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ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation studies trade connections in the Viceroyalty of the New Kingdom of Granada 

(present-day Colombia, Ecuador, Panama, and Western Venezuela), one of the largest global gold 

producers, during the Age of Revolutions (1780-1840). It interweaves a unique, broad set of 

quantitative sources to analyze the direction, magnitude, and dynamics of interregional flows of 

three sets of goods:  precious metals (silver and gold in both bullion and coins), domestic staples 

(textiles, manufactures, and cash crops), and global goods (textiles, foodstuffs, and manufactures 

of Asian and European provenance). The dissertation examines how the urban triad conformed by 

Bogotá, Popayán, and Quito intertwined a thick set of interregional trade ties that encompassed 

mining belts, highland producers, and entrepôts in the Caribbean and Pacific lowlands. 

The dissertation explores the mechanisms through which increased/decreased export income was 

transmitted to other sectors of the North Andean economy. It states that during the second half of 

the eighteenth century the region experienced a process of market deepening and widening, with 

the flows of gold and commodities promoting Smithian growth through specialization, polycentric 

connections, and the expansion of the market and monetary economy. By integrating gold flows 

into the analysis of trade patterns in the Americas, the dissertation challenges the silver-centered 

nature of the literature and provides insights into the way in which bimetallic exchanges oiled the 

wheels of continental-wide supply chains. 
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The research also demonstrates that the military conflicts that plagued the Age of Revolutions 

transformed the late colonial market expansion, with the region experiencing an important process 

of trade disruption and deviation. Conflicts led to economic contraction, but the dissertation argues 

that the post-independence crisis has been overestimated by scholars. Instead, it offers an image 

of an economy reorganizing itself, readjusting old ways to interact with the world economy, and 

deploying key institutional reforms throughout the 1820s and the 1830s. I argue that warfare 

constituted not only a conduit of political and social change but also a huge mobilization of 

manpower, coins, and resources that spurred sectoral transformations. The dissertation, then, 

analyzes a region pivotal to global bullion markets within a context of political change.  
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 INTRODUCTION 

A Bias for Gold 

On the morning of June 8, 1810, Francis Horner, member of the British Parliament and chair of 

the “Select Committee on High Price of Gold Bullion,” submitted to the House of Commons one 

of the most influential reports written in the history of global monetary policy. The document, 

famously known as the “Bullion Report,” provided an extensive discussion regarding the unusual 

changes experienced by the London bullion market in the midst of the Napoleonic Wars.1 Besides 

coalescing the ideas of renowned political economists such as David Ricardo and Henry Thornton, 

the Report drew insights from bankers, bullion and bill brokers, import-export merchants, mint 

masters, and customs officials. This constellation of informants supplied Horner and his colleagues 

with a plethora of data and insights to study the dynamics of global bullion markets during those 

hectic years.2 

The changes perceived by the Bullion Committee included not only a noticeable upward shift in 

the price of gold in London, but also a decline in mintage activity and an increase in the outflow 

of coins and bullion to continental Europe. These developments, as the Report emphasized, 

constituted “a crisis not seen in a century.” Indeed, since 1717 the British economy had operated 

under de facto gold standard, with Brazil’s mining output fueling the bourgeoning demand for 

auriferous coins. The monetary regime worked effectively, and the price of gold fluctuated close 

to the fixed ratio of £4.25 per ounce up to the turn of the century.3 What was, then, the root of the 

“crisis”? The Bullion Committee singled out the passing of the Bank Restriction Act in 1797, 

which suspended the convertibility of the sterling notes of the Bank of England, as the main driver 

behind the currency problems. In a bullionist tone, the committee argued that the Bank had issued 

notes in excess of the monetary demand, leading to price inflation and volatility in the London 

market. This approach was opposed by an “anti-bullionist” group that emphasized, inter alia, the 

 
1 Parliamentary Papers, Report Together with the Minutes of Evidence and Accounts, 22-52. 

Hereafter “Bullion Report.”  
2 On the politics of the Report and its intellectual imprints see a synthesis in Fetter, “The Politics 

of the Bullion Report,” 102-110, and Perlman, “The Bullionist Controversy Revisited,” 750-755. 

For recent reassessments see O’Brien and Palma, “Danger to the Old Lady,” 398-399 and Walter, 

“The Bullion Controversy,” 469-472.   
3 Parliamentary Papers, “Bullion Report,” 22-29. 
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shift in the demand for gold in continental Europe to finance the war and the positive effects of 

inconvertibility in the banking system.4  

Though diverging in their analysis of the conjuncture, the two positions converged in one 

important aspect: the configuration of global bullion flows had experienced important shifts since 

the early 1790s. The Report, indeed, remarked that “it appears that there has been large exportation 

of gold to the Continent [Europe], but there has been also very considerable importation of it into 

this country [England] from South America, chiefly through the West Indies.” Since the 1790s, 

the Report continued, “The Brazils [sic] have ceased to be the source of our gold […] it has been 

reported that Portuguese and Brazil merchants are even acquiring gold coins here [London] to buy 

cotton there [Maranhão, Brazil].”5  John Koster, a bullion dealer who lived in Lisbon for twenty 

years and an adamant critic of the Bullion Committee, pointed out that between 1772 and 1792 

Lisbon was the chief gold market of Europe. Koster, however, stated that “since the last-mentioned 

period [1792] the quantity of gold at the Lisbon market began sensibly to diminish and it was 

reduced to a mere trifle for some years before the emigration of the Prince Regent [ John VI, 

1807].” Concurring with the Report, the bullion merchant pointed out that “for the last fifteen years 

the quantity [of gold] brought from the West Indies, principally through Jamaica, has been 

considerable, and may be fairly computed of the annual amount of £700,000.”6    

The shift of auriferous flows from Lisbon to Jamaica reflected important changes in the 

geographical distribution of bullion supply. Building upon diverse estimates of global gold output, 

the Bullion Committee remarked that by the early 1790s Spanish American mining had 

overshadowed the Portuguese supply, with “Chocó, Popayán, and Santa Fe [Bogotá] […] matching 

the production of the Brazils [Sic].”7 The ascendance of gold mining in the Northern Andes 

explains the growing centrality of Spanish gold coins for British traders, a fact emphasized in the 

inquiry of the Bullion Committee. For instance, Aaron Goldsmid, the representative of Mocatta & 

Goldsmid- the gold broker of the Bank of England-, remarked that “now Doubloons [Spanish gold 

 
4 On the two positions see Friedman, “Bimetallism Revisited,” 89-92, Perlman, “The Bullionist 

Controversy Revisited,” 753-760, and O'Brien, The Classical Economists Revisited, 183-184.  
5 Parliamentary Papers, “Bullion Report,” 22-28.  
6 Koster, Short Statement of the Trade in Gold Bullion, 16-18 and 23-24.  
7 See: “Estimate of the quantities of gold and silver added to the commerce of Europe,” in 

Parliamentary Papers “Bullion Report,” Minutes of Evidence.  
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coins] and Portugal coins constituted the specie more in demand for the trade of this city with the 

Continent [Europe].” Therefore, Goldsmid concluded, “the doubloons enjoy a larger estimation 

than both gold bars and French and Dutch gold coins on account of the former finding a more 

ready vent in foreign markets.”8  

The analysis of the “high price of gold bullion” led the Committee to examine the international 

conditions of silver production as well. Both bullionists and anti-bullionists recognized the 

importance of silver as the metal of choice to settle trade payments in India and other Asian 

markets despite the decline in the British argentiferous outflows to China. This demand, however, 

was outstripped by the massive streams of silver springing from the Mexican mines, a process that 

led to a relative overvaluation of gold.9 Despite serving two different markets, the change in the 

relative prices of the two metals was a central aspect in the debates regarding the elimination of 

the Restriction Act. Indeed, the growing availability of the gray metal led some bullionists, 

including David Ricardo, to contemplate the convertibility of banknotes in silver and not in gold.10 

The Committee did not recommend changing the monetary regime from gold to silver but saw 

England’s privileged position in global bimetallic flows as an advantage to return to convertibility. 

According to Thomas Hughman, a merchant operating in the West Indies who provided valuable 

data to the Committee, Jamaica became one of the most important British outposts of the bullion 

trade because its flourishing ties with “Veracruz and Cartaghena [sic], the two largest marts of 

silver and gold.”11  

The debates that surrounded the Bullion Report were one episode of a larger saga of the worldwide 

economic transformations that unfolded during the European and Atlantic Wars of 1793-1815 and 

the Spanish American Wars of Independence of 1810-1825. This was an era of monetary 

experimentation, with political economists and policymakers forming committees to make sense 

of the new market conditions. Some of these experiments left enduring legacies across the globe. 

In Britain, despite the return to convertibility in 1821, the operation of paper currency ended the 

hegemony of precious metals in the composition of domestic money supply.12 In Brazil, the move 

 
8 Parliamentary Papers, “Bullion Report,” Minutes of Evidence, 1-3.  
9 Parliamentary Papers, “Bullion Report,” Minutes of Evidence, 10-12, 29-32 and 45-49.  
10 See Friedman, “Bimetallism Revisited,” 95-96.   
11 Parliamentary Papers, “Bullion Report,” Minutes of Evidence, 42-43 and 55-59.  
12 O’Brien and Palma, “Danger to the Old Lady,” 402-405.  
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of the Portuguese court to Rio de Janeiro was accompanied by the creation of the First Bank of 

Brazil and the issuance of paper money to replace the dwindling circulation of bullion in Minas 

Gerais, marking “the transition from the age of gold to the age of coffee.”13 In Latin America, the 

Wars of Independence led to the collapse of the Spanish monetary union and the deterioration of 

mintage quality, a process with resounding repercussions in China and the United States.14 In 

France, the “big metallic reservoir,” the disastrous experiment with the assignats in the early 1790s 

paved the way for the restoration of convertibility under a bimetallic system, with the circulation 

of currency of two metals -gold and silver- as legal tender at a fixed ratio to each other.15 In contrast 

to previous systems of metallic commodity-money that had dominated the Atlantic world for 

centuries, the French return to convertibility consolidated bimetallism as the monetary regime that 

was to dominate international trade until the advent of the gold standard in the 1870s.  This 

“international bimetallism,” as Marc Flandreau has called it, regulated trade through the bullion 

flows across three blocs (silver, gold, and bimetallic), with the exchange rate fluctuating within a 

band close to the French ratio of 15.5:1 between 1803 and 1870.16 The bimetallic stability was 

remarkable given the shocks such as the Spanish American mining slump of the 1810s and the 

global gold rushes of the 1850s. 

Since the mélange of gold and silver oiled the wheels of world trade, documents such as the Bullion 

Report avoid studying the streams of the two metals on a separate basis, focusing instead on the 

impact of war-related monetary innovations on the functioning of bimetallic exchanges. This 

analysis, however, has been overshadowed by a bias for silver in modern scholarship. Even global 

monetary historians such as Dennis Flynn and Arturo Giráldez, who have shown the advantages 

of desegregating the analysis of the diverse “monetary substances” that dominated early modern 

international exchange, have periodized global interactions before 1800 in terms of silver cycles, 

 
13 Carrara, “Cambios monetarios,” 4-5; See also Carrara, Minas e currais, 195-198.   
14 Irigoin, “Gresham on Horseback,” 560-561 and “The End of the Silver Era,” 210-215.   
15 France, before the advent of the Gold Standard in 1870, came to hold one-third of the global 

gold stock and over 10 percent of the silver produced between 1493 and 1850. See Flandreau, The 

Glitter of Gold, 25-29 and Friedman, “Bimetallism Revisited,” 102-103.  
16 Flandreau, The Glitter of Gold, 10-19. Given its historic centrality in preindustrial societies, the 

history of bimetallism has attracted broad attention in the economic literature. See Flandreau, 

“Water Seeks a Level,” 492-495, Friedman, “Bimetallism Revisited,” 106-112, Redish, 

Bimetallism, 25-32, and Nogues-Marco, “Competing Bimetallic Ratios,” 450-452.   
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with gold flows playing an ancillary role.17 In Latin America, where mining history has figured as 

a central topic among historians for obvious reasons, the analysis of silver output has clearly 

outshined that of gold despite the frequent voices for a more bimetallic approach.18 Harry Cross, 

the author of several classic articles on the matter, rightly pointed out that the “sizable gold 

production in Colombia deserves more attention by Andeanist researchers” while “Brazil’s gold 

production during the first half of the 18th century at least equaled the more famous Peruvian boom 

of a century earlier.”19 Ruggiero Romano went even further, suggesting that the obsession of Latin 

Americanists for Mexico and Potosí has led them to forget that “without the gold production of 

Colombia and Ecuador, bullion markets would have been totally different.”20    

The silver-centered nature of the literature stems from at least three motives. First, as John 

TePaske’s statistical data on Latin American precious metal production have shown, gold was 

clearly the scarcer metal. During the entire colonial era (1492-1810), silver output by weight was 

fifty times that of gold.21 Second, the fiscal structure of the Spanish Empire was sustained by the 

revenues from the two big silver producers: Mexico and Peru. Some historians even coined the 

term “sub metropolis” to understand how these two regions fueled the fiscal presence of the Empire 

in the Caribbean and the Pacific.22 Finally, scholars have underlined the international demand-side 

of mining booms. Since China and India, the biggest economies in the early modern world, 

operated mostly under a silver standard, the production and circulation of the gray metal was the 

main lubricant of global trade. 23 This trend was compounded by the fact that the demand for silver 

 
17 Flynn and Giráldez, “Cycles of Silver,” 395-397.   
18 Curiously enough, one of the early practitioners of colonial mining history, Robert West, studied 

both gold and silver mining in New Granada and New Spain. He emphasized the way in which 

gold and silver interwove mining communities in both areas. See Colonial Placer Mining in 

Colombia, 15-26 and The Mining Community in Northern New Spain, 9-16. For an introduction to 

the history of silver mining see Brading, Miners and Merchants, 62-69; Brading and Cross, 

“Colonial Silver Mining,” 560-563; Bakewell, “Mining in Colonial Spanish America,” 110-112; 

Garner, “Long-Term Silver Mining Trends,” 910-920; Sánchez, “La minería novohispana,” 125-

128; Lane, Potosí. the Silver City, 20-30; Tandeter, “The Mining Industry,” 395-405. 
19 Cross, “South American Bullion Production,” 411 and 417.  
20 Romano, Mecanismo y elementos, 136-137. My translation.  
21 TePaske, A New World of Gold and Silver, 16.  
22 Marichal, Bankruptcy of Empire, 21-29.  
23 The literature is extensive. See: Flynn and Giráldez, “Born with a “Silver Spoon”: The Origin 

of World Trade,” 222-225 and “Cycles of Silver,” 405-409; Tutino, Making a New World, 25-35; 
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was greater, given its use to mint small denomination coins while gold was more confined to settle 

large transactions.24  

Though persuasive, these three drivers deserve further scrutiny. To begin with, in terms of value, 

gold accounted for about 25 percent of the output of precious metals registered during the entire 

colonial era. In the eighteenth century, the auriferous share in total purchasing power fluctuated 

between 25 and 45 percent.25 As TePaske and other scholars have shown, this share may have been 

larger given the higher propensity to avoid legal output registration in gold-based economies than 

in those dominated by silver.26 Not only that, but tax rates on mining also tended to be lower on 

gold than on silver, suggesting that caution should be exerted in interpreting the fiscal importance 

of gold regions as a sign of economic marginality.27 Secondly, recent scholars have shown that 

while silver flows alone explain a large portion of European price movements in the sixteenth 

century, the aggregate flow of both metals became statistically significant in determining 

commodity prices from the next century onwards.28  

Last but not least, the figures on the relative production of the two metals should not lead us to 

deduce significance from size. As Ronald Findlay remarked, following the French economist Paul 

Mantoux, several problems in economic history are not easily understood by determining the 

aggregate numbers involved: “if we may borrow an analogy from natural science, only a negligible 

quantity of ferment is needed to effect a radical change in a considerable volume of matter.”29 

Some contemporaries followed this reasoning. The Prussian polymath Alexander von Humboldt, 

himself a scholar of global bullion flows, remarked for instance that even in small amounts, the 

 

Irigoin, “The New World and the Global Silver Economy,” 275-279 and Glahn, “The Changing 

Significance of Latin American Silver,” 565-566.    
24 For a review on this point see Redish, Bimetallism, 15-22. See also, Marichal, “The Spanish-

American Peso,” 30-35.  
25 TePaske, A New World of Gold and Silver, 16-17.  
26 TePaske, A New World of Gold and Silver, 53; Cross, “South American Bullion Production,” 

405-406; Carrara, Minas e Currais, 69-78.  
27 In Spanish America, mining taxes tended to be lower for gold than for silver. Despite some 

regional exemptions, in the late eighteenth century the production tax was about 10 percent for 

silver and only 3 percent for gold. See Bakewell, “Mining in Colonial Spanish America,” 150-153 

and Torres, Minería y moneda, 49-52. In Brazil, gold taxes tended to be higher. See Boxer, The 

Golden Age of Brazil, 69-72 and Carrara, “Minería, moneda y mercado,” 53-58.  
28 Edo and Melitz, “The Primary Cause,” 10-1 and Palma, “The Real Effects,” 15-26.   
29 Findlay, “The Triangular Trade,” 28.  
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auriferous streams springing from the Northern Andes and Brazil exerted powerful effects on the 

relative price of silver.30 In addition, given the bimetallic framework of the Atlantic economy, the 

absorption of gold by some European economies not only provided liquidity for nurturing domestic 

markets, but also for releasing silver to serve the Asian demand.31 In Latin America, the presence 

of bimetallic exchanges was prevalent not only in polymetallic regions such as San Luis Potosí in 

New Spain and Puno in Peru but also in famous silver centers such as Potosí in Upper Peru, where 

about 16 percent of the silver millers were also “rescatadores de oro” (gold dealers) on the eve of 

colonial collapse in 1810.32   

This dissertation contributes to the literature by studying trade connections in the Viceroyalty of 

the New Kingdom of Granada, one of the largest global gold producers, during the Age of 

Revolutions (1780-1840). The viceroyalty encompassed the territories of present-day Colombia, 

Ecuador, and Panama, covering the northern portion of the Andean range from the Gulf of 

Guayaquil to the Venezuelan cordilleras and the lowlands that surrounded it on the Pacific and 

Atlantic.33 The Captaincy of Venezuela was also originally attached to the viceroy’s authority, but 

after 1777, the region was rewarded with formal executive and political autonomy. Western 

Venezuela, however, kept important social and economic ties with the viceregal provinces that 

frequently blurred the lines of political demarcation.34 Rich in gold and poor in silver, the Northern 

 
30 Humboldt, Political Essay, 402. This interplay of gold and silver permeated the work of other 

political economists and policy makers. See, among others Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and 

Causes, 228-234; Hamilton, “On the Establishment of a Mint,” 30-34; Cantillon, Essay on the 

Nature of Trade, 69-78.  
31 See on this point Findlay and O’Rourke, Power and Plenty, 215-220. The importance of gold 

inflows to European economies have been also emphasized by the aggregate calculations of money 

supply. See, for instance, Morineau, Incroyables gazettes, 465-470 and Morrison and Barrandon, 

Or du Brésil, 52-59. Gold coins and bars, in addition, were pivotal to settle European deficits in 

gold-based or bimetallic regions of India such as the Deccan Plateau. See, for instance, Gaastra, 

“The Exports of Precious Metals,” 456-457.  
32 On Potosí see Mira, “La minería de Potosí,” 421-422. For bimetallic exchanges in other regions 

of Latin America see Cerqueira-Lima, “Bimetalismo, Ouro, Prata,” 596-597; Torres, Minería y 

moneda, 102-105; Serrano, La golosina del oro, 25-35; Deustua, “El ciclo interno,” 23-50.  
33 On the evolving nature of the viceroyalty’s jurisdiction see Eissa-Barroso, The Spanish 

Monarchy, 25-39 and McFarlane, Colombia before Independence, 190-198.   
34 The judicial authority of the region revolved around two Audiencias (High Courts), one in 

Santafé de Bogotá and other in Quito. The viceroy’s jurisdiction also encompassed extensive 

territories in the Amazon basin, but these regions enjoyed extensive autonomy. For the sake of 

simplicity, this dissertation will use the term “New Granada” to refer to present-day Colombia 
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Andes developed a distinct, little-studied society in the context of the Spanish Empire. By bringing 

gold back in, this research not only seeks to put bimetallism at the center of the analysis of 

preindustrial trade patterns but also to provide insights into paths of economic performance outside 

the traditional cores of Mexico and Peru.  

The region was also a key area in the political crisis that followed Napoleon’s invasion of the 

Iberian Peninsula in 1808, with North Andean armies and resources fueling the conflict in far-

flung regions of the former Spanish monarchy. The imperial crisis unfolded in two main phases: 

The Interregnum (1808-1815) that covered the regional conflicts that stemmed from the King’s 

absence, and the Restoration (1816-1819) that encapsulated the years that followed the defeat of 

the revolutionaries by local and peninsular loyalist forces. In 1819, a well-known military saga 

commanded by Simón Bolívar’s revolutionary armies inflicted a resounding defeat to the loyalists, 

paving the way to the unification of the viceroyalty and the Venezuelan captaincy into one republic 

known as Colombia. The union of the two areas sustained a military campaign against loyalist 

forces across South America that ended in Potosí, the silver heartland, in 1825. The Colombian 

union lasted until 1830 when it disintegrated into three countries: New Granada (present-day 

Colombia and Panama), Ecuador, and Venezuela. 35 

The dissertation, then, analyzes a region pivotal to global bullion markets within a context of 

considerable political change. It interweaves a unique, broad set of quantitative sources to analyze 

the direction, magnitude, and dynamics of interregional flows of three sets of goods:  precious 

metals (silver and gold in both bullion and coins), domestic staples (textiles, manufactures, and 

cash crops), and global goods (textiles, foodstuffs, and manufactures of Asian and European 

provenance).  In particular, the dissertation examines the way in which the “three North Andean 

capitals,” as Humboldt called the urban triad conformed by Bogotá, Popayán, and Quito, 

 

while the “Audiencia” or “Audiencia of Quito” to refer to present-day Ecuador. When using the 

concept of viceroyalty, the dissertation refers to the whole geographic area under the viceroy’s 

jurisdiction. 
35 For this periodization, this dissertation follows the tenants of a rich, new approach to the political 

history of the region in Gutiérrez, Un Nuevo Reino, 25-35 and La Restauración en la Nueva 

Granada, 6-12; Vanegas, La revolución neogranadina, 10-16; Martínez, Historia de la primera 

república, 25-32. In Quito, the loyalist reaction gained ground earlier, in 1812. Yet the region was 

embedded into the broader political currents of the Interregnum and the Restoration. See Cabrera, 

“Ciudadanía gaditana,” 10-15 and Gutiérrez, “La trayectoria política de Toribio Montes,” 107-

110.  
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intertwined a thick set of interregional trade ties that encompassed mining belts, highland 

producers, and entrepôts in the Caribbean and Pacific lowlands.36  

The dissertation analyzes trade patterns following a three-tier approach. First, it situates the North 

Andean economy in the broader currents of the world economy, examining how the changing 

conditions of international markets during the Atlantic Wars and the Industrial Revolution affected 

the way in which precious metals and commodities flowed across the region. Second, it studies 

the role of the Northern Andes in the growing intra-continental trade that characterized the period, 

providing data on how the region interacted with the silver-based economies of New Spain and 

Peru and the trans-imperial Caribbean entrepôts. Bimetallic exchanges and commodity trade 

sustained far-flung trade networks that add nuances to what can be called “the marginality 

syndrome” with which the Northern Andes have been studied in the literature.37  Finally, the 

dissertation analyzes the way in which the linkages of export-import activity fueled interregional, 

multilateral circuits that promoted specialization and growth. The evidence challenges the 

depiction of the Northern Andes as a set of isolated, fragmented regions dominated by local 

landowners and self-sufficient peasants where markets and monetary interactions were 

negligible.38  

 
36 Humboldt, Diarios de viaje en la Audiencia, 70-71. Popayán was the capital of the province of 

the same name. Historians have traditionally used Santa Fe (or Santafé) as the name of the 

viceregal capital. In reality, its official name, frequently used in notary registers and Royal 

Treasuries was Santafé de Bogotá (sometimes Santafé de Bogotá en Indias). After the 1819 

victory, the revolutionaries dropped the Santafé portion of the name, emphasizing the novelty of 

the new age. For the sake of simplicity, the name Bogotá will be used throughout this dissertation.   
37 “Marginality” has been a common thread in the studies of the region. Yet the concept 

encompasses different things to different scholars. Some of them emphasize the region’s lack of 

fiscal and economic importance in the context of the Spanish Empire and the smallness of the 

aggregate economic activity while others the poor connections of the area with global trade. See, 

for instance, McFarlane, Colombia before Independence, 39-40 and 348-350; Andrien, The 

Kingdom of Quito, 18-20 and 285-289; Fisher, “The Effects of Comercio Libre,” 150-152; 

Colmenares, “La economía y sociedad colonials,” 289-292, Historia económica y social II, 9-12; 

Jaramillo, “La economía del virreinato (1740-1810),” 50-52; Helg, Liberty and Equality, 43-45; 

Bushnell, The Making of Modern Colombia, 15-16.     
38 This has been a feature of the literature in both Colombia and Ecuador. See Safford and Palacios, 

Colombia: Fragmented Land, Divided Society, 7-15; Colmenares, Historia económica y social II, 

32-35; Barona, La maldición de Midas, 8-13; McFarlane, Colombia before Independence, 350-

352; Bushnell, The Making of Modern Colombia, 23-25; Tyrer, “The Demographic and Economic 
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The chronological and geographical scope of the dissertation defies two approaches that have 

shaped the study of the economic history of Latin America: the use of the present-day national 

border framework and the fracture of the historical development of the region using the 1808-1810 

conjuncture as the watershed. The first approach has obscured social and economic connections 

that clearly surpassed national borders even in the aftermath of the disintegration of the Colombian 

union in 1830. Instead, the dissertation follows Carlos Assadourian in focusing on the economic 

spaces that revolved around the linkages of carrier industries or “poles of growth” such as mining 

and export agriculture.39 The dissertation shows, inter alia, how the analysis of Quito-Popayán as 

a single axis, the integration of western Venezuela into the broader trends of the North Andean 

economy, and the understanding of Bogotá’s polycentric connections with the Atlantic yields 

novel ways to examine the history of the region.40  

The second approach has affected the empirical examination of the long-run performance of the 

North Andean countries, with very few scholars crafting sectoral time series that trespass the 

chronological barrier of the Independence Wars.41 As a result, the early republican period has been 

 

History,” 237-251; Andrien, The Kingdom of Quito, 16-20 and 205-213; Contreras, “La crisis de 

la Sierra central,” 25-29; Rodríguez, Search for Public Policy, 10-15.     
39 Assadourian, El sistema de la economía colonial, 25-29 and Assadourian et. al, Minería y 

espacio económico, 5-9.   
40 This approach will also contribute to the effort of other researchers in crossing rigid spatial 

boundaries. Kris Lane, for instance, has advocated interpreting Quito’s history not as a “Potosí’s 

satellite,” emphasizing instead the integrative role of northern gold. This dissertation complements 

Lane’s point by showing how the bimetallic currents of Peruvian silver and New Granadan gold 

shaped the history of present-day Ecuador. Ernesto Bassi and Adrian Pierce, in turn, have shown 

the need to study trans-imperial flows in the Caribbean, integrating New Granada into the broader 

currents of Atlantic history. Finally, the dissertation follows the lead of the late Venezuelan 

historian Germán Cardozo in understanding the connections between western Venezuela and New 

Granada. See Lane, “Mining the Margins,” 25-39, Bassi, An Aqueous Territory,12-15 and Pearce, 

British Trade, 159-174; Cardozo, “Maracaibo: de la aldea colonial,” 152-154, “Significaciones y 

alcances,” 51-53 and Maracaibo y su región histórica, 26-33.      
41 One enduring exception is Maurice Brungardt’s analysis of tithe records in central New Granada 

between 1760 and 1830. See: “Tithe production and Patterns of Economic Change,” 15-29. 

Michael Hamerly also undertook an important quantitative analysis of cacao production in 

Guayaquil between 1763 and 1842, emphasizing the need of studying the period as a “single 

cycle”. See: Historia social y económica, 2-10. Scholars of other areas of the empire have also 

underlined the lack of continuous, sectoral time-series. See Irigoin and Schmit, “Introducción: la 

desintegración de la economía colonial,” 21-23; Sánchez, “Economía y fiscalidad en la guerra,” 

170-175 and “La Minería Novohispana,” 163.    
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depicted as a period of crisis between two periods of efflorescence: the mining-led growth of the 

late colonial period and the classic export-led growth of the second half of the nineteenth century.42 

By providing new data on trade and bullion flows, the dissertation presents a more cautious view 

of an economy reorganizing itself, developing key reforms and gradually emerging from the 

problems of sectoral readjustment throughout the 1820s and 1830s. This approach will not only 

enrich the debate on the origins of underdevelopment in the region, a debate that has opposed those 

who emphasize the negative effect of colonial legacies with those scholars who underline the faults 

of nineteenth-century republican institutions but also contribute to the burgeoning literature on the 

political and social history of Independence Wars.43 The dissertation, then, detaches the history of 

the period from the 1808-1810 conjuncture, emphasizing rather the transformative forces 

unleashed during the Atlantic Wars of 1796-1805 and the reforms of the 1830s.    

War, Specialization, and Growth Patterns  

One of the central debates among theories of international trade has been the way in which specific 

export commodities bring into being different patterns of economic development.44 Albert 

Hirschman suggested, for instance, that the linkages of a given staple produce “likely patterns of 

development (or stagnation)” and, in tandem, through these patterns, “influence the social order 

and political regime of countries where the staple is economically important.”45 The historical 

counterpoint between sugar and wheat production is a classic illustration of this approach, with 

the former tending to promote economies of scale, slave labor, and income concentration, while 

the latter tending to foster small-scale peasant economies, better income distribution, and larger 

 
42 The period, in fact, has been labeled as the “lost decades” of Latin American economic growth. 

This contrasts with those who see the origin of underdevelopment in colonial institutions. For a 

key introduction to the debate see: Bates, Coatsworth, and Williamson, “Lost Decades,” 920-921, 

Coatsworth, “Structures, Endowments, and Institutions,” 130-132; Engerman and Sokoloff, 

“Factor Endowments, Institutions, and Differential Paths,” 29-35.  
43  For an overview of this literature see Tutino, “Revolutions, Nations, and a New Industrial 

World,” 10-12 and “The Americas in the Rise of Industrial Capitalism,” 30-39.  
44 For a recent review of these theories see Findlay and Lundhal, “Natural Resources, Vent-for-

Surplus, and the Staples Theory,” 285-289.  
45 Hirschman, “Linkages in Economic Development,” 72. See also his Strategy of Economic 

Development, 25-35.    
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consumer markets.46 The contrasting nature of silver and gold mining provides another way to 

rethink the connection between export commodities and economic organization.  

Despite regional varieties, Latin American bullion extraction and processing before 

industrialization tended to revolve around two technologies. Hard rock mining dominated silver 

production while placer panning typified that of gold. Argentiferous flows, then, commanded large 

backward and forward linkages, inducing vast markets for inputs that connected far-flung 

regions.47 Gold placer mining, in contrast, did not promote large subsidiary industries since it 

lacked significant investments in shafts, ore mills, and refineries. The comparatively smaller 

volume of auriferous ores extracted, in addition, precluded the development of economies of scale.  

This different linkage effect has led some historians to either define gold mining as an “enclave” 

or to underestimate the role of gold production as a significant “pole of growth.”48 Recent 

literature, however, has added some twists to this conclusion by emphasizing how the labor-

intensive nature of placer mining and the peculiar nature of labor systems in gold regions generated 

a broader distribution of mining income that fueled larger consumption linkages than previously 

thought.49 Brazilian historiography has been particularly successful in examining trade networks 

 
46 Empirical research has added some nuances to the validity of such counterpoint, but the 

consensus across different approaches has been to recognize that different staples have different 

domestic consequences. The debate has been especially prolific on the export-led growth era of 

1850-1914. See Topik and Wells, “Latin America’s response to International Markets,” 3-6; 

Topik, Marichal, and Frank, “Commodity Chains in Theory,” 10-15; Cortés and Hunt, 

“Introduction: The Latin American Economies,” 5-12; Kuntz, “Latin America’s First Export Era,” 

20-25, Adelman, Frontier Development, 14-19. See also the early analysis of the differences 

between tobacco and sugar production proposed by Fernando Ortiz in Cuban Counterpoint, 32-

59.   
47 Backward linkages are the effects of resource extraction on domestic economies through the 

provision of inputs while forward linkages refer to the use of the output of resource extraction as 

inputs in other sectors of the local economy.  See Hirschman, “Generalized Linkage Approach to 

Development,” 63-70.  
48 Urrutia, “Los eslabonamientos”, 67-88; McFarlane, Colombia before Independence, 80-85; 

Colmenares, Historia económica y Social II, 59-63; Barona, La maldición de midas, 59-62. 

Enclaves are defined as economic activities more or less isolated in the host economy with few 

linkages in local product, financial, and labor markets. See Hirschman, “Linkages in Economic 

Development,” 73-74.    
49 The first doubts about the effectiveness of the “enclave” hypothesis were proposed by Sharp, 

Slavery on the Spanish Frontier, 15-25. See, most recently, Torres, Minería y moneda, 178-189 

and Lane, “Mining the Margins,” 15-25. See a solid environmental perspective in Leal, Landscape 

of Freedom, 25-39. Consumption linkages refer to the way in which growing personal incomes 
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intertwined by gold flows, showing how the peculiarities of placer mining shaped the nature of 

local government and slavery.50  

Even though auriferous flows were central in North Andean history, mining was not the only 

export-oriented activity of the region. The viceroyalty and the republics that succeeded it 

experienced an important process of export diversification, with cotton, cacao, and other tropical 

goods interweaving new connections into the world economy.51 In contrast to the Caribbean and 

Brazil, these activities did not revolve around plantations but around a constellation of mid-scale 

producers and peasant exporters who have not received enough attention among historians. Since 

the production of these commodities was located in regions outside the mining belts, the expansion 

of agricultural exports did not come at the expense of gold exports. The regions involved in the 

production of these commodities became, then, poles of further mercantile connections in the very 

moment in which the Haitian and Industrial Revolutions were transforming the supply-demand 

conditions of world markets.52   

The literature on the economic performance of New Granada during the eighteenth century has 

documented the way in which this combination of gold and commodity exports promoted 

economic growth. Building upon calculations of New Granada’s GDP, Adolfo Meisel and 

Salomón Kalmanovitz have forged two roads to explore the expansion process.53 Kalmanovitz 

proposes that between 1750 and 1800, there was per capita growth driven by the positive effects 

of Bourbon reforms on gold mining and agricultural exports that fostered Smithian specialization 

while Meisel states that growth was extensive, in a vent-for-surplus fashion.54 One interpretation 

 

derived from resource extraction stimulate an increase in the demand for consumption of products 

produced domestically. See Hirschman, “Linkages in Economic Development,” 73-74.    
50 Carrara, Minas e currais, 52-59; Ferreira, Homens de negócio, 25-26; Higgins, Licentious 

Liberty, 29-35. Gold output was also central in the early stages of the “Rio-Centered” Atlantic 

circuits of trade see Fragoso, Homens de grossa aventura, 59-69.   
51 Moreno, “El comercio exterior de la Nueva Granada,” 93-98; McFarlane, Colombia before 

Independence, 160-164; Bassi, An Aqueous Territory, 26-32.   
52 For these transformations see: Findlay and O’Rourke, Power and Plenty, 329-341.  
53 Meisel, Crecimiento, mestizaje y control fiscal, 10-19 and Kalmanovitz, “El PIB de la Nueva 

Granada,” 166-169.   For a rejoinder see Torres, Minería y moneda, 25-33. 
54 Smithian growth refers to the expansion of economic activity ingrained in specialization and the 

division of labor that resulted from widening markets due to a shift of external demand or a 

reduction of transaction and transport costs.  The vent for surplus approach, in contrast, emphasizes 

the role of unemployed resources, with the opening of trade of external providing a “vent” for 
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privileges gold and reforms, while the other interpretation puts population at the center of the 

analysis. Ecuadorian historiography has not developed a similar assessment of GDP performance. 

In contrast to New Granada, most scholars have emphasized that the north-central Sierra of the 

Audiencia suffered a huge monetary and economic crisis throughout the eighteenth century due to 

growing foreign textile competition, fiscal pressure, and sluggish performance of silver mining in 

Potosí.55 As Heraclio Bonilla has pointed out, however, the statistical evidence to support the crisis 

hypothesis has been scarce, with most of the analyses relying upon circumstantial evidence.
56

 By 

assembling new quantitative data, recent literature has provided a more positive view of the 

region’s economic performance during the 1750-1800 years.57  

These contrasting approaches to the North Andean past focus on the drivers behind the 

growth/contraction cycles in gold and export production but have not sufficiently explored the 

mechanisms through which increased/decreased export income was transmitted to other sectors of 

the domestic economy. In the same vein, studies have not properly examined the two-way 

interactions between export performance, on the one hand, and warfare and political 

transformation on the other. How did the growth in the export sector affect interregional 

interactions? Did the flows of gold and commodities spur the market and monetary economy of 

the region? Did exports nurture Smithian or extensive growth? Did the war blockades and military 

conflicts that plagued the Age of Revolutions create trade disruptions and deviations? If so, were 

they temporal, or were they strong enough to create enduring changes? Did Napoleon’s invasion 

put an end to the upward economic cycle of the region? Did the changing conditions of 

international trade during the Industrial Revolution affect the linkage capacity of gold and 

commodity exports?  

 

labor and resources previously in “surplus.” See Kelly, “The Dynamics of Smithian Growth,” 942-

946 and Schumacher, “Adam Smith's “Two Distinct Benefits” From Trade,” 580-585.   
55 For a review of this literature see Torres, “Entre el oro y la plata,” 116-122. The classic approach 

to the contraction is embodied in the following works: Tyrer, “The Demographic and Economic 

History,” 237-251; Andrien, The Kingdom of Quito, 205-213; Contreras, “La crisis de la Sierra 

central,” 25-29.   
56 Bonilla, “Polanyi, Marx y el problema del mercado,” 162-164.  
57 For the disenting view see: Torres, “Entre el oro y la plata,” 116-122, Lane, “Mining the 

Margins,” 21-32, Fernández, La alcabala en la Audiencia, 85-89, and Borchart, La Audiencia de 

Quito, 102-113.  
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This dissertation seeks to provide answers to these questions. Its subject lies in the interstices of 

the debates regarding the effects of export-commodity flows in local development and growth. 

Therefore, this is a study neither of North Andean gold mining nor of the global effects of Spanish 

American gold in global markets. If put in the parlance of the value chain approach, this research 

stands at the intermediate stages of the gold and commodity supply chains, perusing its marketing 

and linkage effects on North Andean, Caribbean, and Pacific markets.58 Naturally, the dissertation 

furnishes rich materials to understand a wide array of topics on the monetary and commodity 

history of the region and beyond. For instance, it includes new data on gold output, mintage, 

bullion prices, and bimetallic exchanges to promote future agendas of research.59 Yet again, the 

focus is on the domestic transformations of an economic activity engaged in continental and global 

trade currents.  

To do so, the dissertation follows Ronald Findlay and Mats Lundhal in merging the insights of the 

“staples” theory of economic growth and the “vent for surplus” approach to trade with the factors 

proportion trade of comparative advantage.60 This toolbox has generated important studies in 

historical perceptive. Douglass North’s antebellum trade hypothesis of the United States has been 

a paradigmatic example of this combination of theories. North places the international demand for 

southern cotton as the “prime mover” of the United States economy once the bonanza created by 

carrier shipping during the Napoleonic Wars ended in 1815.  The southern specialization on cotton 

elicited strong linkage effects on western and northeastern producers, with the former providing 

foodstuffs and the latter manufactures and services. Cotton exports, then, promoted the 

mobilization of unused resources (labor, capital, and land) in a vent-for-surplus fashion while 

 
58 A recent overview of the value chain approach can be found in Grewe, “Global Commodities,” 

216-220.  
59 Given the role of gold in the monetary interaction of the region, this dissertation will dedicate 

more attention to the export of metals than to that of other export commodities. The latter has not 

attracted enough attention from historians. Hopefully, the data here gathered can spur future 

research in this regard.    
60 Findlay and Lundhal. “Natural Resources, Vent-for-Surplus, and the Staples Theory,” 285-289. 

See also the early theoretical counterpoints in Hirschman, The Strategy of Economic Development, 

36-42 and Lewis, Aspects of Tropical Trade, 15-32.  
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promoting Smithian growth through the comparative advantage of each region and the 

improvement of transport and warehousing infrastructure.61    

Building upon this toolbox, the dissertation makes four interrelated arguments. The first is that 

gold output flowed out of the mining belts in the purchase of goods, silver coins, and services, 

stimulating specialization and Smithian growth. Local producers and merchants provided neither 

the services to market their ores in international markets nor the consumer goods and services to 

meet local needs. The multilateral crossflows of silver, gold, and staples sustained far-flung 

networks of trade, with direct and indirect operations of bimetallic arbitrage linking different 

regions of the Northern Andes with other areas of the Spanish Empire. In a similar vein, export-

oriented producers in the lowlands rested on interregional exchanges to market their products and 

acquire part of their inputs and food crops.62  

The rising export flows were accompanied by thicker import networks that took advantage of the 

changing conditions of world markets and the elimination of some trade barriers after the late 

1770s. Thus, North Andean consumers enjoyed broader access to European and Asian wares, with 

merchants competing in prices, variety, and quality. Bogotá, Popayán, and Quito channeled a 

significant portion of the food, textiles, manufactures, non-ferrous minerals, and other 

commodities from agricultural and manufactural regions to the mining belts and the lowlands. The 

agglomeration of fiscal, financial, trade, and mintage services in these entrepôts created outlets 

that had further linkage effects on local producers, sustaining thick marketing networks of 

consumer goods and, to a lesser extent, of inputs.63 The export-induced growth, then, was 

 
61 North, The Economic Growth, 72-79 and Growth and Welfare, 35-41. For the debate that ensued 

North’s interregional trade hypothesis see Mercer, “The Antebellum Interregional Trade 

Hypothesis,” 75-82.  
62 Even though the three North Andean capitals constituted the main entrepôts of the region, future 

research should examine trade flows across other nodes. Given the amount of archival data to be 

processed, such an enterprise will likely entail a collaborative approach. I have teamed up with 

Leonardo Henao, for instance, to analyze trade in Mompox, the most important inland port of the 

region. Nathalie Moreno and Jason Bedolla have undertaken similar studies for Pamplona and 

Cartagena. See, Torres and Henao, “Connecting the Northern Andes” and “A Kingdom of Floating 

Markets”; Moreno, “Circulación de efectos de Castilla en el virreinato” and Bedolla, “Circulación 

de efectos de Castilla entre Maracaibo y Pamplona.”        
63 Fiscal linkages refer to the rents that local government accrue from resource extraction. For two 

applications of the concepts of fiscal and consumption linkages in Latin American history see the 
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accompanied by an important process of interregional specialization and polycentric connections 

that nurtured a little-explored process of market deepening (an increase in the volume, number, 

and quality of commodities exchanged) and widening (an increase in the geographical size of the 

trade flows).64  

The second argument of this dissertation is that this “interlinked process of staple-based growth,” 

to use an expression coined by Findlay and Mughal, was deeply distressed by the Atlantic wars of 

1796-1810. The imperial conflicts affected the region’s links with global markets, leading to an 

increase in import prices and to a contraction in agricultural exports. 65  The blockades forced the 

authorities to relax restrictions, leading to a process of trade diversion that included a massive yet 

little-known incursion of Venezuelan merchants deep into the Northern Andes. In addition, gold 

production slowed in the last decade of colonial rule.66 The deceleration of the external sector led 

to a reduction of the linkages it exerted on interregional trade, while the contraction of the flow of 

textiles of global provenance created opportunities for some regions to undertake a mild process 

of import substitution that crowded out the domestic production of cash crops. In short, a dramatic 

process of trade diversion, regional readjustment, and market contraction shaped the economy of 

the region in the decade before the Imperial collapse of 1808-1810.67  

 

analysis of guano and nitrates in Chile and Peru: Hunt, “Growth and Guano”, 255-257 and Cariola 

and Sunkel, “The Growth of the Nitrate Industry,” 137-141.  
64 For the importance of the two processes in other preindustrial economies see Epstein, Freedom 

and Growth, 52-53, and Grafe, Distant Tyranny, 105-106.  
65 The dissertation builds on a historiographical approach that has underlined the connections 

between imperial collapse, trade diversion, and politics. See Barbier, “Comercio Neutral in 

Bolivarian America,” 365-366; Stein and Stein, The Edge of Crisis, 105-126; Adelman, 

Sovereignty and Revolution, 15-22; Tutino, Mexico City 1808, 52-59; Valle, Finanzas piadosas, 

17-26; Prado, Edge of Empire, 25-39.       
66 The sluggish performance of mining on the eve of colonial collapse has been a matter of 

contention among historians. On the debates see Torres, Minería y moneda, 85-95. For New Spain 

see Coatsworth, “The Mexican Mining Industry,” 28-32 and Dobado, “El Mining-led Growth en 

el México Borbónico,” 179-182.   
67 This dissertation, then, contributes to the growing literature on the global economic impact of 

the Wars of 1793-1815. See O’Rourke, “The Worldwide Economic Impact,” 126-127; Jacks, 

“Foreign Wars and Domestic Markets,” 281-283. For Latin America, Antonio Ibarra and Alex 

Borucki have undertaken solid case studies of the impact of war on trade routes and systems see 

Ibarra, “El mundo en una nuez”, 490-495 and Borucki, “The U.S. slave ship Ascension”, 635-

639.  
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The third argument that this research develops is that the interlinked process of growth survived 

the profound contraction that ensued after the military conflicts of the Independence Wars and 

early republican rule. By unearthing new data on mining output, mintage patterns, and commodity 

exports, the dissertation argues that the literature has overestimated the crisis that followed the 

collapse of colonial rule.68 Despite the drainage of labor force and casualties, the North Andean 

population kept growing at rates above those of the old cores of Spanish rule, while several sectors 

had recovered to the late 1790s level during the 1830s in absolute terms.69 This double combination 

of population growth and trade contraction led to a lower per capita output of exportable goods. 

