blows I received did 

not hurt as much as the reception people gave me. I was not expecting this, and I was 

surprised. I am willing to retire definitively from cycling if I ever have to come back to 

Bogotá.”207 With increasing political pressure surrounding him, Rojas Pinilla did not 

intervene to try to prevent the violence in the capital, and people in Bogotá used the race as an 

outlet to express all their frustrations towards the government and the social conflicts that 

were emerging.  
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People in Bogotá reacted to the incident by writing letters to the newspapers saying 

that “everybody was outraged by the thugs attacking Hoyos, and that nobody in the country 

should judge the spirit of the city by the actions of a few.”208 El Espectador’s editorialist 

wrote, “The clumsy and barbaric attack from yesterday is totally unacceptable. What 

happened was a consequence of the lack of education, it is something that embarrasses and 

worries us.”209 Most of the city’s population agreed on condemning the violence in La Vuelta. 

The fact that the most famous cyclist in the country was run over by a group of men who also 

punched him before someone could intervene seemed inconceivable. El Tiempo concluded 

that due to the attack suffered by Hoyos, the race seemed unnecessary because “Colombians 

already had too many motives to hate” and pondered, “how barbaric have Colombians 

become?”210 

7. The Making of an Idol 
 

On June 23, 1955, El Espectador announced the publication of an “exclusive series” 

with Ramón Hoyos Vallejo, the “three-time champion” of La Vuelta a Colombia. Written by 

the, at the time journalist, Gabriel García Marquez, the series was publicized as an 

opportunity to know all “the secrets” of the champion.211 Presenting the work of the future 

Nobel Prize winner the newspaper said, “in this series, the famous athlete from Antioquia will 

reveal to our readers the secrets of his strength and his triumphs and will make a detailed 

account of his private life and sporting career.”212 To complete the chronicle, García Marquez 

traveled to Medellín and stayed with Ramón Hoyos in his own house. The future novelist’s 
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task was to write “a detailed account of the champion's biography and compile all the data of 

journalistic interest about Hoyos’ life, his hobbies, his projects, as well as the numerous 

photographs of the champion in the different periods.”213 By then, the public already 

recognized García Marquez’s wonderful prose after the publication of his story of Luis 

Alejandro Velasco, a member of the Colombian Navy who survived a shipwreck. The story 

made Velasco famous and also triggered a confrontation between the writer and the President 

of the Republic general Gustavo Rojas Pinilla. Garcia Marquez later transformed the 

chronicle in a best seller called The Story of a Shipwrecked Sailor.214 

Hoyos’ “reportage” was entitled “The three-time champion reveals his secrets” and El 

Tiempo presented it as a story by “Ramón Hoyos, related to Gabriel García Marquez.” 215 The 

newspaper published the first chapter of the series on June 27, 1955. Together with the 

chapter, García Marquez published a side note describing the five days he spent with Hoyos. 

The journalist started by saying that the champion seemed to be a “fragile boy with a rude 

spirit” but that in reality, he had “a strong body and the soft, welcoming, and cordial spirit of 

Antioquia’s peasants.”216 According to the future Nobel Prize winner, Hoyos was always 

cordial with the fanatics even though they used to “bother him.” The rider confessed that he 

was more cordial with common people because he did not want them saying that “fame 

affected him in a bad way.”217 García Marquez described how fanatics constantly visited 

Hoyos’ house and that for him it was impossible to have a private life. 218 The worship 
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towards Hoyos was of such a magnitude that García Marquez questioned the “possibility of 

living a life” surrounded by so much praise. In Medellín, for example, women and children 

constantly stopped him “just to talk.”219  

The “three-time champion” asked García Marquez to keep all the “names and facts” as 

“he mentioned them” and did not want any “reserves.” That was why García Marquez argued 

the series was the cyclist’s biography “just as he told it.” The encounters between the two men 

were full of details, including drinking a lot of coffee and also smoking because in his rest 

periods, Hoyos used to have “18 cigarettes a day.”220 El Espectador greatly publicized Hoyos’ 

biography. It was obvious that the life of the three times champion of La Vuelta a Colombia 

was interesting enough to be the main attraction of the publication for almost two weeks. El 

Espectador published the piece in 14 chapters between June 27 and July 12, 1955. In every 

chapter, Hoyos narrated a moment of his life that he considered relevant in order to explain 

his success as a cyclist. Since the beginning of his narrative and García Marquez’s adaptation, 