Yet, even if population growth is factored in, the relative decline was not as apocalyptic as 

previously stated by the literature. Gold and staple production still exerted large multiplier effects, 

with interregional exchanges of foodstuffs, manufactures, and services promoting new and old 

patterns of specialization. Multilateral bimetallic exchanges continued oiling interregional 

connections despite the monetary disorganization, while the old links of the region with the bullion 

entrepôts of the South-Central Andes and the Caribbean survived, albeit at a lesser intensity.    

The dissertation, then, challenges the fracasomanía (failure complex) with which historians have 

interpreted the early republican years.70 However, it does not seek to replace a pessimistic narrative 

with one of efflorescence. Instead, it advocates a regional and sectoral approach, appreciating the 

rhythms of the North Andean economy during and after the wars and contributing to the study of 

the challenges and opportunities that emerged after colonial collapse. Thus, the research 

emphasizes that trade flows in the 1830s constituted a combination of the evolving patterns of 

 
68 This view has been particularly embodied in the following works: Safford and Palacios, 

Colombia: Fragmented Land, Divided Society, 163-167; Safford, “Commerce and 

Enterprise,”128-129, “The Emergence of Economic Liberalism in Colombia,” 50-53, 

“Commercial Crisis and Economic Ideology in New Granada,” 190-192. Palacios, “Las 

consecuencias económicas,” 104-109. For Ecuador, see Mills, “Economía y sociedad,” 142 and 

Saint-Geours, “La sierra centro y norte,” 150-153. 
69 Here the dissertation follows recent studies for other areas of the region that has revisited the 

economic performance of the post-independence years. See, in particular, Llorca, The British 

Textile Industry, 280-285 and Sánchez, “Economía y fiscalidad,” 170-172.  
70 The fracasomanía, according to Hirschman, could lead to real failures. He developed the concept 

while working as a consultant in Colombia in the 1950s. See “Policy Making and Policy Analysis,” 

145-146.  Adolfo Meisel had already pointed out the need to escape from the fracasomanía 

framework in analyzing the early republican years. See Meisel, Jaramillo, and Urrutia, 

“Continuities and Discontinuities,” 448-450.   
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trade inherited from the late colonial boom-and-bust cycle and the dislocations of the 

Independence Wars. The latter deepened the polycentric connections of the Northern Andes with 

the world economy, nurturing import-export activities through a broad set of entrepôts from an arc 

that stretched from Maracaibo to Guayaquil. The trading system that converged in the “three North 

Andean capitals” experienced a process of decentralization, with important sectoral changes 

affecting the trade of precious metals, European and Asia wares, and domestic goods.  

The last argument of the dissertation, finally, remarks that Independence Wars were not only a 

well-known saga of political and military expertise, but also a unique episode of massive 

mobilization of manpower, coins, and resources. When the conflict acquired a continental-wide 

configuration, the success of the republican armies rested, inter alia, in their capacity to put the 

North Andean economies at the center of the material effort to liberate the colonial strongholds 

across the South-Central Andes. The war-time allocation of resources led to important yet 

overlooked changes in the structure of trade flows that reflected broader transformations in the 

marketing chains that connected the North Andean rural world with outlets in towns and mining 

belts. The dissertation advances some hypotheses to study how the interaction of war effects on 

demand and supply elicited sectoral and regional shifts that shaped the history of the region as the 

republican rule unfolded.   

The dissertation backs up its arguments by crafting what is perhaps the largest data set to study 

trade flows in a region of preindustrial Spanish America. An amalgamation of classic and novel 

sources located in archives in Ecuador, Colombia, and Spain yielded information on about one 

million transactions involving precious metals, global goods, and domestic wares in the main 

entrepôts of the Northern Andes for 60 years. Four main sources constitute the empirical 

foundation of this research. First, the records of the sales taxes (alcabalas) collected in the customs 

houses of Bogotá, Popayán, and Quito. Historians have frequently used these sources to study 

trade flows in other areas of the Spanish Empire. Yet, I propose a new method, explained 

extensively in Chapter 2, to distill from treasury-base sources time series and cross-sectional 

samples to calibrate the volume, direction, and structure of trade before and after the Independence. 

Second, the records of the parcel services of the Royal Post Office (encomiendas). These 

documents provide unique inputs to study the composition and direction of flows of precious 

metals since they reported the type, quality, and denomination of coins and bullion transferred by 
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the different branches of the Post Office. The early republican authorities, despite the war 

disruptions and reforms, continued offering parcel services, providing information to study the 

configuration of metal flows up to the 1840s. This study, then, is the first that provides a deep 

disaggregation of bimetallic flows for a Latin American region before industrialization.71  

The third main group of documents employed in this dissertation is the notarial transactions of the 

three North Andean capitals, supplemented with notarial archives from other towns such as Cali, 

Túquerres, and Ibarra. These sources have been extensively used in the study of the economic and 

social history of several regions of Latin America.72 However, I focus on the repayment of cash 

loans and mercantile credits. This approach provides a novel way to study the bimetallic structure 

of the monetary settlement of interregional trade balances. Finally, the dissertation employs private 

correspondence and logbooks of North Andean merchants to study the micro-level responses to 

the aggregate shocks and trends distilled from the other three groups of documents. This focus on 

the mechanisms of trade yields relevant insights into the way in which arcane operations of 

mintage, arbitrage, bullionage, and clearing sustained a dynamic, market-oriented society.   

Given the emphasis of this dissertation on interconnections and linkages, I employ social network 

analysis and visualization to make sense of the materials unearthed in the archival research. This 

method, which has found applications in a wide variety of fields, allows me to identify clusters, 

cliques, and patterns to understand the nature and scope of trade flows in the region.73 I supplement 

this approach with traditional econometric regression to study price elasticities, intertemporal 

comparisons of averages, rates of growth, and other variables to enrich the discussion on the effects 

of gold and commodity production in the domestic economy. Finally, the dissertation maps the 

 
71 The importance of undertaking an empirical examination of the composition of coinage has 

already been emphasized by Romano, Monedas, Pseudomoneda y circulación monetaria, 59-69. 

In global history this approach has also yielded important venues: see Flynn and Giráldez, “Cycles 

of Silver,” 395-398 and Kuroda, “Concurrent but Non-Integrable,” 20-22.   
72 Notarial records have been particularly useful in the study of colonial and early republican 

merchants. See some examples in Brading, Miners and Merchants, 59-89; Hoberman, Mexico’s 

Merchant Elite, 25-33; Kicza, Colonial Entrepreneurs, 38-47; Valle, Donativos, préstamos y 

privilegios, 89-96.     
73 See a basic introduction to this methodology in Wasserman and Faust, Social Network Analysis, 

25-56. For a brief review of the literature and applications for historians see Haggerty and 

Haggerty, “Temporal Social Network Analysis,” 210-215 and Davison, “Early Modern Social 

Networks,” 458-462.   
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trade flows here examined, providing inputs to understand several issues in the monetary and 

economic geography of the Northern Andes during the Age of Revolutions.  

By-Products and Conversations  

Overshadowed by the silver poles, the lands of El Dorado have not been properly integrated into 

the grand narratives of comparative historical transformations in Latin America written by 

historians.74 Surprisingly, however, the region has been central in the analysis of long-term social 

and economic development crafted by economists and political scientists. In a tradition that goes 

back to the works of Albert Hirschman and Lauchlin Currie in the 1950s and 1960s, Colombia has 

been a laboratory to craft theories of development from historical perspective.75 Daron Acemoglu 

and James Robinson, for instance, integrated the heterogeneous colonial setting of the region into 

their long-term, comparative analysis of global development while a broad set of political 

economists have produced monographs on agrarian and political institutions in Latin America that 

put the Colombian experience in firm dialogue with that of Mexico and Brazil.76   

This contrasting view of the past of the region reflects disciplinary differences, the discussion of 

which is beyond the scope of this dissertation. Yet, it seems that, in contrast to most historians, 

other social scientists have internalized the need for the long-term view to appreciate different 

paths of growth without framing the discussion in terms of the centrality (or marginality) of a given 

region during specific time spans. Indeed, today the performance of the big-four economies of 

Latin America is not significantly different. Between 1990 and 2020, the per capita GDP in 

Purchase Power Parity (PPP) has converged in Brazil and Colombia, with Mexico commanding a 

thin lead over the other two countries. Argentina’s lead is still significant, but it exhibits a well-

 
74 In 1993, David Bushnell fairly stated that “Colombia is the least studied of the major Latin 

American countries, and probably the least understood”. Despite the growing historical literature 

on the country, Bushnell’s verdict is still valid in relative terms. Perhaps because of its small size, 

Ecuador’s place within the craft of historians is even more peripheral. The compilators of a recent 

Ecuador Reader argued, indeed, that for Latin American scholars “Ecuador- along with Paraguay 

and Uruguay- is the South American country they know least about”. See Bushnell, The Making 

of Modern Colombia, vii; La Torre and Striffler, The Ecuador Reader, 2.    
75 See, Álvarez, Guiot-Isaac, and Hurtado, “The Quarrel of Policy Advisers,” 276-279.  
76 Acemoglu, Johnson, and Robinson, “The Colonial Origins of Comparative Development,” 

1369–1372; Acemoglu, García-Jimeno and Robinson, “Finding Eldorado: Slavery and long-run 

development,” 535-539; Acemoglu and Robinson, Why Nations Fail, 325-342; Acemoglu, 

Johnson, and Robinson, “Population and Conflict,” 1566-1570.  
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known declining trend.77 Despite the advantages of size and the bonanzas experienced by Mexico 

and Brazil, they have not forged consistent growth patterns. The study of other models, then, is 

essential to provide a comprehensive view of the long-term trajectory of Latin America. Colombia 

provides an interesting counterpoint, with José Antonio Ocampo and Luis Bértola rightly 

remarking that “the absence of “growth miracles” but also of major crises is the curious secret of 

Colombia, which seems to have found the key to a way of achieving moderate but steady 

development path.”78  

The appreciation for different paths of growth has been particularly relevant in the debate regarding 

the reasons why the Industrial Revolution unfolded first in Great Britain and Western Europe than 

elsewhere.79  The discussion, known as the Great Divergence debate, revolves around two main 

schools. The first privileges contingency, emphasizing how the location of coal deposits and the 

elastic supply of land-intensive products in the Americas created the conditions for technological 

innovation in Europe.80 The second school, in contrast, advocates the existence of a little 

divergence. Its proponents focus on how real wages, market organization, and Atlantic trade in 

western Europe coalesced to promote a slow breakdown of Malthusian constraints between 1500 

and 1800. This long-term process was the main driver behind the emergence of technical 

innovations that characterized the Industrial Revolution.81  

Robert Allen, Leticia Arroyo, Jan Luiten van Zanden, and other scholars have integrated the 

Americas in this debate by crafting time series of real wages and welfare ratios – the purchasing 

power of silver wages in terms of a standardized diet of 2,000 calories- in several cities of the 

continent.82 Mexico City, Potosí, and Bogotá are used as the benchmarks, with data for Chile, 

 
77 Own calculations following World Bank Data in https://data.worldbank.org/. The gap between 

Mexico and Colombia and Brazil has been of the order of 3,000 international dollars per 

year/person.   
78 Bértola and Ocampo. The Economic Development of Latin America, 262.  
79 Parthasarati and Pomeranz, “The Great Divergence Debate,” 25-30.  
80 Pomeranz, The Great Divergence, 10-29.  
81 Allen, The British Industrial Revolution, 15-29; Zanden, The Long Road to the Industrial 

Revolution, 35-42.   
82 Allen, Murphy, and Schneider, “The Colonial Origins of the Divergence,” 865-866; Arroyo, 

Davies, and Zanden, “Between Conquest and Independence,” 152-160; Arroyo and Zanden, 

“Growth under Extractive Institutions,” 1182-1192; Dobado and García, “El bienestar 

económico,” 485-489.    

https://data.worldbank.org/
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Lima, and Buenos Aires providing an encompassing view of Latin American economic 

performance. Allen sustains that, due to rigidities in labor and product markets and different wage 

levels in Britain and Spain, there was already a divergence between Spanish America and the North 

Atlantic economies in 1700. By correcting some shortcomings in Allen’s consumption basket, 

Arroyo and van Zanden argue that the divergence only is observable after 1800, with the post-

independence crisis accounting for most of the gap. Dobado concurs with the latter position but 

undertakes further refinements to the data. He stresses, inter alia, the way in which previous 

calculations underestimated the consumption of livestock and cash crops in Spanish America.  

Therefore, Latin American living standards in 1800 were not far behind those of the leading 

European and Asian economies.   

One commonality of these contrasting views is that even though using different methodologies, 

they suggest that the welfare standards of Potosí, Mexico City and Bogotá had converged by 1800. 

Arroyo and Van Zanden present a more optimistic take on Potosí than Dobado and Allen, while 

all of them certainly underestimated inflation in Bogotá -thereby overestimating real wages-, but 

the trend towards convergence is consistent.83  Between 1650-1750 Mexico City’s real wages were 

significantly higher than those of Bogotá, with a combination of nominal wage stickiness and 

inflation in the former eroding the gap afterwards. Most recently, Amilcar Challú and Aurora 

Gómez have provided new data on this matter, confirming the decline of New Spain’s real wages, 

and concluding that “the late colonial period was not one of bonanza, but of significant decline in 

living standards, caused in part by the high extraction of resources by the Crown from New Spain 

in order to fight the wars against its European rivals.”84  

The analysis of living standards in the Americas has provided valuable contributions to the Great 

Divergence debate. Nonetheless, several issues pivotal to the debate have remained as an uncharted 

territory in the literature. For instance, the estimation of commercialization rates to understand the 

extent and structure of the market economy in the Americas is in its infancy. In addition, the 

monopsonist practices observed in haciendas and markets in some silver-based regions of Mexico 

and Peru during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries have been extended to the rest of the 

 
83 These authors harness the so-called Pardo’s Price Index. This index, however, was subsequently 

corrected by other scholars. See Pedraja, “El precio de los comestibles,” 10-18 and Torres, Minería 

y moneda, 42-49.  
84 Challú and Gómez, “Mexico’s Real Wages,” 120.  
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continent without proper qualifications. John Tutino and other historians of capitalism have added 

important nuances to this point, emphasizing that the commercialization process that started in 

1500 was not an exclusively European story.85 Yet, quantitative analyses are still needed to go 

deeper into the conversation. This dissertation provides data in this regard, examining the extent 

to which North Andean per capita trade flows were comparable in several sectors to those of the 

Mexican metropolis and Potosí. Following Challú and Galvarriato, it examines if the late colonial 

economy was a period of unrestricted prosperity interrupted by Napoleon’s invasion, while 

providing insights into the state of North Andean market exchanges after Independence.86 The 

research, then, aims to show that different paths of development characterized the insertion of the 

Latin American economies into the broad currents of the Great/Little Divergence.    

This dissertation also engages other trends in recent economic history. In the last 25 years, the 

analysis of market conditions in preindustrial economies has experienced a noticeable expansion. 

The Polanyian and Chayanovian depiction of preindustrial societies that operated with limited 

product and labor markets has been empirically criticized.87 As Robert Epstein summarized, 

markets in medieval and early modern Europe “were ubiquitous, and peasants were frequently at 

the forefront in demanding them, while towns played an important role as centers of consumption, 

industry and trade in stimulating agrarian and manufacturing specialization.”88 The literature has 

come to similar conclusions regarding the role of markets in preindustrial China, Japan, and 

India.89 A by-product of this approach has been the refutation of the notion of the société immobile 

crafted by French historians and applied by scholars of other preindustrial societies.90 The concept 

emerged to describe the predominance in some regions of a large number of subsistence peasants 

farming in isolation from markets and sticking tenaciously to village institutions that hampered 

 
85 Tutino, Making a New World, 5-6.  
86 Challú even coined the term “Great Decline” to describe Mexico’s living standards between 

1750 and 1850. Challú, “The Great Decline,” 25-30. 
87 See Polanyi, Primitive, Archaic, and Modern Economics, 23-28; Chayanov, The Theory of 

Peasant Economy, 2-18.   
88 Epstein, Freedom and Growth, 48. For a review of the critiques to Polanyi’s works see also 

Bavel, The invisible Hand, 8-16.  
89 Bassino, Broadberry, and Fukao, “Japan and the Great Divergence,” 15-18; Shiue, “The 

organization and Scope of Grain Markets,” 342-345; Studer, “India and the Great Divergence,” 

398-402.   
90 See Aymard, “Autoconsumo y mercados,” 70-74.  
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productivity and innovation. In this approach, the low prevalence of large, commercial-oriented 

states further promoted a Malthusian cycle of population checks and immobilism. As Philip 

Hoffman has emphasized, however, markets and population growth exerted powerful 

transformative effects on the organization and productivity of preindustrial agriculture while 

econometric analysis of Total Factor Productivity (TFP) has shown that there is no relation 

between farm size and productivity.91 Most recently, Giovanni Federico’s examination of global 

agricultural patterns concluded that “farm size and type do not seem to have been a key determinant 

of technical progress and performance in history.”92  

The analysis of market conditions has multifurcated into the measurement of three concepts: 

market integration, market performance, and market efficiency.93  Integration refers to the 

convergence of price levels across outlets, a concept that has shaped the discussions about a wide 

variety of topics from the emergence of national markets to the origins of globalization.94   

Performance refers to the capacity of markets to absorb supply shocks such as bad harvests while 

efficiency measures information flows between markets through the co-movement of prices. The 

literature has emphasized how good market conditions promote growth by improving productivity, 

competition, and specialization. Great Britain was not the only preindustrial place where markets 

worked efficiently.95   

This dissertation engages these debates in an indirect manner. The lack of hard data on prices 

across different North Andean markets precludes a serious attempt to measure trade conditions in 

 
91 Hoffman, Growth in a Traditional Society, 19-25 and 125-142. See also Allen, “Economic 

Structure,” 20-22.  
92 Federico, Feeding the World, 142.  
93 Foldvari and Leeuwen, “Market Performance in Early Economies,” 22-24; Persson, “Market 

performance and welfare,” 69-25; Malinowski, “Market Conditions in Preindustrial Poland,” 260-

265.  
94 For recent contributions on price integration in national and continental markets see Chilosi, 

Murphy, and Studer, “Europe’s Many Integrations,” 50-53, Keller and Shiue, “Endogenous 

Formation of Free Trade Agreements,” 1168-1172. For the debates about price convergence and 

globalization see: O’Rourke and Williamson, “Once more: When did Globalization Begin,” 112-

115 and Flynn and Giráldez, “Path Dependence, Time Lags and the Birth of Globalization,” 89-

92.    
95 Shiue and Keller, “Markets in China and Europe,” 1189-1190.  
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the region.96 In addition, quantitative research on transportation and transaction costs is in its 

infancy, rendering the analysis of price gaps a difficult enterprise. Naturally, when possible, 

relative prices have been used to make sense of trade flows, while the data on the prices of precious 

metals suggests that bullion markets were well-integrated by 1800. Yet, the emphasis on trade 

direction, volume, and dynamics provides tentative insights into the study of preindustrial markets. 

For instance, the dissertation shows how the movement of demand and supply conditions in 

Bogotá, Quito, and Popayán affected the micro-level responses of itinerant merchants, farmers, 

and consignment traders who connected far-flung regions, including traditional inter-cordilleran 

and vertical exchanges.97 In addition, by focusing on cash crops, animal products and textiles, the 

dissertation identifies profound patterns of regional specialization that endured the disruptions of 

the Independence Wars. With its emphasis on a circumstantial analysis of grain and tuber trade, 

traditional historiography has created a narrative in favor of fragmented regions and self-sufficient 

producers.98  

The analysis of trade flows and market exchanges also contributes to a long historiographical 

tradition that has challenged the view of Spanish America as a region suffering from simmering 

monetary scarcity and lack of market involvement.99 As stated above, Assadourian in the 1970s 

showed how the forward and backward linkages of mining integrated supply regions and nurtured 

a market-oriented society. Before being exported, precious metals lubricated domestic and 

 
96 If compared with the time-series available for preindustrial Europe, the price history of Latin 

America is still a neglected field. See the classic studies edited by Johnson and Tandeter in Essays 

on the Price History. The best analysis of new evidence in this regard is the one of Djenderedjian 

and Martirén, “Precios, producto agrario y niveles de vida,”125-128. For the Northern Andes see 

Torres, Minería y moneda, 52-69 and “El comportamiento de los precios,” 629-685.    
97 Given the focus of this dissertation on the analysis of supply-demand conditions, the analysis of 

marketplaces and urban settings of exchange will not be central. Urban historians, however, will 

find pivotal data regarding some aspects of urban development in the region during this crucial 

period.     
98 Colmenares, for instance, pointed out that given the limited nature of markets, the existence of 

price controls, and the importance preindustrial customs, “price history is, at best, the realm of 

social history.” My translation. See Cali: terratenientes, mineros, 100-101; See also Barona, La 

maldición de Midas, 69-72 and Kingman, Salgado, and Bedón, “La ciudad a través de sus tratos”, 

238-239. The perils of measuring market performance using only grain prices and livestock sales 

have been remarked by Grafe, Distant Tyranny, 78-82.        
99 This depiction is embodied in the works of Romano: Mecanismo y elementos and Monedas, 

pseudomoneda y circulación monetaria. See, most recently, Pieper, “Money or Export Commodity 

for Asia,” 139-142.  
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interregional trade across the colonial system, with local economies absorbing important quantities 

of bullion production. Assadourian’s evidence, then, shows that the flow of precious metals 

affected general and relative prices in colonial markets.100 According to several scholars, this 

pattern continued during the nineteenth century despite the mining slump following 

independence.101  

Most of Assadourian’s supporters, however, focused subsequently on internal commodity flows 

and left out the monetary side of the analysis.102 Antonio Ibarra, Kris Lane, and Angelo Carrara 

are three salient exceptions. They showed how bullion and monetary streams affected relative 

prices and fueled the wheels of trade in Guadalajara (New Spain), southern Ecuador, and Minas 

Gerais (Brazil).103 In a research that has deeply influenced this dissertation, Ibarra studied how the 

multilateral flow of bullion and goods shaped the insertion of Guadalajara into the broader currents 

of domestic and imperial markets, challenging Eric van Young’s central place analysis that 

privileged urban markets as a concentric source of growth.104 In addition, recent scholars have 

joined Carrara in a more quantitative approach to show how gold coinage nourished the expansion 

of a monetary economy in eighteenth-century Brazil while Erick Langer and other researchers 

have undertaken pivotal research regarding bullion smuggling and trade in the Andes before the 

1870s.105 In short, by integrating the analysis of the flow of both commodities and bullion, this 

dissertation seeks to craft further venues to understand paths of market development in Latin 

America.  

The dissertation provides important insights into the agrarian history of the region. In contrast to 

Mexico and Peru, where studies on the rural world have remained particularly active, the literature 

 
100 Assadourian, El sistema de la economía colonial, 25-29 and Assadourian et. al, Minería y 

espacio económico, 5-9.   
101 Mitre, El monedero de los Andes, 25-39; Langer, “Espacios coloniales,” 142-145.  
102 The literature is extensive. For key works see: Tandeter, “Flujos mercantiles en el Potosí,” 29-

29; Grosso and Garavaglia, La región de Puebla, 28-45; Palomeque, “La circulación mercantil en 

las provincias,” 135-139; Ibarra, “Mercancías globales y mercados locales,” 71-78. 
103 Lane, “Mining the Margins,” 18-32; Carrara, Minas e currais, 63-77; Ibarra, “El mercado no 

monetario,” 447-462 
104 Ibarra, “La organización regional”, 59-72; Van Young, Hacienda and Market, 59-62.  
105 Cerquira-Lima and Sousa, “Production, Supply, and Circulation,” 37-40; Langer, “Bringing the 

Economic Back In,” 59-62; Irigoin, “La fabricación de moneda en Buenos Aires y Potosí,” 69-72; 

Conti, “Circuitos mercantiles,” 125-133.      
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has not experienced the same dynamism in the Northern Andes. Recent research has provided 

important revisions on labor and land markets, but the structure of land tenure and its imprints on 

marketing chains is still permeated by the insights developed in the hacienda studies of the 1970s 

and the 1990s. Even though these investigations recognized the existence of a mosaic of 

smallholders, tenants, and sharecroppers, they forged a view of the preindustrial North Andean 

rural world as one dominated by large landowners whose political connections endowed them with 

market power in both labor and product markets. 106 Some dissenting works managed to show how 

haciendas were thoroughly commercial, with active labor markets suggesting that the image of the 

non-market oriented rural world was incomplete.107 By perusing the structure of agrarian surpluses 

marketed in the three capitals, this research provides insights into the aggregate importance of 

small-scale producers and mid-size regional merchants across different sectors before and after 

independence.108 It seems that the economic ties promoted by the consumption linkages of gold 

and commodity exports were dominated by an authentic hive of small peasants, itinerant dealers, 

and consignment merchants that confirm the patterns found in other areas of the former in recent 

literature Spanish Empire.109 Future research should peruse the implications of these rural patterns 

in the long-run economic development of the region, a topic that has shaped the discussions over 

 
106 This pattern has been embodied in the classic works of Colmenares and Barona see: 

Colmenares, “La hacienda en la sierra norte,” 10-15, Historia Económica y Social de Colombia II, 

25-39 and Cali. Terratenientes, Mineros y Comerciantes, 52-59; Barona, La Maldición de Midas, 

45-61. See also Villamarín, “Haciendas en la Sabana,” 334-335. For the Caribbean region see 

Helg, Liberty and Equality, 50-55.    
107 See Tovar, Hacienda Colonial; Daza, Los marqueses de Santa Coa; Gutiérrez, El mayorazgo 

de Bogotá.  
108 This dissertation, in particular, follows Federico and Paixao in analyzing market power of large 

suppliers by estimating shares on total agricultural sales. See “Market Power,” 25-26. Recent 

studies have started to underline the importance of smallholders in several areas of the viceroyalty. 

See Bonnet, Tierra y comunidad, 299-300; Soulodre-La France, Región e Imperio, 45-49; Salazar, 

Tierra y mercados, 27-28.   
109 See Tutino, The Mexican Heartland, 139-145 and Langer, “Indigenous Independence,” 256-

262. It is important to remark, however, that while in the Northern Andes the Independence Wars 

deepened a late colonial pattern, in the silver poles the conflict led to a reversal of fortune. As 

Tutino and Van Young have shown, the big haciendas had slowly displaced small producers in 

grain and staple markets across central New Spain and Guadalajara throughout the eighteenth 

century. Imperial collapse, then, marked the coming-back of small producers. See Tutino, The 

Mexican Heartland, 89-59 and Van Young, Hacienda and Markets, 59-75.  
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a wide array of topics ranging from industrialization and political systems in other regions of the 

globe.110  

The materials assembled in this thesis contribute to the study of several strands of the literature 

that go beyond the realm of economic history. Historians of imperial and early republican 

governance, for instance, will find my analysis of trade and monetary policies useful to understand 

the nature and scope of state-led transformations during the Age of Revolutions. This research, 

indeed, joins a growing body of literature that challenges the absolutist, teleological framework 

within which the Bourbon Reforms have traditionally been studied.111 Instead, it shows how trade 

taxes were subject to local, jurisdictional negotiations that reflected the piecemeal, even cyclical 

nature of the reformist attempt to increase control over revenues and politics. The dissertation also 

adds to the scholarship on the early republican state-building, showing how the institutional 

reforms that followed the collapse of Spanish rule left behind rich yet little-known statistical data 

that calls into question the portrait of this period as one of statelessness.112  

This research, in addition, extends the analysis of smuggling into the direction of microeconomic 

and institutional analysis. Recent literature shows how contraband fueled trans-imperial networks 

of merchants and sailors whose analysis provides new insights into several issues of local 

governance such as corruption and corporate power.113 However, the view of smuggling as a 

ubiquitous problem has deterred attempts at distilling time series of economic performance from 

treasury records.114 After all, what is the point of processing tax registers if contraband was so 

prevalent? This research follows a different path. It shows how previously considered illicit flows 

were, in reality, legal, tax-exempted streams whose measurement requires the unearthing of new 

 
110 See two classic works in this regard: Sokoloff and Dollar, “Agricultural Seasonality,” 292-

293 and Allen “Economic Structure,” 308-315.   
111 See Sánchez, “Las reformas borbónicas,” Pinto, “El reformismo fiscal,” Jumar, “Las reformas 

borbónicas,” Grafe and Irigoin, “A Stakeholder Empire” and Kuethe and Andrien, The Spanish 

Atlantic World.   
112 The need for this approach has been recently underlined by Hilda Sábato in Republics of the 

New World. For the northern Andes see Rosenthal, Salt and the Colombian State. 
113 Two excellent works in this regard: Cromwell, The Smugglers' World and Laurent, 

Contrabando, poder y color.  
114 As Adolfo Mesiel has rightly pointed out, historians have tended to overestimate the 

aggregate importance of smuggling during the late colonial period in Caribbean New Granada. 

See “Situado o contrabando”.  
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sources. In a similar vein, the evidence here analyzed provides inputs to understand the opportunity 

cost of smugglers, emphasizing the fact these entrepreneurs were subject to important yet little-

explored constraints.    

Historians of material culture will find important insights in the following pages as well. Classic 

and recent historiographical developments have shown that the expansion of the world trade after 

1500 was accompanied by three “revolutions” that transformed consumption in early modern 

economies. First, the industrious revolution, which encompassed the process of reallocation of 

household labor to acquire the bundles of goods associated with the consumption of tropical and 

luxury goods.115 The other two, the retailing and consumer revolutions, included the expansion of 

market involvement and the growth of commerce services as a percentage of aggregate economic 

activity.116 Recent literature has strived to include Latin America in these broad conversations, 

with studies showing how the tastes and fashions of local consumers played a vital role in shaping 

global trade flows.117 This research, by providing a quantitative analysis of varieties, product 

differentiation, and market structures, underlines the importance of North Andean consumer 

choice in domestic and international trade before the 1840s.  

Finally, political historians will find important insights in this dissertation. The literature has 

studied the importance of popular participation in political change and nation-building, the impact 

of constitutional and ideological discussions in the organization of the new republics, the regional 

forces behind the conflicts, and the continental-wide nature of the Independence Wars.118 Yet, the 

economic consequences of imperial collapse have not been properly integrated into the study of 

political change.119 It is still widely accepted that the regional disputes of the Interregnum stemmed 

 
115 Vries, The Industrious Revolution, 12-29. 
116 Shammas, The Preindustrial Consumer, 15-23; Pérez-García, Vicarious Consumers, 8-16; 

Heuvel and Ogilvie, “Retail Development,” 70-73.   
117 See Bauer, Goods, Power, History, 15-29; Gasch-Tomás, “Globalization, Market Formation,” 

190-192; Lamikiz, Trust, 105-110. In the Northern Andes, the field has been fueled by the research 

of Ana Otero-Cleves: “This Mixed Species of Population Will Consume,” 750-758 and “Foreign 

Machetes and Cheap Cotton Cloth,” 426-428.   
118 The literature is extensive. For key works see Gutiérrez, Un Nuevo Reino and La Restauración 

en Nueva Granada; Echeverri, Indian and Slave Royalists; Martínez, Historia de la primera 

República; Rodríguez, La revolución política; Morelli, “Una gran asociación de pueblos”; Sosa, 

Representaciones e Independencia; Rodríguez, La revolución política.  
119 A virtuous exception is Joshua Rosenthal’s analysis of salt monopoly in Boyacá during early 

republican rule. He effectively documents the interaction between the state-led control of the 
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from the economic fragmentation of the viceregal economy, while one of the main drivers behind 

the failure of the Colombian union was the lack of extensive economic connections among its 

constituent parts.120 Likewise, the analysis of popular participation in the war has been detached 

from the conflicts around resource allocations and fiscal and monetary reorganization.121 The 

emphasis of this dissertation on interregional connectivity, marketing structures, and trade policies 

contribute important hypotheses to understand the two-way interactions between conflict and trade 

that hopefully will shape future agendas of political historians.   

Dissertation Outline  

The dissertation has two main parts. The first one examines trade and bullion flows before the 

onset of the political crisis of 1809-1810. Chapter 1 provides a brief economic and monetary 

history of the Northern Andes during the late colonial era. By building upon fresh data and recent 

historiography, the chapter places the region’s mining and export agriculture within the context of 

global and imperial markets, highlighting the important process of economic and demographic 

growth that unfolded during the second half of the eighteenth century. By 1800, the Northern 

Andes had closed the population gap with the south-central portion of the Andean range, while 

export diversification reinforced its polycentric connections with the world economy. Polymetallic 

placer deposits, inland waterways, and micro-verticality coalesced with a growing, market-

oriented mestizo population to forge a peculiar economic and monetary geography in the context 

of the Spanish Empire.  

Chapter 2 lays the empirical foundations of the dissertation. It explains the method followed to 

craft one of the largest data sets of monetary and trade transactions for a preindustrial Latin 

American region. The chapter charts the political economy of the customs houses of the Andean 

 

thermal springs, on the one hand, and local politics, on the other, challenging the perspective that 

has portrayed the period as one of statelessness. See Salt and the Colombian State, 6-15. Fiscal 

historians have also strived to study the connections between tax revenues and politics. See Rojas, 

Deuda pública interna, 28-39; Díaz, “Hacienda pública”, 131-138; Pinto, Entre Colonia y 

República, 289-295.   
120 Thibaud, República en armas, 189-195; Martínez, Historia de la primera República; 

Bushnell, The Santander Regime, 292-309; Safford and Palacios, Colombia: Fragmented Land, 

130-131.  
121 For two books that suffer from this issue see Helg, Liberty and Equality and Lasso, Myths of 

Harmony.  
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interior whose records constitute a unique source to measure trade flows during the 60 years here 

examined. Recent literature has revolutionized the nature and scope of treasury-based studies, 

advocating a careful examination of accounting, institutional, and fiscal practices of specific 

branches of the royal and republican exchequers to craft proper proxies of economic 

performance.122 This approach, in particular, has exposed the pitfalls of studies that rely uniquely 

upon the annual summaries deposited in Spanish archives.123 The chapter introduces key concepts 

of trade taxation, emphasizing the way in which local negotiations and jurisdictional fragmentation 

shaped local rates and records.124 I argue that despite the Bourbon drive to increase revenues and 

unify taxation, officials ended up adjusting their policies to local market conditions. The research, 

then, advocates a multi-wise use of logbooks and waybills to craft times series and cross-sectional 

patterns of trade and presents some preliminary hypotheses regarding the aggregate movement of 

goods.   

The third chapter studies the direction, magnitude, and dynamics of bullion and monetary flows in 

the 30 years that preceded the 1808-1810 crisis. The chapter crafts a novel monetary geography of 

the region. It identifies the cities and regions that agglomerated the flows of gold and silver in the 

form of bullion and coins. In the same vein, the chapter studies the microeconomic foundations of 

aggregate flows, exploring the mechanics of bimetallic transactions. The evidence suggests that a 

thick, multilateral network of bullion and monetary flows existed in the Northern Andes. The 

multilateral nature of bullion flows implies that both gold and silver oiled domestic trade by 

encouraging the monetary settlement of interregional trade balances. The network was composed 

of four types of nodes: Andean entrepôts, ports, mining regions, and intermediate supply centers. 

In the three Andean entrepôts (Bogotá, Quito, and Popayán) bimetallic streams were on full display 

since they regulated the connection between silver-rich and gold-rich economies. Finally, the 

chapter explores how the Atlantic Wars led to a huge process of trade diversion that radically 

transformed bullion markets in the region.    

 
122 The decisive work is Sánchez, Corte de caja, 11-26.  
123 Some of these shortcomings were already emphasized by the leading scholars of treasury-based 

studies, but subsequent scholars kept using the records without proper adjustments. See the classic 

approach in TePaske and Klein, The Royal Treasuries, 5-10.  
124 For the reader’s convenience, I have gathered in Appendix D all the measurement standards 

used throughout this dissertation. 
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Chapter 4 delineates the flows of global goods across the Northern Andes.  It crafts time series of 

the volume, direction, structure, and composition of import trade to study how changes in late 

imperial trade connections transformed interregional exchange. North Andean businessmen were 

embedded into global networks that allowed them to draw goods from outlets in the Atlantic, the 

Pacific, and beyond. The region experienced a process of import deepening and widening, with 

North Andean consumers benefitting from lower prices, larger varieties, and competition. The 

region’s interaction with the world economy, however, experienced a boom-and-bust cycle with 

the outbreak of the Anglo-Spanish War of 1796 as the main breaking point. By providing hard 

data on relative prices, the dissertation goes beyond well-known corporate complaints about 

ubiquitous smuggling to explore the disruptive effects of naval blockades, emphasizing changes 

in the terms of trade and import structure. In addition, the viceroyalty’s connections with the world 

economy became more and more polycentric, with an arc of ports from Maracaibo to Guayaquil 

serving interior markets with goods of European and Asian provenance and Bogotá increasing its 

role as the main interior entrepôt of the region.  

Chapter 5 focuses on domestic trade flows in the three North Andean capitals, contributing to the 

study of the nature and scope of interregional marketing networks in preindustrial Spanish 

America. Bogotá, Quito, and Popayán bridged the movement of goods and inputs from highland 

and lowland producers of cash crops, textiles and staples to the mining belts and the export-

oriented areas of the viceroyalty. The consumption linkages of export activities sustained far-flung 

connections that comprised vertical and inter-cordilleran exchanges. Yet, in similar lines to the 

trends of external trade, domestic commerce experienced a bust-and-boom cycle between 1780 

and 1810. The rates at which domestic trade grew during the upward phase of the cycle, the variety 

of goods traded, and the multilateral nature of mercantile networks suggest that the region 

experienced a process of market deepening and widening. At some point between 1796 and 1800, 

however, a downward trend ensued, and per capita interregional exchanges contracted severely. 

Sectoral variations were important, with textile production benefiting from the blockades while 

cash crops suffered important geographical and structural shifts. The deceleration of export 

activity, changes in relative prices, and war disruptions may explain these trends.   

The second part of the dissertation treats trade patterns during and after the Independence Wars, 

providing an empirical examination of the crisis that allegedly characterized the early republican 
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years. Chapter 6 delivers a synthesis of the economic and political history of the region between 

1810 and 1840, emphasizing the role of the Northern Andes in the continental-wide process of 

Imperial collapse and crafting hypotheses on how war activities forced sectoral transformations.  

By developing new data on gold and mintage output, contrasting available evidence, and covering 

some uncharted topics, the chapter provides an even-handed view of an economy re-organizing 

itself, finding ways to cope with monetary transformations, adapting its export sector to the new 

conditions of global trade, and gradually emerging from the war effort that helped to end colonial 

rule from Angostura to Potosí.     

Chapter 7 explores the transformations in the North Andean circuits of bullion and monetary 

exchange and traces the changing functions of the hubs that used to funnel aggregate bimetallic 

flows during the late colonial era. In addition, it provides a novel assessment of the types of coins 

that composed the metallic landscape during and after the Independence Wars. The evidence 

suggests that the multilateral nature of bullion flows across the region survived the disruptions of 

war and political instability. The links of the region with the global economy conserved their 

polycentric pattern with cross-directional flows of gold and silver leaking through different nodes 

on the Pacific and the Atlantic. However, these broader continuities were permeated by important 

changes in the volume and direction of some streams. In particular, the region experienced an 

efflorescence of silver mintage, with monies issued in the Northern Andes dominating the early 

republican monetary landscape. Bogotá and Quito reaffirmed their vocation as main bullion 

markets due to their connections with Antioquia and Barbacoas while Popayán experienced further 

competition from emerging bimetallic markets in the Cauca Valley.   

Chapter 8 studies the micro-level responses of North Andean merchants and treasurers to the 

changing conditions of domestic and international bimetallic markets during the three decades that 

followed the 1808-1810 crisis.  By combining private correspondence, merchant logbooks, and 

official reports, the chapter examines the microeconomic foundations of the aggregate bimetallic 

flows unearthed in previous chapters. The analysis of the relative market prices of gold and silver 

across markets in South America and the Caribbean suggests that price gaps were not large enough 

to instigate direct arbitrage transactions, but they heavily shaped the bimetallic composition of 

interregional trade balances. North Andean merchants and treasurers monitored the conditions of 

far-flung monetary markets, looking for direct and indirect opportunities to undertake lucrative 
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arbitrage operations. The available data suggest that despite war disruptions, the post-war North 

Andean bullion markets were relatively well integrated.  

Chapter 9 charts the wide-ranging impacts of the Independence Wars and the collapse of colonial 

restrictions on the flow of global goods in the three North Andean capitals. The chapter adds 

important caveats to the traditional and still prevalent view that portrays Spanish American 

markets during the early republican years as shallow, stagnant, and depressed. The evidence 

suggests that the decline of the prices of European wares led to an expansion of imports in real per 

capita terms, creating important income effects across the outlets of the region. The expansion of 

the consumption of global goods was accompanied by a dramatic expansion in the number of 

merchants involved in import trade as well as by an increase in the variety of goods traded. Sectoral 

changes were prevalent, with textile flows shifting from linens to cottons while iron and paper 

imports experienced an important expansion.125 Finally, the chapter identifies the main changes 

regarding the direction and geographical distribution of European wares across the region, with 

Bogotá keeping its polycentric connections with the currents of world trade. Popayán witnessed a 

contraction of its direct ties with international flows, while its merchants increasingly depended 

on the circuits controlled by merchants in Bogotá and the Cauca Valley. Quito’s connections to 

the global currents of trade became once again dependent on Guayaquil, but the ties with the ports 

in southwestern New Granada constituted important, well-connected conduits of commerce.  

Chapter 10, finally, examines the structure, size, and direction of domestic commerce during the 

early republican years. The Independence Wars heavily disrupted trade flows by blocking the 

arteries of trade, diverting resources towards outfitting armies, and by undertaking monetary and 

trade measures that increased uncertainty and transaction costs. The upheaval was particularly 

severe during the Restoration and the early years of the Bolivarian campaigns that drained the 

region of labor and capital to expand the war effort into the central Andes and Venezuela.  Yet, 

the data suggest that the recovery was relatively fast and by the late 1820s interregional exchange 

expanded rapidly. During the 1830s, the aggregate nominal value of North Andean domestic trade 

seems to have achieved the late colonial levels, with some regions even recovering the pre-1810 

level on a per capita basis. The chapter, then, asserts that mining and agricultural exports still acted 

 
125 Throughout this dissertation the term “cottons” refers to cotton textiles or fabrics while 

“cotton” refers to the raw material.  
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as prime movers of interregional exchanges, fomenting subsidiary activities strong enough to 

sustain interregional exchange. Naturally, the chapter identifies regional and sectoral trends, 

providing new insights into well-known processes such as the decline of the Quito-Popayán axis 

and the emergence of Antioquia as a pivot of growth. 
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CHAPTER 1. CURRENTS OF GOLD IN A SEA OF SILVER: A BRIEF ECONOMIC 

HISTORY OF THE LATE COLONIAL NORTHERN ANDES 

Introduction 

The Northern Andes experienced an important period of economic growth during the second half 

of the eighteenth century. Demographic expansion, export diversification, and a new mining cycle 

enabled the region to achieve an economic transformation that has been the subject of important, 

quantitative studies.1 The process attracted the attention of far-away worldly philosophers as well. 

Adam Smith, for instance, pointed out that any attempt to calculate the global stock of gold and 

silver should take into account that “America is itself a new market for the produce of his mines 

and as its advances in agriculture, industry, and population are much more rapid than those of 

Europe, its demand must increase much more rapidly […] New Granada and Brazil before 

discovered by the Europeans, inhabited by savage nations, who had neither arts and agriculture, 

are now new markets.”2 In his 1791 Report on the Establishment of a Mint, Alexander Hamilton 

underlined the role of North Andean gold output in the movement of the bimetallic ratios in the 

Atlantic world. According to Hamilton, any discussion on the official bimetallic ratio in the US 

Mint should consider not only the movements of silver production but also the flow of gold from 

the Spanish colonies.3 In the same vein, Lord Liverpool’s Treatise on the Coins of the Realm in a 

Letter to the King written in 1805, hinted at the role of “Spanish gold coins” and the surge in New 

Granada’s output as important variables in a possible monetary reform in Great Britain.4   

It was Alexander von Humboldt, however, who provided the deepest diagnosis of the economic 

transformations in the late colonial Northern Andes. He aptly documented export diversification, 

demographic growth, and the backward and forward linkages of gold production.5 In his analysis 

of global bimetallic ratios, he was amazed by the fact that even small amounts of gold flowing 

from New Granada and Brazil “are sufficient to produce a sensible change in the proportion 

 
1 Meisel, Crecimiento, mestizaje y presión fiscal; Kalmanovitz, “El PIB de la Nueva Granada,” 

and “Las consecuencias económicas”; Torres, Minería y moneda en el Nuevo Reino.   
2 Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes, 221. 
3 Hamilton, “On the Establishment of a Mint,” 30-34 
4 Liverpool, Treatise on the Coins, 110-114. 
5 Humboldt, Humboldt en Colombia, 16, 80-84 and 105-116.  
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between gold and silver in Europe.”6 New Granada’s hegemony was pivotal, and “if the 

government of Santafé de Bogotá begins seriously to turn its attention to the population and 

agriculture, the extraction of gold in New Granada, will in a very few years rival that of Brazil.”7 

As discussed below, Humboldt’s projection had already been achieved. By 1800 New Granada 

had become the largest gold producer of the continent.     

Even though the Prussian polymath never wrote a Political Essay on the Kingdom of New 

Granada, his diaries and comparative considerations in the Political Essay on the Kingdom of New 

Spain, provide remarks that can be used as testable hypotheses for the analysis of the Northern 

Andes. Humboldt’s narrative followed a two-fold strategy that will be pivotal in this dissertation. 

First, he put the region in the broader context of global and imperial bullion flows. Second, he 

noted that the process of economic change in New Granada was shaped by unique features that 

clearly distinguished the region from other areas of the Spanish Empire. Factor endowments and 

demographics were clearly different in the Northern Andes than in Mesoamerica and the South-

Central Andes. A counterpoint between Humboldt’s insights and fresh literature will allow us to 

provide an outline of New Granada’s peculiarities in the context of global trade flows. This 

chapter, then, aims to endow the reader with a brief yet analytical economic and monetary history 

of the region.  

An Andean Convergence: Geography and Population 

The Northern Andes lie between the Gulf of Guayaquil and the Venezuelan coastal ranges, 

encompassing present-day Colombia, Ecuador, and western Venezuela (see Map 1.1). This area 

diverges from the south-central portion of the Andes (present-day Peru and Bolivia) in several 

aspects, three of which deserve mentioning. First, the metallogeny of the Northern Andes endowed 

the region with important gold belts that were different from the polymetallic, tin-silver belts of 

Bolivia and Peru.8 In other words, the region was rich in gold but poor in silver. Metallogeny and 

erosion patterns also determined that the North Andean gold belts were widely distributed across 

 
6 Humboldt, Political Essay, 402.  
7 Humboldt, Political Essay, 395. 
8 Sillitoe, “Major Gold Deposits,” 672-673.  
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the area and, therefore, they were not concentrated in mining poles such as Potosí and Cerro de 

Pasco.9  

Second, the Northern Andes are warmer and lack the high steppe (puna) ecosystems that 

characterize the southern portion of the system.10 Therefore, the mechanics of verticality were 

different in both areas. Northern societies did not develop camelid-raising complexes, but they had 

access to broader sources of biomass since the northern highlands were suitable for grain 

cultivation and intensive pasture.11 Since pre-Columbian times, raised fields (camellones) allowed 

societies from Quito to Bogotá to develop unique mechanisms of agricultural production in the 

highlands.12 In the same vein, the transition between the different ecological niches in the north is 

not as sharp as in the south. In the former, indeed, the Andean inter-valleys and the highlands are 

much more clustered than in the latter. Scholars have fairly called “micro-verticality” to this 

interaction between ecology and human settlings in the north.13 Finally, New Granadan mines were 

located at altitudes well below the expected tree line in sharp contrast to the south-central mines 

that were located high in the mountains, in regions short of biomass.14  

 

 
9 West, Colonial Placer Mining, 32-36 and Sillitoe “Major Gold Deposits,” 676-678.  
10 See Young and Leon, “Tropical and Subtropical Landscapes,” 205-210.  
11 On the importance of camelids for the Andean economy see Jacobsen, “Livestock Complexes,” 

120-124.  
12 Salomon, Native Lords of Quito, 57-58 and Herrera, “Milenios de ocupación,” 10-15.  
13 See Salomon Native Lords of Quito, 60-63. See also Deler, Gómez, and Portais, El manejo del 

espacio en el Ecuador, 50-55 and Arguello, “Arqueología en el valle de Tena,” 145-146.  
14 The gold belts located in the Pacific Littoral of New Granada, however, had ecological features 

that affected biomass availability. Extreme humidity, in fact, hampered the production of cash 

crops and staples. Therefore, most of the supplies had to be imported from the Andes and the 

Pacific. See West, The Pacific Lowlands of Colombia, 50-52 and Leal, Landscapes of Freedom, 

26-27.    
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Map 1.1 The Northern Andes: Capitals and Main Nodes Studied in this Dissertation 

Source: Own elaboration.  
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Thirdly, the Northern Andes consist of a long, narrow plateau running from south to north bordered 

by two mountain chains containing numerous volcanoes. In the so-called Pasto’s mountain knot 

and the Colombian massif (nearby the present-day border between Colombia and Ecuador), the 

Andes split into three branches divided by the fast-flowing Cauca and Magdalena rivers. The latter 

communicated the interior of the colony with ports in the Caribbean. Other tributaries such as the 

Sogamoso, the Cesar, the Nechí, and the Lebrija rivers opened further routes for trade. The New 

Granadan network of inland waterways was more extensive than that of the River Plate and Brazil. 

Historians, however, have neglected the role of this network in interregional trade.15 They have 

echoed the complaints of some contemporaries about the expensive and difficult nature of river 

transportation. Recent analyses, however, have shown that the lower freight rates and the lower 

biomass consumption of river transportation nurtured a strong, far-flung trade of bulky products 

between the Andean highlands and the Caribbean lowlands.16 Therefore, the presence of river 

transportation in the north made the economic counterpoint between highlands and coastlands 

(costa-sierra) a more nuanced factor than in the South-Central Andes.  

Administratively, the Northern Andes encompassed the viceroyalty of the New Kingdom of 

Granada, established in 1739. It agglutinated the three bodies that hitherto had governed the region: 

The Audiencias (High Courts) of Santafé de Bogotá, Panama, and Quito. The Audiencia of Panama 

was suppressed in 1752, and the Isthmus was judicially and politically put under Bogotá’s orbit. 

Even though the political effectiveness of this reform is a matter of debate among specialists, future 

research should integrate Panama into the economic history of the viceroyalty.17 As this 

dissertation will continually show, the role of the Isthmus in the fiscal and trade flows is a key 

element in understanding the economic history of the Northern Andes well beyond the 1830s.  

The captaincy of Venezuela was also originally included in the political unit, but by the late 1770s 

the region was formally rewarded with executive and judicial autonomy. The western portion of 

the captaincy (Maracaibo-Mérida), however, kept important economic and religious connections 

 
15 See, for instance, Colmenares, Historia económica y Social I; McFarlane, Colombia before the 

Independence; Safford and Palacios, Colombia: Fragmented Land; Herrera, Ordenar para 

controlar; Helg, Liberty and Inequality.     
16 Torres and Henao, “Connecting the Northern Andes.”    
17 See McFarlane, Colombia before Independence, 233-235; Castillero, Historia general de 

Panamá, 169-180; Pinto, “Fiscalidad e independencia en Panamá,” 14-16.  
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with the viceroyalty.18 This region was also endowed with an important network of inland 

waterways such as the Catatumbo and Zulia rivers fostering trade between the Andean highlands 

and Lake Maracaibo. The jurisdiction of the Audiencias of Bogotá and Quito roughly coincides 

with the territories of present-day Colombia and Ecuador, respectively. The Popayán 

governorship, nevertheless, became an in-between political entity, resorting to any of the two high 

courts in settling some judicial cases. Historians have researched the two regions separately on the 

grounds that the viceroyalty was a mere political union with few economic and social connections. 

This dissertation, however, echoes the results of recent scholarship in the sense that, though 

recognizing the economic differences between the two regions, it is necessary to study them in an 

integrated manner.19  

By the late colonial period, the viceroyalty had a population, including coastal and mountain 

regions, of roughly 1.8 million inhabitants, 69% of which lived in New Granada and 41% in the 

Audiencia of Quito.20  During the second half of the eighteenth century, the population of the two 

areas grew at yearly rates of 1.2-1.7 and 0.5-0.65 percent respectively, outpacing the rates of 

growth of some of the central areas of the empire.21 If compared with the population of the South-

Central Andes (1.9 million inhabitants including coastal and mountain regions), the numbers 

suggest that a slow Andean convergence unfolded in the three centuries that followed the 

integration of the continent to the Spanish Empire.22  In 1500, indeed, the population of the Andean 

heartland probably doubled or tripled that of the northern societies.23 If population growth is 

 
18 Torres, Minería y Moneda, 110-118; Bedolla, “Circulación de efectos de Castilla,” 5-10; Pabón, 

“Construcción del escenario,” 23-27.   
19 Torres, “Entre el oro y la plata,” 120-123.  
20 Sánchez-Albornoz, “The Population of Colonial Spanish America,” 34-35.   
21 For the discussions on the rates of growth see Torres, Minería y moneda, 45-46; Meisel, 

Crecimiento, mestizaje y presión, 75-76; Andrien, The Kingdom of Quito, 35-36; Colmenares, “La 

hacienda en la sierra norte,” 55-59; Minchom, The People of Quito, 129-135; Hammerly, Historia 

social y económica, 65-68. These aggregate rates of growth, naturally, hide internal and regional 

divergences.  
22 Sánchez-Albornoz, “The Population of Colonial Spanish America,” 34-35.  
23 Calculations of pre-Columbian demographics are subject to a wide margin of error. However, 

they provide powerful insights to understand long-term, comparative patterns. The estimations of 

population size in 1500 range from 2 to 5 million inhabitants in the Northern Andes against 7 to 

13 million in the South-Central Andes. The late colonial demographic history relies on stronger 

evidence, but the margin of error is still considerable. Some scholars have suggested that the New 

Granadan censuses of the late 1770’s unrecorded a huge portion of the inhabitants in the lowlands, 
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harnessed as an imperfect yet suggestive measure of the long-term economic performance in 

preindustrial economies, the gap between the two areas had been closed by the end of the 

eighteenth century.24 Since then, this convergence turned into a long-term divergence since the 

northern population, without including the inhabitants of the Venezuelan Andes, amounted in 2020 

to 67 million against the 43 million in the South-Central portion of the mountain range. Colombia’s 

GDP in the same year – measured in parity purchasing power- was roughly ten times Bolivia’s.25 

This dissertation does not seek to study these trends. However, the late colonial Andean 

convergence suggests that the gold-based economy of the north was able to produce economic 

structures more conducive to economic growth than the silver-driven economies of the south. In 

the same vein, the convergence helps to explain a conundrum addressed tangentially in later 

chapters: why were the “peripheral” Andes able to mobilize resources and armies strong enough 

to win a war fought in the central Andes, the very core of South American colonial rule? 

The population convergence was accompanied by a huge contrast in the ethnic demographics of 

the two areas. In New Granada, castes (mestizos and libres de todos los colores) accounted for 

50% of the population followed by whites (25%), Indigenous peoples (15%), and slaves (10%).26 

In the Quito Audiencia, Indigenous peoples accounted for roughly 65% of the population, followed 

 

perhaps up to 15% of the global population. Even though there are no systematic attempts to 

calculate under-registration in the central Andean censuses, the available data in recent literature 

suggest that the population size in the two portions of the Andes had reached similar levels by 

1800. In other words, Sánchez-Albornoz estimation is close to the mark. For the debates pertaining 

to pre-Columbian population sizes see Romano, Mecanismo y elementos, 45-49 and Langebeck, 

“Recontrucciones demográficas,” 30-32; For the population size of Peru and Upper Peru during 

the late colonial period see Seminario, El desarrollo de la economía peruana, 442-445; Chocano, 

“Población, producción agraria y mercado interno,” 20-27; Klein, Haciendas and Ayllus, 56-59. 

For under-registration in the colonial censuses of New Granada see Solano, “La construcción de 

los censos,” 49-53. Ecuadorian historiography has relied upon the highly defective 1825 census to 

calculate population growth during the late colonial and early republican years, underestimating 

the demographic performance of the region. See Hamerly, Historia social y económica, 65-66 and 

Andrien, The Kingdom of Quito, 39-42. On the problems with the 1825 census see Tovar and 

Tovar, Convocatoria, 59-68 and Meisel, “El PIB de la República,” 15-21.   
24 Even though GDP calculations for preindustrial economies are subject to a wide margin of error, 

the available data suggests that the GDP per capita of both New Granada and Peru were roughly 

similar towards 1800. See Kalmanovitz, “El PIB de la Nueva Granada,” 174 and Meisel, 

“Crecimiento, mestizaje y presión,” 74.   
25 Own calculations following World Bank Data in https://data.worldbank.org/.   
26 McFarlane, Colombia before Independence, 32-33.  

https://data.worldbank.org/


44 
 

by whites (25%), castes (7%), and slaves (3%).27 These aggregate numbers, naturally, hide 

regional differences. Nonetheless, the northern societies experienced a larger process of population 

mixing than that of the south-central portion of the Andes and Mesoamerica.28  

According to a classic essay by Jaime Jaramillo Uribe, mestizaje (miscegenation) was “the 

dynamic and distinguishing factor of eighteenth-century New Granada.”29 Jaramillo argued that 

mestizaje created a society more open to social mobility and market building. Social and cultural 

historians have tended to attack this view.30 This is a debate that goes beyond the scope of this 

dissertation. It is clear, however, that mestizaje shaped the way in which North Andean peasantry 

resorted to the institutional framework that the Crown devised to regulate access to land, markets, 

and their relationship vis-à-vis the Spanish estates. The mestizo peasantry no doubt kept several 

mechanisms of communal and reciprocal allocation of resources, and they harnessed the legal tools 

provided by the Bourbons in terms of land entitlement and the foundation of new urban settings.31 

Yet, institutions such as indigenous republics (pueblos de indios), forced sales (reparto de 

mercancías), and communal treasuries (cajas de comunidad) that were pivotal in the allocation of 

resources in other areas of the Spanish Empire, had a lesser imprint in New Granada. 

Even in the Audiencia of Quito, where Indigenous peoples constituted the majority of the 

population and their tributes were pivotal in the fiscal revenues of the local treasury, the role of 

 
27 Andrien, The Kingdom of Quito, 36.  
28 For further differences in the demographics of several areas of the Empire see: Romano, 

Mecanismo y elementos, 59-69.  
29 Jaramillo, “Mestizaje y diferenciación social,” 23.   
30 Some scholars, indeed, highlight the exclusionary effects of mestizaje and its ideological 

imprints. See Corr, Interwoven. Andean Lives in Colonial Ecuador, 15; Lasso, Myths of Harmony, 

30-39; Larson, Trials of Nation Making, 66-68. Joanne Rappaport has nuanced the meaning of the 

category mestizo vis-à-vis other categories such as españoles or indios. In contrast to the caste 

system prevalent in some regions of New Spain, racial categorization in New Granada was marked 

by the fluidity with which the mestizo population interacted with the Spanish authorities. See 

Rappaport, The Disappearing Mestizo, 224-225. 
31 Sánchez, “De arrochelados a vecinos,” 460-461 and “De esclavos a campesinos,” 132-135; 

Sánchez and Conde, “Entre la asignación de privilegios,” 65-66; Bolaños, “Entre el Rey y el 

sacramento,” 25-26. These works have contradicted the traditional depiction of lowland peasants 

as self-sufficient, non-market-oriented producers. This traditional view is embodied in Helg, 

Liberty and Equality, 65-69 and Herrera, Ordenar para controlar, 102-116.   
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ethnic, corporate rule had a limited impact on aggregate economic activity.32 As Brooke Larson 

has aptly synthesized, “Andean peasants throughout the northern highlands of Colombia and 

Ecuador remained more fragmented, scattered and assimilated into hispanized societies.”33 

Research has backed this view. In central New Granada and Quito, most of the peasantry lived 

either in the haciendas as wage laborers, sharecroppers, or tenants or in the baldíos (empty lands) 

as smallholders.34 The studies on agrarian structures and mestizo access to land remain in their 

infancy, though. Some scholars have shown that a small-scale, market-oriented peasantry emerged 

as an important segment of the rural life in the Northern Andes during the eighteenth century and 

even before.35  As this dissertation will show, these rural patterns had important implications in 

the process of market widening and deepening in the region.    

In Peru and Upper Peru, as is well-known, the corporate institutions associated with ethnic division 

were pivotal in shaping intersectoral resource flows.36 The literature has also emphasized the 

impact of ethnic demographics on long-term economic structures for other regions of the Spanish 

Empire. For instance, John Tutino’s counterpoint between a capitalist-driven Bajío and a 

community-based Mexican heartland is ingrained in the absence, in the former, of a set of 

institutions of community rights and self-rule that constrained entrepreneurial powers and 

commercial ways. In the Bajío, indeed, the mestizo population sustained a diversified economy 

 
32 See Tyrer, “The Demographic and Economiic History,” 65-69; Colmenares, “La Hacienda en la 

Sierra norte,” 8-10. In addition, the ubiquitous presence of indigenous detached of communal lands 

but exempted of tributes (forasteros), imprinted certain characteristics that were less prevalent in 

the South-Central Andes.  See Coronel, Poder local, 94-97.   
33 Larson, Trials of Nation Making, 28 
34 See Tovar, Hacienda colonial, 171-172; Bonnet, Tierra y comunidad, 299-300; Soulodre-La 

France, Región e Imperio, 45-49; Villamarín, “Hacienda en la Sabana,” 334-335; Sánchez and 

Conde, “Entre la asignación de privilegios,” 61-64. Twinam, Miners, Merchants and Farmers, 

106-108; Colmenares, “Popayán, Continuidad y Discontinuidad,” 160-16; Salazar, Tierra y 

mercados, 27-28. According to Tyrer, 50-60 percent of the Indigenous tributaries in the Quito 

Sierra lived in the haciendas where they had access to land plots. See “The Demographic and 

Economic History”, 327-328.      
35 However, rural labor systems in Quito diverged from those of New Granada. In the former, debt 

peonage and other institutions to keep workers attached to the estates were more ubiquitous than 

in the latter. See Colmenares “La Hacienda en la Sierra norte,” 35-38.    
36 Assadourian, “La producción de la mercancía,” 235-241 and El sistema de la economía colonial, 

85-92.  
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where market-oriented initiatives ruled, while the mediation of the indigenous republics was 

restricted to limited areas.37  

The economic consequences of mestizaje were also related to the peculiar nature of North Andean 

societies before the arrival of the Spaniards. In organizational terms, as Frank Salomon, Karl 

Langebaeck, and Jorge Gamboa have pointed out, these were “intermediate” societies in the 

context of pre-Columbian America.38 They never developed states, in the form of institutions with 

comparative advantages in terms of resource allocation and military power. Scattered “chiefdoms,” 

whose scope and organizational nature are a matter of debate, dominated the North Andean 

landscape. In similar ways to the central Andes, native authorities played an important role in 

allocating resources and labor. However, it seems that markets and merchants exerted a larger role 

than in the southern Andes. Indigenous highlanders, indeed, developed far-flung networks of 

exchange with societies in the coast and the lowlands. Merchants known as mindaláes, for 

instance, traded surpluses across distant marketplaces. The word mindaláe, indeed, would be used 

as “merchant” in southwestern New Granada and Quito well beyond the colonial period.39  

In contrast, pre-Inca and Inca authorities deployed a huge web of colonists (mitimaes) across the 

different ecological niches of the vertical landscape to produce goods that were later distributed 

through reciprocity arrangements. Tribute was paid in labor, not in goods. Merchants, markets, 

and money were virtually absent in the South-Central Andes before colonial rule.40 As several 

specialists have underlined, the interaction between this model of communal self-sufficiency and 

reciprocity and the mercantile precepts and norms of the Spanish defined the peculiar participation 

of Andean communities in colonial markets.41 It seems that in the Northern Andes such interaction 

had a different nature. The literature in this regard is scarce.42 Yet, the fact that markets and 

mercantile practices were known, made the transition and ulterior development of colonial 

 
37 Tutino, Making a New World, 220-222 and The Mexican Heartland, 21-22.  
38 Salomon, Native Lords of Quito, 122-125; Gamboa, El cacicazgo Muisca, 78-82; Langeabeak, 

Mercados, poblamiento e integración, 35-36.   
39 Hernández, “Formas de territorialidad,” 32-33.  
40 See the classic model in Murra, Formaciones económicas; See also Espinoza “Economía política 

y doméstica.”      
41 Stern, “The Variety and Ambiguity,” 78-79; Assadourian, “La producción de la mercancía,” 

226-228.  
42 See Vanegas, “Producción, intercambio y tributación,” 51-62.   
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expansion a matter that revolved more around terms of trade than around a self-sufficiency-vs-

market dichotomy. In later chapters, this issue will be further examined.  

Finally, it is important to remark that mestizaje was not the only distinctive demographic pattern 

of the Northern Andes. In relative terms, slavery was here more important than in New Spain and 

Peru but was less prevalent than in the Antilles. This in-between pattern stemmed from the absence 

of large plantations in Caribbean New Granada, the prevalence of small and mid-size states in the 

cacao-producing areas of Guayaquil and Cúcuta, and the peculiarities of slavery in the gold-

bearing regions. To further understand the causes and consequences of these patterns it is important 

to explore the region’s economic base. This is the topic of the following section.  

Currents of Gold in a Sea of Silver 

The viceroyalty of New Granada was the largest gold producer of the Spanish Empire. Between 

1500 and 1810, the region accounted for roughly 55% of yellow metal production, followed by 

New Spain (20%), Peru and Upper Peru (10%), Chile (10%), and other areas (5%).43  During the 

eighteenth century, the region experienced two mining cycles interrupted by a slump in the mid-

century (see Figure 1.1).44 The motives behind such cycles remain a matter of debate. An 

amalgamation of fiscal incentives, population growth, and relative prices seems to have explained 

the development of the colonial mining sector.45 It is clear, however, that by the end of the second 

cycle New Granada became one of the world’s largest gold producers. In the first half of the 

century, Brazil produced roughly ten times more gold than New Granada, with the latter’s growth 

and the former’s decline closing the gap by the end of the century.46  The drop of western African 

 
43 TePaske, A New World of Gold and Silver, 30.  
44 Historians have used two main sources to measure gold output: 1. Foundry and tax mining 

records and 2. Mintage logbooks. Smuggling affected both sources, with foundry records 

providing a more encompassing view of regional output levels. The figures distilled from the two 

records, however, exhibit similar long-term trends. Given the completeness of mintage records, 

they have been used to craft the Figure 1.1. Yet, throughout this dissertation, the counterpoint 

between foundries and mints will be pivotal. On mintage records see: Céspedes, Las casas de 

moneda, 265-268. For a contrasting view of the two sources see McFarlane, Colombia before 

Independence, 80-85 and Torres, Minería y moneda, 152-169.   
45 Torres, Minería y moneda, 211-212.  
46 TePaske, A New World of Gold and Silver, 54. The available studies on France’s monetary 

stocks has also identified the role of north Anden gold vis-à-vis that of Brazil as the eighteenth 
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ore exports after 1750 also amplified the share of the North Andean producers in international gold 

markets.47  

 

Figure 1.1 North Andean Gold Production during the Eighteenth Century According to 

Mintage Records in Silver Pesos 

Source: Céspedes, Las casas de moneda, 265-268. See also footnote 43.  

 

Figure 1.2 provides the data to further put North Andean metallic output in global context. During 

the last two decades of the nineteenth century, gold production was sustained by two pillars in 

Brazil and New Granada, with auriferous outflows from other areas of the world reseeding 

significantly. The Northern Andes remained a dominant supplier until the 1830s, when Brazil was 

replaced by Russia as the second pillar of gold output before the mining rushes in California and 

Australia transformed bullion markets in the 1850s. These cycles of New Granadan, Brazilian, and 

Russian dominance complement the well-known silver cycles explored by global monetary 

historians.   

 

century unfolded. See Morineau, Incroyables gazettes, 385-398 and Morrison and Barrandon, Or 

du Brésil, 52-59. 
47 Curtin, “Africa and the Wider Monetary World,” 250. It seems that the gold production of 

Southeast Asia also declined during the late eighteenth century. See Whitmore, “Vietnam and the 

Monetary Flow,” 390-391.     
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Figure 1.2 Global Gold Mining Output by Region, 1780-1840   

Sources: For world output, see Schmitz, World Non-ferrous, 96. For the Northern Andes see Chapter 6 of 

this dissertation. 

 

The mélange of the two metals displayed in Figure 1.3 uses the bimetallic ratio in Hamburg and 

London as the standard to study international bullion markets.48 As Flandreau has pointed out, one 

of the main features behind the long-term persistence of bimetallism between 1800 and 1870 was 

the stability of exchange range, with the bimetallic ratio fluctuating around the 15.5:1 French 

benchmark despite bullion shocks such as the collapse of Mexican silver mining in the 1810s and 

the gold rushes of the 1850s. Flandreau’s verdict also describes the eighteenth-century 

international exchange rate, with the ratio ranging from 14.5 to 15.5 between 1700 and 1780.  

Despite this long-term stability, the movement of the relative price of both metals within the 

bimetallic band constitutes a thermometer of the market conditions of global bullion markets. The 

Brazilian auriferous rush of 1700-1750 clearly offset the global impact of the Mexican 

argentiferous cycle, with the relative price of silver soaring consistently until the 1760s. This trend 

 
48 The data of Figure 1.3 come from Hamburg for the period 1700-1830 and from London for the 

period 1831-1880. For this approach see Laughlin, The History of Bimetallism, 221-224 and 

Redish, Bimetallism, 230-232.   
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reversed between 1780 and 1810 when gold prices soared and hovered close to the upper bound 

of the bimetallic band up to the 1850s, despite a brief slump during the early 1810s. 

 

 

Figure 1.3 Gold/Silver Ratio in European Bullion Markets  

Source: Laughlin, The History of Bimetallism, 221-224.   

 

In his classic study, Pierre Vilar stated that the growth of the British economy was the main driver 

behind the post-1780 gold overvaluation.49 Yet, other factors were pivotal as well.  On the supply 

side, it seems that the Brazilian/New Granadan cycle was not able to offset the combined streams 

of the post-1780 Mexican boom and the Peruvian recovery in Cerro de Pasco and Potosí.  On the 

demand side, besides the growth of the British economy, the stabilization of French bimetallism 

in the late 1790s and the inter-European military transfers during the Napoleonic wars clearly 

shifted the demand for gold outwards. The following chapters will peruse these trends in deeper 

detail. For now, it seems that the value of the auriferous currents that spring from New Granadan 

benefited from the growing waves of the sea of silver and the weakening production of Brazil and 

 
49 Vilar, A History of Gold and Money, 263-265.   
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other regions. It is likely that without New Granada’s output, the relative devaluation of silver 

would have been larger.   

The North Andean mining cycle of the second half of the eighteenth century was dominated by 

four regions, most of them located in western New Granada: Antioquia in the highlands that 

surrounded the lower Cauca Valley, Chocó and Barbacoas in the lowlands of the Pacific Littoral, 

and Popayán in the highlands of the Upper Cauca Valley.50  Scattered gold deposits across the 

eastern Cordillera, the Upper Magdalena Valley, and the Zaruma mining belt in southern Ecuador 

constituted secondary sources of metals. By 1800, Antioquia produced roughly 35% of the 

viceroyalty’s gold followed by Barbacoas (19%), Popayán (19%), Chocó (19%), and other regions 

(8%).51 Most gold was produced in alluvial deposits, but regional differences in terms of labor, 

capital intensity, and geological endowments were prevalent. During the first mining cycle (ca. 

1700-1750), approximately 90 percent of the auriferous production in the mines of the Pacific 

Littoral and Popayán employed slave labor.52 In the second cycle (ca. 1760-1800), the share 

dropped to 50-60% given the rise of independent gold seekers and miners (mazamorreros) who 

panned in the streams. Most of them were former slaves and mestizos. In Antioquia, the proportion 

was the opposite: 70 percent of the yellow metal was produced by mazamorreros (including poor 

whites) and 30 percent by slave gangs.53 The latter’s share declined as the eighteenth century 

unfolded. In most of the regions wage labor was marginal.  

What was the structure of slave-based and small-scale mining? The production function of the 

former was extremely heterogeneous. Some of them were capital intensive (in terms of sluices, 

dams, mills) and their owners had access to the financial markets to accumulate gangs of over 

100 chattels, yet most miners had less than 50 slaves and were not able to improve productivity by 

acquiring physical capital.54 The most important variable in the production function of gold was 

the set of incentives that the owners provided to their slaves, with most of them granting to the 

latter one to three days to extract ores for their own. All metals that Blacks produced during these 

 
50 McFarlane, Colombia before Independence, 83-84.  
51 For data on gold production in the big-four see MacFarlane, Colombia before Independence, 84-

85. For the other regions see Torres, “La minería en Neiva,” 522-523 and Lane, “Unlucky Strike,” 

77.  
52 Sharp, Slavery on the Spanish Frontier, 173-180.  
53 Twinam, Miners, Merchants and Farmers, 31-33.  
54 Torres, Minería y Moneda, 168-170. 
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days were theirs if they relieved the owner from giving them part or all their rations (corn, beef, 

and textiles).55 Other slaveholders chose simply to demand a fixed daily rent from their slaves, 

creating a dynamic rent market for slave labor.56 In other cases, miners allocated part of 

their labor in producing corn to minimize expenditures.  In similar ways to the gold mining fields 

of colonial Brazil, this plethora of labor arrangements allowed slaves to have an “autonomous 

income” that encouraged them to accumulate resources to purchase their freedom and participate 

actively in product markets as independent consumers.57 As Stuart Schwartz and other scholars 

have shown, this set of incentives were prevalent even in plantation-based economies such as the 

Brazilian northeast, but the manumission rates in placer mining were higher, reinforcing the long-

term trend towards mazamorrero expansion.58   

Two additional variables deserve mentioning. First, in the mines of the Pacific littoral the 

Indigenous population was pivotal in the gold supply chain. In Chocó, the only region in the 

viceroyalty in which the repartimiento de mercancías worked extensively, the corregidores (royal 

officials) acted as middlemen in the provision of goods and services.59 They controlled river 

transportation in some areas due to their access to Indigenous labor. Miners and merchants 

frequently complained that they exerted market power in the provision of corn and plantains. No 

monograph has been written on this phenomenon, but the analysis of the volumes and geographical 

provenance of the goods involved in the repartos suggest that the corregidores intertwined 

extensive ties with merchants in Bogotá and Popayán.60  

Second, the geological endowment of each mining belt was different. Erosion processes made the 

gold found in the Pacific Littoral purer than that of Antioquia and Popayán and even though the 

 
55 Torres, Minería y Moneda, 174.  
56 Sharp, Slavery on the Spanish Frontier, 176.  
57 For the “autonomous income” concept see Valencia, Alma en Boca, 45-50. For gold mining in 

Brazil see Carrara, Minas e currais and Higgins, Licentious Liberty.      
58 Schwartz, Sugar Plantations, 125-136. This trend in the Pacific has been further emphasized by 

Claudia Leal. See, Landscapes of Freedom, 30-32.  
59 The reparto de mercancias was the enforced distribution of European and domestic commodities 

among households in indigenous villages. In New Granada, the corregidores of Chocó enjoyed 

the right to legally distribute a fixed value of goods among its tributaries. They also collected royal 

tributes and departed justice in the villages. See Torres, Minería y moneda, 183-184. Sharp, 

Slavery on the Spanish Frontier, 135-142.  
60 Torres, Minería y moneda, 205-215.  



53 
 

ores of these belts contained some by-products, the fiscal policy of the crown affected their prices 

differently.61 Antioquia’s gold contained silver which was separated at the mint in a process 

(apartado) that was also employed in the México City’s mint.62 In New Granada, however, this 

silver (plata de cimiento) was not given back to the owner of the ore but was appropriated by the 

Royal Treasury under the excuse that it was an expensive process and that the amounts of gray 

metal were marginal.63 Chocó’s gold was alloyed with platinum, a metal whose content was 

formally a monopoly of the King and who offered prices well below international levels.64 These 

geological structures, as will be shown in Chapter 3, affected the nature of bullion flows.  

The extensive literature on staple-based growth has suggested that the nature of the commodity 

that dominates the external sector of a given region is one of the determinants of the way in which 

the income of the export sector is transmitted to the domestic economy.65 In the Northern Andes, 

auriferous mining helped to create an economy that diverged from the silver-driven societies of 

Mexico and Peru in significant ways. Gold production was comparatively more labor-intensive 

than silver mining. In the latter, wages and ore sharing with workers constituted a huge portion of 

total costs but the returned value to capital amounted to about 40 percent in some mines.66 The 

main capital-related outlays in gold extraction and processing were the serving of working capital 

loans and the amortization of slave purchases. Yet again, the expenses in working capital were low 

given the propensity of slave owners to shift the burden to the slaves themselves.  Capital outlays 

for small miners and mazamorreros were even lower.67  

Differences in cost structures had important imprints on the aggregate size of the mining labor 

force in the two regions. The available data suggest that towards 1800 the direct mining 

employment in the Northern Andes and New Spain came to 22,000 and 50,000 workers, 

respectively. The larger capital deepening in silver production led to higher labor productivity, 

 
61 Torres, Minería y moneda, 102.  
62 For the Mexican apartado, see Soria, La Casa de Moneda en México, 125-128.    
63 Torres, Minería y moneda, 102-103.  
64 Lane, “Gone Platinum,” 61.  
65 See the theoretical forays in the Introduction of this dissertation.   
66 See Brading, Miners and Merchants, 79-82, Brading and Cross, “Colonial Silver Mining,” 560-

562, Bakewell, “Mining in Colonial Spanish America,” 110-113.  
67 See the classic approach in West, Colonial Placer Mining, 75-86. See also Torres, Minería y 

moneda, 189-193.  
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with the value of New Spain’s mining production amounting to about five to six times that of the 

Northern Andes.68 Yet, the relative share of the returned value that went to labor was higher in the 

latter. As stated in the introduction, the analysis of real wages through different methodologies 

suggests that urban wages in New Granada were equal or slightly higher than in New Spain. In 

fact, according to Humboldt, inequality and income distribution were an issue in the two areas on 

the eve of colonial collapse, but his crude, critical comments on the New Spanish situation did not 

have a similar tone regarding New Granada.69  It seems, then, that even though alluvial mining did 

not foster the forward and backward linkages of hard-rock mining, consumer linkages were pivotal 

in creating markets big enough to promote interregional trade. The access of the population to 

bullion and specie in the Northern Andes was broader than previously thought and even slaves had 

access to the returns of gold output. Small, independent miners were highly sensitive to the 

movement of relative prices and created consumer linkages that cemented interregional trade.70 

Gold mines were thus not mere enclaves or non-market-oriented complexes á la Witold Kula, two 

conceptions that have shaped the historiography of mining in the region.71  

How did the linkages of gold intertwine the regions of the Viceroyalty? According to Maurice 

Brungardt, the region divided into two great parts: a western and eastern section. Western New 

Granada encompassed the mining belts and eastern New Granada included the manufacturing and 

agricultural-oriented regions. In his scheme, there was an agrarian “net transfer [that] passed from 

east to west in return for precious metals of Western Colombia.”72 This scheme is valuable because 

it clearly shows the importance of interregional connections, yet it hides their multilateral nature 

 
68 For a discussion on the size of labor force, factor returns, and cost structure see Torres, 

Minería y moneda, 189-193 and Brading and Cross, “Colonial Silver Mining,” 565-564.  
69 Humboldt, Political Essay, 103-135. In New Spain and Potosí ore sharing and other mechanisms 

of independent extraction supplemented the coin wages of silver workers. Yet, these revenues 

diminished during the eighteenth century as mine owners drastically cut expenses, further driving 

down the real income of laborers despite frequent riots and protests. See Tutino, Making a New 

World, 302-305; Brading, Miners and Merchants, 71-79; Tandeter, Coercion and Market, 105-

115.   
70 Torres, Minería y moneda, 154-156.  
71 This traditional view on Colombian mining is embodied in the works of Colmenares, Historia 

económica de Colombia II. Popayán and Cali: terratenientes, mineros y comerciantes and Barona 

La maldición de Midas. For a revisionist approach see Torres, Minería y moneda and “El 

comportamiento de los precios.” For a revisionist approach to Ecuadorian mining that also 

underlines the importance of gold linkages see Lane, “Mining the Margins.”   
72 Brungardt, “The Economy of Colombia,” 179.  
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and does not include Quito. By studying the size and direction of staples and commodity flows in 

some regions of the Northern Andes, recent literature has added several nuances regarding the 

scope and nature of interregional exchanges.73  

There were four big entrepôts of trade. Bogotá, the capital of the viceroyalty, was the most 

important one for several reasons.74 First, it had a foundry complex, a colonial mint, and was at 

the center of the flow of fiscal remittances (situados). Second, it held the headquarters of a wealthy 

and highly monetized civil-religious bureaucracy and conglomerated religious institutions that 

provided credit across the region.75 Third, Bogotá’s population reached almost 30,000 inhabitants 

by 1810.76 This created a powerful market for staples produced in the Upper Magdalena Valley 

and the slopes and highlands of the eastern cordillera. Finally, it served as the distribution center 

of imported and domestic goods.77  Three staples were especially important: textiles, salt, and 

cacao. Textiles were produced in the eastern cordillera (Socorro, San Gil, and Tunja) and were 

redistributed towards the mining regions and the lowlands along the Magdalena River.  Most of 

the fabrics were produced in a putting-out system that nurtured a market-oriented peasantry and 

promoted backward linkages in the production of cotton.78 Textiles produced by indigenous 

communities in the form of tribute or independent entrepreneurship were important as well.79 Salt 

was mined in Zipaquirá, a center that contained an important group of workers and supplied far-

away gold mining markets.80 As Humboldt stated, no other area of the empire had a rock-salt mine 

 
73 See Granados and Pinto, “Más allá de Pamplona,” Muñoz and Torres, “La función de Santafé,” 

Torres “Entre el oro y la plata,” and “El comportamiento de los precios.”  
74 For a lengthy analysis of commodity flows around Bogotá see Muñoz and Torres, “La función 

de Santafé,” 170-175. See also Kalmanovitz and López, “La economía de Santafé de Bogotá.”  
75 The best study of Bogotá’s credit structure is that of Ortiz “Antecedentes del crédito,” 36-37; 

See also Meisel, Crecimiento, mestizaje y presión fiscal, 35 and Torres, “Tasas de interés,” 15-20.  
76 Bogotá’s population size during the late colonial period is a matter of contention. Here, 

McFarlane’s estimates are followed. See, Colombia before Independence, 53.  See also Restrepo, 

Historia de la revolución t.1, 577-578.  
77 Muñoz and Torres, “La función de Santafé,” 169-172.   
78 Muñoz, “Producción y circulación de textiles,”11-15 and Martínez, “La revolución de 1781,” 

196-198.    
79 Sosa, Labradores, tejedores y ladrones, 58-59. Muñoz and Torres, “La función de Santafé,” 

180.   
80 Sánchez, “La salina de Zipaquirá,” 30-31.  
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of this magnitude.81 Plantations and smallholders across the Upper Magdalena Valley, the eastern 

cordillera (Girón and Pamplona), and the Venezuelan Andes supplied cacao.82 It was consumed in 

the capital or distributed in the mining belts.   

Honda and Mompox, on the other hand, were two fluvial ports that redistributed European imports 

along the Magdalena River and served as entrepôts for the commodities that flowed from east to 

west.83 Honda was particularly important because it was the distributional center of the tobacco 

monopoly that supplied Antioquia and the factories of the eastern cordillera.84  Mompox, in turn, 

had a foundry that attracted bullion from Antioquia and scattered mining deposits in the Sinú 

valley. A recent study has shown that the inland port experienced a boom-and-bust cycle during 

the late colonial period, eliciting an important process of market diversification.85 Mompox, in 

effect, served a broad set of international and domestic markets. Atlantic ports and mining belts 

became the outlets for a wide array of commodities whose supply chain connected the Andean 

regions with the Caribbean ports. Likewise, the city had important connections with the Atlantic 

ports of Santa Marta and Riohacha that offered alternative sources of European imports.86  

Popayán, a city of almost 9,000 inhabitants (and roughly 9,000 more in its immediate environs), 

was the entrepôt of southwestern New Granada though it faced competition from emerging cities 

in the lowlands such as Cali and Buga.87 The city enjoyed similar advantages as Bogotá in terms 

of fiscal, administrative, religious, and monetary infrastructures. In particular, it was at the center 

of the fiscal situado that from Quito was transferred to the Caribbean and possessed foundry and 

minting complexes.88 The size of its population also created a market for distant producers. Pasto, 

in the south, provided wheat. The Upper Magdalena Valley supplied cacao and beef. However, the 

 
81 Humboldt wrote a lengthy report on the Zipaquirá mines. See Humboldt, Memoria racionada. 
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82 Granados and Pinto, “Más allá de Pamplona,” 10-12; Muñoz and Torres, “La función de 

Santafé,” 173. 
83 Daza, Los marqueses de Santacoa, 41-43; Guzmán, La ciudad del río. Honda, 98-99; Clavijo, 

La formación histórica, 103-110.   
84 Soulodre-La France, Región e imperio, 59-60. 
85 Torres and Henao, “Connecting the Northern Andes,” 473-474.  
86 Daza, Los marqueses de Santacoa, 105.  
87 The role of Popayán in interregional trade networks has been explored in Torres, “El 

comportamiento de los precios” and “Entre el oro y la plata.”  
88 Torres, Minería y moneda, 105.  
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main distributional function of the city had to do with the trade in textiles and other staples 

produced in the Quito Audiencia. The size of this trade, usually underestimated by the 

historiography, has recently been assessed at half a million pesos which was roughly equivalent to 

the trade between Quito and the Peruvian Andes in the 1790s.89   

The last North Andean entrepôt was Quito, the biggest city in the Audiencia, with a population of 

roughly 25,000 inhabitants by 1800.90 Even though the city did not have a mint, it served as the 

main intersection between Peruvian silver and New Granadian gold. As later chapters will 

demonstrate, it was the node where the bimetallic streams were in full display. It served as the 

primary entrepôt for the textile-producing villages (mainly Latacunga, Ambato, and Riobamba) 

that exported their products southwards (Peru) and northwards (New Granada). The city also 

redistributed staples produced in the coastal region and attracted Zaruma’s gold.91 Salt and cacao 

from the coast, for instance, supplied the sierras between Pasto and Cuenca.92 Quito also enjoyed 

the fiscal and religious clusters that characterized Popayán and Bogotá.93 The size of its population, 

finally, created an important market in its own right.94 The economic trends of Quito textile 

production during the eighteenth century are a matter of contention among specialists. 

Traditionally, the demise of the obrajes (woolen workshops) and the contraction of Peruvian 

markets have been regarded as the main symptoms of a strong, ubiquitous economic contraction 

in the Ecuadorian highlands. Yet, as other researchers have shown, once the small-scale textile 

production and the systemic links between the goldfields in the north and the silver mines in the 

south are factored in, this image of general contraction should be revisited.95    

 
89 Torres, “Entre el oro y la plata,” 129.  
90 On the economic performance of the Audiencia of Quito and the role of interregional commodity 

flows see Contreras, “La crisis de la sierra central,” Andrien, The Kingdom of Quito, and Borchart, 

La Audiencia de Quito. For a critical reassessment of these and other works on colonial economic 

history of Ecuador see Torres, “Entre el oro y la plata.” Social historians have followed the 

traditional approach. See Corr, Interwoven and Coronel, Poder local.   
91 Lane, “Unlucky Strike,” 70.   
92 Torres, “Entre el oro y la plata,” 131.  
93 Andrien, The Kingdom of Quito, 198-200.  
94 Lucena, “Las tiendas de la ciudad de Quito,” 125-126.   
95 See Büschges, “Crisis y reestructuración”; Lane, “Mining the Margins”; Torres “Entre el oro y 

la plata”; Fernández, La alcabala en la Audiencia.     
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In short, gold oiled the wheels of interregional North Andean trade. Yet, the yellow metal’s 

ultimate role was to leave the Andes to pay for European and intercolonial imports. Cartagena was 

the main port through which the region traded with the Atlantic world. The city, however, not only 

served as a commercial entrepôt but also experienced a “subsidy-led growth.”96 In fact, the port 

was the destination of most of the fiscal remittances from the treasuries across the viceroyalty. 

These remittances financed building programs and oiled local trade through the payment of 

soldiers, bureaucrats, and workers.97 On the other hand, the port was an important market for its 

hinterland and was a pivotal node in the processing and distribution of the tobacco monopoly.98     

Even though important, gold did not comprise the entire export base of the region. By the late 

eighteenth century, the viceroyalty experienced an important process of export diversification. 

Cotton, quinine, sugar, cacao, and hides became important sources of revenue for several regions.99 

New Granada’s producers became key players in the global supply chain of several industries. For 

instance, the region supplied between 30 to 70% of the cotton consumed by the Catalan 

manufactures that flooded some textile markets in the Americas during the late colonial period.100 

New Granada’s cotton also supplied traditional entrepôts in the peninsula and, according to John 

Fisher, Cartagena’s shipments of this commodity to Cádiz were twice as valuable as those to 

Barcelona.101 The global supply of quinine was controlled by producers in Loja, in southern Quito, 

and in the Andean heartland of the New Granadan Andes.102  

The region’s export diversification was not plantation-driven, with most ports funneling the 

produce of a thriving group of smallholders and tenants in the Caribbean plains and the slopes of 

 
96 Meisel, “Crecimiento a través de los subsidios,” 18-20. See also Jara “El financiamiento de la 
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97 There is a debate on the multiplying effects of the situados on Cartagena’s economic 
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99 Fisher, “The Effects of Comercio libre,” 155; McFarlane, Colombia before Independence, 131-

135. 
100 See calculations in Martínez, “La revolución de 1781,” 189-190; Sánchez and Valls, “El 
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the Andean interior. Most slaves clustered around urban settings, where they participated as wage 

earners to pay rents to their owners. Slavery was pivotal in rural states as well, but the haciendas 

focused on serving local markets and rarely became engaged in international trade. Why was 

Caribbean New Granada a “Caribbean without plantation”? The literature has provided several 

hypotheses, with poor soils and factor endowments constituting the main drivers to explain the 

pattern.103 Future research should provide a satisfactory explanation in this regard. In the interim, 

it is clear that commercial, small-scale agriculture played a larger role in New Granada than in 

other parts of the Spanish Empire and the Caribbean.  