Hoyos tried to show his toughness and his extreme masculinity, traits he was proud of 

constructing since childhood. In the first chapter, Hoyos reveals how as a little kid he began to 

develop a “passion for speed” that was an integral part of his life. Describing his first contact 

with a bicycle, he said, “I first saw one in 1942 when a fat, blond, foreigner named Juan de la 

Cruz opened a bicycle rental business in Marinilla.” According to Hoyos, his first reaction 

was of “perplexity for the new vehicle.” 221 Hoyos also told García Marquez the story of how 

he moved from Marinilla to Medellín when he was 11 years old, at a time when he “already 
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smoked and enjoyed the cinema.” He also mentioned: “all cyclists are like donkeys, but if I 

had continued in school probably nobody would care about me today.”222  

In his narration, Hoyos describes his time as a messenger for a grocery store and the 

way he perceived bicycles as working tools. Being a messenger was the opportunity to win 

more money and “smoke more cigarettes and go to more movies.”223 At 16, while working for 

a meat shop, he began to visit a bike shop where he befriended a mechanic named Victor 

Betancourt. It was in the bike shop that Hoyos understood for the first time that a person like 

himself could use the bicycle for different things, like competitive cycling. “They opened my 

eyes, I understood that it was possible to do many things on a bicycle.”224 Driven by his desire 

to be a cyclist and the need to have more time to train, he found a job as an industrial worker 

in Coltejer. In April of 1949, after saving for months, he invested 170 pesos in his first 

bicycle. As in many other places in Colombia during the 1950s, Betancourt’s bike shop was a 

hub for cycling exchanges until the internal dynamics transformed the place into a cycling 

club named Saeta.  

According to García Marquez, cycling was a “complex world,” full of rivalries and 

intense competition in which all the cyclists felt threatened and had delusions of persecution. 

Hoyos was the most visible figure, and all his competitors wanted to dethrone him, “he is the 

most popular, and many cannot forget that.”225 García Márquez also wrote about Antonio 

Zapata Arboleda who he considered the “intellectual of Colombian cycling.”226 García 

Marquez mentioned how during the 1953 Vuelta, “people all over the department of 
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Antioquia prayed with the objective of seeing Ramón Hoyos Vallejo as the champion.”227 For 

many people in the region, Hoyos meant “the decentralization” of the nation’s sports.228  

In the chronicle, both García Marquez and Ramón Hoyos Vallejo discussed the rivalry 

with Efraín Forero, which they described as an expression of the tensions between the 

departments of Cundinamarca and Antioquia. Regarding the competition between the two, 

Hoyos said “I was not afraid of him. On the contrary, I was happy to compete and beat a 

pedaler of his category.”229 According to Hoyos, his first encounter with Forero was dramatic. 

Under the most dramatic climatological conditions, both competed with all their will.230 

Hoyos sustained that the reason why people in Bogotá did not like him was that Efraín Forero 

was the local hero and the “city” wanted him to be the winner of all cycling races.231 Hoyos 

mentioned that during the last stage of the 1953 Vuelta a Colombia, some motorcyclists from 

Antioquia received him in Bogotá’s entrance, “revolver in hand,” with the objective of 

protecting the champion from the public’s aggressions. According to Hoyos, after finishing 

the race, people threw “rocks and sticks” at him, “the vociferous multitude hit me while I was 

trying to get to the velodrome’s exit.”232 During the attack, Hoyos’ bicycle was stolen by the 

capital’s fanatics. Hoyos describes how the fourth Vuelta a Colombia first visited the eastern 

part of the country: “I was not sure about entering unknown terrains.”233 After describing his 

many trips overseas, Hoyos argued that “there were good bicyclists everywhere” and that 

Colombians should not “hope” for better results without training with “scientific methods and 
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good will.”234 He became more personal when telling the story of a landslide in the Santa 

Helena hill in Medellín on July 11, 1954. The tragedy was one of the biggest natural disasters 

in the city’s history and significantly impacted Ramón Hoyos because his mother and one of 

his sisters died in the catastrophe.  

8. Flowing Like a River 
 

In May 1956, the Colombian Cycling Association began preparations for the sixth 

edition of La Vuelta a Colombia. Political and social tensions between General Gustavo Rojas 

Pinilla and most of Colombia’s civil society tainted the race. For example, in June, the 

Colombian Cycling Association and the Association of Sports Chroniclers agreed to produce 

“official information” about La Vuelta. Newspapers like El Colombiano considered the idea 

to be authoritarian and “typical” of Rojas Pinilla’s attack on “freedom of speech and 

information.”235 El Colombiano accused the journalist’s association of being a “totalitarian 

organization,” at the service of the national government presided by the General.236 

After his fourth consecutive victory in 1956, Ramón Hoyos had positioned himself as 

the first megastar of Colombian sports. In fact, his fame was of such a magnitude that 

journalists often related him with the most recognized “dames of Colombian society” in virtue 

of being the “second most popular” Colombian behind General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla. 237 In 

an opinion column called “the King and the Queen,” Miguel Zapata Restrepo mentioned how 

Hoyos was “Colombian royalty” and the most masculine of men, to the point that he was in a 
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position to flirt with the nation’s beauty queen Esperanza Gallon, who in 1956 was often 

portrayed as “the most beautiful woman” in the country.238 

 

Map 7. 1956 Vuelta a Colombia. 