The main commodity boom of the viceroyalty was experienced in Guayaquil, the Pacific port of 

the Quito Audiencia. The region specialized in the production of cacao to supply the Mexican 

market and served as the entrepôt for the European imports to the Quito highlands.104 Guayaquil 

nurtured a diversified economy with shipyard services and added value activities fomenting further 

growth. The port also supplied salt, Peruvian wines, and beef to the gold belts of the Pacific Littoral 

in the north, but this has been much understudied.105 Another region that experienced a cacao-led 

expansion was the Valleys of Cúcuta and Western Venezuela whose producers used Maracaibo as 

an entrepôt to reach international markets. Bogotá’s merchants invested profusely in this sector to 

supply both internal and external outlets.106 The links with New Granada and Veracruz, in 

conjunction with policies of trade liberalization and fiscal subsidies, spurred a process of urban 

and port expansion in Maracaibo during the second half of the eighteenth century.107 Even though 

the port depended on Caracas for judicial and executive purposes and its merchants were put under 

the orbit of the merchant guild of the Venezuelan capital, Maracaibo’s elite experienced a 

 
103 For this debate see Meisel, Crecimiento, mestizaje y presión fiscal, 10-15 and “Situado o 

contrabando,” 35-41. Aline Helg wrongly characterized Caribbean haciendas as “fiefdoms.” See 

Liberty and Equality, 49-55.  
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labor overshadowed slavery as the main source of labor for cacao producers in Guayaquil during 
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105 Torres, “El comportamiento de los precios,” 184-185.  
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Granada and Maracaibo were emphasized by Restrepo, Historia de la Revolución v.1, 12-15.  
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renovation while its merchant deputies played a vital role in the corporative struggles inside the 

Captaincy.108 As Manuel Lucena pointed out, Maracaibo became clearly the commercial 

“counterpoise” of the Puerto Cabello-La Guaira axis.109   

The extent to which the expansion of Guayaquil affected producers in western Venezuela and New 

Granada is a matter of disagreement among specialists.110 It seems, however, that the two regions 

served different segments of the demand since cacao was not a homogenous commodity. 

Guayaquil’s cacao was acidic and lent itself to sugar mixtures. Therefore, it was in high demand 

by low-income consumers in New Spain.111 According to Wim Klooster’s analysis of Dutch trade 

in the Atlantic, Venezuela’s cacao attracted a wide array set of consumers across European markets 

due to its sweetness.112 Maracaibo’s exports of cacao from Cúcuta and Andean Venezuela seems 

to have served up to 25% of the Mexican market in the 1790s, complementing Guayaquil’s 

supply.113  The discussion, then, should overcome the zero-sum-game framework under which has 

been undertaken. In addition, the pivotal role of Dutch cacao exports, disregarded hitherto by 

Colombian scholars, should also be integrated into the analysis.114  

The Northern Andes benefited from changes in the conditions of global commodity markets.115 

On the supply side, the Haitian revolution eroded the largest world producer of several cash crops 

such as sugar and coffee. On the demand side, the expansion of the early industrialization and the 

subsequent shift of the disposable income in European markets led to an outward shift in the 

demand curve for tropical goods. In the same vein, Atlantic Wars forced the Spanish crown to 

change the rules of the game of colonial trade.116 These changes opened opportunities for new 

entrepôts to thrive. Ports on the Atlantic such as Santa Marta, Riohacha, and Sabanilla became 
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important nodes for import and export trade.117 This created a more competitive environment that 

challenged the concentrated nature of the traditional channels of colonial trade.   

The counterpoint between gold and new commodities, then, fueled the economic transformation 

of several regions of the viceroyalty. This heterogeneous set of economies sustained a multisided 

network of commodity flows across the Northern Andes that will be further explored throughout 

this dissertation. However, in the context of the economic history of the Spanish Empire, historians 

tend to dismiss the importance of the region. According to a classical and thorough synthesis, the 

role of New Granada was marginal:  

“The colony failed throughout most of the eighteenth century to pay the cost of its own government and defense. […] 

Seen within the broad context of Spanish Atlantic commerce although its total value modestly increased during the 

comercio libre period, the viceroyalty had ceased to be any major importance to the overall imperial economy long 

before 1810.”118  

The problem with this view is twofold. First, historians tend to confuse the Bourbon fiscal capacity 

with the degree of economic performance of a given region. New Granada, in particular, enjoyed 

a low fiscal pressure in terms of tax rates. As the following chapter will demonstrate, the alcabalas 

(added value tax), when charged ad valorem, remained at a flat rate of 2% in New Granada and 

3% in Quito. These rates are low if compared with those of New Spain (6-8%), Peru (6-8%), and 

Buenos Aires (4%).119 In the same vein, the tax on gold was only 3% after 1777 while the one on 

silver came to 10%.  In short, the size and incidence of taxes on economic performance were lower 

in New Granada than in other parts of the empire. Why? This remains an open question for 

historians of political economy. The lessons, however, are clear: if used to calculate absolute and 

relative GDP, fiscal sources can underestimate the size of some economies.   

Second, scholars tend to underestimate the role of intracolonial trade. According to John Fisher, 

New Granada, not including Guayaquil, absorbed 8.2% of Cádiz’s exports to the New World. 

 
117 For the impact of the Atlantic Wars in New Granada’s trade see McFarlane, Colombia before 
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However, the former only supplied the latter with 3% of the imports from the Indies120. Fisher’s 

data is usually used to sustain the marginality of the region. Nevertheless, Fisher himself posed a 

vital question: “to what extent was this apparent economic and commercial gulf between the two 

regions [New Granada and Peru] a product of the diversion of New Granada resources into 

commercial channels outside of the framework of the official trade systems?”121 Smuggling has 

been one of the privileged topics of Colombian historians, but the lack of data has hampered any 

attempt to understand his macroeconomic features.122 Ernesto Bassi has provided a nuanced 

approach to this issue. By unearthing fresh data on the connections between New Granada’s 

Atlantic ports and Jamaica, Curaçao, Saint Thomas and ports in the United States, he argues that 

after the1760s and in particular after the Anglo-Spanish war of 1778 “the Caribbean was turning 

into a de facto free trade area largely, but not exclusively, controlled by Great Britain.”123 He aptly 

documented the importance of New Granada’s markets for Jamaica’s merchants. Adrien Pearce 

has also documented this connection by emphasizing, inter alia, the role of coastal trade in the 

southern Caribbean.124 This dissertation will follow Bassi and Pearce in exploring other channels 

through which New Granadan exports reached the world economy.  

Doubloons and Cuartillos: A Brief Monetary History of the Northern Andes 

Bimetallism is the subject of one of the most vibrant debates in economic history. The debate 

revolves around three issues.125 First, the extent to which bimetallism, given a divergence in the 

market and legal ratios, was essentially a knife-edge monometallic system. Second, how the 

circulation of coins made of two metals provided a more stable price and rate of exchange levels. 

Finally, the extent to which bimetallism delivered a range of denominations for trade at different 

levels. As Milton Friedman pointed out, the basic mechanism of bimetallism can be described as 

follows: when the market price ratio differed substantially from the legal ratio, only the metal that 

was cheaper at the market price than at the legal ratio would be brought to the mint for coinage.126 

 
120 Fisher, “The effects of Comercio Libre,” 152.    
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As a consequence, external shocks affecting the market ratio cause an alternation of monometallic 

standards. Usually, scholars interpret this mechanism as a Gresham’s law induced sequence.  The 

latter, posed in traditional lines, states that the “bad money drives the good out.” The bad money, 

naturally, is defined in terms of the ratio between its bullion content and its face value.  

This basic mechanism of monometallic shifts, however, has been attacked on two fronts. First as 

Friedman himself stated for the mechanism to be effective, the difference between the market 

exchange rate and par must be large enough to cover the costs of insurance, shipping of bullion, 

and any other expenses.127 The par exchange rate plus or minus these costs define the so-called 

“bullion points” between which the market exchange rate can fluctuate without shipment of bullion 

in either direction. Second, as Rolnick and Weber have pointed out, there is evidence that bad 

money and good money could circulate together, bad money at its face value and good money at 

a price exceeding its face value. Bad money, in this view, rather than driving good money out, 

drives it to a premium.128 Angela Redish, likewise, has supported this transformation of the 

fundamentals of Gresham’s law.129 She shows that the problem of colonial currency was not its 

quantity but its quality. Bad money dominated the money supply, but good money circulated at a 

premium.  

To support the traditional approach to Gresham’s law, Greenfield and Rockoff stated that 

empirically there is no evidence of cocirculation in nineteenth-century America.130  They stated 

that historical references to a premium require scrutiny if they just refer to a premium in the bullion 

market and not in ordinary transactions. For instance, they argue that some coins commanded 

premiums over others because they served well for trade with specific international markets such 

as China. They conclude that “under nineteenth-century conditions using the nonpar coin would 

have required negotiating its value despite considerable uncertainty about its value in central 

markets […] most transactors, therefore, would have preferred the par money and left negotiation 

of the nonpar coin’s bullion value to specialists.”131   
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The debate, then, is far from being settled. These discussions, nevertheless, provide a powerful set 

of tools to make sense of colonial monetary and bullion flows. In what follows, the insights of 

Marc Flandreau and Pilar Nogues-Marco are particularly considered.132 Following Friedman, they 

understand bimetallism as a band whose boundaries are represented by arbitrage costs.133 By 

closely understanding the mechanics of arbitrage, they show how the interaction of legal ratios, 

relative prices, and the proportion of total resources (quantity of silver/ quantity of gold) 

determined the de facto standard. Let us see what we can do with these ideas at hand.   

In certain ways, colonial Latin America can be interpreted as a juxtaposition of small double 

standard economies bonded by common monetary rules but separated by transaction costs and 

local economic structures. Gold coins in Bogotá were not a perfect substitute for gold coins held 

in Quito. What were those common monetary rules? As Harry Cross pointed out, the Spanish 

crown synchronized the mint ratios of all the mints in the colonies.134 Likewise, mint prices and 

mint equivalents were kept closely coordinated. Under these parameters, the bimetallic nature of 

the money supply and bullion flows in the colonies were a function of the relative gold and silver 

stocks. Naturally, the movements of the market and legal ratios in the Atlantic worlds affected 

colonial markets. This dissertation, however, will focus on the endogenous movements even 

though it provides some information on transatlantic bullion movements.  

In the late colonial period, the currency of the Spanish American colonies experienced two 

debasements (1772 and 1786) and one adjustment in its bimetallic ratio (1786).135 By 1786, the 

bullion content of silver coins was 2.28% below the pre-1772 level and 4.5% in the case of gold 

coins. The bimetallic ratio was fixed at 16.61:1, 3.8% above its pre-1786 level. These changes 

should be understood vis-à-vis Spanish and European bullion markets. In 1779, the ratio of the 

former was pegged to that of the Spanish colonies (16:1 and 16.61:1 in 1786).136 Even though the 

ratio in Hamburg jumped from roughly 14.61:1 in the early 1780s to 16:1 in the early 1800s, it is 

clear that the ratio in the Spanish Empire persistently overvalued gold over silver.137  In the words 
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of one Spanish officer “there is not in Europe or in another part of the world where merchants can 

trade their gold at higher prices than in Spain, that is, where gold has more value respecting 

silver.”138 The following chapters will examine the extent to which this imbalance affected bullion 

and monetary flows in the Northern Andes. In the meantime, what kind of coins circulated in the 

colony? 

After the debasement of 1786, colonial mints committed to producing gold coins of 21 karats (87.5 

percent fine) and silver coins of 10 dineros 20 grains (90.3 percent fine).139 Gold coins were struck 

in several denominations generically known as doubloons (doblones) which were composed of 

escudos in units of 1 (escudo or doblón sencillo), 2 (doblón de a 4), 4 (doblón de a 8) and 8-

escudos (doblón de a 16).140 Silver coins were struck in reales in the following denominatios: ¼ 

(cuartillos), ½ (medios), 1 (real sencillo), 2 (pesetas), 4 and 8 (pieza de a ocho). In terms of bullion 

content, the monetary landscape is more complicated. Clipped, sweated, and abraded coins known 

as macuquinas issued before the monetary reforms of the 1730s -in which the crown started to take 

over the administration of the colonial mints and carried out a debasement-, circulated extensively 

up to the end of the colonial period and beyond.141 Between the 1730s and the 1750s, hammered 

coins were still issued but at a lower bullion content than the old macuquinas. After the 

introduction of milled coinage that produced a coin known as monedas de cordoncillo (edge-

marked coins), the quality of the new specie improved but the debasements of 1772 and 1786 

altered its intrinsic content again. The Crown enacted a recoinage process in 1772 that could not 

absorb the old currency.142 In short, by the late colonial period, colonial currency encompassed a 

heterogeneous set of coins. How did this heterogeneity shape New Granada’s monetary history? 

What were the specifics of the North Andean currency?  

New Granada’s monetary history diverged from the monetary history of New Spain and Peru in 

several aspects. First, the timing of its coinage modernization was slower than in New Spain but 
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faster than in the South-Central Andes.143 The royal takeover of the colonial mint in Bogotá took 

place in 1748 and in 1756 began producing milled coinage. Likewise, the mint was endowed with 

a purchase fund (fondo de compras de metales) that allowed it to purchase up to 80% of bullion 

bars on sight.144 As in New Spain, this fund reduced the market power of bullion merchants.145 

New Granada’s mintage services, on the other hand, were more decentralized than in other 

colonies. In fact, the crown supported the opening of a mint in Popayán in 1758, which closed in 

1764 but reopened with milled coinage in 1772.146 Despite having a smaller population and smaller 

bullion production, New Granada did not suffer from a centralized mintage service like New Spain.      

Second, the range of denominations issued in New Granada’s mints was unusual in the context of 

the empire. In fact, these mints specialized in issuing gold coins and, as stated above, silver coinage 

was small given the lack of silver mines. Since the seventeenth century, however, most of the New 

Granadan gray metal was struck in cuartillos, the coins of the smallest denomination that were 

useful for petty trade.147 The money factories of Mexico City, Lima, and Potosí only issued these 

coins after 1791 in the context of a huge debate about the shortage of small change. Even then, 

surprisingly, New Granada’s mints issued more cuartillos than the mints of the silver giants.148 In 

regard to gold coinage, New Granada was also an atypical case since its mints struck coins of 1 

and 2 escudos in higher proportion than other imperial mints.149 These escudos, as will be 

addressed in subsequent chapters, were pivotal in the mining trade. This pattern in part explains 
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the reason why the stores of the interior of the viceroyalty did not suffer from tlacos and other 

pseudo-currencies issued by store owners in other colonies to the detriment of consumers.150 

This uniqueness is explained in part by the fact that most of New Granada’s silver was plata de 

cimiento and therefore belonged to the crown. There was a consensus among the mint’s staff that 

this silver, as had been the tradition since the seventeenth century, should be issued in the form of 

cuatillos: a mix of monetary independence and path dependence.151 This pattern resounded across 

the empire. When asked about the issuance of copper coinage to solve the problem of small change, 

the director of the far-away Guatemala mint said in 1792 that the solution lay simply in imitating 

the “famous Santafé’s cuartillos.”152  In Cuenca, one of the southernmost territories of the 

viceroyalty, the town council echoed the proposal of several merchants from Loja and Piura to 

“introduce monedas provinciales (coins with low intrinsic value) which never are going to be 

exported and will revive industry and facilitate trade as it happens with the cuartillos de 

Santafé.”153     

Even though useful in petty trade, cuartillos were not the only silver coins circulating in the 

viceroyalty. In a report about the currency of the viceroyalty, the Viceroy stated what other 

officials also reported continuously to the authorities in Madrid: most of the money supply was 

composed of Peruvian silver coins (peruleras) and a small amount of silver specie from Guatemala 

and Mexico City.154 The analysis of the silver and gold coins smelted during the recoinage of 1772 

confirms this broad monetary “demographics.” This dissertation will provide further insights into 

how these coins got into the viceroyalty. However, one important aspect deserves length 

mentioning: most of those coins were also macuquinas. Why did these coins generate such a 

concern among the authorities? The issue was that their bullion content was between 12 to 30% 

 
150 As usual, these remarks need to recognize regional variations. According to several reports, 

Cartagena’s storeowners issued tlacos during the eighteenth century. See AGI, Ultramar, 837. Yet, 

these reports have not been thoroughly researched. Bogotá’s authorities sent cuartillos to 

Maracaibo, Panama, and Cartagena, though. See Torres, “Sencillos y piezas de a ocho,” 192. 

According to reports drafted by city councils in the 1780s, markets from Ibarra to Cartago relied 

upon the circulation of medios and reales. See AGI, Quito 565.   
151 Torres, Minería y moneda, 198.  
152 AGI, Ultramar, 837. 
153 Quoted in Palomeque, Cuenca en el siglo XIX, 30.  
154 AGI, Indiferente, 1769.  
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below its face value.155 This devaluation created huge debates across the empire. Authorities even 

called them the “authentic provincial currency of the colonies” in reference to the provincial coins 

issued in Spain with lower intrinsic value.156  

In several reports, royal officers from Bogotá and other provinces stated that the gap between the 

intrinsic and extrinsic value of the macuquinas segmented the monetary market. The situation 

seems to have reached notable proportions in the late 1790s.157 In the business of merchants, 

bullion specialists, and tax farmers, these coins circulated by weight and not by tale. According to 

Francisco Silvestre, a well-versed Spanish officer, merchants clipped the macuquinas on purpose 

to pay expenses at face value and take the remnants to the mint to get monedas de cordoncillo 

which were, in turn, traded in Curaçao and Jamaica if the premiums were favorable.158 The non-

specialists -most of the wageworkers, natives, and artisans- traded these coins at face value. This 

dichotomy raised a classic case of information asymmetry.159 The attorney (síndico) of Bogotá’s 

town-council (cabildo) pointed out, for instance, that workers whose wages ranged from 1 to 2 

reales were forced to receive coins of 0.5 and 1 reales respectively since merchants refused to 

receive them at par.160 The corregidores and the tax farmers in charge of the collection of 

Indigenous tributes also tried to receive these coins by weight, yet the natives furiously resisted.161  

Treasury officials of the different branches of the Real Hacienda were also caught in this dilemma. 

Nicolás Tanco, the director of the Royal Post Office in Bogotá, pointed out that most of the 

payments for the mail services were paid in macuquina. Royal and viceregal decrees stated that 

these coins should be received at face value in the payment of taxes if the “columns and seals were 

still visible.” Monedas mexicanas de cruz (Mexican coins issued before coinage modernization) 

and peruleras were the main coins traded at the Post Office. Yet, when Tanco tried to pay his 

workers and contractors with these coins, they protested since “they are only traded by weight in 

 
155 Torres, Monedas de antiguo y nuevo cuño,” 124.  
156 AGI, Indiferente, 1769. 
157 See the reports in Archivo General de la Nación, Colonia (Hereafter AGN-C), Monedas, v. 3, 

ff. 902-960, v. 4, ff. 550-551 and AGN-C, Miscelánea, v. 94, ff. 578-579.  
158 Silvestre, Relación de la Provincia, 462.  
159 For an application of asymmetry information analysis to monetary history see Dutu, “Money 

Changers,” 560-561. Dutu found that information asymmetry on coins during medieval Europe 

created market distortions, higher transactions costs, and economic rents.  
160 AGN-C, Monedas, v.3, f. 947.  
161 See AGI, Ultramar 837. This file also includes valuable information on this issue in Quito.  



69 
 

the stores of the city.”162 Reports of this sort forced the authorities to take measures. The viceroy, 

unable to undertake a costly program of recoinage, simply reiterated the old decrees that ordered 

the inhabitants of the kingdom to receive the macuquinas at face value “as long as the primitive 

value given to these coins by the King’s mints was still visible.” He added a modification, though. 

If the face value of the macuquinas was not to be discernable, then, they could only be used to pay 

up to 30% of small transactions not exceeding the amount of 4 silver pesos.163  As expected, this 

measure was not enforced, and market segmentation was still operating up to 1810.164  

In Quito and Guayaquil, treasury reports also provide important insights into the extent of this 

segmentation. Given the failure of the recoinage enacted in 1772, macuquinas peruleras composed 

the lion’s share of the money supply of the Audiencia even though treasury officials deliberately 

sent most of the situados to the north in these coins.165 As in Bogotá, Quito merchants clipped the 

coins and, when possible, traded them by weight and not by tale. The General Visitor León y 

Pizarro designed a recoinage plan by which Lima’s mint was supposed to send 8,000 silver pesos 

in fuertes per year to exchange them at Quito’s treasury.166 In a thorough report submitted to the 

President of the Audiencia in 1804, local treasury officials pointed out that León y Pizarro’s plan 

was ineffective since only two remittances took place in 1782 and 1784. The officials calculated 

that the stock of coins in the treasury suffered a devaluation of 20-30%, a rate remarkably like the 

one reported in Bogotá and Popayán. Even though the officials recognized that the fuertes had 

slowly been introduced by merchants at a premium, 150,000 silver pesos in pesetas, reales and 

medios were required to collect the macuquinas only in Quito and its immediate environs.167  

In short, the circulation at face value of these undervalued coins provided fertile soil for the 

activation of Gresham’s law, creating large profits for money changers and merchants. However, 

as stated above, the law should be interpreted carefully. In the Northern Andes and other colonial 

regions such as Buenos Aires the moneda fuerte or moneda de cordoncillo (full-bodied coins) 

 
162 AGN-C, Correos Cundinamarca, v. 1, ff. 564-566 
163 AGN-C, Monedas, v.3, f. 950-951.  
164 See AGN-C, Monedas, v.4, ff. 550-551.  
165 Archivo Nacional del Ecuador (hereafter ANE), Presidencia de Quito, box 51, file 136, f. 122-

178. 
166 AGI, Quito, 241, N 114.  
167 AGN-C, Monedas, t.5, ff.466-478.  
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circulated at a premium in terms of the macuquina.168 These premiums, as stated above, modify 

the classical tenets of Gresham’s law. However, in the specific case of New Granada, one puzzle 

remains to be answered: the evidence suggests that the premium of the moneda fuerte over the 

macuquina fluctuated between 1 to 4% in Bogotá169. If the devaluation was of the order of 12 to 

30%, why were the premiums so small? Further research on bullionage -the profits from comparing 

the intrinsic content of two coins with the same face value- will render some clues on this matter.      

One additional peculiarity of the monetary history of the Northern Andes is that contemporaries 

and royal officers used to split the country into two regions: lands of gold (tierras de oro) and 

lands of silver (tierras de plata).170 The former encompassed the mining regions and their 

hinterlands. The latter the eastern sections of the viceroyalty and the Audiencia of Quito. In the 

lands of gold, the money supply was composed not only of silver and gold coins but also of gold 

dust. In private and royal ledgers, two units of account were frequently used: the castellano, a unit 

of weight equivalent to 4.6g and the gold peso, equivalent to two silver pesos. In the lands of silver, 

the circulation of gold dust was prohibited, and the monetary supply was composed of coins and 

bars. The unit of account was the standard silver peso or piece of eight (1 peso= 8reals= 4 

cuartillos=32 marevedies). Naturally, this monetary structure generated transactions costs in terms 

of rate of exchanges, rounding, weighting, and uncertainty about the expected yield of the grade 

of gold dust. 

Finally, it is important to add some comments on the use across the region of bills of exchange, 

clearing, promissory notes, and other financial instruments. This is a topic on which the literature 

has been scarce. Some scholars have emphasized the pivotal use of bills of exchange for the 

transfers of precious metals that stem from Cartagena, but none has provided a systematic study 

of either the microeconomics of those transfers or the use of financial tools in the Andean 

interior.171 In fact, the perspective that depicts the region as a backward economy in which market 

and monetary exchanges were marginal has clearly hindered the examination of the financial 

history of the late colonial years.   

 
168 Torres, Minería y moneda, 103; For Buenos Aires see Gelman, “El Gran comerciante,” 502.  
169 Torres, Minería y moneda, 104.  
170 Torres, Minería y moneda, 129-130.  
171 Pedraja, “Aspectos del comercio de Cartagena,” 115-127.  
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Studies of the monetary history of New Spain have underlined the profuse use of different financial 

instruments to settle the interregional system of balance of payments, but their use is interpreted 

as a symptom of an acute monetary scarcity attributed to a chronic external drain. According to 

these studies, Mexico City merchants and their provincial associates used bills of exchange to 

monopolize the hard currency and impose draconian terms of exchange to the rest of the 

population. In other words, while in Europe the extensive use of bills of exchange and promissory 

notes fueled a financial revolution, in Spanish America the process led to a “demonetization” of 

the economy.172   

This zero-sum game between inside money and hard currency is but a misleading one. As Nuno 

Palma has pointed out, even in highly monetized economies, hard currency acted synergistically 

vis-à-vis bills of exchange and other financial tools. The availability and injection of precious 

metals, in fact, exerted a multiplier effect on other means of payments. In his words, “inside money 

was a complement, not a substitute for coin in early modern England.”173 Marc Flandreau, Pilar 

Nogues, and other monetary historians have arrived at similar conclusions, emphasizing that 

sooner or later, metals came to the fore to settle bills of exchange and other negotiable 

instruments.174  

Recent research has started to provide materials to understand the mechanics of financial exchange 

in the region. The exports of cacao from Cúcuta to Veracruz via Maracaibo, for instance, elicited 

a triangulation of commodities, gold, and silver that linked merchants in Bogotá, Mexico City, and 

other entrepôts through drawing bills of exchange.175 Venezuelan merchants, given the region’s 

deep involvement in commodity trade, relied heavily on diverse financial instruments to settle their 

accounts across the Atlantic, a pattern also followed by treasurers in Caracas and Maracaibo to 

manage fiscal surpluses.176  Available evidence also suggests that gold merchants in Bogotá and 

 
172 See Herrero, Plata y libranzas, 59-65; Romano, Mecanismo y elementos, 205-228 and 

Monedas, pseudomoneda, 57-69.   
173 Palma, “Money and Modernization,” 235. 
174 Flandreau, The Glitter of Gold, 39-42; Flandreau et. al., “Monetary Geography,” 152-153.   
175 Torres, Minería y moneda, 117-118.  
176 Lana-Berrasaín, “Repatriando capital sin plata,” 15-19 and “Añil, cacao y reses,” 54-59; 

Barbier, “Venezuelan ‘libranzas’, 1788-1807,” 462-465.  
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Popayán used clearing and bills of exchange to triangulate trade between mining and agricultural 

regions.177  

It seems that North Andean treasurers also preferred bills of exchange to transfer relatively small 

sums. Big transfers, in contrast, tended to be the provenance of the situados system. Between 1793 

and 1796 the transfers from Cartagena and Panama were settled through bills of exchange issued 

by merchants in both cities. However, after the wars, bills of exchange were not available since 

Cartagena’s surplus trade with Panama was heavily affected.178 Similar arrangements were 

employed to transfer sums from Mompox and Ocaña to Cartagena, with local merchants issuing 

bills of exchange on their agents in the latter.179     

Even though this dissertation will not analyze the mechanics behind the use of inside money in the 

region, it will provide materials to understand the synergy between bullion, coins, and bills of 

exchange. North Andean merchants, in fact, only moved metals when the bullion points or the 

inability or bills and promissory notes made those physical transfers the best option. Mining 

regions, naturally, tended to settle their deficits with gold, but this process fueled a set of 

multilateral transactions across the Northern Andes. However, future research should study the 

financial tools at the disposal of merchants and treasurers in a more specific manner. 

Final Remarks 

This chapter sought to equip the reader with basic nuts and bolts to understand the contours of the 

economic and monetary history of the Northern Andes. The region was part of the empire-wide 

process of economic and demographic change that characterized the second half of the eighteenth 

century. As Humboldt thoroughly observed, however, North Andean ecological and demographic 

endowments conspired to create a society that diverged from the social patterns developed in the 

core areas of the empire. This chapter, then, has studied four main drivers behind the New 

Kingdom’s specificities.    

 
177 Torres, Minería y moneda, 211-215. 
178 AGN-SAA3, Virreyes, 2915-c, Viceroy Mendinueta to Minister Miguel Cayetano Soler, 1798, 

Letters 6, 109 and 336.  
179 The Treasury Officials of Mompox to the Court of Accounts in Bogotá 1792 and 1804 AGN-

C, Real Hacienda, v. 52, ff. 9-19 and 165-204.  
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First, the region was the largest gold producer of the Spanish Empire, gaining further global 

ascendance after Brazilian and African supplies dwindled during the 1780s. The consolidation of 

international bimetallism and the changing conditions of global bullion markets led to an 

overvaluation of gold vis-à-vis silver that benefitted North Andean producers up to the 1840s. 

Placer gold mining, in contrast to the capital-intensive and vertically integrated silver extraction 

of New Spain and Peru, was small-scale and labor-intensive in structure, eliciting a broader 

distribution of mining income. Labor arrangements allowed slaves, mazamorreros, and 

independent prospectors to sustain mechanisms of market interaction that the existing literature 

has underestimated.  

Second, an important process of export diversification accompanied the mining-led growth pattern 

of the late colonial period. The Haitian and Industrial revolutions transformed international 

markets, creating opportunities for North Andean producers of cotton, cacao, and other tropical 

goods to expand their business. Since the production of cash crops was not located in the mining 

belts, the expansion of exportable goods did not come at the expense of gold outflows. In similar 

lines to gold production, export agriculture did not revolve around slave plantations but around a 

heterogeneous set of small-scale producers that also elicited interregional flows of consumption 

goods.   

Thirdly, the New Granadan viceroyalty experienced a well-known process of demographic growth, 

reaching the population levels of the South-Central Andes on the eve of colonial collapse. This 

Andean convergence was accompanied by a growing miscegenation of the northern societies, with 

mestizos and free men of color dominating the ethnic landscape of eighteenth-century New 

Granada. Due to this demographic structure, corporate and ethnic institutions that were pivotal in 

the allocation of resources in some areas of New Spain and Peru, did not have the same impact in 

the Northern Andes. Therefore, in the latter, market-led mechanisms had a broader resonance in 

the allocation of output and factors of production.  

Finally, the region’s bimetallic ratios, mint prices, and mintage practices followed the empire-wide 

regulations closely. Monetary segmentation seemed to have been prevalent, with coins of different 

intrinsic values such as the macuquinas increasing transaction costs like in New Spain and Peru. 

However, North Andean monetary history exhibited several peculiarities. First, New Granadan 

mints specialized in issuing gold coins, with most of the silver that circulated domestically hailing 
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from other silver-based economies through intra-colonial trade and fiscal transfers. Second, the 

region’s mints issued small denomination coins in higher proportions than other mints of the 

empire, with cuartillos and escudos serving important trade functions in both mining and 

agricultural areas. Finally, the monetary geography of the viceroyalty encompassed both “lands of 

silver” and “lands of gold,” with coins, gold dust, and bills of exchange oiling trade in different 

manners in different regions.   

In short, the Northern Andes encompassed a wide array of regional economies connected through 

the backward and forward linkages of gold mining and commodity supply chains. Inland 

waterways, alluvial gold mining, mestizo population and the polycentric nature of its connections 

with the Atlantic and the Pacific, shaped the long-term, comparative economic performance of the 

Northern Andes. The following chapters, then, provide the empirical fuel to understand the 

mechanics and strength of linkages and interregional trade in global context.  
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CHAPTER 2. THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF THE ALCABALAS: SOURCES AND 

METHODS TO MEASURE PREINDUSTRIAL TRADE FLOWS 

 

Introduction  

In 1808, the mayors (alcaldes) of Nóvita, a mining town in the Pacific lowlands, submitted a 

lengthy report to the governor of their province. They argued that the royal official (oficial real) 

had tried to alter the fiscal practices observed up to then in the town by imposing sales taxes 

(alcabalas) on “maize, plantains, and other foodstuffs consumed by the poor.”1 Invoking tax 

privileges as inhabitants of mining towns, the mayors remarked that the old decrees (ordenanzas) 

that ruled the alcabala and that were enacted by the then Inspector-General of the viceroyalty in 

1781 “are not completely followed in this province since farming here is insufficient and most of 

the foodstuffs are imported from other provinces […] our farmers are poor and the miners 

sometimes have to buy maize at 6 silver pesos per fanega.”2 They emphasized that recent royal 

decrees had recognized the hard times of the region, granting reductions in import and export taxes 

(almojarifazgo) to the ports on the Pacific. The mayors asked the governor to punish the royal 

official and to restore the traditional structure of the alcabala. The petition was approved by the 

governor and once the royal official appealed, the Viceroy ruled in favor of the burgomasters. In 

both instances, one of the remarks of the petition had great resonance in the authorities: “The 

customs are the legitimate interpreters of the law.”3   

The attempt of Nóvita’s royal official to expand the goods subject to sales taxes was one of the 

last efforts of the Bourbon drive to increase fiscal revenues and centralize collection across the 

viceroyalty. However, it was also a good example of how tradition prevailed over reform. The 

mayors of Novita took advantage of the well-known jurisdictional fragmentation that characterized 

the fiscal system of the Spanish Empire. The alcabala, for instance, was in theory an ad valorem 

sales and turnover tax payable on goods, slaves, real property, and some services. Yet, in some 

regions and cities, the tax was charged in the form of a fixed tariff (arancel) established in a 

negotiated manner between the cabildos (town councils), diputaciones (trade councils), and the 

 
1 AGN-C, Alcabalas, t.4, ff. 230-231.   
2 AGN-C, Alcabalas, t.4, f. 231 
3 “Las costumbres son las legítimas intérpretes de la ley,” AGN-C, Alcabalas, t.4, ff. 231-232.    
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Royal Treasuries.4 Goods exempted in some regions were subject to duties in others.5 As some 

scholars have argued, this fragmentation shielded the system from absolutist policies but created 

huge coordination problems that increased transaction costs in fiscal collection and trade flows.6 

Even though the Bourbons failed in some spheres, they successfully increased fiscal revenues and 

changed fiscal practices across the empire. In other words, the history of late colonial trade taxes 

is that of the mélange between reform and customs at the local level.  

Naturally, the issues raised by the reform were not always contested through judicial channels. In 

the Northern Andes, there was a long tradition of violent reaction against sales taxes that went 

back to their introduction in the sixteenth century.7 In the Bourbon era, besides several local 

revolts, the overhaul of the alcabala was at the center of two massive rebellions that have attracted 

considerable attention from historians: the rebellion of the Barrios in Quito in 1765 and the 

Comuneros revolt in eastern New Granada in 1781.8  Even though competing interpretations still 

diverge on the nature and scope of both movements, one of the central issues was a constitutional 

one: who had the authority to levy or change fiscal exactions? In a classic expression coined by 

John Phelan, the reforms broke the “unwritten constitution” that regulated the relationship of the 

 
4 There is not a single work on the diputaciones de comercio in the Northern Andes. For a nutshell 

of their institutional setting see: Archivo Nacional del Ecuador (hereafter ANE), Popayán, Box 

318, File 19 ff. 1-10.  
5 Muñoz, “Independencia y actividad económica,” 21-23; Muñoz and Torres, “La función de 

Santafé,” 179-180; Torres, “Entre el oro y la plata,” 120-121.   
6  Grafe and Irigoin, “The Spanish Empire and its Legacy,” 250-251; Grafe and Irigoin “A 

Stakeholder Empire,” 620-621; Grafe, Distant Tyranny, 165-162; Torres and Henao, “Connecting 

the Andes,” 5-8.   
7 See Lavallé, Quito y la crisis de la alcabala, 30-32; Ocampo, La rebelión de las alcabalas, 22-

24; Calderón, Elementos de hacienda pública, 450-453.  
8 The literature is extensive. The key works on Quito are McFarlane “The Rebellion of the 

Barrios,” Andrien, The Kingdom of Quito, Borchart and Moreno “Las reformas borbónicas.” On 

New Granada: Phelan, The People and the King, McFarlane, Colombia before the Independence 

and Martínez, “La revolución de 1781.”  
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King vis-à-vis his subjects in the colonies.9 Negotiations were at the center of regional taxation.10 

Even though the two movements failed to stop the reform, they ultimately shaped the mechanics 

of trade taxes well beyond imperial rule.  

It is not surprising, then, that historians of the Northern Andes have tended to analyze the alcabalas 

in the context of insurrections and broader administrative reforms. The mechanics of sales taxes, 

however, remain poorly understood.11 The Bourbon overhaul of trade taxes in the viceroyalty was 

rooted in the establishment of customs houses or administrations (aduanas or administraciones), 

centralizing the collection of several taxes on trade that had hitherto been collected by either tax-

farmers or by the treasury officials who also collected other levies. The introduction of direct 

administration was accompanied by an attempt to increase tax rates and reduce evasion. The 

reform, in addition, endowed the new bureaucracy with legal tools and infrastructure to enhance 

revenue collections.  

This institutional setting left behind rich, well-known documentation that has been the main input 

to undertake quantitative studies on markets and trade patterns across the Spanish Empire.12  

 
9 In Phelan’s words, “the cornerstones of New Granada’s unwritten constitution were co-

government, negotiation, and compromise.” See The People and the King, 34. McFarlane have 

analyzed Quito’s rebellion in similar lines see “The Rebellion of the Barrios,” 214-215. Martínez 

has provided a fresh, revisionist approach to the comuneros rebellion. By putting economic and 

social history at the center of his analysis, he successfully underscores the role of peasantry, rent-

seeking, and extractive institutions in the origin and development of the rebellion. Yet, in similar 

lines to Phelan and McFarlane, the main sources used by Martinez are the reports from the different 

officials that dealt with the matter. These sources are suitable to understand the dynamics of the 

rebellion but not to understand the internal mechanics of taxation.  
10 This structure was by no means a phenomenon restricted to New Granada. For an empire-wide 

view see Grafe and Irigoin, “A Stakeholder Empire,” 625-630. For New Spain see Sánchez, La 

Imperiosa Necesidad, 52-53 and Owenesby, The Empire of Law, 35-36.  
11 Edwin Muñoz and Monserrat Fernández have crafted pave-breaking studies of the alcabalas in 

Bogotá and Quito respectively. See Muñoz, “Independencia y actividad económica” and 

Fernández, La alcabala en la Audiencia. See also the institutional approach of García’s 

unpublished undergrad thesis written in 1978: “Aspectos generales del impuesto.” Silvia 

Palomeque studied the alcabala in Cuenca, the southernmost province of the viceroyalty in 

“Continuidad y cambio entre la colonia y la república.”  
12 The literature is extensive. For New Spain see: Grosso and Garavaglia, La region de puebla; 

Grosso “Las alcabalas y la historia económica”; Ibarra “De la alcabala colonial,” “El nudo de los 

mercados y el Consulado,” and “Redes de circulación”; Sánchez, “Igualas, producción y mercado” 

and Las alcabalas mexicanas; Silva “El mercado interno colonial”; Alvarado, “Mercados mineros 

y tráfico mercantil”; For Peru and Upper Peru see: Tandeter and Miletich, “Flujos mercantiles en 
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However, the use of such sources demands caution since the nature of trade duties and account 

practices varied sharply even between nearby regions. The equilibrium between negotiation and 

reform created a plethora of tariffs and fiscal practices that need to be studied to distill trade trends 

from the aduanas records. Some historians have limited themselves to processing the sumarios 

generales (annual and monthly summaries) of some taxes to craft time series of trade flows. 

Nonetheless, only through a systematic, amalgamated comparison of the different logbooks of the 

aduanas, is it possible to discern if the sumarios measured the level and direction of trade flows 

or simply reflected changes in tax rules, bookkeeping practices, or fiscal pressures.  

This chapter aims to provide basic outlines on the fiscal and institutional history of the aduanas to 

explain to the reader the methodological problems behind the crafting of time series and cross-

sectional samples of trade flows in the Northern Andes. The chapter provides an examination of 

regulations, lawsuit files, and bookkeeping practices to understand the mechanics of trade taxes. 

It seeks to study how the reforms embodied in laws and institutions interacted with local customs 

to produce regional and fiscal practices that shaped the way in which the sources captured 

commerce patterns. The chapter proceeds, first, by understanding the establishment of the aduanas 

and their reforms during the 1780s and 1790s. Then it studies, at the local level, the features of the 

different ramos (tax categories) of the alcabalas and provides some forays on real tax incidence 

and rates. Next, the chapter delivers a brief discussion about bookkeeping practices. Finally, it 

undertakes a preliminary analysis of the sumarios to compare the patterns of tax revenues in New 

Granada with those of other regions of the Spanish Empire. Subsequent chapters will explore the 

extent to which these trends of fiscal revenue mirror those of trade flows.  

Early Bourbon Reforms  

The Bourbon transformation of trade taxes was a long-term effort that went back to the early stages 

of institutional change after the creation of the viceroyalty in 1739. Scholars have tended to 

underestimate the scope of these early policies, even though very few empirical studies have been 

 

el Potosí”; Chocano “Circuitos mercantiles y auge minero”; Gavira, “Producción de plata y 

comercio en Oruro”;  For Buenos Aires and the interior of the Viceroyalty of the Rio de la Plata 

see: Palomeque “La circulación mercantil” and “Circuitos mercantiles en San Juan”; Amaral 

“Comercio libre y economía regionales”; Garavaglia “Los textiles de la tierra”; Garavaglia and 

Wentzel, “Un nuevo aporte”; Jumar et al,  “El comercio ultramarino”; Biangardi “Demanda, 

producción y circulación.”   
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undertaken on the matter. Allan Kuethe, for instance, asserted that “it is evident that the early 

reforms of Charles III only negligibly affected the Viceroyalty of New Granada.”13 An analysis of 

trade taxes, however, suggests that mid-century policies should be taken seriously. Indeed, the 

transformation of the alcabalas in the Northern Andes started in 1750 when the viceroy established 

in Bogotá the administración de alcabalas or, as it became increasingly known, the aduana de la 

capital.14 Besides introducing direct administration, the customs house was to centralize the 

collection of the alcabalas and other trade taxes such as the camellón, a transit tax on the 

commodities that entered the city from the western slopes of the Andes and that was used for the 

maintenance of sewers and road infrastructure by the city council (cabildo).15 Before 1750, sales 

taxes in the capital were farmed out to merchants who resisted the Crown’s taking over of the tax.16 

The Viceroy appointed Juan Díaz de Herrera -whose son would also serve in this post until 1800- 

as new administrator and endowed him with administrative independence from the Royal 

Treasuries (cajas reales).17 This independence meant, among other things, that the aduana was to 

have its own staff and logbooks and that only the Tribunal de Cuentas (Court of Accounts) could 

audit their accounts.18   

In 1763, the Viceroy commissioned Herrera to establish administraciones in Popayán and Quito. 

In both cities, the reform was undertaken in conjunction with the establishment of the estanco de 

 
13 Kuethe, “The Early Reforms of Charles III,” 38. See also McFarlane, Colombia Before 

Independence, 249-250.  
14 AGN-C, Alcabalas, t. 5, ff. 963-977 “Relación que se forma del estado de las administraciones 

de este Reino.”  
15 AGN, Anexo 2, (hereafter A2), Real Hacienda, Cuentas de Cargo y Data, Box 64, Folder 2, ff. 

28- 35.  “Demostración de las rentas reales y distinción de ramos del primitivo establecimiento de 

estas cajas de la ciudad de Santafé.”   
16 See AGN-C, Impuestos Varios, t. 55 f. 15. Very little is known about the tax farmers before the 

reform. The fact that Bogotá merchants controlled these contracts suggests that New Granada 

followed a similar pattern to that of New Spain. In the latter, the merchants of Mexico City farmed 

out sales taxes since the seventeenth century and, according to Guillermian del Valle, the crown’s 

taking over of the alcabalas was an important strategy to reduce their power. The merchants, 

among other things, accumulated surpluses (sobras de alcabalas) that played a pivotal role in 

negotiations with the crown during the 1770s. See Valle, Donativos préstamos y privilegios, 62-

65.  
17On the rise and fall of Herrera’s dynasty in the management of the customs house see AGN-C, 

Alcabalas, t. 19, 299-318, AGN-C, Aduanas, t. 2, ff. 226-244 and Biblioteca Nacional de Colombia 

(hereafter BNC), Comuneros, book 369, ff. 361-362.  
18 See footnotes 13 and 14.  
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aguardiente (sugarcane brandy monopoly).19 As stated above, the reform in Quito elicited an urban 

revolt that limited structural changes. Thus, between 1765 and 1775, the transformation of Quito’s 

alcabalas was “slow and difficult.”20 There is no evidence of similar resistance to the reform in 

Popayán and the administración operated in conjunction with the liquor monopoly after 1764.21 

Yet, a report written in 1779, when the collection of both duties was separated, pointed out that 

“since the establishment of this administración, revenues have been abnormally low despite the 

huge trade that this city undertakes with Quito and Santafé.”22 Then, in similar ways to New Spain, 

where the process started in 1753 in Mexico City, the expansion of direct administration in New 

Granada was piecemeal and subject to setbacks.23 Even though the results were not as expected in 

terms of fiscal revenue and institutional change, these administraciones set the foundation for the 

ensuing expansion of direct administration. After all, by 1767, the crown had successfully 

established administraciones in the three main Andean entrepôts.24 

Further piecemeal policies in the 1770s brought pivotal innovations. In Quito, the creation of a 

Tribunal de Cuentas in 1776 independent from that of Bogotá also reinforced the institutional 

setting of the administraciones since it reinforced their autonomy vis-à-vis the Royal Treasury.25    

In 1775, the Bogotá Audiencia took another step towards centralization by drafting a specific set 

of rules (instrucciones generales de alcabalas) that sketched the Bourbon drive to overhaul trade 

taxes.26 Even though these instrucciones were never fully applied, they paved the way for those 

that were enacted by the Inspector-General in the 1780s.  