By 1956, under the censorship of the military government, El Tiempo, had to change 

its name to Intermedio. That year, for the first time in history, La Vuelta started in a city other 

than Bogotá. Having the race start in Bucamaranga was an opportunity to highlight the 

progress of the city and the eastern part of Colombia. Intermedio said, “Having so many 
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people congregated at the start of the race is an opportunity to show the progress of 

Bucaramanga.”239 The city was then portrayed as diverse and progressive and at the top of 

“Colombia’s capitals.”240 La Vuelta was the perfect opportunity to highlight the city’s 

advancements in the cultural and social fields.241  

The success of the 1956 Vuelta made clear that every year, the aficionados 

experienced a “spiritual cycling fever” that for three weeks altered their everyday life, making 

the race the only relevant conversation topic in the country. Mocking intellectualist critics of 

the activity, El Tiempo said: “Academics who only know the celerifere, are getting together to 

discuss the insane, idiotic passion for cycling.”242 Since the sixth Vuelta a Colombia did not 

have any of the problems of the previous editions, the printing press tried to use it to sustain 

that the “regionalist sentiments” were a thing of the past.243 

In May 1957, a military junta supported by civil society as a whole removed General 

Gustavo Rojas Pinilla from power. Two of the most powerful men in Colombian history, 

Laureano Gómez and Alberto Lleras Camargo, representing the Conservative and the Liberal 

parties, respectively, signed the Sitges pact. The accord, later ratified through a plebiscite in 

which women voted for the first time in Colombia, laid the foundations of an exclusionary 

social and political regime that governed Colombia for 16 years known as the National 

Pact.244 Just a month later, La Vuelta a Colombia traveled for the first time to the Caribbean 
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coast. In that occasion, several European riders from Spain and Austria took part in the 

competition. In total there were 4 Spanish cyclists, Alberto Sant, Juan Crespo, José Gómez 

del Moral, and Julio San Emeterio. The Spanish embassy in Bogotá commissioned Orancio 

Machado as the team’s coach. Since Machado was familiar with the Colombian roads and the 

people’s customs, he was considered to be the ideal candidate for the job. During the 1957 

race, the cyclists were using more asphalted roads, but some of the Spaniards claimed that 

those were the worst places they had ever raced. The cycling field considered the participation 

of the Spanish team as the most important attraction of the year.  

The Seventh edition of La Vuelta a Colombia was often portrayed by the media as 

“Pandora’s box,” a place in which anything could be possible. Not only was there a new 

landscape, but there was also the presence of the Spaniards, which Colombian aficionados felt 

to be a threat to the most nationalistic narratives of the race. The Europeans had success 

during the first flat stages along the Caribbean coast, so people began to feel a sense of their 

“superiority.”245 Perhaps following a pattern already established in other realms of national 

life, cycling followed the developmental narrative that considered the “national product” 

inferior to the international.246 Newspaper El Colombiano portrayed the Spanish riders as 

“conquistadors” who were “touring the same sunny routes that, centuries ago, were transited 

by Don Pedro de Heredia.”247 In their “conquest,” the four Spanish riders were doing the 

“same labor their ancestors” did five centuries earlier. The newspaper concluded, “These 

Spaniards are willing to conquer us again. Will the mestizo cyclists be able to stop them?”248 
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Interviewed in Medellín, the members of the Spanish team Juan Crespo and José Gómez del 

Moral claimed that in Europe, the pedalers did not have to suffer as much, not only regarding 

the terrain, but also with the investment in spare bicycles and parts.249 Besides the Spaniards, 

an Austrian team also took part in the race.  

 

Map 8. 1957 Vuelta a Colombia. 

The scheduled start of the race in Barranquilla had several problems. First, there was a 

“judges’ strike,” and the ones in charge of justice were absent. Second, the department of 

Atlántico’s Cycling League was immersed in a dispute with the National Association and did 
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not collaborate with the logistics. Third, the organization of the race expelled Carlo Soto, a 

masseuse working for the Spaniards because he was giving forbidden drugs to the riders. At 

the moment, Soto was the scapegoat, and none of the riders had problems continuing in the 

competition. For the first couple of stages on flat terrain, the dominator was Jorge Alonso “the 

black eagle” Luque from Bogotá. Despite the debilitating heat, the first five stages of the race 

appeared to be calm until the arrival in Medellín and the first rest day in that city.  

During the sixth stage of the 1957 Vuelta, a dramatic event changed the perspectives 

of the race when the judges accused Antioquia’s team of cheating in the ascent to Caramanta. 

Ramón Hoyos Vallejo, with the stomach flu, was struggling to finish the stage and was 

resigning his aspiration to win a fifth consecutive Vuelta. After falling sick, Hoyos came 

down from his bike and decided to retire. However, Honorio Rua and Spanish rider Juan 

Crespo helped Hoyos get back on his feet. Gerardo Rojas, a police Captain acting as cycling 

judge, witnessed what happened and disqualified Hoyos, claiming that Crespo gave him “an 

illegal push.”250 Julio Arrastía and Jorge Rincón who were managing Antioquia’s team 

decided to retire the entire squad from the competition. As head of the delegation, Rincón 

wrote a letter to the National Cycling Association in which he complained about Captain 

Rojas’s actions, because he “did not know anything about cycling” among other things.251  

Despite de fall of Rojas Pinilla, in 1957, three members of the armed forces Captain 

Gerardo Rojas, Major Héctor Sabogal, and Colonel Marcos Arámbula continued to be the 

directors of the race. The three men were the protagonists in the confrontation between 

Antioquia’s League and the National Cycling Association.252 In a public statement made by 
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the League, the members of the team claimed that Hoyos and Rincón’s sanction was unfair 

and failed to consider the opinion of all the judges. Antioquia’s retirement strained the 

relationship between the League and the National Association. On one hand, some people 

speculated that Antioquia did not continue in the race under the influence of Julio Arrastía and 

Jorge Rincón. On the other hand, Antioquia’s League blamed Major Héctor Sabogal for being 

a provocateur and scaling the problem until he forced the retirement of the riders.253 El 

Colombiano said, “We have been discussing and all agree if La Vuelta wants to continue, it 

needs to find new and more responsible leadership.”254 

The retirement of the “riders from la montaña” was a low blow for the cycling 

aficionados in Antioquia. Hundreds of them wrote letters to the members of the National 

Cycling Association, complaining about the situation. For example, Juan Antonio Zapata 

protested the attitude of the organizers and the way in which the Association was attacking 

Antioquia.255 Zapata could not tolerate that some media representations of the incident 

portrayed the riders from his region as quitters: “ [In Antioquia] we have always had ‘a 

victorious march’ [we don’t] kneel, we break the long chains of despotism with the sword of 

Berrio or Hoyos’ bicycle.”256 The moment was used to promote a regionalist narrative of 

independence and victimization that for years was used in the building of Antioqueño identity 

in relation to Bogotá. In an editorial of El Espectador, the problem with Antioquia’s cyclists 

was an excuse to think about the general state of the activity and to claim that official 

intervention in sports had been detrimental to their development, especially during the 
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government of Gustavo Rojas Pinilla. The editorial said “Official intervention has been 

disastrous for sporting activities. [La Vuelta] was used to bust the popularity of the dictator to 

the point that changes in the route and the dates were constantly made considering only 

political reasons.”257 

After the overall victory of Spaniard José Gómez del Moral, several newspapers 

across the country published things like: “Spain defeated the Chibchas.”258 Unable to escape 

from their colonial mindset, the ‘chroniclers’ saw Gómez’s victory as a “sporting conquest” in 

which the Spaniards had shown, yet again, their “superiority.”259 Moreover, the Europeans 

had gone to Colombia to teach them how to “properly ride,” despite the fact that many 

competitors were already accomplished pedalers in the country and overseas.260  

In 1957, the Colombian television, founded by Rojas Pinilla in 1954, made its first 

appearance in the race. Although there was no live programming of the event, spaces were 

produced to communicate all the incidents of the competition. For example, Jorge Enrique 

Buitrago had a show commentating on La Vuelta from Bogotá, but with information sent from 

the cities in which the race stopped. For most specialists within the cycling field, the 1957 

Vuelta was a setback in the development of the sport because there were a lot of problems that 

the organization was not able to resolve. Mirroring what was going on in the country, the 

National Cycling Association and the race itself were in a period of restructuring.  