The ordinances of 1775 declared war against tax farming, a method that only was to be preserved 

in towns with “little trade.” Even in the latter, tax farming was to be regulated to encourage 

 
19 Fernández, La alcabala en la Audiencia, 46-47; McFarlane, “The Rebellion of the Barrios,” 

201-202.  
20 Fernández, La alcabala en la Audiencia, 47.  
21 Torres, “Entre el oro y la plata,” 120. Some revolts did arise in southwestern New Granada, but 

it seems they were directed mainly against the monopolies and not against the sales taxes. See 

McFarlane, “Civil Disorders,” 26-27.   
22 AGN-C, Alcabalas, t. 1, ff. 251-253.  
23 Sánchez, “La Hacienda reformada,” 144-145 
24 In other regions, the reform was even more delayed. The Potosí’s customs house, for instance, 

was established in 1779. See Tandeter et al. “Indians in Late Colonial Markets,” 201.  
25 Andrien, The Kingdom of Quito, 192-193. 
26 AGN-Colecciones (hereafter AGN-Colc), Enrique Ortega Ricaurte, Folletos, Box 71, Folder 

271.    
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competitive bids and to avoid default by requiring fiadores (guarantors). At the core of the 

instrucciones was, however, the creation of a network of customs houses in each province with a 

single administración principal (main branch) and several sulbaternas (subaltern branches). The 

administrator of each branch was to be appointed as juez de comisos (judge of seizures) and all the 

disputes regarding trade taxes had to be examined by a juez conservador de rentas (judge of first 

instance). In other words, the high court ratified some of the legal tools that the viceroy had 

guaranteed to the new bureaucracy to enhance fiscal revenues. In the same vein, the high court 

proceeded to clarify tax exemptions and corporate privileges, two points on which contention had 

always proliferated. Finally, the members of the high court emphasized the need for a regional 

revision of the instrucciones since “the different conditions in each province make but impossible 

the application of these general dispositions in some matters and therefore they should be adapted 

to local circumstances.”27  

In sum, by the time the visitadores came to the viceroyalty in the late 1770s, the authorities had 

sketched the fundamentals of the reform: direct administration, aduana networking, clear liability, 

enforcement, and regional adaptations. On the ground, the overhaul had also advanced to 

encompass new regions. As Table 2.1 displays, in 1779 direct administration had been 

implemented in the three North Andean capitals, the main fluvial ports on the Magdalena River, 

and Cartagena. Nonetheless, most of the secondary markets and Guayaquil remained either farmed 

out or under the responsibility of the officials of the local treasuries. Further research needs to be 

done to understand the mechanics of the alcabalas at the regional level during these early stages 

of the reform. For now, suffice to say that the vistadores built upon this network of customs houses 

to radically transform trade taxes in the Northern Andes. As will be studied, however, they did not 

always follow the high court in adapting the reforms to the local circumstances and, therefore, 

conflicts ensued.     

 

 

 

 
27 AGN-Colc, Enrique Ortega Ricaurte, Folletos, Box 71, Folder 271, ff. 46-47.  
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Table 2.1 The Alcabalas in the Northern Andes ca 1777: Main Towns Involved and 

Mechanism of Collection 

City/Town Mechanism City/Town Mechanism 

Bogotá Direct administration Pamplona Farmed out 

Quito Direct administration Neiva Farmed out 

Popayán Direct administration Cali Farmed out 

Cartagena Direct administration Buga Farmed out 

Mompox Administered by the local 

treasury 

Raposo Farmed out 

Honda Direct administration Barbacoas Farmed out 

Tunja Direct administration Caloto Farmed out 

Ocaña Administered by the local 

treasury  

Riobamba Farmed out 

Antioquia  Administered by the local 

treasury  

Latacunga Farmed out 

Chocó Administered by the local 

treasury  

Ibarra Farmed out 

Pasto Administered by the city 

council* 

Ambato Farmed out 

Socorro Farmed out Guayaquil Farmed out 

San Gil Farmed out Alausí Farmed out 

Sources: “Razón que se forma en virtud de superior decreto del Estado en que se hallan las administraciones 

de alcabalas de este Reino” AGN-C, Alcabalas, t. 5, ff. 963-977 and Fernández, La alcabala en la 

Audiencia, 47-49. *In Pasto, the city council administered the alcabalas under a system called 

“repartimiento” or a lump-sum payment that felt upon merchants and landowners.    

 

Enter the Visitadores  

In 1778, the Bourbon overhaul of trade taxes in the viceroyalty was to experience a new, radical 

phase. That year, the authorities in Madrid led by José de Gálvez dispatched inspectors (visitadores 

generales) to Bogotá (Juan Francisco Gutiérrez de Piñeres) and Quito (José García León y 
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Pizarro).28 Gálvez, a well-known name in the historiography of Bourbon rule in the Americas, 

sought to enhance fiscal revenue. This last stage of the “Bourbon revolution in the government,” 

as David Brading called it,  encompassed the application of the intendancy system, the introduction 

of direct administration in most of the branches of the real hacienda and a political overhaul of 

the presence of local powers in the upper echelons of the royal bureaucracy.29 The visitadores were 

entrusted with ample political, fiscal, judicial, and military powers that instigated conflicts not 

only with local groups but also with the viceroy and the members of the two high courts of the 

viceroyalty.  

The achievements of the two inspectors converged and diverged in several aspects. They both 

acted during the fiscal needs of the Anglo-Spanish War and the broader changes in international 

trade policies after the application of the comercio libre in 1778. They paved the way for the 

expansion of revenues in most of the branches of the Royal Treasury in the 1780s and 1790s, 

consolidating the aduanas network and enacting new ordinances that ruled trade taxes up to the 

1830s. They failed, however, in introducing completely the intendancy system and in further 

separating the powers of the viceroy and the Audiencias. As scholars have pointed out, these 

failures explain why structural changes in government were less deep-rooted in the Northern 

Andes if compared with other regions.30    

The divergences are revealing as well. According to Andrien, León y Pizarro “succeeded in 

creating a strong bureaucratic state structure that helped to shape the socio-economic evolution of 

the kingdom [Quito] well into the early republican period.”31 Scholars have explained León y 

Pizarro’s success by his ability to negotiate at the local level and to avoid changes in tax rates.32 

He conceived his reforms as a trade-off between fiscal revenue and institutional autonomy vis-à-

vis the authorities in Bogotá. In other words, he enhanced fiscal pressures but promoted the 

 
28 The best analyses of both visitas are those of McFarlane, Colombia before the Independence, 

211-217, Andrien, The Kingdom of Quito, 194-199, and Terán, Los proyectos del Imperio 

Borbónico, 65-69.  
29 Brading, Miners and Merchants, 35-37.  
30 McFarlane, Colombia before the Independence, 226-227; Terán, Los proyectos del Imperio 

Borbónico, 70-73; Borchart and Moreno, “Las reformas borbónicas en la Audiencia,” 40-42. The 

intendancy system was applied only in Cuenca, but some features of the system were adopted in 

specific areas of taxation.   
31 Andrien, The kingdom of Quito, 190.  
32 Borchart and Moreno, “Las reformas borbónicas en la Audiencia,” 49-50.  
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autonomy of the region in financial and administrative issues. His proposals were taken over by 

later projects to create a General Captaincy centered in Quito such as those drafted by the Barón 

de Carondelet in the late 1790s.33 In contrast, Gutierrez’s efforts achieved mixed results, disrupting 

political equilibrium. The Comuneros rebellion, a massive, multiethnic revolt of roughly 20,000 

people put Gutiérrez’s legitimacy in tatters and clearly delayed and in some cases halted a good 

portion of the reforms. What was the role of the alcabala reforms in these divergent results?  

The plan of the visitadores regarding sales taxes was well outlined in the instrucciones 

(ordinances) issued in Bogotá, in 178134  and in Quito, in 1782.35 Both ordinances incorporated 

many of the features of the reorganization drafted by the Audiencia of Bogotá in 1775. The 

Northern Andes was divided into districts, administraciones generales or aduanas, which were 

endowed with professional staff and infrastructure. The director (administrador general) was to 

be bestowed not only with the faculties of the juez de comisos but also with the jurisdictional 

privileges of the royal officials. Each administración, in addition, was staffed with an accountant 

and several functionaries responsible for the collection of specific tax categories (ramos) and a 

resguardo, a set of guards who were to be deployed in the main entrances of the city. Each 

administración was to monitor a network of sub-branches by auditing their ledgers and centralizing 

the surpluses before their final disbursement into the Royal Treasury. In other words, the customs 

houses were to act as brokers of the flow of accounts and revenues from the local to the central 

level of the treasuries. Even though tax farmers were slowly to be replaced by the new officials, 

the instrucciones suggested the officials to keep the current jurisdictions unless a change in market 

size of a given region created the conditions for merging or further division.  

This institutional overhaul, designed to increase fiscal efficiency, was accompanied by changes in 

the very core of the regulations regarding sales taxes. The new ordinances sought to update the 

 
33 Terán, Los proyectos del imperio Borbónico, 72-73 and 92-93 and “Sinopsis histórica del siglo 

XVIII,” 289-292.  
34 “Instrucción general para la recaudación del Ramo de Alcabala y Armada de Barlovento del 

Nuevo Reino de Granada”, BNC, Fondo Suárez, 350.  Hereafter “New Granada’s Instructions.”  
35 “Instrucción y ordenanza para el régimen y forma que ha de observarse por el administrador 

general que de cuenta  de Su Magestad se ha  establecido en esta capital e Quito  para la exacción 

y cobranza del derecho de Alcabalas” 1782. AGI, Quito, 241. Hereafter “Quito’s Instructions.”  

Both visitadores also enacted ordinances for specific aduanas. For Cartagena see BNC, 

Comuneros, Book 377. For Guayaquil see AGI, Quito, 239.  
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Recopilación de Leyes de Indias (Compilation of the Laws of the Kingdoms of the Indies), a set 

of rules enacted mostly in the seventeenth century.   The visitadores recognized the importance of 

these laws but argued that their regulation in terms of liability, fiscal practices, and rates was 

outdated. Yovana Celaya’s analysis of the sale taxes reform in New Spain shows that in most of 

the lawsuits around the collection of the alcabala after the introduction of direct administration 

the taxpayers always harnessed the Intrucciones and not to the Leyes de Indias. In other words, the 

overhaul was successful in internalizing the new rules of the game.36 In New Granada, as will be 

seen below, the pattern is similar. The ordinances, then, were regarded as the legal backbone of 

tax collection and were to regulate the relationship between taxpayers and royal officials.  

The instrucciones proved more systematic than the Leyes de Indias in the regulation of tax liability. 

They confirmed that Indigenous peoples were exempted from the sales taxes but incurred liability 

when dealing in European goods. The visitadores, in turn, focused more on controlling the natives 

who traded goods on behalf of mestizos and Spaniards to avoid taxation. Gutiérrez remarked that 

“this is very common in this Kingdom where Indians live mixed with the Spaniards and people of 

color that are subject to the tax.”37 The visitadores also discussed at length the fiscal liability of 

religious institutions. They kept the exemptions on goods produced for religious ceremonies and 

the maintenance of the members of the Catholic church. Yet, they commanded the officials to tax 

the private enterprises of priests. A final exemption, limited to the Quito ordinances, covered 

artisans, blacksmiths, shoemakers, jewelers, and other manual workers of the city. The visitador 

exempted them from paying the annual taxes (known as menestrales) they used to pay to keep 

their stores open38. In a city in which manufacturing and added-value activities played a vital role, 

this policy affects any attempt to measure trade flows.  

The instrucciones also included a comprehensive set of clauses regulating commodity exemptions 

and marketplaces. Exemptions included bread, books, coins, copper weapons, and other 

commodities. Grains and seeds were exempted “as long as they were traded in the markets and 

alhóndigas (granaries) of the city.”39 Again, this regulation was to be adjusted locally. Wheat flour, 

for instance, was exempted in Bogotá but was taxed in Popayán. The visitadores, however, were 

 
36 Celaya, “La norma y la práctica,” 260-261.  
37 “New Granada’s Instruccions,” 41.  
38 “Quito’s Instructions,” 85.  
39 “New Granada’s Instruccions,” 24; “Quito’s Instructions,” 72-73. 
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conscious that a reorganization of trade taxes was also to be accompanied by a reorganization of 

marketplaces. In the Northern Andes, in fact, there were not institutions such as the alhóndigas or 

pósitos that helped the city councils to intervene in markets by limiting the impacts of harvest 

cycles. The city councils resorted to price controls and export quotas. Very few studies have 

addressed the extent to which these policies affected market conditions and relative prices. The 

evidence suggests that these policies during the late colonial were slowly relaxed and therefore 

market intervention became weaker in New Granada than in New Spain.40 Yet, the fact that the 

visitadores repeatedly used the word alhóndiga and wrote several clauses on the regulation of 

plazas and mercados semanales, shows not only the desire to keep the wording of peninsular 

regulations but also the drive to regulate marketplaces.41 

Once outlined these broad changes in the institutional setting of the instrucciones, it is time to go 

deeper into their take on the mechanics of the alcabala. Both visitadores created a comprehensive 

set of rules to organize tax categories (ramos) and bookkeeping practices. In Bogotá, the alcabala 

encompassed the following categories: efectos de Castilla (European goods), efectos de la tierra 

(domestic goods), pulperías (storeowners), tienda de mercaderes (retailers of European goods), 

ganaderos y hacendados (goods sold inside the haciendas and other estates), carnicerías 

(slaughter-houses), eventual (movable property), administraciones subalternas (subaltern 

branches), arriendos (tax farmers), menestrales (artisan’s shops), deudas corrientes y de años 

anteriores (current and old debts), and other minor categories that taxed ecclesiastical loans 

(censos) and auctions (almonedas). In Quito, similar ramos were adopted under different names 

or simply were merged into a single category. For instance, during some years the accountants 

differentiated between European, Peruvian, and domestic goods while in other years they merged 

them into a single ramo. The ramo eventual adopted the name of ramo del viento in Quito and the 

ramo de ganaderos y hacendados adopted the name of cabezón general, which also included a tax 

on the obrajes. Both ordinances, then, outlined a thorough, sectoral approach to sales taxes that 

 
40 For a recent approach to the mechanics of the alhondigas and positos in New Spain see Challú 

“Grain Markets,” 415-416 and “Their Bellies Must Be So Big,” 105-106. On New Granada see 

Torres, “El comportamiento de los precios,” 635-636 and Minería y moneda, 50-53.  
41 In files and lawsuits regarding the deployment of the alcabalas, very few times the authorities 

and the taxpayers used the word alhóndiga. When they did, they mostly use it as synonym of 

bodegas or almacenes (warehouses). See, for instance, one of the lawsuits regarding the 

establishment of the Mompox’s customs house, AGN-C, Aduanas, t. 10, ff. 272-273. 
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improved fiscal collection and, as it will be studied in Chapters 4 and 5, provided the empirical 

fuel of this dissertation for capturing specific streams of trade.  

The visitadores endowed this architecture of tax categories with specific procedures of tax 

collection. In this regard, three main issues are worth mentioning. First, the instrucciones 

reinforced the practice of levying the tax at customs, in anticipation of sales. The taxes on both 

European and domestic goods were to be inspected and cleared at the aduana, giving the alcabala 

certain characteristics of custom or transit duties. Yet, in contrast to the normal practice in New 

Spain, the movement of goods by the same merchant from one district to another did not create 

liability in the Northern Andes.42 This regional transfer was only subject to a second alcabala in 

the destination if the goods were to be sold to a third party. Once the first alcabala has been paid 

at customs, the goods were supposed to be liable to a second alcabala or alcabala de reventa on 

the “second and subsequent sales in the same city.”43 However, as it will be shown below, 

merchants argued that the alcabala de reventa was included in the lump-sum payment of the 

categories of pulperias and tienda de mercaderes. This peculiar regulation of regional trade and 

reventas was reinforced by the establishment of the sistema de guías y tornaguías or waybills 

system. The visitadores ruled that merchants transporting goods across the viceroyalty should 

request a waybill (guía) in the market in which they originally bought their cargo. These waybills 

should contain information on the dates of departure, a description of the goods, and a certificate 

of taxes paid. When the goods reached their destination, merchants had to obtain a tornaguía or 

an official receipt that indicated they had delivered all the cargo and paid the taxes. This innovation 

allowed royal officers to track trade flows across the viceroyalty and beyond.44   

Second, the instrucciones established a pivotal distinction between those taxes that were to be 

collected ad valorem, those to be collected according to a fixed schedule (arancel), and those to 

be collected through assessments or lump-sum levies. The European goods and transactions 

 
42 Grosso and Garavaglia. La región de Puebla, 28-29.  
43 “New Granada’s Instructions”, 42-43; “Quito’s instructions,” 97-98. In Quito, the instructions 

were even more adamant in this regard since it remarked that “this city is the transit hub for all the 

domestic goods (efectos de la tierra) that the workshops and the towns send to Pasto, Popayán and 

Barbacoas.” Therefore, the officials were to be careful in not imposing the alcabalas twice. 

“Quito’s Instructions,” 110-11.   
44 Gutiérrez crafted separate ordinances to further regulate the waybills system. See BNC, 

Comuneros, Book 369, ff. 205-210. For Quito’s waybills see “Quito’s instructions,” 111-112.  
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involving movables and real estate properties fell into the first group. This change was particularly 

important for the taxation of European goods in Quito, where up to 1782 the alcabala de efectos 

de castilla was essentially a per-unit tax.45 Domestic goods and the fees of the slaughterhouses fell 

into the second. Finally, the pulperías, cabezones, and hacendados fell into the third group. The 

three mechanisms left plenty of room for local groups to shape rates. In addition, the ordinances 

preserved both the role of the city councils and guilds in the preparation of the aranceles and the 

negotiated nature of the annual payments done by storeowners and landowners.  In other words, 

the instrucciones reinforced the tools for taxpayers to invoke customs and negotiations as the 

foundation of duties collection.   

Finally, the visitadores implemented a system of deferred payments called conciertos, which 

involved contracts between the taxpayers and the administration to pay the alcabala in two or three 

installments.46 Merchants who imported European goods worth more than 300 silver pesos had the 

right to defer the payment of the alcabala up to 18 months in Bogotá and Popayán, and 12 months 

in Quito. The collection of categories such as pulperías, tiendas de mercaderes and hacendados 

also followed this method. The system not only solved the liquidity problems of some taxpayers 

but also left behind rich documentation that, after proper methods of adjustment, can be harnessed 

to understand the market structure of the region.   

In sum, the visitadores designed a scheme that built upon some of the piecemeal reforms in the 

making since the 1750s and modernized the mechanics of tax collection in the region. So far, 

however, this chapter has analyzed in parallel both instrucciones. It is time to address their 

dissimilarities to understand why Gutiérrez and León y Pizarro elicited different responses from 

the taxpayers. One main difference is salient: tax rates. Gutiérrez sought to double rates by reviving 

an old tax called Armada de Barlovento. Established in the 1640s, the Armada was an additional 

sales tax of 2 percent to support the Habsburg fleet system. Historians have echoed the traditional 

narrative of the history of this tax provided by Gutiérrez, his deputies, and its defenders, in the 

sense that it was collected regularly until 1720 when it was slowly subsumed in a single alcabala 

and ultimately “forgotten in the accounts of the Royal Treasury.”47 Yet the story is much more 

 
45 Fernández, La alcabala en la Audiencia, 84-85.  
46 “New Granada’s instructions,” 18-19; “Quito’s instructions,” 97.  
47 This recount was crafted by the Court of Accounts in 1791. See, AGN-C, Alcabalas, t, 18, ff. 

1003-1004. For the recount of one of Gutiérrez’s supporters written in 1789 see Finestrad, El 
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complicated than that. It seems that the armada was not simply forgotten or simply compounded 

with the alcabala. In some regions, the impost was linked to the establishment of the sisa, a 

consumption tax charged in Antioquia, Barbacoas, and Cartagena and the Proyecto a transit tax 

charged in the ports on the Magdalena River.48 This fact shaped the discussion of the alcabala 

overhaul in these regions where ultimately different rates were adopted.  

In the ports on the Pacific such as Tumaco and Buenaventura, the Gutiérrez’s attempt to revive the 

armada was not a novelty. The royal decree (real cedula) that liberalized trade between New 

Spain, New Granada, and Peru in 1774, clarified that the armada should be charged on this trade 

as a separate duty from the almojarifazgo (import-export duties).49 In New Granada’s ports, the 

armada adopted the form of a transit tax that fell upon the imports of goods from Peru and 

Guayaquil. In other words, by the time Gutierrez enacted his reform these ports were already 

familiar with the armada. What it is interesting, nonetheless, is that Gutierrez’s plan also elicited 

a revolt in Tumaco that paralleled that of the Comuneros. The inhabitants of the port feared that 

the new changes would lead to the transformation of the armada from a transit to a sales tax.50 

This revolt has not attracted the attention of historians and a recap is well beyond the scope of this 

dissertation.51 What is clear, however, is that the armada was one of the topics at stake and added 

fuel to a multiethnic set of grievances in a port where the presence of slaves and free blacks was 

pivotal. This reaction paved the way for a long judicial crusade that would be settled when the 

Crown reduced import taxes in the Pacific ports in the early 1800s.52  

Thus, the alteration of tax rates should be read in a regional approach. In Quito, Pizarro chose to 

keep the sales taxes at 3 percent. This 3 percent was composed of 2% of the alcabala and 1% of 

 

vasallo Instruido, 229-230. Some historians have followed acritically these comments. See 

McFarlane, Colombia before Independence, 213-214 and Pinto, Entre Colonia y República, 108-

109.  
48 For the ports on the Magdalena River see Torres and Henao, “Connecting and Northern Andes 

and the Atlantic,” 10-12; For Antioquia see AGN-C, Alcabalas, t. 18 ff. 670-75; For Barbacoas 

see AGN-C, Alcabalas, t. 19, 925-930.  
49 AGN-C, Aduanas, t. 1, 912-924.  
50 BNC, Comuneros, Book 373, ff. 242-257.   
51 The literature has focused on the portion of the revolt caused by monopolies. See Minaudier, 

“Une région miniere de la colonie,” 98-99 and Earle, “Indian Rebellion and Bourbon Reform,” 

103-104.  
52 On the impact of tax cuts on fiscal revenue see AGN-C, Alcabalas, t. 23, ff. 895-899.  
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the armada. It is not clear when and why the latter was reduced to 1%. By 1780, however, there 

was a sense of distinction between the two taxes even though they were charged in conjunction.53 

Pizarro, as has been shown, focused instead on applying the 3% rate to the collection of sales taxes 

on European goods. In the same vein, he did not alter the exemption of key goods even though 

some of them were not sanctioned by the prevailing norms.54 Gutiérrez, on the contrary, sought to 

impose the sales tax on cash crops such as cotton, the input that smallholders in eastern New 

Granada used to produce textiles.55 While Pizarro was a piecemeal reformist Gutiérrez was, in the 

words of Silvestre, an envoy who “followed blindly the orders of Gálvez.”56  The Comuneros 

rebellion and other regional uprisings forced the authorities to eliminate the Armada and to reverse 

the expansion of the tax on key cash crops.  The unintended consequence of the failure of this 

portion of the reform was that it shielded New Granada from the broader Bourbon drive to increase 

the rates of trade taxes. In New Spain the alcabala reached levels of 6-8%; in Peru and Upper 

Peru, 6%; and in the interior of the Rio de la Plata, 4%.57 In Quito and New Granada, tax rates 

remained the lowest among the main regions of the Spanish Empire.  

The Mechanics of the Alcabalas  

Even though local powers curbed some of the short-term goals of the Bourbon overhaul, the 

institutional design of the visitadores slowly took root in the viceroyalty. Table 2.2 displays the 

situation of the aduana network across the region by 1794. If compared with the same picture in 

1778 the changes are revealing. Direct administration expanded to the chief entrepôts of the 

viceroyalty and a network of subaltern branches finally were deployed around them. In Quito, 

Pizarro successfully consolidated subaltern branches in Latacunga, Chimbo, Guaranda, Ambato, 

Riobamba, and Alausí. In addition, he shored up the reorganization of the aduana in Guayaquil by 

 
53 Borchart and Moreno, “Las reformas borbónicas en la Audiencia,” 49-50 
54 He also opted for leaving the cabezon general “in the same terms under which has been 

governed.” See “Quito’s Instructions,” 139-140.  
55 See an analysis of the Piñeres’s tax burden on cotton in Martínez, “La revolución de 1781,” 153-

154 and 257-258.   
56 Silvestre, Descripción del Reino de Santa Fe de Bogotá, 88.  
57

 See works quoted in footnote 12.  
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centralizing the collection of trade taxes and deploying subaltern branches across the province.58 

By 1787, Ibarra, Otavalo, Cuenca, and Loja had been put under direct administration.59  

In New Granada, the process was far slower. In 1790, the director of the customs house in Bogotá 

argued that this sluggish change was “a consequence of the tumults that occurred in 1781.”60 In 

1787, the administrador of Popayán similarly remarked that “the establishment of the aduana in 

this city was not effective because of the novelties and revolts in Socorro in 1781.”61 Yet, by 1792 

the branches of the main markets of eastern New Granada were already under the fiscal orbit of 

Bogotá’s aduana. In the early 1800s, further reorganization took place in San Gil, Vélez, 

Sogamoso, and other thriving markets of the region.62 The small markets that dotted the central 

provinces of the viceroyalty were more and more integrated into the network of aduanas on the 

eve of colonial collapse.63 In Caribbean New Granada a similar process unfolded but here the 

research is scarcer.64   

 

Table 2.2 The Alcabalas in the Northern Andes ca 1794: Main Towns Involved and 

Mechanism of Collection 

Aduana Main Subalterns Mechanism 

Bogotá Tunja Direct administration  

Girón Direct administration  

Pamplona Direct administration  

Salazar de Las Palmas Direct administration  

La Mesa Direct administration  

Zipaquirá Direct administration  

Neiva Farmed out 

Socorro Direct administration  

 
58 Fernández, La alcabala en la Audiencia, 46-47. 
59 Fernández, La alcabala en la Audiencia, 48-49.  
60 AGN-C, Aduanas, t. 7 f. 71-72.  
61 Archivo Central del Cauca (hereafter ACC), Colonia, Alcabalas, Sig. 5709 f. 9-10.  
62 On San Gil see AGN, Anexo III (here after A3), Real Hacienda Cuentas, 41-c, N45; On Vélez 

see: AGN-C, Alcabalas, t. 22. Ff. 19-30; On Sogamoso see AGN-C, Alcabalas, t. 19, ff 727-730 

and the excellent work of Rodríguez, “Las alcabalas de Sogamoso,” 76-78.  
63 See Muñoz, “Independencia y actividad económica,” 22-23.  
64 Torres and Henao, “Connecting the Northern Andes,” 364-365.  
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Table 2.2 (Cont.) 

Aduana Main Subalterns Mechanism 

Popayán Caloto Direct administration  

Raposo Direct administration  

Almaguer Direct administration  

Pasto Direct administration  

Los Pastos Direct administration  

Buga Direct administration  

Cali Direct administration  

Barbacoas Direct administration  

Iscuandé Direct administration  

Tumaco Direct administration  

Aduana Main Subalterns Mechanism 

Quito Ibarra Direct administration  

Riobamba Direct administration  

Ambato Direct administration  

Latacunga Direct administration  

Guaranda Direct administration  

Alausí Direct administration  

Other Aduanas/towns Mechanism 

Cartagena Direct administration 

Mompox Direct administration 

Honda Direct administration 

Nóvita Administered by the local treasury 

Citará Administered by the local treasury 

Antioquia Administered by the local treasury 

Cartago Direct administration 

Ocaña Administered by the local treasury 

Guayaquil Direct administration 

Sources: AGN-A3, Real Hacienda Cuentas, 592-c, 888-c, 1872-c, 1079-c,1172-c, 1307-c, 1565-c, 1890-c, 

1234-c, 1539-c, 2826-c, 2798-c, 1654-c, 2260-c, 1892-c, 1279-c, 2491-c;  AGN, Anexo 2 (hereafter AGN-

A2), Administración de Alcabalas, Cuentas Generales, Box 20, Folder 1: AGN, Anexo 2-Depósito 

(hereafter AGN-A2D), Box 155, Folder 4, Box 73, Folder 2, Box 168, Folder 1; AGI, Santa Fe, 883-884, 

901-902 and 119-1121; AGI, Quito, 426-427.   
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In Popayán, the aduanas networks were deployed in the 1790s when tax-farming in most of the 

markets of the region was slowly replaced by direct administration. The Popayán’s customs house 

encompassed a heterogeneous set of markets in southwestern New Granada that included the 

mining belts of the Pacific (Barbacoas, Tumaco, Iscuandé, and Raposo), the agro-mining 

complexes of the Cauca Valley (Caloto, Buga, and Cali), and the agricultural regions of the 

southern highlands with a strong indigenous presence (Almaguer, Pasto, and Túquerres).65 In the 

1800s, direct administration was further expanded toward new mining frontiers such as Micay and 

Guapi and thriving agro-mining towns such as Quilichao.66 Interestingly, the Cartago aduana 

preserved its independence vis-à-vis Popayán and Bogotá. The town had had an independent Royal 

Treasury (real caja) since the early stages of colonial rule, and therefore the establishment of the 

aduana reinforced its autonomy.67 As it will be studied in later chapters, Cartago was a vital node 

that connected the streams of trade between Bogotá, Popayán, Quito, and beyond.   

A special case in this new network of subaltern branches was the one deployed in Pamplona, a city 

that encompassed the so-called “four jurisdictions” that formed the transitional border with the 

Venezuelan Captaincy: Salazar de Las Palmas, San José de Cúcuta, Rosario de Cúcuta, and San 

Faustino. As stated in Chapter 1, this region exported cacao to New Spain and other markets in the 

Atlantic via Maracaibo. This trade was one of the main sources of Mexican silver for New 

Granada’s merchants. The Pamplona administration was a subaltern of Bogotá’s customs house in 

terms of revenue flows. In institutional terms, however, this branch was a Venezuelan “enclave,” 

employing some of the tax rates and collection procedures of Maracaibo’s customs house. This 

jurisdictional issue emerged repeatedly after the latter port was declared puerto menor in 1793 and 

viceregal authorities authorized the importation of European goods from there, Caracas, and 

Guyana to Pamplona.68 This authorization was extended to cover all markets from Bogotá to 

Pamplona in the early 1800s.69 As will be shown in Chapter 4, by 1805 Maracaibo had become 

 
65 Torres, “Entre el oro y la plata,” 121-122.  
66 On Micay and Guapi see ACC, Sig, 7602, f. 7-12; On Quilichao see AGN-A3, Real Hacienda 

Cuentas, 2244-c.     
67 Torres, “Entre el oro y la plata,” 124.  
68 Bedolla, “Circulación de bienes de Castilla,” 10-12.   
69 This authorization elicited a long set of lawsuits that are pivotal sources in understanding these 

changes. They will further be analyzed in Chapter 5 of this dissertation. For a nutshell of the 

authorization and the subsequent debate see:  AGN-C, Alcabalas, t. 6, ff. 994-1040.  
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one of the most important entrepôts of European goods for Bogotá’s merchants, ensuing conflicts 

between the Andean hubs of trade and the traditional ports of coastal New Granada such as 

Cartagena.    

For reasons that should be addressed in future research, the mining belts of Antioquia and Chocó 

remained outside the aduanas network. Sales taxes were to be collected by the officials of the 

cajas reales until the end of colonial rule. In Antioquia, a plausible hypothesis for this structure is 

that the alcabala was charged in conjunction with gold duties (quintos), with merchants declaring 

an amount of gold equivalent to the value of the goods imported. This arrangement, known as 

alcabala presunta, was to shape any attempt to overhaul sales taxes in the region.70 In Chocó, the 

reason is less clear. The role of the corregidores and its impact on the market structure of the 

region probably conditioned the capacity of the real hacienda to undertake the reform. Be that as 

it may, the most important Bourbon drive to transform trade in the region was the lifting of the 

prohibition on navigation along the Atrato River in 1783. The Crown had banned this trade on the 

grounds that it fed contraband with the British and the Indians that controlled key areas from 

Panama to Western Cartagena.71 The reform not only enhanced the connection of the region with 

the Atlantic economy but also compelled the crown to expand the staff of the Royal Treasury and 

build proper warehouses in Citará and Novita, the two main towns of the province.72 Even though 

the sales taxes of this region were not embedded in the institutional setting of the aduanas, they 

clearly experienced piecemeal modifications that deserve to be further studied.    

The economic and fiscal consequences of the institutional expansion discussed so far have not 

attracted the attention of historians. Most studies have limited themselves to assessing the role of 

sales taxes in the overall revenues of the Royal Treasuries without breaking down the figures to 

grasp the impact of institutional changes on the efficiency of excise collection and the incidence 

of taxation.73 Other studies have echoed contemporary complaints about the negative 

consequences of surmounting fiscal pressures on economic performance. Kenneth Andrien, for 

 
70 AGN-C, Alcabalas, t.18 f. 653-773.  
71 See several reports from Bogotá’s high bureaucracy written in the 1770s and the 1780s: Moreno 

y Escandón, “Estado del Virreinato,” 176-183; Caballero y Góngora, “Relación del Estado del 

Nuevo Reino,” 229-230.   
72 On these reforms see AGN-A3, Real Hacienda Cuentas, 2915-c, N 434.  
73 The literature is extensive. For an overview see Pinto, “El reformismo fiscal borbónico.” 
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instance, pointed out that the aduanas “disrupted the operation of the kingdom's internal economy, 

which had proven so important to the material welfare of Amerindians.”74 This hypothesis, 

however, has not been rigorously tested. Only a quantitative analysis of the effects of real tax rates 

on relative prices and market integration will provide a better understanding of the macroeconomic 

impact of the reform.  

Moreover, echoing contemporary complaints without a close analysis of the mechanics of the 

aduanas, hides the negotiations that shaped the whole process of institutional transformation. 

Almost every single tax category of the alcabalas outlined by the visitadores suffered regional 

modifications and as will be seen throughout this dissertation, some of the negotiations resulted in 

lower taxes. All these outcomes, naturally, constrained the way in which the records of the 

alcabalas can be used to measure trade flows. That is why an examination of the procedures to 

collect the main ramos is in order.  

As stated above, the collection of the alcabala de efectos de Castilla shifted from a per unit to an 

ad valorem basis in 1781. In the Northern Andes, such innovation was accepted despite some 

initial opposition from import merchants.75 It was the practice of paying the tax at customs that 

created long, protracted disputes. As soon as the new ordinances were enacted, the directors of the 

customs houses of Bogotá and Popayán started to charge the tax on the full spot price of the 

European merchandise. They stated that since most of the imports were bought to merchants in 

Cartagena and other ports on the Atlantic, they were automatically liable to pay a second alcabala 

in the target market. In other words, the Cartagena importers were to pay the first alcabala in the 

port and the merchants of the interior of the viceroyalty were to pay the second alcabala since “the 

goods have clearly changed ownership.”76 The administrators echoed an argument that historians 

 
74 Andrien, The Kingdom of Quito, 121.  
75 For Bogotá see BNC, Comuneros, Book 369, ff. 236-244, AGN-C Aduanas Cartas, t. 3, f..921-

923 and Finestrad, El Vassallo Instruido, 226-227; For Popayán see ACC, Colonia, Sig 5709, ff. 

2-5 and AGN-C, Real Hacienda, t. 27, ff. 1149-1150. For Quito see Fernández, La alcabala en la 

Audiencia, 64-65 and ANE, Alcabalas, Box 11, File 5, f. 1-11.     
76 The following discussion relies upon the lawsuits that involved the upper echelons of the 

viceregal bureaucracy and prominent import merchants. The records of these lawsuits are not only 

pivotal to understanding the overall mechanics of taxation but also to studying the microeconomics 

of trade in the region since some of them included copy of private correspondence and logbooks. 

Subsequent chapters will further show the usefulness of these sources. See AGN-C, Alcabalas, t. 

1 ff. 378-404, Alcabalas, t. 1, ff, 175-236, Alcabalas, t. 4 356-400, Alcabalas, t. 11, ff. 349-409, 
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have repeatedly stated: that the businessmen from the interior were mere factors of port 

merchants.77 Yet, the evidence reveals that there was an increasing number of traders in Bogotá 

and Popayán who in fact imported directly from Spain and hired Cartagena merchants to forward 

their merchandise to the interior. Thanks to the corporate powers of the diputados, they 

successfully filed a lawsuit against the measure. They argued that since the goods came from Spain 

“de su cuenta y riesgo” (at their own risk) and should pay the first alcabala in Cartagena and the 

interior, they should clear the tax on the price difference, not on the full value of the goods. This 

surcharge was called the mayor aumento.78  

The Viceroy settled partially the dispute in 1785 when he ordered to charge the alcabala on the 

full value of the goods only if they were bought in Cartagena. If they were imported directly from 

Spain, they were subject to the aumento. Yet, following the advice of the Court of Accounts, the 

Viceroy enacted that the aumento should not be charged on the price differentials but on a fixed 

15% wedge between the prices of Cartagena and the markets in the interior. This last decision led 

to a new round of lawsuits and negotiations and only in 1790 did the method of calculating the 

surcharge on market prices became the definitive norm.79  In Quito, the discussions were also on 

the table, but the documentation is scarcer. In 1789, an accord among the diputados tangentially 

stated the need to standardize the method to calculate the aumentos of the imports from Cartagena 

and Guayaquil.80  It is not clear, however, if the ongoing procedure to pay the tax involved price 

differentials or a fixed rate. Quito’s administration did have a separate logbook to measure the 

aumentos. Unfortunately, only one of these books is preserved for the years 1796-1797 and 

therefore it is impossible to determine if the practice changed over time.81 According to this 

logbook, the aumento was calculated according to price differentials for both the goods coming 

 

Alcabalas, t.12, ff. 967-982, Alcabalas, t. 13, 461-463, Alcabalas t. 19 299-318, Alcabalas, t. 22, 

ff. 949-995, AGN-C, Aduanas, t. 20 ff. 776-807n and AGI, Santafe, 803.   
77 On this matter see McFarlane, Colombia before Independence, 174-175 and Múnera, El fracaso 

de la nación, 70-71.   
78 AGN-C, Alcabalas, t.12, ff. 967-982 and Alcabalas, t.13 ff.762-775. The mechanics of import 

duties caused similar conundrums in other regions of the empire. The payment of the alcabala was 

one of several sources of friction in the relationship between merchants in Veracruz and Mexico 

City. See Stein and Stein, The Edge of Crisis, 103-104.     
79 See the decrees at AGN-C, Alcabalas, t.13, ff. 719-733.  
80 ANE, Alcabalas, Box, 11, File 5, ff. 2-7.  
81 ANE, Alcabalas, Box 12, File 21, “Cuaderno de avalúos de mayor aumento.” We differed from 

Adrien’s analysis of this logbook. See The Kingdom of Quito, 152.  
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from Cartagena and Guayaquil. This practice seemed to be operating since 1790. In that year, a 

Quito merchant who imported goods through Cartagena petitioned to pay all the duties in Popayán 

and Quito since he lacked the liquidity to pay them on spot at Cartagena. Given that he was new 

in this trade route (carrera), most merchants refused to lend him capital even at a high interest 

rate. Then, he was to pay both the alcabala de primera venta and the aumento at the two Andean 

entrepôts.82 As compensation, he offered to pay the duties in doubloons and not in silver “so the 

King will benefit from the premiums at which these coins are traded in this port.”  It is not clear if 

he was authorized to undertake the transaction. Yet he was aware of the difference between the 

alcabala and the aumento.83  

The payment of the alcabala on global goods generated two additional issues. First, the officials 

complained that the merchants were not willing to pay the alcabala de reventa despite that most 

of the merchandise was sold to retailers inside the city. In Bogotá, a comprehensive plan to tax 

these transactions stated that “in this city there is not a clear distinction between the wholesalers 

and retailers. Both groups varean [to retail or sell the clothes per vara, a unit of length] but only 

the wholesalers pay the surcharge.”84 In Popayán, the administrators stated that taxing the resales 

was difficult not only because the aduana was understaffed, but also because  a portion of retailing 

was dominated by itinerant merchants that were difficult to track.85 The authorities decided that 

retailing inside the city was to be subsumed in other tax categories such as pulperías and tiendas 

de mercaderes. Merchants, however, were clearly liable to the reventa if they were to distribute 

their merchandise to traders in provinces. Second, the officials tried several times to reform the 

conciertos on the grounds that the 18-month window provided the perfect excuse for ultimately 

avoiding taxation. These attempts elicited huge lawsuits that ended up keeping the structure of 

three installments of 6 months each, but with a pivotal modification: import merchants had to 

provide a guarantor to back the entire amount of the debt.86  

 

 
82 AGN-C, Aduanas, t.16, ff. 330-348.   
83 AGN-C, Aduanas, t.16, ff. 340-342.  
84 AGN-C, Aduanas Cartas, t. 3, ff. 921-924.  
85 AGN-C, Alcabalas, t. 23, ff. 113-116, Alcabalas, t.8, ff. 138-153 and ACC, Colonia, Sig, 7163, 

f. 1-6. 
86 AGN-C Aduanas, t. 2, ff. 235-308. In Quito, there were only two installments of 6 months each.   
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In sum, the task of measuring the streams of European goods in the Northern Andes through the 

alcabalas records is filled with important obstacles. In fact, if taken from the sumarios, the 

revenues of the aduana do not reflect the real import capacity of the North Andean entrepôts but 

the evolving market share of direct importers from Spain and those who depended on merchants 

in the Atlantic and Pacific ports. If the market share of the former happened to be stronger, the 

sumarios clearly underestimated the value of aggregate imports since most of the tax was charged 

not on the full value but on the aumento.  In the same vein, the sumarios included the revenues 

from taxing the reventas to merchants in other regions. In other words, to establish the import 

capacity and the value of re-exports of European goods a pair-wise analysis needs to be done 

between the daily logbooks (libros manuales) and the logbooks of the conciertos.  This analysis 

distills the real value of the goods directly imported from Spain and will discount the re-exports to 

other regions. In addition, this approach allows us to establish the changing nature of the 

relationship between the North Andean entrepôts with the ports on the Atlantic and the Pacific.  

The conciertos, finally, will also provide further information on the lag between the tax payment 

and the effective introduction of the merchandise in the markets.  

The analysis of the alcabalas that fell upon domestic goods also requires a brief, yet deep 

understanding to get the information needed to analyze trade flows. As has been shown, this ramo 

was payable on a schedule fixed following local negotiations with the town councils and the 

diputaciones. Even though the tariffs were supposed to be regularly updated, they remained 

strikingly stable.87  Changes, naturally, took place when external shocks such as earthquakes, fires, 

and flooding led to a temporary reduction of rates and even to a temporary suspension of the tax.88  

In addition, as it has been seen, some commodities were exempted from taxes in some markets but 

were liable in others. Later chapters will further explain this framework. For now, it is important 

to remark that contrary to the usual perception of historians, the cabildos not only halted the 

 
87 This conclusion springs from the time series analysis of the aduanas records in Chapters 4 and 

5 of this dissertation.  In addition, officials and contemporaries periodically reported the schedules 

to the viceregal authorities. Two of these reports crafted in 1781 and 1794 are virtually the same. 

See Finestrad, El Vasallo Instruido, 225-226 and “Relación formada por la contaduría de la 

alcabala de esta ciudad de Santafé de Bogotá de los derechos reales como municipales que paga el 

comercio de España con expresión de los que se cobran en los frutos del país,” AGN-A2D, Box 

155, Folder 4.    
88 For examples of these adjustments see: Torres and Henao, “Connecting the Northern Andes,” 

474-476 and Fernández, La alcabala en la Audiencia, 61-62.  
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expansion of the commodities liable to the tax but reached important fiscal concessions. In the 

1800s, after a local interpretation of a royal decree that relieved salted meat and rice from the first 

alcabala in several ports of the Atlantic, most of the cabildos battled to gain the same exemptions 

in the interior of the viceroyalty.89 Some of them succeeded and both goods disappeared from the 

records of their aduanas. Honda and Mompox also successfully achieved reductions on their 

transit taxes and the latter even attained the permanent abolition of some duties.90 In Antioquia, 

import merchants achieved tax relived by convincing the courts to allow them to pay the alcabala 

in silver and not in gold dust. In fiscal terms, the province was to operate as a “land of silver.” 

Given the movement of the rates of exchange of silver vis-à-vis gold and the wedges in the value 

between gold dust and gold coinage, the real tax rate significantly fell.91 This is but a very brief 

synthesis of long, protracted lawsuits that shows the complexity of the negotiations of taxation in 

the Northern Andes and the way in which both taxpayers and officials internalized the new norms 

embodied in recent royal decrees and the instrucciones. In other words, the analysis of the 

mechanics of taxation should always consider local variations.  