In January of 1958, Colombian roads received the visit of some of the most important 

cyclists in the world. Among the visitors was Fausto Coppi, who was considered an “old time 
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great.”261 When Coppi visited Colombia, he was 39 years old and was close to retirement. 

Interviewed in Bogotá, he claimed that he was too old to compete in La Vuelta a Colombia 

and that he planned to retire at age 40. Coppi’s visit was the reconfirmation that Colombia had 

world-class cycling and it was possible to compete against the world’s best.262 Commercially, 

Coppi’s stay was a tremendous success. In the second race in which he participated, more 

than 30 thousand people packed the stands of Bogotá’s soccer stadium with the only hope of 

watching the world champion in action. 

In 1958, Oscar Hernández, a private sports entrepreneur, organized an “international 

cycling season.” Hernández and his “attempt” to “professionalize” cycling was criticized by 

the press that argued it was “cycling’s turn to” suffer the impact of private cycling agents. In a 

column called “The cycling goblins,” Mike Forero denounced how Hernandez’s “private 

interests” were contaminating the sport to the point that the agent did not even pay Coppi for 

his visit.263 Responding to the accusations, Hernández claimed that he was “going to pay 

Coppi” all the money promised. He also said that he hired Coppi and a few other European 

riders with the hope of competing in Colombia, México, and Venezuela but that his “cycling 

enterprise” turned out to be a total failure.264 Hernández seemed to be an expert scammer who 

convinced the whole cycling field of taking part in the international season without having the 

experience to organize it. Ramón Hoyos Vallejo defeated both Coppi and Koblet in their final 

competition in Colombia. The Europeans used all kind of excuses to justify their lost, but in 

the end, they were conscious that under specific conditions they could be easily defeated by 
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Ramón Hoyos. In fact, both Coppi and Koblet proposed to race him again in November.265 

Coppi’s visit was an opportunity to discuss ideal body types and how the “great Italian 

champion” was far from being an Adonis.266 According to Mike Forero, Coppi had 

“deformed” his body to “improve” his positioning on the bike to gain more speed.267  

During the pre-race buildup, the 1958 Vuelta a Colombia had one big problem, the 

funding. The National Association argued that the total cost was 174,000 pesos, of which they 

only had 120,000 including a governmental contribution of 80,000. 268 Since the 1957 

debacle, the idea of the Cycling Association was to guarantee an equal field for everybody 

competing. In the end, after a communal effort by competitors, organizers, and sponsors, the 

logistics of the race were in order. Among the transformations implemented in 1958 were “the 

reform of the administrative personnel, fixed salaries for all the members of the logistics, a 

new registration was established, and a rules committee and an appellations committee were 

formed.269 Also, the cycling caravan was transformed to emulate the great international races. 

The new caravan included concerts and cultural events at the end and beginning of the stages, 

that is to say, “cycling combined with entertainment for all kinds of people.”270 

The eighth Vuelta a Colombia was won by Ramón Hoyos Vallejo, becoming a “five-

time champion.” With his consolidation as the greatest Colombian cyclist, Ramón Hoyos 

aspired to prove his sporting value by competing in Italy.271 To fulfill his dream, he traveled 

to the city of Cali where he tried to convince the representatives of Monark to finance his 
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adventure. Ake Holberger, the CEO of Monark gave Hoyos some advice on how to compete 

in Europe, including ideas about what he needed to have to be at the same level as the 

Europeans. After traveling to Italy and France, Hoyos attempted to represent Colombia in the 

1958 UCI’s World Championships in Reims. Unfortunately, the Colombian Cycling 

Association decided to stop Hoyos’ attempt, arguing that the five-time Colombian champion 

was not well prepared to compete with the international stars.272 

 

Map 9. 1958 Vuelta a Colombia. 
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After Hoyos failure in Europe, commentators in the country began to question the 

place of cycling within Colombian culture. Journalist Mike Forero claimed that the reason 

why the sport was popular among “all social classes” was cyclists’ willingness to “sacrifice” 

all they had, just as Hoyos had done. The sport was like the “law of the masses,” the spirit of a 

popular multitude that suddenly felt represented by “courageous young men” who risked their 

lives to entertain common “people.”273 In the world of cycling, the “masses” could find a 

place to express their “cult for the values of strength.”274 Moreover, the “young cyclists 

sacrificed the few things life gave them” only to help “ the popular passions flow like a river” 

over the country’s rough and impossible roads.275
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EPILOGUE 
 

During the 1960s, Colombian cycling experienced a generational change after the 

decline of Ramón Hoyos Vallejo and Efraín Forero, the two most important wheelmen of the 

previous decade. New riders like Ruben Darío Gómez, Hernán Medina, and Martín Emilio 

Rodriguez appeared as the representatives of a new generation that were going to take the 

sport to the next level. Cycling continued under the domination of the department of 

Antioquia, which since the mid-1950s worked in the formation of new talents in places like 

cycling club Mediofondo.1 In 1961, radio station RCN, which had been a great supporter of 

the sport since the early 1950s, created a race called the RCN’s Classic. For years, the race 

was considered the second most important in the country. In its beginnings, the Classic only 

had two stages, but eventually, it became a ten-stage race.  

On August 15, 1963, Martín Emilio “Cochise” Rodríguez won the first of his four 

titles in La Vuelta a Colombia. During those years, Colombia experienced a phenomenon of 

“banditry violence” unique in the hemisphere, and the country was under the so-called “state 

of siege,” which was a constitutional norm that allowed the executive branch to enact laws 

without the approval of the Congress.2 Within that legal framework, the conservative 

government of Guillermo León Valencia oppressed and persecuted peasants and autonomous 

communities across the country. Valencia’s actions during the 1964 attack in Marquetalia 

eventually ended up laying the foundation for the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia 
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(FARC).3 National media registered Rodríguez’s first victory in the Vuelta a Colombia 

saying, “The raw material responds to the director’s orders. The sum of these two forces, the 

theoretical and the practical, resulted in the victory of Antioquia’s machine.”4 Rodriguez went 

on to dominate the whole decade, becoming one of the all-time greats in Colombia’s cycling. 

He was the winner of the Vuelta a Colombia in 1963, 1964, 1966, and 1967 and also 

participated in international events like La Vuelta al Tachira in Venezuela and the Vuelta a 

México. He was also a great track racer, being National, Bolivarian, South American, Pan-

American, and World champion.5 Rodríguez also represented Colombia in the 1968 Olympic 

Games in México City. Perhaps the most important change road cycling experienced in the 

1960s was the disappearance of the regional teams and the individual sponsorships and 

consequently the consolidation of “professional” teams supported by Colombia’s best-known 

brands like Bavaria and Avianca.6  

On the night of October 7, 1970, “Cochise” broke the amateur world hour record.7 The 

printing press described his deed as being “the only world class” victory in the history of 

Colombian sports. At the time, the country was living the last years of the National Front 

during the presidency of Conservative president Misael Pastrana amid a profound social crisis 

and the strengthening of the revolutionary guerrillas.8 The president of the Republic sent 
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Cochise a message that said: “your world record is a great achievement that proves you are 

one of our greatest sports figures. In the name of the Colombian people, we want to thank 

you.”9 Rodriguez’s victory ratified his place in the history of Colombia’s cycling during the 

1971 World Championships in Varesse, Italy, where he became the country’s first world 

champion after winning the final of the 4,000 meters individual pursuit race. That same year, 

“Cochise” won in the 1971 Pan-American Games in Cali and seemed to be the great favorite 

to win in the 1972 Olympic Games in Munich. However, the Colombian Olympic Committee 

disqualified him from the race under the pretext of being a professional. The Committee’s 

decision has been considered one of the biggest mistakes in the history of Colombian sports. 

Rodriguez also was the first Colombian to ever ride for an international team when Felipe 

Gimondi, owner of the Bianchi-Campagnolo team, hired him in 1973. With the Italian squad, 

the pedaler won two stages in the 1973 and 1975 Giro d’ Italia. “Cochise” was one of the 

most popular public figures in the country and also placed himself in the collective memory of 

Colombians after coining the phrase: “In Colombia, people die more from envy than from 

cancer.”10  

In the 1970s, riders from the departments of Cundinamarca and Boyacá, like Rafael 

Antonio Niño, Alvaro Pachón, and Miguel Samacá, dominated the sport. Niño was 20 years 

old when he first won Vuelta a Colombia in 1970. National media considered him a prodigy 

and the most important member of the “new” generation of cycling. It was as if every decade 

had its rider, and since very early on in the 1970s, Niño seemed to be “the one.”11 The cycling 

field as a whole appeared to be moved by the amazing story of Niño, who with only two years 

                                                
9 “El presidente Pastrana envió mensaje a Cochise,” El Tiempo, Oct 7, 1970, 1.  
10 “Me gusta el juego limpio,” El Espectador, Dec 1, 2010, n.d. 
11 “Relevo de generaciones,” El Tiempo, May 11, 1970, 1.  
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of practicing the sport, dominated the race as the most mature pedaler in the peloton. The 

recently chosen President Misael Pastrana, who just a month before had beaten General 

Gustavo Rojas Pinilla in a fraudulent election, congratulated Niño saying, “Your victory 

reveals the qualities and skills that the Colombian youth should have in the great crusade to 

forge a better future for the Republic.”12 Niño ended up winning five more Vuelta a Colombia 

in 1973, 1975, 1977, 1978, and 1980, becoming the all-time leader in victories, surpassing his 

two childhood heroes, “Cochise” Rodríguez and Ramón Hoyos Vallejo. He was also 

victorious in 5 RCN Classics, dominating the decade. 