The approach is better understood once an examination of nominal and real tariffs is carried out. 

Table 2.3 provides information on these variables for Quito, Popayán, and Bogotá. The nominal 

tariffs varied sharply in the three locations. In Bogotá, in comparison to the other two markets, the 

city council imposed higher tariffs on cash crops such as cacao, rice, and sugar and its derivatives 

but charged lower tariffs on livestock and textiles. Curiously, Quito adopted heavier taxes on 

textiles, its main export commodity.  Tariffs on other goods such as hogs were remarkably similar. 

This sectoral taxation suggests that an analysis of the local discussions about the tariffs will reveal 

interesting insights on the corporate power inside the different regions. This analysis, however, is 

beyond the scope of this Chapter. It is important to keep in mind, nonetheless, that the 

understanding of nominal rates is pivotal in undertaking regional, cross-sectional analysis of trade 

flows. For instance, a raw, basic index of tariffs crafted by encompassing the 4 most important 

commodities in each market reveals that Bogotá’s nominal tariffs were between 20 to 26% higher 

than in Quito and 29-34% higher than in Popayán. These differences, naturally, affect the way in 

 
89 AGN-C, Alcabalas, t. 16, ff. 3-7 and t. 23, ff. 1-19. See also Torres and Henao, “Connecting the 

Northern Andes,” 476-477.   
90 Torres and Henao, “Connecting the Northern Andes,” 480-482.   
91 AGN-C, Alcabalas, t. 22, ff. 508-523.  



100 
 

which fiscal revenues can be harnessed to compare market sizes in the three regions. In other 

words, if proper adjustments are not made -which also should include some caveats on price 

elasticities of specific goods-, the revenues from the alcabalas can overestimate the market size of 

Bogotá vis-à-vis Quito and Popayán.    

 

Table 2.3 Alcabala Rates According to the Schedules Enacted in Bogotá, Popayán, and 

Quito, ca. 1792 

City Product Quantity Unit of 

measure 

Tax in silver 

reales 

Tax as % of 

average market 

price 

Bogotá Sugar 1 Muleload 6 6* 

Bogotá Cacao 1 Muleload 16 6.5* 

Bogotá Anise 1 Hundredweight 4 
 

Bogotá Hogs 1 Unit 1 
 

Bogotá Coarse cottons 1 Piece 2 3 

Bogotá Rice 1 Muleload 6 6.5* 

Bogotá Cane Syrup 1 Muleload 2 
 

Bogotá Garbanzo Beans 1 Muleload 4 6.5* 

Bogotá Conserves 1 Muleload 6 
 

Bogotá Livestock 1 Unit 1.5 
 

Bogotá Tallow 1 Muleload 4 1.5 

Popayán Wheat Flour 1 Muleload 2 1.6 

Popayán Sugar 1 Muleload 3 1.5 

Popayán Garbanzo Beans 1 Muleload 4 1.3 

Popayán Salt 1 Muleload 3 1.4 

Popayán Anise 1 Hundredweight 8 
 

Popayán Rice 1 Muleload 2 
 

Popayán Hogs 1 Unit 1 
 

Popayán Conserves 1 Muleload 5 
 

Popayán Cane Syrup 1 Muleload 1 1.4 

Popayán Tallow 1 Muleload 4 2 
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Table 2.3 (Cont.)  

City Product Quantity Unit of 

measure 

Tax in silver 

reales 

Tax as % of 

average market 

price 

Popayán Coarse cottons 1 Piece 2 2.5 

Popayán Livestock 1 Unit 2.5 
 

Popayán Cacao 1 Muleload 9 2.5 

Quito Sugar 1 Muleload 4 
 

Quito Cacao 1 Muleload 4 
 

Quito Anise 1 Hundredweight 4 
 

Quito Hogs 1 Unit 1 
 

Quito Coarse cottons 1 Piece 4 
 

Quito Salt 1 Muleload 2 
 

Quito Rice 1 Muleload 4 
 

Quito Livestock 1 Unit 2.5 
 

Sources: Same sources as table 2. For price data, see text.  *Averages different from those of Popayán after 

performing a Student’s t-test and independent samples Mann-Whitney U test with 95% confidence intervals 

at a significance level of < 0.05.   

The analysis of real or effective tariffs is a sine qua non as well. This is a field in which the 

literature is scarce. Most studies, in fact, have used the aforos (schedules) as proxies to understand 

the market value of the commodities recorded in the alcabalas. Very few attempts have been made 

to establish the gap between the two values. Grosso and Garavaglia, authors of the most 

comprehensive study on the alcabalas in New Spain, stated that given the sticky nature of the 

aforos, the revenue of the alcabalas does not measure the market value of that commodities.92 

They compared the market values provided by the waybills and the tariffs provided by the 

alcabalas logbooks and found that the latter was inflated by up to 40 percent. Even though Grosso 

and Garavaglia were aware of this issue they did not undertake a systematic analysis of the gap in 

the values of the two sources.  As Luis Jauregui remarked, this hampers any attempt to measure 

trade flows through the alcabalas and to establish the real impact of the fiscal burden on trade.93  

 
92 Grosso and Garavaglia, La región de Puebla, 46.  
93 Jáuregui, “Una aproximación a los costos y beneficios,” 154 
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Julio Djenderedjian and Juan Martirén have shown that in regions such as the interior of the 

viceroyalty of the River Plate in which the aforos were updated regularly they can be harnessed as 

proxies of price movements and, therefore, they provide a raw estimate of the value of trade 

flows.94 Jeremy Baskes’s analysis of the cochineal trade in Oaxaca has shown that “the customs 

officials promptly adjusted the avaluos to reflect actual prices.”95 In the Northern Andes, however, 

the stickiness of the aforos creates similar issues to those faced by historians of central New Spain.  

Column 3 of Table 2.3 provides some insights in this regard. Real tax rates have been calculated 

by using monthly prices of key commodities for which data is available in price indexes of Bogotá 

and Popayán.96 Unfortunately, no such index is available for Quito.  Average monthly prices have 

been calculated for the four years between 1790 and 1794 and a T-Student test has been performed 

to compare tax rates averages between Bogotá and Popayán. The results are straightforward. In 

Bogotá, domestic goods tended to be taxed more heavily than European imports. As has been 

shown, the ad valorem rate of the latter remained at 2% while most of the rates of the former were 

above that bound. In Popayán, in contrast, real duties on domestic goods were lower, while the 

capital of the viceroyalty levied heavier rates with the exemption of textiles and meat, two goods 

for which the averages are not statistically different. It seems that in both markets indirect tax relief 

resulted from an upward movement of prices after 1790. The price index soared 30% in Bogotá 

from 1790 and 1810 and rose 15% in Popayán during the same period.97 Therefore, the real tax 

burden diminished during the late colonial period.    

What can explain these differences? A definitive answer, again, is beyond the scope of this 

dissertation. The fact that meat and textiles shared similar burdens in both markets probably 

indicates the geographical scope of the markets of both goods. Bogotá, Quito, and Popayán 

competed steadily to attract meat supplies by offering higher prices to producers in the Upper 

Magdalena River.98 In the same vein, textiles from eastern New Granada and Quito, competed in 

 
94 Djenderedjian and Martirén, “Los aforos de alcabalas como fuentes,” 80-83.  
95 Baskes, Indians, Merchants and Markets, 273 
96 For price data see Torres, Minería y moneda, 67-68 and Torres, “El comportamiento de los 

precios,” 667-669.  
97 Torres, Minería y moneda, 69 and Torres, “El comportamiento de los precios,” 652. 
98 Clavijo, “La economía de la ciudad y distrito de Neiva,” 450-452; Soulodre, Región e imperio, 

52-56; Muñoz and Torres, “La función de Santafé,” 190-192; Tyrer, “The Demographic and 

Economic History,” 298-300. For an earlier period see Castaño, Eslabones del mundo, 152-159.   
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the markets of Popayán and the Cauca Valley.99 Chapter 5 will provide more insights in this regard.  

The explanation of the phenomenon should also consider the political agenda of the cabildos. 

According to Francisco Silvestre and Joaquín de Finestrad, the freedoms (libertades) that the 

towns enjoyed in fiscal terms led to unexpected results. Instead of striving for lower tariffs, some 

cabildos imposed heavy duties probably to compete with the produce of nearby towns. Finestrad 

pointed out that “the cities of the Kingdom taxed goods that were brought from outside their 

jurisdiction at rates well above (en exceso) than those of Santafé.”100  Silvestre, who observed the 

same phenomenon, recommended the application of a flat ad valorem tax of 2% across the 

viceroyalty to avoid this heterogeneity that “clearly ruins our trade.”101   

These insights will shape the procedures used to capture the magnitude and direction of domestic 

trade flows. Two additional comments are in order. First, the ramo de efectos de la tierra was 

recorded in two manners. All those transactions above 10 pesos were recorded directly in the cargo 

y data logbooks and those below were recorded in a book called guarda-almacén para cobros de 

por menor. The analysis of both logbooks will lead to a better understanding of market size and 

structure since the guarda-almacén ledgers depict the role of smallholders in the supply side of 

the market. Most historians have limited themselves to the analysis of the libros mayores.  In Quito, 

in similar ways to New Spain, a different tax category called alcabala del viento was created to 

record retail transactions.102 Here, again, a pair-wise analysis of logbooks should be undertaken to 

grasp the relevant features of the market.  

Second, it is important to remark that domestic goods were not subject to the alcabala de reventa 

unless they were sold to a third party in another province. In similar ways to the lawsuits around 

the alcabala on European imports, merchants argued that this payment was already subsumed in 

the ramo de pulperias. This, naturally, created long lawsuits since merchants usually moved their 

goods to other towns if the market conditions of their location were not favorable. Thus, a merchant 

having paid the alcabala at customs in market A was not forced to pay alcabala at market B. Given 

the heterogeneity of tariffs and the drive to increase revenues, the officials several times attempted 

 
99 Torres, “Entre el oro y la plata,” 129-130.  
100 Finestrad, El vasallo instruido, 226-227.  
101 Silvestre, Relación, 287-291.  
102 Fernández, La alcabala en la Audiencia, 95. For New Spain see Grosso and Garavaglia, La 

región de puebla y la economía, 51-53.   
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either to charge the reventa on these transactions or to charge an aumento on the price differentials 

of both markets.103 However, traders were successful in curbing both attempts. This negotiation 

was well reflected in accounting practices. The libros manuales recorded not only the introduction 

of goods but also, on side notes, informed if they were re-exported issuing a new outbound waybill.     

Another tax category that provides evidence on the nature and size of markets is the one known in 

Popayán and Bogotá as ramo de hacendados y ganaderos and in Quito as cabezón general. This 

category was levied on transactions carried out inside the rural states. The collection and nature of 

the tax diverged, however, in Quito and Bogotá. In Quito, the cabezón fell not only upon rural 

estates such as haciendas and estancias but also upon urban stores (pulperías) and workshops 

(obrajes). In addition, the assessment of the cabezón was negotiated collectively in a total amount 

and then divided among the liable hacendados, pulperos, and obrajeros. The assessment was 

crafted in conjunction between the Audiencia and the alcabalas administrator. Between 1768 and 

1785 the cabezón was settled at 1,800 silver pesos per year and after 1786 at 2,547 silver pesos 

annually.104 Yet, as the data collected by Monserrat Fernández suggests, the collection of this tax 

was a fiscal failure. Between 1786 and 1803 the revenue rarely surpassed 15% of the original 

assessment.105 According to Fernández, the administración was understaffed and could not 

effectively control the states that surrounded the city.  According to some hacendados, if they were 

to pay duties on the transactions sold inside their estates, they were to be double taxed since most 

of these goods were subsequently sold in the city.106 Given the lack of documentation on the 

collection of the cabezón, it is impossible to confirm this hypothesis. Therefore, the information 

on the cabezón should be used with extreme caution.  

In Bogotá and Popayán, this tax category seems to have been more successful and the extant 

logbooks are more abundant than those of Quito. In similar ways to New Spain, the payment of 

 
103 This practice not only elicited conflicts between merchants and royal officials but also created 

jurisdictional conflicts between the different administrators of the aduanas. The authorities in 

Bogotá and Quito consistently ruled in favor of charging the alcabala on the pattern described 

above. See AGN-C, Alcabalas, t.6, ff. 112-115, 13 and 461-463, Alcabalas, t. 18, ff. 731-751, 

Alcabalas, t. 21, ff. 167-185, 386-396 and 999-1023. AGN-C, Aduanas, t. 10, ff. 545-568, 

Aduanas, t.19 691-706.  ANE, Alcabalas, Box 13, File 1, f. 12-13, Alcabalas, Box 13, File 11, f. 

1-6.  
104 Fernández, La alcabala en la Audiencia, 82. 
105 See the data in Fernández, La alcabala en la Audiencia 82-83. 
106 ANE, Alcabalas, Box 12, File 5, ff. 1-15.   
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this ramo was settled as an individual contract (concierto) between the administrator and the 

landowner regarding the goods sold inside their estates. This contract was to be respected even if 

the estate had sold goods above or below the lump-sum payment originally established.107 These 

payments, in addition, were to include not only the goods sold by the hacendados themselves, but 

also by transit merchants who usually traded in the rural estates.108 As Ernest Sánchez has pointed 

out, if analyzed properly, these contracts can help to understand the market deepening of the rural 

world in Spanish America109. Therefore, in this dissertation, an analysis of the conciertos ledgers 

will provide a rural counterpoint to the examination of urban markets.   

The last tax category that provides evidence on domestic trade flows is the so-called ramo eventual. 

According to the ordinances, this category encompassed “all the transactions in movables and 

livestock carried out by temporary resident merchants (transeuntes or forasteros).”110 This 

category, as happened to the other ramos, was regionally adjusted. In both Bogotá and Popayán, 

the tax ended up encompassing not only the transactions of non-resident merchants but also those 

goods traded by resident merchants that were not easily allocated in other ramos. Two goods were 

vital: slaves and mules. Even though they are not going to be analyzed in this dissertation, their 

value should be established to assess their impact on the total revenue of the aduanas. In addition, 

all the cash crops sold by non-resident merchants should also be extracted from the ramo eventual. 

This information, plus the ramo de efectos de la tierra, provide a better glimpse of aggregate trade 

flows of domestic goods.  

One aspect that affects the way in which the ramo de efectos de la tierra can be harnessed to 

measure domestic trade flows is the exemption of Indigenous people from sales taxes. The 

Bourbon drive to increase revenues failed to eliminate this prerogative in most of the regions of 

the Empire. The main exemption was Potosí where, according to Enrique Tandeter, indigenous 

merchants were de facto liable by the late 1770s.111 In New Spain, despite several debates to 

 
107 “New Granada’s Instruccions,” 18-20.  
108 In a now classic study, Hermes Tovar stated that this little-known group of itinerant traders 

constituted important agents through which several goods flowed across the countryside. See 

Tovar, Hacienda Colonial, 163-168.    
109 Sánchez, “Igualas, Producción y mercado,” 16-18.  
110 “New Granada’s Instruccions,” 17.  
111 Tandeter et al “Indians in Late Colonial Markets,” 200-201.  
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impose the tax upon the natives, the authorities failed to make significant inroads in this regard.112 

Yet, the Viceroy ordered them to eliminate the exemption for one year, in 1792, to assess the 

revenue that the Crown could potentially tap from taxing indigenous sales. This attempt, which 

was rapidly reversed, left behind a set of logbooks known as cuadernos de 1792 that have been 

used by the specialists as a proxy to measure the market involvement of the Indian peasantry.113 

The results reveal that the indigenous participation in the revenues of the sales taxes ranged from 

shares below 10% in Zacatecas and Michoacán and above 20% in Puebla and Toluca. However, 

as these studies have cautioned, the cuadernos do not necessarily measure the aggregate value of 

indigenous sales in markets since in some regions they specialized in the production and marketing 

of goods not liable to the alcabalas such as vegetables and seeds. These outlines are also important 

for the analysis of trade flows in the Northern Andes since the indigenous exemption to the 

alcabalas was an untouchable policy.  

The demographic importance of the native population in Quito, Popayán, Bogotá and their 

environs clearly suggests that the alcabala de efectos de la tierra offers a lower bound of market 

sizes. Yet, this lower bound should be analyzed thoroughly to establish what economic sectors are 

better represented in the streams captured in the alcabalas. An example of the nature of the issue 

will provide some preliminary insights. As the previous chapter showed, the two main textile 

entrepôts of eastern New Granada were Tunja and Socorro. The former tended to specialize in 

woolens and the latter in coarse cotton textiles (lienzos).  The payments of sales taxes on these 

goods were one of the main sources of fiscal revenue in the customs houses across the viceroyalty. 

Yet, surprisingly, a huge portion of these transactions was not subject to the tax. In 1806, an 

inspection of the alcabala administration in Tunja exposed a fiscal practice that elicited an 

important debate among the authorities in Bogotá.114 The Corregidor, supported by the merchants 

of Tunja, stated that “since the appointment of the new administrator of the alcabalas, a huge 

decadence has fallen upon the trade of textiles of this town because he wants to levy the alcabalas 

 
112 Menegus, “Alcabala o tributo,” 115-116 and “Mercados y tierras,” 18-20. Pollack, “Hacia una 

historia social,” 75-78.    
113 Menegus, “Mercados y tierras,” 25-26, Silva “Población, hacienda, ranchos y comercio,” 71-

72, Escobar “El comercio en las Huastecas,” 106-107, Ríos, “Comercio Indígena en Zacatecas,” 

125-126.    
114 The visita is located at AGN-C, Alcabalas, t. 1, ff. 1011-1033. The subsequent lawsuit is at 

AGN-C, Alcabalas, t. 19, ff. 721-745.  
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on the mantas (sheets), camisetas (shirts), gorros (hats), and medias (socks) produced by the 

natives. Therefore, both natives and merchants are conducting their business in other towns where 

they are not subject to the alcabalas.”115  

The administrator, after lecturing on the importance of respecting the laws enacted by the king, 

challenged the idea that most of the textiles were produced only by the natives “since it is notorious 

that whites produce mantas and camisetas as well.”116 Therefore, he argued, he was just following 

the instructions sent to him by the general administrator in Bogotá in the sense that all those staples 

traded by non-Indians should pay the alcabala. In addition, he was seriously curtailing the practice 

of some white and mestizos who hired indigenous to sell their goods to evade the alcabala.  The 

merchants, invoking again the “customs and the constant practices followed in this town,” retorted 

that “these textiles are of native manufacturing and are the nerve of the trade of its inhabitants. To 

say the contrary is to lead to the ruin of this province.”117  

In Bogotá, the administrator of the aduana stated that “the non-sense (díscola) practice of 

exempting these wares from the alcabala is the by-product of years of poor administration 

discovered during the inspection of 1806.”118 He insisted that only the natives were not subject to 

the tax and that all whites and mestizos should pay their duties at the time they introduce their 

goods to the town. Some members of the Audiencia and the Court of Accounts echoed the 

administrator’s complaints and ordered the authorities to investigate all the revenues lost by this 

“lost-standing confusion.” It is not clear what the final decision of the authorities on this matter 

was since in 1810 the lawsuit was still in the courts. By then, the alcabala underwent serious 

transformations that will be examined in Chapters 9 and 10.  The main point, however, is that the 

alcabala logbooks by themselves do not capture some important segments of the market. 

Fortunately, the customs houses provide alternative sources to further understand this issue.   

A Note on Bookkeeping Practices  

The former sections offered some insights on the way in which the alcabala records should be 

processed to effectively measure trade flows. Several types of logbooks have been mentioned but 

 
115 AGN-C, Alcabalas, t. 19, ff. 725-725v.  
116 AGN-C, Alcabalas, t. 19, ff. 727-727v. 
117 AGN-C, Alcabalas, t. 19, ff.728-729.  
118 AGN-C, Alcabalas, t. 19, f. 732.  
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not concrete information has been provided on their structure and functions. As happened with the 

mechanics of taxation, bookkeeping practices experienced regional transformations after the 

reform of the vistadores. The latter developed a system that revolved around the Libro real común 

de carga y data, a logbook that was to record daily tax payments in a chronological basis and, at 

the end of the month, was to provide a summary of revenues organized by categories. At the end 

of the year a general summary was to be presented as well as a two-entry list of all current and 

older debts. In a second part of the logbook, the administrator had to record all the expenditures of 

the customs house and after deducting the collectible debts, calculate the surplus in coin that could 

be sent to the Royal Treasury.119 The summaries and the accounts were to be transferred to the 

Court of Accounts in the form of a relación jurada for auditing purposes. The visitadores also 

instructed to keep a Libro de entradas y salidas, a logbook that had been instrumental in the 

collection of sales taxes before 1780.120 These ledgers were to track those goods imported to the 

city that did not pay the tax the same day of the introduction but in installments, like the conciertos. 

Once the payment was made, the transaction was to be recorded in the Libro común and a note 

added to the original entry in the Libro de entradas. Finally, the reform encouraged the creation 

of specific logbooks for ramos whose volume merited a separate account.  

These general outlines underwent important modifications some of them short-lived and others 

more permanent. Among the former was the empire-wide attempt to switch from single to double 

entry accounting between roughly 1787 and 1788. For reasons beyond the scope of this 

dissertation, the system did not work out. Yet, during those two years, some administrators across 

the Northern Andes adopted the system, and therefore, the use of these logbooks should be used 

with caution.121 The permanent reforms, on the other hand, were regional in nature. In Bogotá, the 

Libro real común was sometimes split into a daily logbook (manual) and a general logbook (mayor 

 
119 This accounting method is not as simple as it seems. Scholars tend to confuse the Spanish word 

cargo with ingreso (income) and the word data with egreso (expedinture). As Sánchez has pointed 

out, when officials used both words they were literally summing and subtracting (cargando y 

datando) both coins and cross-sectional accounts. The latter should be dutifully discounted to get 

the real flow of revenue. This procedure is more subtle than simply tracking double-counting 

procedures on which historians were aware of. See Sánchez, Corte de caja, 20-45.  
120 For examples of these logbooks before 1780 see AGN-A3, Real Hacienda Cuentas, 1642-c and 

1350-c.  
121 For examples of double-entry logbooks in Bogotá see: AGN-A3, Real Hacienda Cuentas, 1127-

c and 1278-c. For Quito see ANE, Alcabalas, Box 22, Book 2.  
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or libro de valores). In addition, the customs house of the capital employed specific ledgers for 

some categories. As has been seen, a guarda-almacén logbook was employed to record retail 

transactions of domestic goods and a camellón logbook was employed to record the revenues of 

the transit tax. The amalgamation of these two logbooks is a powerful source to study the market 

share of smallholders and small-scale merchants since the camellón logged some goods not liable 

to the alcabala.122 Finally, the administrator kept logbooks for the conciertos and the 

correspondence with the subaltern branches and the Royal Treasury. There is no evidence, 

however, that after 1781 the administrator continued to keep a ledger for the entradas y salidas.     

In Popayán, the officials kept both the libro de cargo and the libro entradas y salidas.123 In this 

administración, however, the latter also recorded the current and older debts of merchants. Besides 

these two main ledgers, the administrators in Popayán also kept separate logbooks for the 

conciertos and the eventuales. The latter also included the retail transactions of domestic goods. 

In Quito, the bookkeeping system also followed the two-fold approach with some modifications. 

In the Libro mayor de valores the administrator recorded the summaries of all the ramos and in 

the Libro real de cargo the daily transactions. In addition, a third logbook called Libro de cargo 

en extracto, provided information like the one offered by the Libro de manifestacones y debitos in 

Popayán. The Quito administration no doubt kept auxiliary ledgers for specific ramos, but very 

few of them are preserved. As it has been seen, for instance, only one logbook for the aumentos 

survives. In terms of bookkeeping practices, however, the Quito administration developed a 

peculiar system in which the current and older debts were kept category by category and in both 

the cargo and the data side of the accounts. This system requires patient procedures to extract the 

net revenue of some tax categories.  

Consequently, a comprehensive approach to the mechanics and contents of the different logbooks 

of the alcabalas is the best approach to extract solid trends from the extant records. However, the 

tax records are not necessarily the last word for the task of measuring trade flows. The aduanas 

provide another way to complement the records from the sales taxes: the system of guías and 

tornaguías. The system survived despite being the target of one of the clauses of the capitulations 

 
122 On the Camellón after the 1780s see Muñoz and Torres, “La función de Santafé,”182-183.   
123 In this region the entradas y salidas logbook also adopted the name of libro de manifestaciones 

y débitos.  
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signed after the Comunero revolt.124 As a consequence, the customs houses in Quito, Popayán and 

Bogotá kept a waybill logbook (Libro de guías y tornaguías) in which they recorded both the 

inbound and outbound waybills and they also kept separate ledgers with the original guías that 

were submitted by the merchants. In contrast to the alcabala logbooks, the waybills provide 

information on both liable and exempted goods. Moreover, as stated above, they provide 

information on market prices for some commodities. Finally, the waybills deliver specific 

information on the goods traded. For instance, a typical entrance of the alcabala logbook reads as 

follows: “500 pesos paid by X merchant on efectos de Castilla introduced in this city with the 

waybill number Y issued in Cartagena.”  In contrast, the waybill not only provided the dates and 

itinerary followed by the merchant but also provide the following information: “500 pesos on the 

following wares: 250 pesos for X liters of wine, 125 pesos for X meters of linen and 125 pesos for 

X pounds of cinnamon.”   

Thus, the waybills provide information not only to measure trade flows but also to study 

consumption patterns and transportation times. Naturally, the processing of all this valuable from 

the waybills is beyond the effort of a single researcher.125 This dissertation will provide preliminary 

examinations of this information to validate the data extracted from the alcabalas.  As will be 

shown, this approach can lead to new trends in the study of the economic history of the region.   

Broad Trends: The Sumarios Generales  

In certain ways, this chapter can be read as a long manifesto against the incautious use of the 

sumarios generales to measure economic trends. A recent, burgeoning literature has undertaken 

the task to go beyond the sumarios generales to understand the mechanics of taxation across the 

Spanish Empire.126 However, even the leading scholars of this revisionist wave have recognized 

that the study of the annual summaries is a provisional step for establishing broad, yet robust time 

 
124 On the capitulations see Phelan, The People and the King, 167-168 and Martínez, “La 

revolución de 1781,” 485-486.   
125 Borchart has provided a preliminary, yet consistent approach to the waybills of Quito. See, La 

Audiencia de Quito, 279-281. Nathalie Moreno has systematically analyzed the waybills issued in 

Cartagena between 1792 and 1802, “Cirulación de efectos de Castilla,” 130-133.  
126 The authoritative work is that of Sánchez, Corte de caja. For overviews on different regions of 

the Empire see:  Sánchez, “Las reformas borbónicas como categoría,” Pinto, “El reformismo fiscal 

en Nueva Granada,” and Jumar “Las reformas borbónicas en la formación.”  
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series of fiscal revenues. In fact, in the very process of testing the figures provided by the 

summaries, scholars have attained important insights on the economic history of the region. This 

is why, perhaps, the monumental, treasury-based studies of Herbert Klein, John TePaske, and 

Álvaro Jara are still useful despite their ubiquitous use of the annual summaries.127 Therefore, both 

cross-sectional and time series analyses of the sumarios generales of the revenues from sales taxes 

in the three main North Andean trade hubs, can provide some preliminary hypotheses on the 

market structure of the region. Later chapters will test these hypotheses once the aduanas records 

are properly deconstructed. This exercise, moreover, provides important insights on the 

comparative development of the Northern Andes in the context of the Spanish Empire.     

Figures 2.1-2.3 display the total revenues from sales taxes in the three entrepôts as measured 

through the sumarios generales. OLS time regressions have been estimated to understand the rates 

at which these revenues performed per decade. The results are revealing. In Bogotá, revenues 

doubled from roughly 53,000 silver pesos annually in 1782-1785 to 107,000 silver pesos in 1800-

1803. In Popayán and Quito revenues grew more modestly, from roughly 18,000 and 17,000 silver 

pesos respectively in 1782-1785 to 28,000 and 24,000 silver pesos in 1801-1803. By 1800 Bogotá 

had become the most important node in terms of the agglomeration of the revenues from trade 

taxes. Figure 2.4 provides the results of the OLS regressions that, as mentioned above, can be 

interpreted as the rates at which the revenues grew per decade. After the reforms of the 1780s, 

revenues soared in Bogotá during the first decade, but they grew at slower rates in the 1790s and 

1800s.  

 

 
127 Klein, The American Finances of the Spanish Empire, TePaske and Klein, The Royal 

Treasuries, TePaske and Jara, The Royal Treasuries and Jara, El Imperio español en América.  
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Figure 2.1 Total Revenue of Bogotá’s Alcabalas in Nominal Silver Pesos According to the 

Sumarios Generales 

Sources: AGI, Santa Fe, 805-806. AGN-A3, Real Hacienda Cuentas, 1932-c, 2123-c, 2011-c, 1856-c, 

1784-c,1892-c, 2133-c, 2538-c, 1583-c,1726-c, 1753-c, 2761-c, 2863-c. AGN-A2, Administración de 

alcabalas, Cuentas de Cargo y data, Box 8, folders 1-2. 

 

 

Figure 2.2 Total Revenue of Popayán’s Alcabalas in Nominal Silver Pesos According to the 

Sumarios Generales 

Sources: AGI, Quito, 519-521. AGN-A3, Real Hacienda Cuentas, 1934-c, 522-c, 599-c, 591-c, 486-c, 552-

c, 1968-c, 1683-c, 2096-c, 1291-c, 1654-c, 467-c, 598-c, 1685-c, 492-c, 563-c, 494-c, 456-c, AGN-A2, 

Administración de Alcabalas, Cuentas de cargo y data, Box 17, File 3; AGN-A2D, Box 19, Files 2-6.   
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Figure 2.3 Total Revenue of Quito’s Alcabalas in Nominal Silver Pesos According to the 

Sumarios Generales* 

Sources: AGI, Quito, 432-434; ANE, Alcabalas, Box 26, Book 1; Box 27, Book 2, 3, 5 and 7; Box 28 

Books 1, 4, and 5. * The revenues from the subaltern branches before 1790 has been discounted. After 

that year, these revenues were submitted directly to the Royal Treasury. See text. 

 

In Quito and Popayán revenues grew at a significant pace during the 1780s but in the following 

two decades the slope of the linear regressions became stagnant and even negative. In other words, 

by the eve of the collapse of colonial rule the incomes from trade taxes had reached a plateau. 

These North Andean patterns are not unique in the context of the Spanish Empire. In New Spain, 

fiscal revenues from trade taxes soared after the ubiquitous expansion of the direct administration 

in the 1770s, plateauing until 1810.128 In the Northern Andes, the positive slopes of the linear 

regressions during the 1780s may reflect the short-term increasing returns from the institutional 

and infrastructural transformation that followed the reforms, while the subsequent deacceleration 

may reflect both diminishing returns in tax collection and changes in tax rates or real economic 

 
128 Sánchez, Las alcabalas mexicanas, 35-36. For diverging patterns in the Mexican mining belts 

see Alvarado, “Mercados mineros y tráfico mercantil,” 70-72. Antonio Ibarra has undertaken a 

cost-benefit analysis of the establishment of direct administration in Guadalajara, tracing the take-

off of income during the 1780s and a down-turn between 1791-1810. Ibarra also documents the 

improvements in both fiscal efficiency and the impact of marginal changes in the rates of taxation 

on global income. See “De la alcabala colonial,” 329-330.     
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performance. In other words, are these trends of trade taxes revenues a reflection of a downturn in 

the late colonial economy? Be that as it may, these numbers are a reminder that the old perspective 

that saw the Bourbon period as a successful, linear drive to exert fiscal pressures should be taken 

with a grain of salt.   

 

Figure 2.4 Statistically Significant Coefficients of OLS Time Regressions of Alcabala 

Revenues per Decade in Bogotá, Quito, and Popayán in Silver Pesos  

Sources: Same as Figures 2.1-2.3. 

An analysis of the role of each tax category in the total revenue of the aduanas helps us to form 

additional hypotheses. Tables 2.4-2.6 depict the evolving role of each ramo in the streams of 

revenue of the North Andean entrepôts. The series have been broken down during three trienniums 

that reflect the changing conditions of markets in the context of the Atlantic wars and 

environmental shocks.129  The first triennium depicts the structure of the late colonial economy 

during a period without external shocks in terms of wars or bad harvests. The 1798-1800 period 

captures the first shock associated with the Anglo-Spanish war and the adoption of the comercio 

 
129 On the changes of the environmental history of the region during the late colonial period see 

the pathbreaking analysis of Mora, “Agricultores y ganaderos,” 31-32 and “Tras la pista de 

terribles veranos,” 26-27.  
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con neutrales. Finally, the last triennium portrays the situation during the new outbreak of war 

with England and important environmental shocks reflected in changes in harvest cycles as 

documented by environmental historians. These periods will be harnessed throughout this 

dissertation.  

 

Table 2.4 The Evolving Role of the Tax Categories as a Percentage of the Total Alcabala 

Revenue in Bogotá 

Including Subalterns and Tax farmers Excluding Subalterns and Tax Farmers 

Tax category 1790-

1793 

1798-

1800 

1806-

1808 

Tax category 1790-

1793 

1798-

1800 

1806-

1808 

Foráneas 29 37 31 Efectos de 

Castilla 

34 32 46 

Arriendos 37 33 41 Efectos de la 

Tierra 

55 51 42 

Efectos de 

Castilla 

12 10 13 Fincas 4 3 4 

Efectos de la 

Tierra 

19 16 12 Censos 2 5 0.5 

Fincas 1 1 1 Ganaderos 1 2 1 

Censos 1 1 0.5 Carnicerías 3 4 2 

Other 1 2 1.5 Other 1 3 4.5 

Sources: Same as Figure 2.1. 
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Table 2.5 The Evolving Role of the Tax Categories as a Percentage of the Total Alcabala 

Revenue in Popayán 

Including Subalterns and Tax Farmers Excluding Subalterns and Tax Farmers 

Tax category 1792-

1794 

1798-

1801 

1806-

1808 

Tax category 1792-

1794 

1798-

1801 

1806-

1808 

Efectos de 

Castilla 

17 8 15 Efectos de 

Castilla 

31 9 28 

Foraneas 13 51 47 Efectos de la 

Tierra 

47 63 51 

Arriendos 31 0 0 Fincas 6 10 11 

Efectos de la 

Tierra 

27 29 27 Carnicerias 4 4 3 

Fincas 3 5 6 Censos 4 5 1 

Censos 2 1 0.5 Eventual 3 3 4 

Eventual  2 1 2 Hacendados 2 1 0.5 

Other 5 5 2.5 Revendedores 2 2 1 
    

Other 1 3 0.5 

Total 100 100 100 Total 100 100 100 

Sources: Same as Figure 2.2. 

Table 2.6 The Evolving Role of the Tax Categories as a Percentage of the Total Alcabala 

Revenue in Quito 

Tax Category  1790-1792 1798-1800 1806-1808 

Efectos de Castilla 56 28 44 

Efectos del País/Viento 25 32 27 

Escrituras 11 28 23 

Carnicería 6.5 8 4 

Cabezon 1 0.5 1 

Other 1.5 3.5 1 

Sources: Same as Figure 2.3. 

In Bogotá, as Edwin Muñoz has shown in a rigorous study, the revenues from the subaltern 

branches and the tax farmers at the local level determined the overall fiscal performance of the 
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customs house.130 These numbers suggest that the network built by the authorities around Bogotá 

was fiscally successful as far as sales taxes are concerned. Yet, it is worth pointing out the survival 

of tax farmers despite the crusade for the expansion of direct administration. As stated above, tax 

farmers were kept in those small markets in which direct administration was not regarded as 

profitable. The aggregate size of these small sources of revenue reflected, therefore, the importance 

of small markets across eastern New Granada.131 Chapter 5 will provide further insights on this 

matter. In the meantime, to analyze the fiscal importance of Bogotá as an entrepôt, the revenues 

from the subaltern branches and the farmers should be discounted. Once this adjustment is carried 

out, a multiple linear regression has been performed to identify the impact of specific ramos in the 

overall trend of the aduanas revenues. The movement of the taxes on European goods explains up 

to 95% of the movement of total revenues. The coefficient that captures the same measure for 

domestic goods is low and not statistically significant. This pattern is partially explained by the 

fact that the overall trend of the revenues from domestic goods was less volatile than the revenues 

from taxing foreign wares as will be explained in Chapter 4.  

As for Quito, there is no need to discount the revenues from the subaltern branches since they were 

deposited directly in the Royal Treasury after 1790. Yet, if the data on these revenues provided by 

Fernández is used to create a simple counterfactual, the subaltern branches would have accounted 

for 25 to 30% of the global income of Quito’s administration.132 In other words, Quito’s 

dependence on the revenues from the subaltern branches was not as strong as in Bogotá. Popayán 

followed an intermediate pattern.  In similar ways to the viceregal capital the revenues drawn from 

subaltern branches were pivotal. Nonetheless, most of these streams came from markets in which 

direct administration was thoroughly operating. In fact, after roughly 1793 tax farming disappeared 

from Popayán’s records. It does not mean, naturally, that this practice had disappeared in the 

region. Most tax farmers at the local level simply deposited their surpluses in Popayán’s subalterns. 

 
130 Muñoz, “Independencia y actividad económica,” 26-27 
131 Burngardt’s analysis of tithe districts arrives at similar conclusions. He found that “The Estearn 

Cordillera was dotted with towns that served as the market of agrarian products from the 

surrounding countryside […] These market towns in turn undoubtedly supported a smaller number 

of district market centers, which had larger populations and drew products in from a wider radius 

[…] at the top of this pyramid of market organization sat the capital city of Bogotá.” Brungardt, 

“Tithe Production,” 245.  
132 Fernández, La alcabala en la Audiencia, 111-112. 
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Once the revenues from other branches are discounted, it is possible to identify those tax categories 

that exerted a greater impact on the variation of total revenues through multiple linear regression. 

In Quito and Popayán, taxes on European goods accounted for 88% and 82% of the movement of 

total revenues, respectively. In other words, the revenues of the customs houses of the Northern 

Andes were highly dependent on the movement of international trade, a fact that will be further 

explored in Chapter 4.    

 These trends, naturally, are even more useful if they are put under a broader, comparative context. 

Grosso and Garavaglia have provided a breakdown of the revenues from the ramos that taxed 

European, Asian, and domestic goods in the main administrations and branches of New Spain’s 

customs houses.133 According to their data, the average of the share of European goods in total 

revenues of the alcabalas stood at 35.5% in 1796, including Mexico City. This average, naturally, 

concealed regional variations. In Durango taxes on European goods accounted for 46% of the 

alcabalas, while in Valladolid they accounted for less than 20%.134  In the South-Central Andes 

the role of the revenues from European goods tended to be higher in Potosí (38-45%) and Cerro 

de Pasco (44-56%) but lower in Oruro (5-20%).135 In the Northern Andes, these patterns differed 

from region to region. The share of the levies on European goods in Bogotá and Popayán tended 

to be around the same range as New Spain’s average. In Quito, on the other hand, these shares 

tended to be even higher than those of Potosí and Cerro de Pasco.  What variables explain this 

pattern? The lack of serial data on prices of imports precludes the provision of any definitive 

answer. As will be shown in Chapter 4, it is possible that prices of imports in Quito tended to be 

higher than in Popayán and Bogotá due to location and distributional patterns. Likewise, Bogotá 

taxed domestic goods more heavily than European goods thereby affecting the relative importance 

of each one in the total income of the aduanas.  

Most scholars have used the breakdown of alcabala revenues to state that, in aggregate terms, 

most of the goods transacted in the region were produced inside the economic spaces that 

integrated the Empire. Considerable discussion has ensued on the nature and scope of this 

 
133 Grosso and Garavaglia, La región de Puebla, 68-69.  
134 Grosso and Garavaglia, La región de Puebla, 69.  
135 Tandeter et.al, “Flujos mercantiles en el Potosí,” 39-40. Chocano, “Circuitos mercantiles,” 7-

8. Gavira, “Producción de plata y comercio,” 400.  
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statement.136 In absolute terms, the impact of international trade on fiscal flows was still 

overshadowed by the importance of the non-tradable sector. Yet, as the regressions performed 

above have shown, by the late colonial period the sensitivity of fiscal revenues vis-à-vis European 

imports is beyond doubt. Any discussion of the evolving nature of the magnitude and direction of 

domestic trade flows need to consider the conditions of the global economy. In this regard, it is 

important to point out that none of the customs houses across the Northern Andean created a 

specific ramo to record Asian imports (efectos de la China). A thriving historiography has shown 

the importance of these records in understanding the importance of Asian goods in other regions 

of the Empire.137 Even though the Northern Andes were not as exposed to this trade as New Spain, 

Indian and Chinese goods were also consumed in the region as Chapter 4 will show.          

One last aspect in which the entrepôts of Northern Andes diverged from other regions of the 

Spanish Empire is the marginal role of the revenues from taxing rural estates. In New Spain, the 

igualas accounted for roughly 10 percent of total income.138 In Bogotá, Quito, and Popayán, this 

share never surpassed 2 percent. In Bogotá, it seems that the dendritic presence of small 

administrations and tax farmers tended to be the sources through which landowners paid their 

duties. Yet, especially in Quito and Popayán, the balance of power between landowners and royal 

officials probably explains the conundrum in a better way. For instance, had the cabezón general 

been charged as stated in the pact of 1786, its share of the total revenues of the alcabala would 

have been of the order of 9%.139  

Final Remarks  

Paraphrasing March Bloch’s remarks, the crafting of measuring devices for preindustrial 

economies should amalgamate the artful, patient approach of the artisans in their workshops and 

the algorithmic, well-defined procedures of scientists in their labs.140 This chapter provided a 

 
136 Assadourian, “La producción de la mercancía dinero,” 230-232 and El sistema de la economía 

colonial, 45-51. Garavaglia, “El mercado interno colonial”, 10-11. For a disenting view see 

Romano, Mecanismo y elementos, 151-152.   
137 See Bonialian, China en la América Colonial and Ibarra, “Mercancías globales y mercados 

locales.”  
138 Grosso and Garavaglia, La región de Puebla, 68; For a New Spain’s region in which this share 

attained higher levels see Sánchez, “Igualas, producción y mercado,” 19-20.    
139 Calculations following Fernández’s data. See La alcabala en la Audiencia, 82-83.   
140 Bloch, The Historian’s Craft, 26-27.  
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lengthy discussion on the ways in which the aduanas records can be harnessed to measure trade 

flows. Most scholars tend to relegate these discussions to appendices on the grounds that what 

matters are the overall results extracted from the data. Nonetheless, as it has been shown, the 

aduana records were deep-rooted in social, political, and fiscal practices. Understanding these 

practices helps us to specify, in a more refined manner, hypotheses regarding preindustrial 

markets. The following chapters will show these caveats in full display. In the meantime, five 

broad issues have been emphasized.  

First, the prevalent views that depict the Bourbon drive to increase fiscal revenues as a successful, 

linear process should be revisited. This Chapter’s preliminary analysis of the sumarios generales 

suggests that the proceeds of customs houses performed well in the 1780s and 1790s but plateaued 

or declined in the early 1800s. As Chapters 4 and 5 will show, there is robust evidence to suggest 

that these trends reflect a contraction in some branches of trade and not a mere process of 

diminishing returns in tax collection.  

Secondly, and perhaps most importantly, the analysis of trade taxes reveals that a compromise 

between reform and customs shaped the scope of the fiscal innovations. The alcabala differed 

from region to region and tax rates, liabilities, and exemptions were adjusted locally. The 

authorities were aware of this pattern and while they tried to create uniform taxation, they also 

yield to “adapt the rules to local circumstances.” The extent to which this structure favored or 

hampered economic growth is a matter of contention among specialists. In particular, the political 

use of local tariffs by the cabildos is a topic that deserves further attention. Future research should 

focus on the mechanics of specific ramos not only to craft time series but also to identify the 

sectoral incidence of taxation across the colonial society. The evidence examined in this Chapter 

shows that even in the heyday of Bourbon fiscal pressures, some regions and corporations obtained 

fiscal privileges that included exemptions and even the abolition of some duties.   

Second, the heterogeneous nature of trade taxes in the Northern Andes demands caution from any 

attempt to undertake cross-section and time series analysis of the sumarios generales. Even though 

these accounts are useful in fiscal terms, they are not a good proxy to analyze the structure and 

size of North Andean markets. Therefore, this dissertation will provide a multi-wise analysis of 

the different logbooks of the aduanas to distill hard data on trade flows. The analysis will focus 

on disaggregate accounts (manuales, eventuales, vientos, conciertos and entradas y salidas) and 
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only as a last resort will the sumarios generales be employed.  In particular, the dissertation will 

integrate the waybill logbooks as a means not only to validate the results obtained from the 

alcabalas logbooks but also to capture revealing information on consumption patterns and prices. 

This approach, in short, will establish whether the entries of some ramos were measuring re-

exports, imports, or current/due debts, providing some insights into the size of the aggregate 

market and the role of some towns as distribution centers for local and foreign merchandise.  

Thirdly, the data extracted from the aduanas provide a lower bound of the magnitude of regional 

trade flows. Given the specific mechanics of tax collection in each region, the dimension of this 

lower bound will be determined by the size of the population exempted from the tax (mainly 

Indigenous peoples), the market share of specific goods not liable to the alcabala, regional tax 

rates, price elasticities, and the technology of tax collection in each aduana. Some of these 

variables are not directly observable in the records. Hwever, the robustness of the data provides 

solid ground to understand these patterns. For instance, real tax rates were higher in Bogotá than 

in Quito and Popayán. Other things equal, a cross-sectional analysis of the market sizes of the three 

entrepôts can be biased in favor of Bogotá if adjustments are not properly carried out. In Chapters 

4 and 5 these insights will be key to interpreting the relevant data in comparative terms.    