The 1970s finished with a meaningful change at the top of the cycling leadership in 

the country. After more than 26 years, Miguel Angel Bermúdez replaced General Marcos 

Arámbula Durán as the head of the Colombian Cycling Association. Bermúdez became the 

“architect” behind the internationalization of the country’s cycling. During this decade, 

several important historical processes transformed Colombian society, culture, and politics. 

With the arrival of the U.S. Peace Corps in 1964, marijuana crops and cocaine labs began to 

appear in the countryside. A mafia culture developed, and new political dynamics tied to the 

drug dealers’ money emerged.13 It was also in this decade that a failed agrarian reform 

resulted in the passing of the “pacto de chicoral” and later in the promulgation of the 1973 

Law 4. With the Law, powerful landowners and cattlemen strengthened their control over the 

most fertile lands and expelled poor peasants to the most remote areas of the country. The 

                                                
12 “Pastrana felicita al Campeón,” El Tiempo, May 11, 1970, 2ª section, 1.  
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expansion of the agricultural frontier was not successful since the state did not develop the 

tools to incorporate these settlers into the dynamics of the national and global economies. The 

social, economic, cultural, and political exclusions of which they were victims pushed young 

peasants to support the communists’ guerrillas formed after 1964. It is in this moment that the 

Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), the National Liberation Army (ELN), the 

Popular Liberation Army (EPL), and the M-19 grew exponentially. As a response to the 

advancement of the guerrillas, rural elites and the military formed paramilitary groups that 

laid waste to everything that lay in their path with the bogus claim that they were fighting the 

guerrillas.14 

In September of 1980, Alfonso Flórez, a pedaler born in Bucaramanga, won the most 

important amateur stage race in the world, the Tour de L’avenir. Flórez defeated Soviet 

pedaler Yuri Barinov to become the first Colombian to win a stage race in Europe. At that 

moment, Colombia was under a severe penal regime known as “statute of national security,” 

which was heavily criticized by Human Rights organizations in both Colombia and 

overseas.15 Condemned by its actions, the government of Liberal president Julio César Turbay 

accused organizations such as Amnesty International of being at the “service of terrorism.”16 

Under Turbay’s policy, the Colombian government killed, displaced, disappeared, tortured, 
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and exiled thousands of people, accusing them of hindering the “social and moral order” of 

the country.17 The political confrontation against the country’s “communism” was also 

transferred to the cycling race in France where, according to Enrique Santos Calderon, “the 

Soviets declared a ‘war’ against Colombians.” Santos argued that the “Soviet monsters” were 

attacking the Colombians who could only answer saying “USA, USA, we will drop the 

atomic bomb on you.”18  

Alfonso Flórez’s victory in 1980 opened up the path for Colombian riders in Europe 

and inaugurated one of the most critical periods in the country’s cycling. Wheelers like Rafael 

Acevedo and José Patrocinio Jiménez became regulars in European races, and in some 

occasions had good performances. In 1983, a Colombian team was invited for the first time to 

participate in the Tour d’ France. Although the result of this incursion was not good, the team 

gained much-needed experience. The “explosion” of Colombia’s cycling in the international 

scene came in 1984 with Martin Ramírez’s victory in the Dauphiné Liberé, a one-week race 

usually held before the Tour d’France and normally used by the great leaders of the peloton to 

prepare for the Grande Bouclé. That same year, Luis “Lucho” Herrera became the first 

Colombian to win a stage in the Tour after his victory in the mythical ascent to the Alpe D’ 

Huez. Herrera was the leader of a generation of riders that made Colombian cycling 

competitive in the international scene. The day after his victory, José Clopatofsky, El 

Tiempo’s correspondent in the race, wrote: “[The victory] was the independence of a 

backward cycling that continued its accelerated race to the top of the cycling world.”19 
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Francisco Plo, a journalist working for the Agence France-Presse, claimed that more than just 

a Colombian victory, Herrera’s display of courage was a triumph of the Americas, 

“Colombian Luis Herrera introduced the Americas into the world of road racing. Until today 

and with only one exception, an Australian rider, only Europeans have won stages in the 80-

year history of the Tour d’ France.”20 Herrera went on to be the most successful rider of his 

generation. Widely recognized as the best climber of the 1980s, he won stages and the 

mountains classification in all major cycling races in the world. He also was victorious in the 

1987 Vuelta a España, 1991 Dauphiné Liberé, 4 Vueltas a Colombia, and 4 RCN Classics.  

Following the example of “the little gardener,” as Herrera was also known, other 

Colombian cyclists like Fabio Parra, Francisco Rodriguez, Antonio Agudelo, and Manuel 

Cárdenas went on to compete on equal terms with the Europeans. The Colombian public 

received the international success of the cyclists with great enthusiasm, and all the social 

forces in the country mobilized to support the riders. Journalists and private companies did 

not lose the opportunity to profit from the phenomenon, and very soon, specials, interviews, 

anecdotes, photo reports, promotions, and advertisements began to appear in media outlets all 

across the country. It was the return of Colombian cycling’s golden age.  

During the 1990s, after the retirement of the 1980s stars, the sport suffered a decline in 

its popularity. The decay coincided with the growth of soccer at the international level, which 

in 1990 saw the national team return to the world cup after a 28-year absence.21 Although 

riders like Oliverio Rincón, Alvaro Mejía, Nelsón Rodríguez, and Jose “Chepe” González had 
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important performances in Colombia and abroad, the sport was losing popularity as well as 

private and public support. However, thanks to the initiative of Miguel Angel Bermúdez, the 

country organized with great success the road and track world championships in 1995. In the 

first decade of the new millennium, only a few pedalers like Santiago Botero, Hernán 

Buenahora, Félix Cárdenas, and Mauricio Soler gained some national and international 

recognition, although only serving as domestics for international teams. Botero was the most 

successful of the pedalers, winning stages in Le Tour, La Vuelta a España, and the time trial 

competition in the 2002 world championships in Belgium. However, Botero’s involvement in 

the “Operación Puerto,” one of cycling’s most infamous doping scandals in the last 20 years, 

tainted his success.22 

The “crisis” of Colombian cycling kept fans and the public away for almost two 

decades. The sport was suffering and, logically, big media companies “abandoned ship.”23 

However, the passion and love for the sport remained in the spirit of real aficionados and also 

in the hearts of young athletes who continued racing for local clubs while dreaming about 

winning in the big races in Colombia and abroad. In 2010, nurtured by those local clubs, an 

amateur team sponsored by Café de Colombia-Colombia es Pasión went to compete in the 

Tour de L’Avenir. Led by Nairo Quintana, the team convincingly won the race. After the 

success in the most prestigious amateur race in the world, the pedalers found opportunities to 

compete for professional squads both in Colombia and overseas. This millennial generation of 

Colombian cycling ended up being highly successful. With names like Nairo Quintana, 

Rigoberto Urán, Esteban Chaves, Jarlinson Pantano, Darwin Atapuma, Miguel Angel López, 
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Sergio Luís Henao, Fernando Gaviria, and Egan Bernal, the sport recuperated its place at the 

top of Colombian sports. Since 2012, the country has been in the first places of the UCI world 

rankings. Colombian pedalers, combined, have finished 12 times in the podium of the world’s 

most important races, Le Tour, La Vuelta, and Il Giro.24 The international success revitalized 

the activity, and the excitement of the Colombian people skyrocketed to the levels of the 

1950s and the 1980s. People’s passion was, of course, a magnet that attracted big media 

companies and the private sector. With narratives full of chauvinism, the public was 

convinced, once again, that “cycling is, and was, the truly national sport.”25 

When trying to understand the origin of cycling’s success in Colombia, there are two 

intrinsic reasons that journalists, academics, and the public in general use: 1) that a country 

with mountains logically produces cyclists, and 2) that Colombian peasants’ predisposition to 

suffering makes them ideal for the sport. This dissertation proves that rather than a “natural” 

consequence of the geography and the people’s idiosyncrasy, the sport’s success in Colombia 

is the result of several contingent historical processes in which the actions of social agents in 

the field made the country a “powerhouse” of the cycling world. 

  

                                                
24 Le Tour: Nairo Quintana (2013, 2015, 2016), Rigoberto Urán (2017); La Vuelta: Nairo Quintana (2016), 
Estaban Chaves (2017); Il Giro: Nairo Quintana (2014, 2017), Rigoberto Urán (2013, 2014), Esteban Chaves 
(2016), Miguel Ángel López (2018).  
25 “La importancia de apostarle al ciclismo,” El Espectador, Feb 12, 2018, nd.  
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