Lastly, it is important to add some comments on a topic that, surprisingly, has not been studied in 

this chapter: smuggling and tax evasion. This topic has attracted the attention of generations of 

historians. Yet, most of the literature has focused on the smuggling of European goods in both the 

Atlantic and Pacific.141 Very few attempts have been to understand the importance of tax evasion 

in domestic trade. Edwin Muñoz stated that the waybill system and the resguardo clearly shaped 

the profit function of would-be evaders, but no quantitative data is available to determine the 

importance of this phenomenon. 142  

An analysis of tax evasion in internal trade would demand a separate study. Most likely such an 

exercise will not provide a concrete measurement of the role of smuggling vis-à-vis legal trade. 

That is why this variable will be addressed when analyzing the microeconomics of trade and 

bullions flows throughout the following chapters. This analysis will help us to understand the 

 
141 The best analytical approach to smuggling in Caribbean New Granada is that of Meisel, 

“Situado o contrabando”, 15-16. See also Lance, “An Irresoluble Dilemma,” 130-132.   
142 Muñoz, “Independencia y actividad económica,” 32-33 
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constraints and incentives faced by both legal and illegal traders in the context of the monetary 

and fiscal conditions of Northern Andes. Be that as it may, it is not likely that the level of tax 

evasion will transform the overall picture from the legal records once they are understood in their 

local, fiscal milieu and once they are subject to proper analysis. While the absolute level of trade 

is subject to error, the movements of trade flows from year to year and their rates of change are 

more reliable.
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CHAPTER 3. WAR, SILVER, AND GOLD: BULLION AND MONETARY FLOWS 

IN THE NORTHERN ANDES ON THE EVE OF COLONIAL COLLAPSE 

 

Introduction 

The history of external trade during the last three decades of Bourbon rule in the Americas is one 

of a boom-and-bust cycle.1 Import and export volumes soared across the ports of the Empire at 

both sides of the Atlantic between 1780 and 1795. Scarce evidence on relative prices suggests that 

this expansion was accompanied by better terms of trade for colonial producers, the development 

of new commodity chains, and new patterns of consumption.2 The forces behind this upward phase 

are a matter of contention. On the supply side, the slow yet incisive Bourbon reforms of the old 

trade system undoubtedly played a pivotal role in this growth. The elimination of trade barriers 

both in the Pacific and the Atlantic fostered new trade networks, and therefore weakened the 

market power of the oligopolies that had dominated colonial markets, smuggling notwithstanding.3 

The evidence on interest rates and investment patterns shows, in fact, that the new competition 

forced the old members of the consulados to move their capital to new sectors, including the 

expansion of available commercial loans that nurtured incipient, yet significant money markets 

across the Empire.4  On the demand side, the expansion of mining across the Empire, population 

growth and changes in consumption patterns led to a shift in the import demand function of several 

 
1 Stein and Stein, Edge of Crisis, 545-546. Souto, Mar abierto, 136-137. Cuenca, “Statistics of 

Spain’s Colonial Trade,” 330-335, “Statistics of Spain’s Colonial Trade,” 392-394 and “The 

Market of Latin American Exports,” 380-382. Fisher, Commercial Relations, 22-21 and Trade, 

War, and Revolution, 32-35.  
2 The literature is extensive, besides the works quoted in footnote 1, the key works are: Fisher, 

“The Effects of Comercio Libre,” Cuenca, “Trends and Cycles in U.S. Trade,” Gallo and Newland, 

“Globalización y convergencia de precios,” Baskes, Staying Afloat, Lamikiz, Trade and Trust, 

McFarlane, Colombia Before Independence, Barbier, “Commercial Reform and Comercio Neutral 

in Cartagena,”  Marichal, “The Spanish-American Peso” and “Mexican Cochineal.”   
3 On the transformations of trade networks see Ibarra, “Redes de circulación” and “Mercancías 

globales y mercados locales,” Souto, Mara abierto, Valle, Finanzas piadosas y redes de negocios.     
4 The classic approach to merchant’s investment during this period is that of Brading, Miners and 

Merchants and Pérez, Plata y libranzas. On capital markets and interest rates see Marichal, 

Bankruptcy of Empire and Torres, “Tasas de interés.”  
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regions5. Thus, an amalgamation of a decline in trade barriers, an outward shift in import demand, 

and an outward shift in export supply explain the upward phase of the export cycle.   

The disruptive effects of the wars of 1793-1815 reversed the expansion phase. As Kevin O’Rourke 

and David Jacks have emphasized, the impact of these wars on international trade was larger than 

generally appreciated, global in scale, and brought large changes to consumer welfare across the 

globe.6 Short-term impacts were transmitted through relative prices and terms of trade while long-

term impacts included the rise of protectionist lobby groups that changed the allocation of 

resources across manufacturing and non-tradable sectors. In Spanish America, the evidence 

suggests that despite the expansion of smuggling, the volume of external trade severely contracted. 

As expected, the data on relative prices show that a decline in terms of trade and a disruption of 

consumption patterns accompanied the dowanward phase of the cycle.7 Reallocation of domestic 

resources ensued. Some regions revived and others contracted. Part of the bullion retained in the 

ports was invested domestically by merchants creating a little-studied bonanza on the supply of 

credit.8 Short-term, structural changes also took place. The domestic textile sector, for instance, 

that had faced increasing competition from European and Asian textiles before 1795, revived 

behind the blockades. Coarse cotton textiles from Cochabamba in the Andes to Puebla and El Bajío 

in New Spain experienced a new windfall.9 The producers of tradable goods, in contrast, were 

severely affected by low international prices and disruption of supply chains that were pivotal in 

the transport of perishables.10  

The implications of war blockades on trade policy had profound effects as well. As Stanley and 

Barbara Stein pointed out, the ad hoc trade policies adopted by colonial authorities during the war 

generated schisms between commercial interests within the empire.11 Policies such as comercio de 

 
5 See Dobado and Marrero. “El Mining-led Growth en el México.” See also the analysis of the 

global effects of silver flows in Flynn and Giráldez, “Cycles of Silver,” 159-162.   
6 O’Rourke, “The Worldwide Economic Impact” and “War and Welfare,” Jacks, “Foreign Wars 

and Domestic Markets.”  
7 See Fisher, Trade, War and Revolution, Stein and Stein, Edge of Crisis, Cuenca, “Trends and 

Cycles in U.S. Trade.” Gallo and Newland, “Globalización y convergencia de precios.” 
8 Stein and Stein, Edge of Crisis, 163-164. See also Torres “Tasas de interés,” 30-31.  
9 Thomson, “The cotton textile industry in Puebla,” 171-172; Tutino, Making a New World, 301-

302. Larson, “The cotton textile industry,” 158–159.  
10 Stein and Stein, Edge of Crisis, 221-222.   
11 Stein and Stein, Edge of Crisis, 130-131.  
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neutrales and the granting of special licenses (gracias) to specific groups, shaped the conflicts for 

commercial supremacy between Veracruz, Mexico City, and Havana in the Caribbean, Lima and 

Buenos Aires in the Southern Atlantic-Pacific axis and Cartagena, Bogotá, and Maracaibo in the 

Northern Andes. Even though the broad features of this cycle have been studied, very little is 

known about the impact of wars on the monetary and bullion side of international and domestic 

trade in the Americas. Research abounds on the channeling of fiscal revenues from the Americas 

to Europe during the blockades, a saga that involved Dutch, French, British, Spanish, and 

American businessmen and bankers.12 The lack of studies on the changes in the pattern of monetary 

flows in the Spanish Empire during these decisive years is surprising. This was the period in which 

bullion and coin committees across the Atlantic discussed actively the future of domestic and 

international monetary policy.13 Renown worldly philosophers wrote extensive treatises on 

monetary policy for these committees.14 The pressures of war not only led to the consolidation of 

paper money in key markets, but also the definitive ascendance of international bimetallism as the 

system that was to regulate monetary payments between gold, silver, and bimetallic blocks until 

the advent of the gold standard in the 1870s.15    

This chapter engages these ongoing debates by examining the direction, magnitude, and dynamics 

of bullion and monetary flows in the Northern Andes during the late colonial period. The chapter 

interweaves notarial records and little-explored Post Office accounts to craft a novel, yet 

preliminary monetary geography of the region. It identifies the cities and regions that agglomerated 

the flows of gold and silver in the form of bullion and coins during the boom-and-bust export cycle 

of the late colonial economy. Accordingly, the chapter harnesses basic tools from network analysis 

and visualization to shed light on issues relevant to the study of trade flows. The document also 

provides insights into what Flandreau calls the two microeconomic levelers of bimetallism: 

arbitrage transactions and the monetary settlements of interregional trade balances.16 By 

 
12 Marichal, Bankruptcy of Empire, 202-205; Stein and Stein, Edge of Crisis, 323-324; Tutino, 

Mexico City 1808, 152-153.   
13 Redish, Bimetallism, 163-171 and 201-203; O’Brien and Palma, “Danger to the Old Lady”, 10-

12; Palma, “Reconstruction of Money Supply,” 380-381.  
14 See Friedman, “Bimetallism Revisited,” 90-92.  
15 Flandreau, The Glitter of Gold, 164-166; Friedman, “Bimetallism Revisited,” 88-89; Brien and 

Palma, “Danger to the Old Lady”, 15-16; Palma, “Money and Modernization,” 250-251.  
16 Flandreau, The Glitter of Gold, 19-20.   
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harnessing ledgers and correspondence from private merchants, the text studies intercity arbitrated 

parities (the ratio of the price of specie in two centers within the same jurisdiction), bullion prices, 

and transactions costs.17 Thus, the exercise seeks to combine figures on aggregate monetary flows 

with data on the microeconomic constraints of bimetallic exchanges to understand the mechanics 

of trade in the region before and after wars disrupted prevalent patterns.  

The chapter proceeds as follows. The next two sections discuss the nature and structure of the 

flows of bullion and coins in the early 1790s. Section three, then, provides evidence on the way in 

which war disrupted those flows. The following two sections study the microeconomics of 

bimetallic exchanges. Finally, the chapter provides some conclusions.   

Bullion and Monetary Flows in the Northern Andes: New Evidence  

A creative combination of sources helps us to understand the direction and magnitude of bimetallic 

streams and their microeconomic foundations. The little-studied logbooks of the Royal Post Office 

(Reales Correos, hereafter RPO) provide a novel way to grasp the aggergate vision. During the 

second half of the eighteenth century, the Crown slowly consolidated a regular, thorough set of 

carreras (mail routes) that covered the main cities and regions of the viceroyalty.18 Naturally, the 

main goal of the carreras was to establish a steady flow of information. Yet the Office offered a 

service that by the late colonial period more and more inhabitants used: the encomiendas (specie 

transfers and parcel services). In fact, the RPO committed to transporting bullion, coins, and small 

packages at attractive fees. In similar ways to institutions such as Wells Fargo during the gold rush 

era in the nineteenth century, the RPO fostered bullion flows across the region.19 Merchants took 

advantage of this service by transporting bullion and commodities independently.  

The royal officers reported systematically to the central treasuries the revenues from the 

encomiendas. However, they did not always provide a breakdown in terms of destinations, type of 

bullion (gold dust or bars), type of metal (silver or gold) and type of coins (doubloons, fuertes or 

macuquina). This disaggregated information is recorded on the daily logbooks (libros manuales) 

that contain information on the tariffs, name of sender and payee, and the specific nature of the 

 
17 On this concept see Flandreau et al. “Monetary Geography,” 161-162.  
18 See Moreno-Cabanillas, Entre escrituras, cartas y rutas, 61-65 and Pita, “Amenazas a la 

fidelidad,” 230-232.  
19 See Holliday, Rush for Riches. 129-130.  
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metals transported. Even though processing this information is a herculean task, it is the only way 

to get the information we need. On the negative side, very few daily logbooks survive either in 

Spain, Colombia, or Ecuador. The records of some regions are unknown. However, with the 

sources available, it is possible to build a matrix of bullion flows in 1791 and 1792.  

Fortunately, these years are “normal” in the sense that they did not experience external (e.g. wars) 

or internal shocks (e.g. bad harvests).20 I have checked the extent to which this biennium is 

representative of the late colonial patterns by analyzing data from the extant information for the 

main branches (Bogotá, Quito, and Popayán) between 1785 and 1795, branches for which the data 

is relatively complete. I have obtained the annual relative shares of the top four destinations from 

each branch and calculated their mean and standard deviation. During these years, the standard 

deviation of the share of each destination fluctuated between 8.5%-10.4% of the mean in Bogotá, 

6.6-10.1% in Popayán, and 7.8-10.8% in Quito. In other words, the data was tightly clustered 

around the mean and the volatility was low. The 1791-1792 patterns, then, fairly describe the 

relative patterns of the peaceful decade.  

It is important to note that not all precious metals flowed through the RPO. The information on 

Bogotá’s doubloons exports shows that less than 20% of the newly minted gold coins found their 

destination through the parcel services.21 In the same vein, we do not have information on two 

vital nodes: Mompox and Barbacoas. The Audiencia of Quito is underrepresented because only 

data for Quito and Guayaquil are preserved. There is no information on the branch offices of 

Riobamba, Latacunga, and Cuenca. Therefore, in the networks here crafted they only appear as 

importers but not as exporters. Under these conditions, what is the utility of the encomienda 

records? It is a sample that allows us to identify the direction and nature of private bullion and 

monetary flows. Even though it is risky to use the sample to establish stream magnitudes, it is 

possible to detect the relative importance of some destinations and apply basic tools of network 

analysis.  

 

 
20 AGI, Correos, 124-135B and 224A-225B; AGN, SAA2, Administración de Correos, 

Encomiendas and Cuentas de Cargo y Data, Boxes 1-5 and 1-9. We have interpolated lacunae with 

extant logbooks in former and subsequent biennium.   
21 On mintage volumes in Bogotá see Céspedes, Las Casas de Moneda, 265-268.    
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Map 3.1. The Northern Andes and Nodes Analyzed in this Chapter 

 Sources: See text. *Lima, Trujillo, Lambayeque, and Piura belonged to the Peruvian Viceroyalty. ** The 

colonial spelling of the names of some of the nodes has been kept.  
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Figures 3.1-3.4 deploy the inter-city network of doubloons, bullion (gold dust and bars), and silver 

coins (See also Map 3.1). Figure 3.5, in turn, depicts the aggregate network or the summation of 

both bullion and monetary flows. The networks are nonsymmetrical and therefore the edges are 

drawn as arrows indicating the direction of the flow and the origin and target or “sink” nodes. Two 

additional features have been displayed. First, the width of the line indicates the value or strength 

of the tie. Second, the size of the node is a function of its degree, that is, the number of edges 

connected to the node. Naturally, the latter feature should be understood in proper context. Tables 

3.1-3.2 display the values of the top 10 nodes in terms of their in-degree and out-degree values. In 

nonsymmetrical matrices, the former is the number of ties received by a given node and the latter 

is the number of ties initiated by that node.   Since the flows are valued in standard silver pesos, 

then the degrees (in and out) will consist of the sums of the values of the ties in silver pesos.  

The doubloon network (Figure 3.1) informs that there were four main ties through which gold 

coins flowed across the Northern Andes. Two traditional ties (Bogotá-Cartagena and Honda- 

Cartagena) will not arise surprise. They are the monetary side of the importation of European 

goods. However, the role of Honda in funneling doubloons from a heterogeneous set of nodes 

reflects a thriving inter-cordilleran trade whose dynamics remain to be studied. Second, the 

thickness of the tie Novita-Bogotá suggests that the latter released considerable amounts of 

doubloons towards the mines of the Pacific littoral. Historians traditionally have sustained that the 

region simply paid for regional imports in gold dust or bars (a system called rescate).22 However, 

the data show that miners and gold merchants actively exchanged their bullion for coins. As will 

be studied below, transaction costs in the mining regions explain this pattern.  Finally, the Quito-

Lima tie suggests that Peruvian ports absorbed an important portion of New Granadan doubloons.  

Cartagena, then, was not the only gateway of North Andean gold towards the world economy.  

There is a second set of intermediate ties that revolved around Popayán, some cities of the Upper 

Cauca Valley, and Guayaquil. Popayán released doubloons towards both Cartagena and Quito to 

pay for European and regional imports. Again, these ties are well-known in the literature. 

However, the city also sent gold coins towards the mining regions (Nóvita and Quibdó) and 

sustained an important cluster of doubloon flows between Cali, Buga, and Cartago in the Cauca 

 
22 See Barona, La maldición de Midas, 78-79. Colmenares, Historia Económica y Social II, 82-83; 

McFarlane, Colombia before Independence, 78-79.  
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Valley and La Plata and Honda in the Upper Magdalena Valley. The former three cities also 

participated actively in the transfer of doubloons to the Pacific. The case of Guayaquil is suggestive 

because most of the gold it sent to Lima was not imported from Quito. As will be shown, Quito 

brokers transported its doubloons overland, through Piura. It is likely that Guayaquil absorbed 

doubloons from its salt and wine trade with the mines of the Pacific Littoral, with the huge export 

of doubloons from Bogotá to Nóvita nurturing trade flows in the Pacific as well.  

 

Figure 3.1 Doubloon Flows in the Northern Andes, 1791-1792 

Sources: See footnote 20. 

The data from the degrees (See maps 2-3 and Table 3.1) reinforce the ideas distilled from the 

doubloon networks. The in-degree statistics suggest that the top four nodes absorbed 76% of all 

the doubloons shipped in the biennium, with Lima and Chocó (Nóvita and Quibdó) taking 19 and 

22 percent of the remittances, respectively.  Cartagena took 36 percent of the outflows of gold 

coins while a wide set of nodes distributed across the region took the remaining share. This is a 

symptom that these monies played an important role in settling deficits in the balance of payments 

in regions traditionally considered outside the gold orbit such as Cuenca, La Plata, and Girón to 

provide three extreme cases.   
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On the other hand, the out-degree data confirm the central role of Bogotá, Popayán, and Quito as 

the Andean entrepôts of gold coins, accounting for 68 percent of doubloon remittances. The data 

also confirm the importance of the Cauca Valley cluster (Cali, Buga, Cartago, and Quilichao) and 

Guayaquil in this network. Mining regions also released some doubloons back to some nodes in 

the interior of the viceroyalty, reflecting the multilateral nature of interregional exchange.   

Table 3.1 Doubloon Flows Network: Top 10 Nodes According to their Centrality Measures 

 Node Indegree  Node Outdegree 

1 Cartagena 335,428 1 Bogotá 290,767 

2 Lima 178,153 2 Popayán 185,576 

3 Nóvita 124,671 3 Quito 164,211 

4 Quibdó 61,969 4 Honda 111,880 

5 Honda 57,377 5 Cali 55,670 

6 Quito 38,833 6 Guayaquil 43,754 

7 Bogotá 33,827 7 Cartago 37,402 

8 Cartago 23,459 8 Buga 24,912 

9 Mompox 19,030 9 Nóvita 10,968 

10 Popayán 13,851 10 Quibdó 4,411 

Sources: Same as Figure 3.1. 

 

The flow of gold in the form of bullion (dust and bars) interwove a less complex network that 

reveals, notwithstanding, some salient features (see Figure 3.2). The capacity of the viceregal 

capital to attract gold from different mining belts is beyond doubt. However, the enormous width 

of the tie Novita-Bogotá reveals that the merchants of this city had successfully penetrated a market 

that has been traditionally linked with Popayán.23 The latter, though underestimated in the data 

because the lack of data on Barbacoas, drew gold from a smaller cluster than Bogotá. The bullion 

flows of the Antioquia mining belt reveal an equilibrated connection with Cartagena, Honda, 

Mompox, and Bogotá. In a similar vein, there was a substantial gold flow across the different cities 

of Antioquia that confirms the role of bullion in cementing local trade in the region.   

 
23 Fort the traditional approach to the connections of Popayán and Nóvita see Colmenares, Historia 

Económica y Social II, 95-96.  
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Map 3.2. North Andean Monetary Agglomeration: Nodes Weighted by their Indegree in 

Silver Pesos 

Sources: See text. 
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Map 3.3. North Andean Monetary Agglomeration: Nodes Weighted by their Outdegree in 

Silver Pesos 

Sources: See text.  
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Figure 3.2 Gold Dust and Bars Flows in the Northern Andes, 1791-1792 

Sources: See footnote 20. 

How are these intuitive outlines reflected in the degrees? The in-degrees suggest that Bogotá 

absorbed 57 percent of the gold (see Table 3.2). Even though Cartagena’s share was only 13 

percent, the port was able to draw gold bars, no doubt because some merchants and miners were 

not willing to accept the trade-off between seignorage and the convenience posed by coined gold. 

This pattern is particularly true in Antioquia. If the destination of bullion sent from this region is 

further broken down, Cartagena absorbed 40 percent of gold remittances from Medellín and 40 

percent from Santafé de Antioquia. Bogotá absorbed only 33 and 14 percent, respectively. The 

out-degrees, finally, confirm the importance of Chocó and Antioquia as the main sources of yellow 

metal. Yet, the out-degrees also reflect the importance of nodes such as Cartago, Cali, and Honda 

in the flow of non-coined gold.   
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Table 3.2 Bullion (Gold) Flows Network: Top 10 Nodes According to their Centrality 

Measures 

 Node Indegree  Node Outdegree 

1 Bogotá 452,139 1 Nóvita 424,436 

2 Cartagena 101,290 2 Medellín 130,616 

3 Popayán 85,436 3 Antioquia 88,865 

4 Honda 53,185 4 Cartago 42,807 

5 Nóvita 34,453 5 Quibdó 37,926 

6 Mompox 24,887 6 Yolombó 26,137 

7 Medellín 14,338 7 Cali 8,934 

8 Cali 12,440 8 Rionegro 5,835 

9 Buga 4,063 9 Marinilla 5,337 

10 Cartago 3,805 10 Remedios 5,117 

Sources: Same as Figure 3.2. 

The network of silver flows should be analyzed regarding two important aspects. First, 

argentiferous coins accounted for a small part of aggregate monetary flows. Indeed, the streams of 

doubloons came to 1.4 million silver pesos while those of silver only amounted to 0.15 million. 

This gap, naturally, reflects the importance of gold mining in the region and the advantage of gold 

over silver in terms of transport costs (See Table 3.3). Second, the network does not comprise the 

movement of silver fuertes. In other words, it only includes macuquinas and other old 

argentiferous coins. With these caveats in mind, several conclusions emerge from Figure 3.3. For 

starters, the network contains several clusters, with the ties Quito-Popayán and Quito-Bogotá 

channeling huge volumes of silver. These streams reveal Quito’s roles as a sort of bimetallic gear 

sending silver (no doubt of Peruvian origin) northwards and gold southwards. The importance of 

this role is confirmed by the fact that Quito was the most important source node of silver in the 

Northern Andes (see Table 3.4). In the Audiencia, the importance of the tie Guayaquil-Cuenca 

suggests, on the other hand, that the coastal exporting boom irrigated silver (likely of Mexican 

provenance) in the southern regions of the viceroyalty. Cuenca’s role as a silver sink-node 

confirms that its expansion was accompanied by a larger flow of specie.24  

 
24 This data nuance Palomeque’s analysis of silver’s scarcity in Cuenca. See “Continuidad y 

cambio,” 256.    
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Table 3.3 Transportation Fees of Bullion and Coins through the Royal Post Office ca. 1790-

1791 

Origin Destination 
Type of 

metal 
Fee Origin Destination 

Type of 

metal 
Fee 

Antioquia Honda Gold bars 1% Popayán La Plata Macuquina 1% 

Antioquia Bogotá Gold bars 1% Popayán Buga Doubloons 0.50% 

Antioquia Cartagena Gold bars 1% Buga Cali Macuquina 0.75% 

Bogotá Nóvita Doubloons 0.50% Buga Popayán Macuquina 1% 

Bogotá Neiva Macuquina 2% Buga Honda Doubloons 1% 

Bogotá Cartagena Doubloons 1% Buga Quito Doubloons 1% 

Bogotá Quibdó Doubloons 0.50% Buga Bogotá Doubloons 1% 

Bogotá Mompox Doubloons 1% Buga Popayán Gold dust 0.30% 

Bogotá Honda Doubloons 0.30% Cali Ibague Doubloons 0.30% 

Bogotá Quito Macuquina 3% Cali Cartagena Doubloons 1% 

Bogotá Bucaramnga Doubloons 1% Cali Nóvita Doubloons 0.30% 

Bogotá Antioquia Macuquina 3% Cali Quito Doubloons 1% 

Bogotá Pamplona Macuquina 3.00% Quibdó Nóvita Gold dust 0.30% 

Bogotá Ocana Macuquina 2% Quibdó Cartagena Doubloons 0.50% 

Bogotá Popayán Doubloons 1% Nóvita Bogotá Gold bars 0.50% 

Bogotá Cartagena Macuquina 2% Nóvita Popayán Gold bars 0.50% 

Bogotá Guaduas Macuquina 1% Nóvita Cali Doubloons 0.50% 

Bogotá Ibague Macuquina 1% Cúcuta Bogotá Macuquina 2% 

Bogotá Mompox Macuquina 2% Cúcuta Merida Macuquina 1% 

Neiva Cartagena Doubloons 1% Pamplona Bogotá Macuquina 3% 

Popayán Bogotá Doubloons 1% Rionegro Honda Gold dust 1% 

Popayán Cartagena Doubloons 2% Rionegro Antioquia Gold dust 0.50% 

Popayán Mompox Doubloons 2% Rionegro Bogotá Gold dust 1% 

Popayn Honda Doubloons 1% Atioquia Bogotá Gold bars 1% 

Popayán Quito Doubloons 1% Antioquia Cartagena Gold bars 1% 

Popayán Nóvita Doubloons 0.30% Antioquia Mompox Gold bars 1% 

Popayán La Plata Doubloons 0.50% 
    

Sources: AGI, Correos, 124-135B and 224A-225B; AGN, SAA2, Encomiendas and Cuentas de Cargo y Data, 

Boxes 1-5 and 1-9. 
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Figure 3.3 Silver Flows in the Northern Andes, 1791-1792 

Sources:  See Footnote 20. 

 

The cities in the Cauca Valley developed important argentiferous clusters. Cali, for instance, 

became the most important North Andean sink-node by controlling roughly 18 percent of silver 

receipts. Buga and Quilichao, two cities that also thrived in the region, became central nodes in 

the circulation of gray metal. The importance of these streams reveals the capacity of the nodes 

along the Cauca Valley to insert themselves into an expanding, multilateral trade system that 

included the mining regions in the Pacific, the manufacture-driven economy of Quito, and the 

commercially oriented complexes of the Upper Magdalena Valley and eastern New Granada.    

Gold mining regions also participated actively in silver flows. Medellín, for instance, became an 

important node by importing and exporting silver coins to Honda, Bogotá, and Cartagena. This 

suggests that market forces responded positively to the state-led effort to foster the introduction of 

silver coinage to the region.25 Even though the inflow of silver into the mining regions of the 

Pacific was not as impressive as in the Antioquia mining belt, both Nóvita and Quibdó were also 

 
25For two different approaches to this policy see Torres, Minería y moneda, 131-132 and Twinam, 

Miners, Merchants and Farmers, 101-102.  
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silver target nodes. The evidence, then, reinforces the idea that coinage played an important role 

in the domestic trade of the gold-bearing regions.  

Table 3.4 Silver (macuquinas) Flows Network: Top 10 Nodes According to their Centrality 

Measures 

 Node Indegree  Node Outdegree 

1 Cali 13,359 1 Quito 12,868 

2 Bogotá 12,402 2 Buga 9,256 

3 Popayán 10,304 3 Medellín 8,326 

4 Honda 9,440 4 Quilichao 7,090 

5 Cartagena 5,541 5 Guayaquil 6,109 

6 Cuenca 4,746 6 Bogotá 5,951 

7 Cartago 2,828 7 Ibagué 4,572 

8 Quito 1,876 8 Nóvita 2,215 

9 Mompox 1,630 9 Popayán 2,124 

10 Antioquia 1,594 10 Neiva 1,918 

Sources: Same as Figure 3.3. 

Once again, Bogotá demonstrated its centrality in these flows by developing a spoke-like network 

with nodes in the eastern cordillera and the mining belts. The importance of this network is 

confirmed by the fact that the viceregal capital was the second silver sink node of the Northern 

Andes. Two additional clusters deserve further mentioning. First, the north-east regions of the 

viceroyalty developed ties that connected nodes such as Pamplona and Cúcuta with markets in 

Venezuela such as Mérida and Maracaibo. Silver flowed out from the latter to the former. In 

reference back to Figure 3.1, gold coins flowed to the opposite direction. This was an extension of 

the triangular trade between New Spain, New Granada, and Venezuela that encompassed the flows 

of cacao, silver, European goods, and gold.26 The extent to which this bimetallic network drove 

active interexchange of precious metals remains a matter subject to the analysis of the RPO 

branches of western Venezuela. Yet, as will be shown, the escalation of the Atlantic Wars gave 

this network a new, transformative boost after 1805.  

 
26 For some forays on this trade see Torres, Minería y moneda, 118-120.  
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Figure 3.4 Silver Fuerte Flows in the Northern Andes, 1791-1792 

Sources: See Footnote 20 

 

Table 3.5 Silver (Fuerte) Flows Network: Top 5 Nodes According to their Centrality 

Measures 

 Node Indegree  Node Outdegree 

1 Bogotá 1,307 1 La Plata 1,352 

2 Honda 500 2 Quito 987 

3 Neiva 500 3 Popayán 485 

4 La Plata 485 4 Buga 425 

5 Popayán 441 5 Pamplona 150 

Sources: Same as Figure 3.4. 

The network of silver fuertes is smaller and less complex (Figure 3.4). It reflects the marginal 

quantities (7,125 silver pesos) of this specie that flowed in the region. However, it is interesting 

that the backbone of the network revolved around a four-fold cluster between Quito, Bogotá, 

Popayán, and La Plata. Quito obtained this specie from Lima and Guayaquil, releasing silver fuerte 

towards markets in the north. Popayán and Bogotá were the main destinations. The importance of 
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La Plata, however, begs for an explanation. The village was an important entrepôt on the road that 

connected the Upper Magdalena Valley with Popayán.27 The reason why part of this exports was 

settled in fuertes and not in macuquina, however, requires further research. 

 

Figure 3.5 Bullion and Monetary Flows in the Northern Andes, 1791-1792 

Sources: See footnote 20. 

 

Let us briefly analyze the aggregate network of bullion and coin flows. One interesting concept 

from network analysis is that of “cut-point.” If one of those points is removed, the network splits 

into several components or blocks. The aggregate network has 6 cut-points (nodes in red in Figure 

3.5) and therefore several blocks, three of which are relevant: the block of the Audiencia of Quito, 

the block of New Granada’s mining regions, and the cluster of the eastern section of the 

viceroyalty. These components coincide roughly with the contemporaries’ division of the 

monetary structures in “lands of silver” and “lands of gold.” The flow of precious metals between 

these segments reveals the interconnected nature of the monetary system. This block pattern is 

 
27 Clavijo, “La economía de la ciudad,” 460-462.  
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relevant for regional historians since it provides new ways to study regions and regional 

connections. 

 

Table 3.6 Bullion and Monetary Flows Network: Top 10 Nodes According to their 

Centrality 

 Node Indegree  Node Outdegree 

1 Bogotá 496,927 1 Nóvita 436,619 

2 Cartagena 442,259 2 Bogotá 297,168 

3 Lima 178,494 3 Popayán 185,556 

4 Nóvita 159,374 4 Quito 178,074 

5 Honda 120,002 5 Medellín 138,942 

6 Popayán 109,561 6 Honda 115,534 

7 Quibdó 65,480 7 Antioquia 91,705 

8 Mompox 46,047 8 Cartago 80,387 

9 Quito 40,709 9 Cali 65,055 

10 Cali 34,559 10 Guayaquil 49,863 

Sources: Same as Figure 3.6. 

It is not surprising that the three big Andean entrepôts Bogotá, Popayán, and Quito also happened 

to be cut-points of the network. They not only clustered bimetallic flows but also acted as nodes 

that connected different blocks. The other three cut-points (San José de Cúcuta, Nóvita, and 

Honda) also reflect the dynamism of certain regions. San José, in the eastern-most portion of the 

viceroyalty, played an important role in connecting New Granada with the silver flows of 

Maracaibo and Mérida. The width of these ties would have been greater had we had the 

information on Venezuelan branches of the RPO. Nóvita was the bullion entrepôt of the Chocó 

mining belt given the importance of its foundry. The role of Honda as a cut-point reveals its 

increasing importance in the interregional trade that connected the western mining belts with 

eastern New Granada.  

The aggregate in-degrees and out-degrees can also be harnessed as a crude, yet good proxy to the 

structure of the regional balance-of-payments (see Table 3.6).28  The enormous surplus of Bogotá 

 
28 In his well-known document on the general state of the viceroyalty, the Captain Joaquín Durán 

drafted a report on the encomiendas which only included Bogotá in 1791. Our data roughly 
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is not surprising given its agglomeration of economic and fiscal services. Likewise, the role of 

Cartagena as a hub of the precious metals from the Andean interior is well represented in the data. 

However, the enormous role of Lima in absorbing gold from New Granada is a call for a more 

integrated history of the Northern Andes. The deficits in Quito and Popayán, on the other hand, no 

doubt stemmed from the lack of data on Barbacoas and other markets of the Audiencia. The mining 

regions faced deficits, yet it is interesting that they participated in a multilateral flow of silver and 

gold coins. Nóvita, for instance, exported 436,619 silver pesos, 424,436 of which were in bullion 

and the remaining in silver and gold coins. It imported, however, 115,574 silver pesos in silver 

and gold coins and 34,453 in bullion. Therefore, 27 percent of bullion exports returned in the form 

of coins. As stated above, this means that the rescate not only involved a simple barter exchange 

of bullion for goods but also transactions in which coins were used. In Antioquia, the ratio of 

bullion exports to coin imports was less than 15 percent perhaps because we do not have data on 

Mompox remittances. All in all, the importation of doubloons to Antioquia is a symptom that gold 

coins played an important role in the regional money supply vis-à-vis gold dust.  

Bringing Back in Classical Sources: Notaries and Merchants   

The data from the encomiendas provided suggestive insights on precious metals flows. Additional 

evidence can be found in a source well-known among colonial historians: notary records 

(escribanos). This section analyzes an extensive sample of credit transactions in Popayán and 

Quito, complementing former research that perused time series of credit purchases and cash loans 

extended by merchants between 1760 and 1810 in Bogotá’s notaries.29 Quito’s sample is composed 

of all transactions carried out by merchants recorded on the extant notaries in the ANE between 

1760 and 1809. A total of 115 transactions were unearthed despite the deterioration of several 

volumes of the ANE’s notarial section.30 Popayán’s notary records are preserved in better 

conditions in the ACC.31 Given the size of the records, a sample of all transactions of Popayán’s 

notaries in even years between 1760 and 1809 has been studied.  This approach yielded 914 credit 

purchases and cash loans extended by businessmen in the provincial capital. Since the goal is not 

 

coincides with his aggregate numbers though we diverge on the size of Cartagena’s receipts from 

Bogotá. See Durán, Estado general de todo el Virreinato, 125.      
29 Torres, “Tasas de interés,” 24-30.   
30 ANE, Protocolos, Notarías1-5, 1760-1809. 
31 ACC, Escribanos de Popayán, 1760-1799.  
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to study merchant credit in colonial New Granada and Quito, the analysis will focus on two 

aspects: the type of metals involved (gold or silver, bullion, or coins) and the nature of the 

repayment of credit. In addition, the series have been split into two sections: the transition period 

(1760-1780) and the late colonial period (1781-1810).      

Before addressing the data, a brief comparison between the volume of cash loans and European 

goods sold on credit in Bogotá and Popayán reveals important differences in both markets. In the 

latter, merchants extended cash loans for 276,938 silver pesos, 221,069 of which were in silver 

coins and the residual in doubloons. If one assumes that the records of uneven years are roughly 

comparable to those in the sample, Popayán’s merchants extended cash loans for roughly 550,000 

silver pesos. Bogotá’s volume of credit was greater. In the viceregal capital, traders extended credit 

for 1.95 million silver pesos, 1 million of which in silver coins and 0.95 million in doubloons.  

Torres’s sample included two-thirds of Bogotá’s notaries.32 Therefore, it is likely that the capital’s 

portfolio recorded in the notaries was around five times that of Popayán’s. The volume of imported 

goods sold on credit in both cities is more comparable. Around 1.7 million silver pesos in European 

goods were recorded in Popayán notaries against 3.1 million in Bogotá. These numbers underline 

the importance of the two cities in the internal distribution of imports. One last point is worth 

mentioning: Popayán’s merchants recorded in the notaries their sales of domestic textiles (ropas 

de la tierra or ropas de Quito) while Bogotá’s merchants rarely did so.  

Tables 3.7-3.10 summarize Quito’s transactions. A first, structural trend that springs from the data 

is that 59 percent of merchant’s cash loans in silver coins were supposed to be settled in doubloons, 

gold dust, or gold bars. In only 23 percent of the transactions, the debtors offered a repayment in 

silver coins. The remaining 18 percent was supposed to be settled in goods, 13.5 percent in 

domestic textiles, 3.5 percent in staples, and 1 percent in other manufactures. These patterns, 

however, show revealing transformations over time. During the period 1760-1780, about half of 

the silver loans were supposed to be settled in the same metal, dropping to only 5 percent in the 

following period.   The share of repayments in gold surged from 45 to 67 percent and the repayment 

in goods from 5 to 28 percent. In short, most of the cash loans in silver coin financed activities to 

 
32 Torres, “Tasas de interés,” 20-21.   
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attract gold coins and bullion directly or indirectly from the north. This trend expanded during the 

late colonial period and confirmed the data displayed on the networks. 

The cash loans in doubloons of Quito merchants also reveal interesting patterns. First, 86% of 

these loans were systematically invested (empleados) in the Lima trade (comercio de Lima) to 

purchase European goods or to exchange doubloons for silver coins. These loans tripled during 

the late colonial period.33 Notarial records confirm that a portion of New Granadan gold coins 

flowed towards Lima via Quito. Second, the remaining 14 percent of these loans were supposed 

to be settled in gold dust from Barbacoas in the north and Zaruma in the south. This explains why 

in Graph 1 Quito released small yet suggestive amounts of doubloons towards Loja and Barbacoas.   

 

Table 3.7 Quito's Credit Market: Cash Loans in Silver and Repayment Method, Silver 

Pesos 

Period 

Value 

of 

Cash 

Loans 

Number 

of loans 

Repayment 

in Silver 

Repayment 

in Gold 

Dust 

Repayment 

in Gold 

Bars 

Repayment 

in 

Doubloons 

Repayment 

in Goods 

1758-80 35,702 22 17,900 5,827 2,778 7,413 1,784 

1781-09 54,509 25 3,106 9,773 200 26,930 14,550 

1758-09 90,211 47 21,006 15,600 2,978 34,343 16,334 

Sources: ANE, Protocolos, Notarías1-6, 1760-1809 

 

 

 

 

 
33 Some specialists on the economic history of Ecuador have underlined the importance of Lima 

as a destination of Quito’s gold exports. Borchart analyzed several notarial transactions but in a 

case of intellectual honesty pointed out that “given the lack of studies on the monetary history of 

Santa Fe and Lima, these escrituras are very difficult to evaluate.” This chapter, then, provides a 

powerful contribution to his field. See Borchart, La Audiencia de Quito, 332.    
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Table 3.8 Quito's Credit Market: Cash Loans in Doubloons and Repayment Method, Silver 

Pesos 

Period 

Value of 

Cash 

Loans 

Number 

of Loans 

Repayment in 

Silver 

Repayment in 

Gold Dust 

Repayment in 

Gold Bars 

Repayment 

in Doubloons 

1758-80 4,684 3 0 0 2,150 2,534 

1781-09 11,681 4 0 0 0 11.681 

1758-09 16,365 7 0 0 2,150 14.215 

Sources: ANE, Protocolos, Notarías1-6, 1760-1809 

 

Table 3.9 Quito's Credit Market: Foreign Goods Sold on Credit and Repayment Method, 

in Silver Pesos 

Period 

Value of 

Goods 

Sold on 

Credit 

Number 

of 

Loans 

Repaymen

t in Silver 

Repaymen

t in Gold 

Dust 

Repayme

nt in Gold 

Bars 

Repaymen

t in 

Doubloons 

Repaymen

t in 

Domestic 

Textiles 

1758-80 66,920 19 34,888 0 800 15,320 16,272 

1781-09 120,824 25 77,474 4,000 0 3,211 35,779 

1758-09 187,744 44 112,362 4,000 800 18,531 52,051 

Sources: ANE, Protocolos, Notarías1-6, 1760-1809 

 

Table 3.10 Quito’s Credit Market: Domestic Textiles Sold on Credit and Repayment 

Method, in Silver Pesos 

Period 

Value of 

Textiles 

Sold on 

Credit 

Number 

of Loans 

Repayment 

in Silver 

Repayment 

in Gold 

Dust 

Repayment 

in Gold 

Bars 

Repayment 

in 

Doubloons 

Repayment 

in other 

Goods 

1758-80 9,830 8 1,870 0 2,800 5,160 9,830 

1781-09 17,019 7 9,832 667 2,996 3,554 17,019 

1758-09 26,849 15 11,702 667 5,796 8,714 26,849 

Sources: ANE, Protocolos, Notarías1-6, 1760-1809 
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The records of European goods purchased on credit show that the repayment of these transactions 

was settled mostly in silver coins (60 percent) followed by domestic textiles (28 percent) and only 

12 percent in doubloons and gold dust. Even though the share of doubloons in these transactions 

climbed to 24 percent in the late colonial period, it is clear that the metal of choice to pay imports 

was silver. The records on ropas de la tierra purchased on credit show a different pattern. 

Merchants asked their customers to settle their purchases mostly in doubloons and gold dust (56 

percent). Silver coins only accounted for 44 percent of the settlements. This counterpoint is 

explained by the outlets targeted in these transactions: European goods were distributed in markets 

across the Sierra while domestic textiles found their outlets in the north. As expected in economic 

theory (the monetary application of the Heckscher-Ohlin model), each region tended to specialize 

in exporting the relatively more plentiful money. For instance, a deficit between a region where 

silver was relatively more abundant and a region where it was relatively scarcer induced silver 

flows and vice versa.34    

Popayán market exhibited different patterns (Tables 3.11-3.14). In contrast to Quito, 62 percent of 

cash loans in silver coins were settled in the same specie, only 32 percent in doubloons and bullion 

and 6 percent in staples. If one splits again the analysis into two periods, during the late colonial 

period the gold’s share increased to 49 percent in detriment to the share of silver coins. The 

consolidation of Popayán’s mint after the 1770s and the reinforcement of the ties with Barbacoas 

can explain this expansion of repayments in gold.  In fact, 39 percent of silver loans were extended 

to Barbacoas-based merchants who promised to pay in gold dust, bars, or doubloons.  

 

 

 

 
34 For some insights in this regard see Flandreau, The Glitter of Gold, 59-62 and Munro, “Bullion 

Flows and Monetary Contraction,” 105-110.  
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Table 3.11 Popayán's Credit Market: Cash Loans in Silver and Repayment Method, in 

Silver Pesos 

Period 

Value of 

Cash 

Loans 

Numbe

r of 

Loans 

Repaymen

t in Silver 

Repaymen

t in Gold 

Dust 

Repaymen

t in Gold 

Bars 

Repaymen

t in 

Doubloons 

Repaymen

t in Goods 

1758-80 78,553 34 37,970 12,518 4,000 16,745 7,300 

1781-09 142,536 73 100,357 25,053 0 11,655 6,198 

1758-09 221,069 107 138,327 37,571 4,000 28,400 13,498 

Sources: ACC, Escribanos de Popayán, 1760-1809. 

 

Table 3.12 Popayán's Credit Market: Cash Loans in Doubloons and Repayment Method, 

in Silver Pesos 

Period 

Value 

of Cash 

Loans 

Numbe

r of 

Loans 

Repaymen

t in Silver 

Repaymen

t in Gold 

Dust 

Repaymen

t in Gold 

Bars 

Repaymen

t in 

Doubloons 

Repaymen

t in Goods 

1758-80 33,000 8 0 0 2,000 29,000 2,000 

1781-09 22,869 6 2,000 0 8,649 12,400 0 

1758-09 55,869 14 2,000 0 10,469 41,400 2,000 

 Sources: ACC, Escribanos de Popayán, 1760-1809. 

Table 3.13 Popayán's Credit Market: European Goods Sold on Credit and Repayment 

Method, in Silver Pesos 

Perio

d 

Value 

of 

Goods  

Numb

er of 

Loans 

Repayme

nt Silver 

Repayme

nt Gold 

Dust 

Repayme

nt Gold 

Bars 

Repayme

nt 

Doubloo

ns 

Repayme

nt 

Domestic 

Textiles 

Repayme

nt Other 

Goods 

1758-

80 

627,935 171 473,118 7,801 6,287 117,908 12,229 10,322 

1781-

09 

1,116,4

83 

409 898,863 2,402 10,887 91,650 80,570 32,111 

1758-

09 

1,744,4

18 

580 1,371,981 10,203 17,174 209,558 92,799 42,433 

 Sources: ACC, Escribanos de Popayán, 1760-1809. 



148 
 

Table 3.14 Popayán's Credit Market: Domestic Textiles Sold on Credit and Repayment 

Method, in Silver Pesos 

Period 

Value of 

Textiles 

Sold on 

Credit 

Numbe

r of 

Loans 

Repaymen

t in Silver 

Repaymen

t in Gold 

Dust 

Repaymen

t in Gold 

Bars 

Repaymen

t in 

Doubloons 

Repaymen

t in Other 

Goods 

1758-

80 

190,739 89 126,844 0 1,300 57,621 4,324 

1781-

09 

216,063 124 187,277 466 3,497 23,503 1,320 

1758-

09 

406,802 213 314,121 466 4,797 81,124 5,644 

 Sources: ACC, Escribanos de Popayán, 1760-1809. 

Cash loans in doubloons were settled mostly in the same specie (74%), followed by non-coined 

gold (17%) and silver (6%). In the late colonial period this preference for repayments in the same 

specie was even larger (88 percent). Roughly 61 percent of doubloons were invested in the 

Cartagena trade (carrera de Cartagena) and 39 percent were extended to merchants in the mining 

belts. This information again confirms several patterns drafted in the graphs of the networks. For 

instance, the relationship of the mining belts vis-à-vis the Andean entrepôts consisted not only of 

a mere exchange of bullion for goods but also of a strong flow of silver and gold coins.       

Like in Quito, silver coins were the preferred means of payment for European goods purchased 

on credit (77%). Doubloons and bullion gold accounted only for 20 percent followed by other 

goods (3%). Even though the gold’s share increased during the late colonial period, the hegemony 

of silver in these transactions was clear. What was the market targeted in these transactions? One- 

third of the European goods were bought by Quito merchants, followed by local merchants (28%), 

merchants from the mining belts and the Cauca Valley (17%) and Pasto merchants (13%). Silver 

coinage also played a vital role in the settlement of domestic textiles purchased on credit. During 

the transition period (1760-1780), 87 percent of the goods’ value was supposed to be paid in these 

coins. Even though this hegemony weakened in the late colonial period, doubloons and gold dust 

only accounted for 33 percent of the settlements. As for the geographical distribution of domestic 

textiles, Buga and Cali merchants purchased over half of them, followed by local dealers (23%), 
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and merchants from the mining belts (21%). Again, these patterns provide further evidence to the 

bimetallic and multilateral nature of how each market participated in interregional trade.   

Bogotá’s financial patterns also demonstrate that the function of each type of coin shaped the 

configuration of monetary flows across the region.35 During the late colonial period, the 

repayments of silver cash loans -89 percent of which were granted in macuquina and 11 percent 

in fuertes-, were settled in roughly even shares between doubloons (29%), gold dust and bars (27 

%), macuquinas (16%), and fuertes (15%). The remaining share was repaid in cash crops and 

staples such as cacao from Cúcuta and Neiva (4%), textiles from eastern New Granada (3.5%), 

livestock from the Upper Magdalena Valley and Los Llanos (2%), wheat from the environs of 

Tunja and Bogotá (2%), and other goods (1.5%). Thus, over half of silver cash loans were invested 

directly or indirectly in the gold trade. There are no data on the geographical origin of all the 

borrowers who were supposed to repay their silver debts in gold (24%). Yet, one-fifth of those 

who reported their vecindad or trade area came from Chocó, 22 percent from Antioquia, 23 percent 

from the Cauca Valley, 12 percent from Popayán, and 1.5 percent from other regions. The 

remaining 20 percent were borrowed by merchants, bureaucrats, and other agents living in Bogotá. 

These shares show the balanced nature of the sources from which Bogotá’s merchants attracted 

gold. Finally, it is important to reiterate that a significant proportion (15%) of silver cash loans 

were supposed to be settled in fuertes, with merchants from Pamplona and Cúcuta in the northeast 

and from Popayán and Cali in the Southwest handling most of these transactions. Without a doubt, 

they obtained these coins in turn from merchants in Quito and Maracaibo. Then, again, the notary 

records confirm the relevance of the inflow of silver from Peru and Mexico displayed in the 

networks of the former section.   

Cash loans in doubloons were predominantly settled in the same specie (49.5%), followed by 

bullion (35%), cash crops and staples (12%) and silver (2.5%). These shares are explained by the 

fact that a huge portion of these loans was employed in import trade -mainly through Cartagena 

and Mompox- and in the exchange of coins for bullion in the mining belts. Yet, it reveals the role 

of gold coinage in financing the output of export commodities. Settlements in cacao accounted for 

5.5 percent of these credits, followed by quinine (3.5%), cotton (2%), and other crops (1%). This 

 
35 This analysis for Bogotá’s loans follows the notarial sources perused in Torres, “Tasas de 

interés,” 20-21.   
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pattern shows once more the monetary bias in the settlement of interregional payments. While 

cash loans in silver tended to finance textiles, livestock, and wheat production, the cash loans in 

doubloons were channeled predominantly to regions in which these coins commanded premiums 

over silver. For instance, financing cacao production in Cúcuta with gold from Bogotá and sending 

back the profits in both cacao and silver created opportunities for indirect arbitrage as the 

following section will show.              

Finally, the repayment of European goods sold on credit in the viceregal capital shows the 

complex, multilateral nature of bullion flows across the region. As suggested in Chapter 1, Bogotá 

was a distributional hub of European and domestic goods. The notaries provide further evidence 

on this regard. If the vecindad of the buyer is employed again as a rough proxy of the final or 

intermediate market to which the European goods bought in the capital were to be forwarded, 29 

percent of the value of these wares were acquired by retailers and small merchants who operated 

in the capital and its province. Next in importance were the mining belts of Chocó and the Cauca 

Valley that accounted for 21.5 percent of the sales. Antioquia only absorbed 12 percent of these 

credits, a small share that should not generate surprise since, as it has been shown, the region had 

access to other import markets along the Magdalen River (Mompox and Honda) and on the 

Atlantic (Cartagena and Santa Marta). The other two regions that used the capital as entrepôt for 

their imports were the Upper Magdalena Valley and the outlets across eastern New Granada 

(mainly Socorro, Tunja and San Gil), acquiring respectively 12 and 25.5 percent of the European 

wares sold on credit.   

The breakdown of the assets used to reimburse all these credits was as follows: 43 percent in 

doubloons, 25 percent in gold dust and bars, 17 percent in staples, and 15 percent in silver -12 

percent in macuquina and 3 percent in fuertes-. Even though merchants in the mining belts only 

absorbed 33.5 percent of these credits, gold was used to settle 68 percent of the European imports. 

Then, merchants from non-mining regions had to resort to a triangular, multilateral interregional 

trade to acquire the yellow metal to clear their accounts in Bogotá. The size of repayments in 

staples shows that even though a portion of the credits was settled directly as a barter trade between 

domestic and European goods, metals were used to cover the deficits. The Upper Magdalena 

Valley tended to repay in cacao, livestock, and doubloons (acquired with surpluses from the trade 

with Popayán) while the eastern regions in textiles and silver (acquired with surpluses from the 
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trade with Pamplona and Cúcuta). As it will be shown in the next chapter, the regions that supplied 

cheap textiles across the viceroyalty were concurrently avid consumers of European textiles.  

The evidence so far discussed suggests that besides their roles as entrepôts, the three main North 

Andean nodes were also important pivots in the bimetallic streams that settled interregional trade 

balances during the late colonial period. The relationship between trade and bullion flows will be 

further analyzed once Chapters 4 and 6 provide materials to study product markets.  In the 

meantime, how did the bimetallic streams change once the wars in the Atlantic disrupted trade?  

The Northern Carreras and the Venezuelan Connection: Disruptions, Adaptations, and 

War  

Even at the end of the colonial period, the jurisdiction of the viceroyalties of Peru and New 

Granada overlapped regarding some institutions. Quito’s RPO, for instance, had to send their 

surplus accounts not to Bogotá but to Lima. The manager of the correos in Quito had enduring 

conflicts with Lima’s headquarters, some of which were of personal and political nature, but others 

suggest genuine economic and fiscal realities. In 1796, for instance, the Quito manager petitioned 

the Crown that his office should be put under Bogotá’s jurisdiction because the northern carrera 

had become more important than the southern one. As a powerful argument, the manager claimed 

that private remittances with the north had surpassed one million silver pesos and that the revenues 

of his office had jumped to 37,000 silver pesos.36 In addition, he stated that:  

“There is a powerful active trade (comercio activo) between Quito and Popayán and the coins and goods flow safely 

and steadily up to Cartagena. It is the same with the situados that are sent to that port by the Royal Treasuries at very 

low fees. Even the last situado was actioned at 10 silver pesos per each load of 4,500 silver pesos.”37 

Some of these claims, as it has been examined, find support in the available evidence. Yet, by 

overemphasizing the surge of the northern carrera, the manager neglected to mention that the 

southern carrera was still very much alive and that the crossflows of gold and silver between Quito 

and Lima were a vital component of the bimetallic networks that oiled the trade in the region. As 

studied in the former section, this mélange between both carreras was particularly strong during 

the peaceful years that followed the end of the Anglo-Spanish war in 1783.  This pattern, however, 

 
36 AGI, Correos, 108A. 
37 AGI, Correos, 108A.  
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was to experience profound shocks once the disruptions of war came to the Northern Andes after 

1796. Ideally, the best way to grasp these changes would have been to compare the matrix of 

aggregate bullion flows of 1791-1792 with those of the years in which blockades were particularly 

severe particularly in 1798-1800 and 1805-1808. Nonetheless, the data for the latter two periods 

is scarcer. Fortunately, some libros manuales de encomiendas and several reports are available to 

provide some relevant insights on the bullion flows in Quito, Popayán, and Bogotá.   

A thorough report submitted in 1804 by the manager of the Quito administration is particularly 

useful. Suggestively, the report was titled as follows:  

“Account extracted from the encomiendas logbooks of all the precious metals that vecinos and merchants have 

introduced in this administration of Quito and those that have come from Lima and all the places along the southern 

carrera and Guayaquil to be delivered to the mail routes of the northern Carrera of Santa Fe and Cartagena de Indias 

from 1800 to 1804.”38  

According to this report, 923,860 silver pesos were delivered to the north, 40.5 percent of which 

in macuquina, 42.5 percent in fuertes, and 7 percent in doubloons.  These figures are revealing. If 

compared with the 1791-1792 silver outdegrees (Tables 3.4-3.5), Quito’s annual remittances of 

silver to the north soared from roughly 10,000 silver pesos to 170,000 silver pesos between 1800 

and 1804. The macuquinas kept flowing to the north, but this time accompanied by an upsurge of 

remittances in fuertes. What can explain these changes in the volume and composition of silver 

streams? The disruptions of war provide the answer. The blockades and the ad hoc policies that 

followed the comercio de neutrales decree in 1797, affected how goods and metals flowed across 

the Empire. In the Pacific, the traditional channels that connected several ports with Spain through 

the aegis of Lima merchants suffered severe drawbacks.39 In New Granada, the main consequence 

of this external shock was the consolidation of small, “hidden” ports on the Atlantic such as 

Barranquilla, Sabanilla, and Santa Marta.40 All of them forwarded their imports to the interior 

through Mompox, a river port whose role in bullion flows has previously been discussed.41 These 

 
38 AGI, Correos, 108A.  
39 Fisher, Trade, War and Revolution, 53-56.  
40 The concept of “hidden” is taken from Bassi, Aqueous Territory, 24-36. For the impact of the 

decree of 1797 in New Granada see McFarlane, Colombia before Independence, 160-162; Barbier, 

“Comercio neutral in Bolivarian America,” 370-372 and “Commercial Reform and Comercio 

Neutral,” 100-105; De la Pedraja, “El comienzo de la crisis,” 215-216.  
41 Torres and Henao, “Connecting the Northern Andes,” 474-478.  
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ports not only benefitted from the new policies, but also from their long-cultivated links with 

foreign ports across the Caribbean. As Nathalie Moreno has pointed out, even though the overall 

volume of European imports in internal entrepôts such as Tunja and Bogotá certainly dropped 

below prewar levels in 1798-1800, the supplies sent from Mompox helped to curb the collapse of 

imports from Cartagena, the traditional import hub of the viceroyalty.42 In other words, Mompox 

merchants and their partners across the Caribbean were successfully in diverting import trade 

during these years.  

The wars of 1796-1801, then, accelerated the de facto free trade area that had evolved in the 

Caribbean since the 1760s. According to Ernesto Bassi, who has studied this issue extensively, 

New Granada’s participation in the Spanish American trade of several foreign ports was 

significant and comparable to that of Cuba. During these years, for instance, New Granada 

accounted for 30 percent of the vessels that funneled British exports to the “Spanish mainland” 

from Kingston.43 A lesser-known part of this story is that the European wares distributed by 

Mompox to the interior also penetrated deep into the southern fringes of the viceroyalty. Before 

the wars, Quito merchants acquired their imports through three main entrepôts: Guayaquil, Lima 

and Popayán, the latter ultimately connected to Honda and Cartagena further to the north. The two 

first entrepôts tended to dominate while the northern connection fulfilled an ancillary role in 

import trade.44  In Cuenca, the role of Lima was even larger, providing 66 percent of the European 

imports followed by Guayaquil (24.5%) and the northern route (9.5%).45 After 1797, the 

breakdown changed dramatically. The Popayán-Cartagena connection supplied roughly two-

thirds of the value of imports in Quito and one-third in Cuenca between 1799 and 1804.46 These 

numbers will be further scrutinized in the following chapter. Nonetheless, it is clear, that the 

sources of European goods had diverted towards the north after the onset of hostilities in 1796. 

Therefore, changes in import trade explain the data on bullion flows in Quito. After the wars, 

silver coins flowed northwards to settle the balance of payment deficit while in the 1790s, as it 

has been through the notarial records, they mainly flowed to fuel bimetallic exchanges in the 

 
42 Moreno, “Circulación de efectos de Castilla,” 222-225. 
43 Bassi, Aqueous Territory, 37.  
44 Andrien, The Kingdom of Quito, 152-153.  
45 Andrien, The Kingdom of Quito, 158.   
46 See Chapter 6 of this dissertation.  
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mining belts and Popayán. The fact that a huge portion of these goods were settled in fuertes 

suggests not only that the reservoir of macuquinas was not enough to cover the deficit, but also 

that these coins were avidly demanded in the north. As it has been noted in Chapter 1, the fuertes 

circulated at a premium in the northern markets.  

Figure 3.6 contains further inputs to understand the changing nature of bullion flows during these 

years. In blue and red are the nodes that sent and received silver, respectively. It is important to 

recall that the width of the lines measures the strength of each tie in silver pesos. The first main 

feature of the network is the proliferation of ties between markets in northern Peru and southern 

Quito such as Trujillo, Piura, Lambayeque, Loja, and Cuenca with nodes further away in the 

Atlantic such as Cartagena and Mompox. Even Maracaibo was a new target node in the flows 

streaming from the south. Quito was still the main source node sending 65 percent of the silver 

northwards, followed by Lima (18%) and Guayaquil (10%). In the north, a huge portion of silver 

was still funneled by Popayán (22%) and Barbacoas (8%). However, Bogotá’s share climbed to 

25 percent and Mompox and Cartagena now absorbed 23 and 19 percent of silver flows, 

respectively. In short, the first and foremost short-term impact of war was a systematic diversion 

of Peruvian silver to the Northern Andes. Lima’s direct remittances were particularly suggestive. 

As the following chapter will show, even though most of these transactions were still brokered by 

Quito merchants, some Peruvian merchants traveled to Popayán and Mompox to exchange their 

fuertes for European wares and some doubloons. As has been suggested, these new networks 

undoubtedly shaped the pivotal role of Quito and Guayaquil in the swinging conflict between 

Lima and Bogotá, a conflict partially solved when Colombian and Peruvian armies clashed in the 

1820s.   

A close analysis of the Quito ego-centered network in 1804 renders additional evidence on these 

patterns. For that year, a libro manual de entradas allows us to break down the sources from which 

Quito merchants attracted gold and silver. Figures 3.7-3.99 display the results.47 The three 

networks reveal the broad scope of Quito’s connections. The Quiteños drew silver from almost 

every single market across the Audiencia including Guayaquil and Cuenca. However, it was the 

remittances from Northern Peru and Lima that dominated these streams. Lima supplied 60 percent 

 
47 ANE, Correos, Box, 1. Book 1.  
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of the macuquinas and 51 percent of the fuertes. Piura, Lambayeque, and Trujillo accounted for 

roughly 20 percent of the remittances of fuertes followed by Loja and (7%), Pasto (6%), Guayaquil 

(6%), Riobamba (5%), and other outlets across the Sierra (5%). As for the macuquinas, Cuenca 

supplied 20 percent, followed by Guayaquil (11%) and the remaining share came from scattered 

locations from Riobamba to Piura. Again, these figures show the role of Peruvian silver in Quito’s 

trade and the spoke-like networks that keep macuquinas flowing across the Audiencia.  

 

 

Figure 3.6 North Andean Silver Flows from South (Squared nodes) to North (Circled 

nodes) 1800-1804  

Sources: AGI, Correos, 108A. 
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Figure 3.7 Quito Silver Inflows in Fuertes, 1804 

Sources: ANE, Correos, Box, 1, Logbook 1. 

 

 

Figure 3.8 Quito Doubloon Inflows, 1804 

Sources: ANE, Correos, Box, 1, Logbook 1. 
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Figure 3.9 Quito Silver Inflows in Macuquinas, 1804 

Sources: ANE, Correos, Box, 1. Book 1. 

The network of doubloons receipts suggests that Quito preserved its role as New Granada’s 

southern gold entrepôt. These transfers soared from roughly 30,000 silver pesos in 1791-1792 to 

roughly 100,000 silver pesos in 1804. The triangle Barbacoas-Pasto-Popayán was still the main 

source of gold coins, complemented with small remittances from markets across the Cauca Valley 

and the Otavalo-Ibarra area. The extent to which the expansion of doubloon transfers reflects an 

overall expansion of auriferous flows from north to south can only be discerned by checking 

records from Lima, Guayaquil, and other outlets across Northern Peru. As we have seen, roughly 

170,000 silver pesos in doubloons were absorbed by Lima alone in the early 1790s. Be that as it 

may, Quito’s role as the bimetallic hub of the region was still very much alive during these years. 

In other words, it seems that the upsurge of European imports southwards and the concomitant 

movement of silver northwards did not crowd out the direct and indirect bimetallic exchange that 

had kept New Granadan gold flowing to Lima and Piura via Quito.  

The evidence on the impact of war on the bullion networks interwoven around Bogotá and 

Popayán is less robust. Yet, two logbooks that recorded the entrances and remittances of metals 
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from Bogotá’s post office between 1805 and 1807 provide some pivotal insights.48 In contrast to 

the networks so far studied, these logbooks do not provide information on transfers from and to 

specific nodes. They provide information on the aggregate transfers along the different carreras 

or mail routes.49 In Bogotá, roughly nine routes were in service towards 1805. In the northeast the 

carreras of Cúcuta and Girón covered all the nodes up to the Venezuelan Andes, including Tunja, 

Socorro, and Pamplona. Towards the north, the carreras of Honda and Cartagena covered the 

nodes along the Magdalena River up to the Atlantic, encompassing Antioquia and Mompox. To 

the west, the carreras of Ibagué and Chocó channeled the flows from the mining belts of the 

Pacific Littoral and the cities along the Cauca Valley, including Cali, Cartago, Caloto, and Buga.  

To the south and southwest, finally, the carreras of Popayán and Neiva were the conduits through 

which coins and metals flowed between Bogotá and all the nodes way down to the Peruvian 

Andes. These records, then, provide information on streams and only indirectly on specific nodes.  

Figure 3.10, then, shows the inflow and outflow of doubloons in the viceregal capital. On the 

inflow side, the evidence suggests that the channels through which Bogotá merchants acquired 

doubloons was like the one in operation in the early 1790s. In fact, the nodes along the Popayán 

and Ibagué carreras supplied most of these coins. The magnitude of these flows, however, 

changed significantly, soaring 3.5 and 2.8 times between 1790 and 1807 in the carreras of 

Popayán and Ibagué, respectively. This growth also indicates the way in which changes in import 

trade reinforced the position of Bogotá vis-à-vis other entrepôts across the region. But again, more 

on this later.  

The most important transformation regarding the flow of doubloons took place in the outflow side 

of the network. The Cúcuta carrera absorbed roughly 30 percent of the transfers of gold coins, 

followed by Cartagena (29 percent), Honda (15 percent), Ibagué (13 percent), Girón (11 percent), 

and Chocó (2 percent). If compared with the 1790-1791 patterns, the changes were profound. The 

relative share of Bogotá’s remittances towards the northeast routes grew from 5 to 41 percent. The 

importance of the Cartagena and Honda carreras dropped from 65 to 44 percent while those of 

 
48 AGN, SAA3, Real Hacienda Cuentas, 2026-c and AGN, SAA2, Administración de correos, 

Encomiendas, Box 3-5.  
49 For a thorough study of the carreras see Moreno-Cabanillas, Entres escrituras, cartas y rutas, 

60-66.  
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western New Granada fell from 35 to 15 percent.  In short, the auriferous outflows from Bogotá 

had suffered a massive diversion by 1805.  

 

Figure 3.10 Bogotá Doubloon Inflow-Outflow Matrix, 1805-1807 

Sources:  AGN, SAA3, Real Hacienda Cuentas, 2026-c and AGN, SAA2, Administración de correos, 

Encomiendas, Box 3-5. 

 

What was behind these changes? Again, war was the main transformative force. While the wars 

of 1796-1801 diverted trade through the hidden ports on the Atlantic, the conflicts that followed 

Trafalgar deepened the connection between New Granada and the Atlantic through Maracaibo 

and Caracas. Technically, this connection was not new at all. As it has been shown, the alcabalas 

administration faced surmounting conflicts regarding the continuous authorization of imports 

from Maracaibo to Pamplona since the 1780s. Bedolla has shown that by 1800 Maracaibo had 

displaced Cartagena as the main source of European wares in Pamplona.50 In the same vein, 

Bogotá merchants financed in gold part of the cacao trade that Cúcuta and Pamplona exported via 

Maracaibo to Veracruz.51 What changed after 1805 was that merchants from Maracaibo penetrated 

with their imports deep into the New Granadan Andes. As the following chapter show, Venezuelan 

 
50 Bedolla, “Circulación de efectos de Castilla,” 220.   
51 Torres, Minería y moneda, 132-133.  
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ports were among the beneficiaries of the ad hoc policies adopted by Madrid once blockades 

ensued after 1804. Scholars examining the impact of these policies in New Granada have focused 

on the enduring conflict between the authorities in Cartagena and Bogotá to keep the ports open. 

However, a third wheel of the conflict -the Venezuelan connection - has been utterly ignored.  

Important transformations took place in the argentiferous flows as well. The movements of silver 

fuerte (Figure 3.11), followed the patterns strengthened during the 1798-1802 conflict, with 

Popayán’s northward distribution of these coins -obtained in turn from Lima and Quito- attaining 

higher levels. Bogotá’s annual imports of these coins from the Popayán carrera soared from 1,200 

silver pesos in 1791-1792 to the staggering amount of 128,700 silver pesos in 1805-1808. 

Important amounts of fuertes found its way to Bogotá through the Ibagué and Honda routes as 

well. These flows were complemented with streams from the northeast. In fact, the Cúcuta carrera 

kept injecting fuertes to the interior, increasing its annual remittances from 1,105 silver pesos in 

1791-1792 to 12,652 in 1805-1807. Wars, then, reinforced Bogotá’s role as a sink node of 

Peruvian and Mexican silver. These numbers, however, conceal one further puzzle well displayed 

in Graph 10: the inflow of fuertes was larger than the outflow. Bogotá kept exporting these coins 

to several markets across the viceroyalty, particularly towards to the west via Ibagué. Yet, these 

outflow streams were small if compared with the volume of imports. Did Bogotá’s economy retain 

the surplus? The puzzle is even more intriguing if it is recalled that the complaints about the 

monetary segmentation from the co-circulation of macuquinas and fuertes soared during this 

period. Perhaps, part of the outflows was channeled not through the RPO but through private 

remittances and through the situados and the fiscal transfers of the consolidación de vales.52 This 

puzzle requires further research.          

 
52 There is not a single study available on the consolidación de vales in New Granada. Some 

insights on his operation could be found in Barbier, “Commercial Reform and Comercio neutral,” 

106-107. 
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Figure 3.11 Bogotá Silver Fuerte Inflow-Outflow Matrix, 1805-1807 

Sources:  AGN, SAA3, Real Hacienda Cuentas, 2026-c and AGN, SAA2, Administración de correos, 

Encomiendas, Box 3-5. 

Finally, the flows of macuquina experienced important changes as well (Figure 3.12). The 

magnitude of Bogotá’s imports of these coins tripled between 1791-1792 and 1805-1808. The 

sources of these receipts were evenly distributed among the different carreras. However, two 

main changes did take place. First, Popayán became a net exporter of macuquinas vis-à-vis 

Bogotá. As it has been shown, in 1791-1792 the viceregal capital used to be a net exporter of these 

coins to employ them in the bimetallic exchanges in the mining regions. Some of these outflows 

were still channeled westwards through Ibagué but the overall trend changed. Second, the streams 

of macuquinas that flowed from the Cúcuta and Girón routes to Bogotá experienced an important 

expansion from less than 2,000 silver pesos annually in the early 1790s to roughly 11,500 silver 

pesos in the late 1800s. Again, these numbers confirm the new role of the Venezuelan connection 

on the eve of colonial collapse.     
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Figure 3.12 Bogotá Macuquina Inflow-Outflow Matrix, 1805-1807 

Sources:  AGN, SAA3, Real Hacienda Cuentas, 2026-c and AGN, SAA2, Administración de correos, 

Encomiendas, Box 3-5. 

Arbitrated Parities: The Microeconomics of Bullion and Monetary Flows  

The former sections have provided useful materials for understanding the direction and magnitude 

of the aggregate movement of coins and bullion across the region before and after the disruptions 

of the wars of 1796-1810. The evidence suggests that whether in the form of bullion or just-minted 

coins, the flow of gold or silver towards its target market can be viewed as a commodity movement. 

This movement was determined by the balance of payment mechanisms necessary for trade 

between complementary regions, a topic that will be further explored in the following chapters. 

However, the balance-of-payment mechanism was constrained by the relative stocks of silver and 

gold, transaction costs, and the legal mint ratio. In other words, a microeconomic analysis of the 

way in which merchants interacted with bullion markets can render important insights into the 

nature of metallic flows. This pattern is better understood in the analysis of the second leveler of 

bimetallism: arbitrage transactions. As stated by Flandreau et al., in preindustrial economies the 

intercity arbitrated was not exactly one: “While the same specie could be given in settlement of 

debt in both places, transferring that instrument between the two centers entailed a variety of costs 

(shipping, insurance and delay) and as a result, specie could trade at a different price in two centers 
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within the same country.”53  For instance, the silver price of a doubloon was not the same in 

Cartagena and Bogotá.  

The intercity arbitrated parities of doubloons in New Granada suggests that these coins circulated 

at premiums over silver coins depending on supply and demand. The premium fluctuation was 

limited by arbitrage costs. For instance, exogenous shocks such as a war in the Atlantic or an 

oversupply of vessels in the ports amplified or mitigated the opportunities for arbitrage. There was 

a geography of doubloon prices in terms of macuquina in normal years (1790-1792) that could be 

synthesized as follows: in Lima and Cartagena, premiums fluctuated between 3 to 12 percent; in 

Bogotá and Quito, between 2 to 4 percent; in Popayán between 0 (at par) to 1 percent.54 Naturally, 

these bands stemmed from the relative stocks of silver and gold. For instance, in gold-rich regions 

such as Popayán, doubloons commanded a small premium over silver. In silver-rich economies 

such as Lima the premium could attain high levels. Arbitrage opportunities were opened if the 

fluctuation of those premiums reached rates above a band bounded by transactions costs. Let us 

provide an example. Let us suppose that the current premium on doubloons in Bogotá happens to 

be 3 percent and 10 percent in Cartagena. A merchant in Bogotá, then, proceeds to buy 100 silver 

pesos in doubloons at the price of 103 silver pesos in macuquina. Then, he sends those 100 silver 

pesos in doubloons to Cartagena where his agent sells them at 110 silver pesos in macuquina. 

Given that the transport cost of those doubloons from Bogotá to Cartagena averaged 1.5% and a 

commission of 1.5% is also customary charged, a net profit of 4 silver pesos in macuquina could 

be made. These profits were not sent back to the viceregal capital. Instead, they were regularly 

reinvested in the purchasing of European goods in the port. A merchant in Quito could do the same 

operation in Lima. If, on the other hand, premiums in Cartagena or Lima plummeted enough to 

put them below the transaction costs, arbitrage ceased to be attractive, and doubloons are only 

remitted to purchase imports. The latter case is a reminder that direct arbitrage was not the only 

mechanism that affected bullion flows.  In making a payment, the metal commanding the highest 

price in the place of payment would naturally be used, even if it stands at par in the debtor’s region. 

Arbitrated parities, then, shaped bullion movements through indirect arbitrage in third goods as 

well. In our hypothetical case, these goods were European imports.    

 
53 Flandreau et al, “Monetary Geography,” 151. 
54 Torres, Minería y moneda, 109-113 and “El movimiento de los precios,” 657-658. 
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Torres provides evidence on these operations drawing evidence from Bogotá and Popayán notarial 

transactions.55 The Quito notarial sample supports the scheme as well. In 1791, a loan extended in 

Quito in silver coins and European goods was supposed to be settled within one year at an interest 

rate of 5 percent. On the other hand, the loan was to be repaid in doubloons “both the principal and 

the interests” and was to be delivered to an agent in Popayán. In addition in case the debtor chose 

to pay in silver coins, he should pay “1 percent which is the premium [of doubloons] in Popayán” 

and, moreover, “even if at that time the doubloon traded at par (sin premio), the debtor promised 

whatsoever to pay the aforementioned 1 percent.”56 In 1799, a cash loan in doubloons extended by 

a Quito merchant operated under a similar pattern. The debtor was supposed to settle the credit in 

the same specie at a maturity of one year plus the difference between the current and the expected 

premium. Thus, the debtor repaid the credit in due time adding “20 reals percent which has been 

the change of the premium on the doubloons,” that is, a rate of 2.5 percent.57  

This section, then, will study the micro-level responses of the North Andean merchants and royal 

treasurers to the changing conditions of bullion markets. Correspondence, logbooks, and judicial 

records will provide inputs to further understand the networks discussed in section one. The 

aggregate data from the notarial records discussed in section two, on the other hand, help to 

validate if the case studies hereby studied are not typical. The analysis of the correspondence of 

two merchant companies that conducted trade across the Northern Andes from Lima to Cartagena 

is a good starting point.     

The company Malo-Otoya operated between Quito, Popayán, and Cartagena and its 

correspondence stretches between 1786 and 1800.58  The company of the Bermúdez brothers also 

operated in Quito, Popayán, Cartagena, and Lima and its correspondence stretches between 1789 

and 1806.59 Even though the correspondence of the two companies is not continuous and 

sometimes is simply quoted in judicial records, it provides revealing insights on the patterns of 

North Andean trade. The two companies managed a complex business of polyvalent character. It 

imported European goods from Cartagena and sold them in Popayán for doubloons which oiled 

 
55 Torres, Minería y moneda, 114-120.  
56 ANE, Protocolos, Notaría 1, t. 431, f.321v-322. 
57 ANE, Protocolos, Notaría 5, t. 447, f. 357v-358. 
58 ANE, Popayán, Box 312, File 8, fs. 1-98.  
59 ANE, Ropas, Box 10, fs. 5-90. 
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the turnover of inventories. If Popayán’s market happened to be saturated, the companies sent their 

import surplus to Quito, where they were sold for domestic textiles and silver. Quito’s silver was 

frequently used to trade with the mining regions to “rescatar” (exchange) gold dust.  In addition 

to this backbone business, the company traded with a heterogeneous set of interregional 

commodities such as wheat and sugar. How did arbitrated parities shape the business of these 

companies? A letter from one of the partners of the Malo-Otoya company wrote from Cartagena 

provides a good summation:  

 “You now see that the premium of the doubloons helps us a lot, and it is better to pay all the debts that we have here 

[Cartagena] with these coins since the profits are remarkably high. If we were free to sell our doubloons to whoever 

we want, we would get an additional one percent of profits and sometimes even six percent. But our current creditors 

have been very lenient and have been patient with our payments since I pay them in doubloons. Therefore, if they 

scratch my back, I have to scratch theirs.”60   

The company, then, used to sell their doubloons at a lower rate to get prerogatives from their 

partners in Cartagena. However, the important point is the role of arbitrage profits in the 

company’s overall performance. According to the data contained in the correspondence, during 

peaceful times the premiums on doubloons fluctuated in Cartagena between 3 percent when they 

were abundant to 9 percent when their demand increased on the eve of a convoy departure. This 

pattern, however, changed dramatically when war came in. In 1796, for instance, the Cartagena 

agent stated that he had sold the doubloons at only 0.5 percent “which is the current rate, whose 

decadence is due to the abundance of doubloons and that nobody is sending specie to Spain because 

of the war.”61  The correspondence of the two companies also provides information on the Quito-

Lima tie. The Bermúdez brothers’ company undertook several remittances of doubloons to the 

Peruvian capital although they do not inform the premium at which they were sold. These 

doubloons were bought at a premium in the Quito market at rates between 2.5 and 3 percent.62   

Under this system of payments, silver was pivotal because not all the European goods could be 

sold directly in doubloons, as has been examined in the notarial sample. Silver flows from Quito, 

then, were a crucial source of specie to buy doubloons in Popayán at the lowest rates in the 

 
60 ANE, Popayán, Box 312, File 8, f. 30-40.  
61 ANE, Popayán, Box 312, File 8, f. 40-45. 
62 ANE, Ropas, Box 10, fs. 21-22 and 35-39.  
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kingdom (0-1percent). The Bermúdez brothers were aware of this pattern, and they closely 

monitored European imports in Quito from Guayaquil, Lima, and Cartagena not only to identify 

which port offered better prices, but also to make sure they had enough room to get the silver and 

domestic textiles needed to trade with the north. Suggestively, one of the brothers stated that:    

“Someone just informed me that three merchants hailing from Panama have shown up in Popayán with a cargo valued 

at 30,000 silver pesos with muslins, chintzes, handkerchiefs, and silks with a final intent to sell them in Quito. Since 

their fabrics are of good quality and price, it is good to sell the stocks that we have there [Quito] very soon, no matter 

if you sell some of them at a mild loss.”63  

Merchants in other cities were aware of this configuration of premiums. The literature has studied 

some late colonial merchant logbooks in Bogotá that recorded the premium of doubloons over 

silver coins.64 These sources show the stochastic nature of the doubloon market in the capital. In a 

single day, the premium could fluctuate between 2 to 4.5 percent. Examining one of those logbooks 

that belonged to the Bogotá-based Arroyo-Segovia company provides good inputs to understand 

the mechanics of trade at the viceregal capital.65 Segovia operated in Bogotá and Arroyo in 

Cartagena. They invested in import-export trade and in interregional domestic trade flows, 

importing wares directly from Cádiz and investing heavily in cash crops and staples such as 

quinine, cacao, cotton, indigo, and cattle. Between late 1794 and early 1797, the logbooks of the 

company reported that they had imported 185,652 silver pesos in European goods to Bogotá. The 

size of the company kept growing and by 1799, in midst of the British blockades, Segovia lobbied 

in Bogotá for authorization to buy two vessels for trading in Havana, Santo Domingo, and neutral 

ports.66 Among the credentials Segovia presented to the viceroy were the certificates that he and 

his partners had imported to Bogotá European goods valued at 400,000 silver pesos between 1797 

and 1799 and that they had invested at least 70,000 silver pesos in cotton, indigo and cacao. 

A multilateral approach to specie movements accompanied Arroyo-Segovia’s multisectoral 

approach to trade flows. They extensively used bills of exchange and book-clearing to settle import 

and interregional trade. Bogotá was at the center of such transfers. Yet, as pointed out in Chapter 

1, gold and silver had to come into play sooner or later in these operations. The evidence of these 

 
63 ANE, Ropas, Box 10, fs. 18-25.   
64 Torres, Minería y moneda, 112-113.  
65 AGN, SAA3, Real Hacienda Cuentas, 2896-c.  
66 AGN-C, Aduanas, t. 17, ff. 500-505.  
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specie transfers, then, is pivotal to understand the geographic configuration of bullion flows. Three 

main payments were conducted in specie. First, the remittances of doubloons to Cartagena -to 

finance import trade- and the mining regions -to exchange coins for bullion. Segovia sent to Arroyo 

182,652 silver pesos in doubloons between 1794 and 1797 and roughly 22,635 in the same specie 

to partners in the mining belts. No remittances in silver were sent to Cartagena and only 582 silver 

pesos were sent to the gold-bearing regions. Second, the funding of cash crop purchases was 

conducted in two ways: cacao and indigo procurements in Cúcuta were financed predominantly in 

gold while cotton, livestock, and quinine purchases were settled in silver. Finally, all the 

transactions in Bogotá and its environs were settled in silver. The data from this company confirms, 

then, the main insights of the aggregate analysis of the notarial transactions: even small differences 

in the relative prices of coins across regions had a powerful influence in determining which of the 

two metals would predominate in a region’s trade receipts and expenditures. These relative prices, 

on the other hand, were market-driven.  

The judicial records from the alcabalas administration, introduced previously in Chapter 2, 

provide further insights into the mechanics of bimetallic exchanges in Bogotá. These records 

contain accounts and correspondence for the following companies and contracts: Orcasitas-Rojo 

(1792-1796), Díaz-Gutiérrez (1788-1803) and Nuñez-Racines-Marroquín (1788-1796).67 These 

companies imported goods directly from Cadiz and most of the lawsuits revolved around the 

payment of the aumento and the reventa.  Three patterns unearthed from these records are relevant 

for the argument of this chapter. First, the contracts that regulated the import operations from Cádiz 

stipulated that the repayment was to be done in doubloons at Cartagena. Second, given the fact 

that the relative price of silver and gold coins varied sharply across the interior of the viceroyalty, 

some companies chose to pay in silver when premiums and the terms of bills of exchange were 

not favorable. Racines and Orcasitas, for instance, sometimes settled their debts in Cartagena in 

silver because in the interior “doubloons were scarce, and the premiums were too high.”68 Finally, 

the wars affected drastically both trade and bullion flows. Díaz de Hoyos repeatedly stated that 

 
67 AGN-C, Alcabalas, t. 1 ff. 378-404, Alcabalas, t. 1, ff, 175-236, Alcabalas, t. 4 356-400, 

Alcabalas, t. 11, ff. 349-409, Alcabalas, t.12, ff. 967-982, Alcabalas, t. 13, 461-463, Alcabalas t. 

19 299-318, Alcabalas, t. 22, ff. 949-995, AGN-C, Aduanas, t. 20 ff. 776-807n and AGI, Santafe, 

803.   
68 AGN-C, Alcabalas, t. 11, ff. 352-353 and 369-370.  AGN-C, Alcabalas, t. 22, 979-982.  
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several of his cargos had to be sold at low prices (malbaratarse) because of the mere rumors of 

peace.69 Most importantly, however, was the impact of war in doubloon prices in Cartagena: during 

peace, the doubloons in Cartagena could be traded above 6 percent while the outbreak of war drove 

down the rates below 2 percent. This sparse evidence unfortunately cannot be used to craft time 

series of doubloon quotations. However, the broad trends obtained from these case studies are clear 

enough to reinforce the evidence so far discussed.     

Finally, the records of the company of the Rincón brothers, whose accounts stretches from 1804 

to 1809, provide relevant data on the mechanics of indirect arbitrage in Popayán.70 The duo 

invested roughly 95,687 silver pesos in European goods through the Mompox-based company 

Lombo and Bolaños. They distributed 54,020 silver pesos of the merchandise southwards to Pasto, 

Ibarra, and Quito and 41,687 silver pesos to retailers in Popayán and the mining belts. In addition, 

the company farmed out the tithes of some districts of Neiva and the collection of the gold tributes 

of the Páez Indians who inhabited the land east to Popayán. Both transactions demanded outlays 

of roughly 10,000 silver pesos. Further investments in the Upper Magdalena Valley included the 

acquisition of one hacienda to produce cacao and livestock. The portfolio also included small 

dealings in salt imports from Bogotá and Zipaquirá, mule trade in Almaguer, and cash loans 

granted to miners and gold merchants.  

The settlement of all these investments was carefully interwoven with the flows of gold and silver. 

Through the distribution of European wares to the south the company acquired silver and domestic 

textiles that were employed to get doubloons that, in turn, were forwarded to clear accounts in 

Mompox.71 As expected, the company bought the doubloons at 1-2 percent in Popayán while they 

were received in Mompox at 5 percent. Both domestic textiles and silver coins were also channeled 

to the mining regions from which they obtained bullion that was subsequently transformed into 

doubloons at the mint. Part of the profits from the doubloons and the textiles were used to finance 

the imports of cacao and livestock from Neiva. Salt imports were settled mainly in doubloons, 

while mule trade was financed with silver and cacao. These patterns, again, reveal how the 

movement of arbitrated parities in distant, yet connected markets shaped the magnitude and 

 
69 AGN-C, Alcabalas, t. 1 ff. 380-384.  
70 ACC, Independencia, Particulares, Sig. ACC, 6559.  
71 ACC, Independencia, Particulares, Sig. ACC, 6559 
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direction of bullion and monetary flows. Sometimes these flows took the form of direct arbitrage 

(silver for gold) or indirect arbitrage (exchanging metal for goods and ultimately goods for 

metals).72   

The financial practices of the Royal Treasuries provide another venue to explore arbitrated parities. 

The participation of the treasuries in bullion and monetary markets was common and officials 

created a separate account called “reducción o cambio de doblones” (doubloon sales and 

purchases) to record the proceeds from such transactions.73 The treasuries participated in coin 

exchanges because the King was supposed to pay his New Granadan high bureaucracy in 

doubloons, not in macuquina. Therefore, when the treasuries were short of the former but large of 

the latter, the officers proceeded to buy doubloons in the market at a premium.74 Vice versa, when 

large in doubloons and short in macuquinas the officers proceeded to sell doubloons at market 

rates. The latter pattern was common in Cartagena during war times. As it has been shown, 

blockades interrupted the normal outflow of doubloons to the Caribbean and, therefore, the excess 

supply of these coins caused a reduction in their premiums vis-à-vis argentiferous coins. 

 In late 1797 the officials in Cartagena reported to the governor that “we do not have silver nor 

small change (menuda) to undertake the payments of this treasury since most of the funds available 

are in doubloons, most of which were bought at a premium of 2 percent at the beginning of the 

year. Nowadays, nobody wants to exchange doubloons at a premium since they are abundant […] 

even some merchants are increasingly paying their duties in this specie.”75 The officials, then, had 

undertaken the normal purchases of doubloons to meet the treasury’s needs but blockades altered 

the composition of bimetallic stocks in the port. Therefore, the officials requested authorization to 

exchange the doubloons at par with the understanding that the premiums paid at the beginning of 

the year should be assumed as an unintended loss from the “inevitable circumstances of this war.”  

The authorities in Bogotá authorized the operation and added that “during the wars of 1780 [The 

Anglo Spanish War of 1778-1783] the same situation took place and the King’s doubloons had to 

be traded at a loss. The urgency of the wars makes but inevitable such losses, but the officials 

 
72 On the mechanics of indirect arbitrage in preindustrial economies see Munro, “Bullion Flows 

and Monetary Contraction,” 111-112.   
73 Torres, Minería y moneda, 107.  
74 Torres, Minería y moneda, 108-109.  
75 AGN-C, Real Hacienda, t. 26 451-451v.  
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should be watchful and make sure that if by any chance the doubloons are traded again at a 

premium, they should proceed to sell them as soon as possible.”76 Bullion relative prices, then, 

affected the microeconomic behavior of the Royal Treasury.77   

Arbitrated parity shaped the nature of fiscal remittances (situados) as well. Historians have 

extensively studied the volume and direction of the situados, yet their bimetallic composition has 

not attracted enough attention.78 By adjusting this composition, the crown maximized revenues. 

Transportation cost, for instance, was a permanent concern of the treasurers, emphasizing the need 

to send situados in doubloons to take advantage of their value-to-weight ratio over silver coins.79 

For instance, the remittances sent from Bogotá to Cartagena had to be assembled in doubloons and 

silver fuerte.80 As it has been studied, during peace times the royal officers in the port had to sell 

those doubloons at the market rate in order to “gain the premium” (ganar el premio). Remittances 

towards Honda for tobacco purchases and towards Antioquia for gold purchases were sent in 

macuquina since in lands of gold, silver commanded a higher purchasing power than in Bogotá.81 

The configuration of fiscal transfers, then, was clearly embedded in a heterogeneous monetary 

geography.       

The economics of the situado that from Quito had to be sent to Cartagena and Santa Marta provide 

a good sketch of the monetary geography of the region. Scholars diverge on two main issues: 1. 

The volume and dynamics of the transfers and 2. The impact of the fiscal remittances on the 

economy of the Quito Audiencia. Since Álvaro Jara’s pioneer work on the matter, there have been 

several attempts to craft time series of fiscal ties between Cartagena and Quito and between the 

latter and its subsidiary treasuries (Guayaquil and Cuenca).82 Scholars, however, do not compare 

each other’s series even though they frequently use the same sources. Therefore, the available 

series tend to diverge substantially. On the economic impact of the fiscal remittances, the literature 

 
76 AGN-C, Real Hacienda, t. 26, f. 453. 
77 Further examples of these operations can also be found in AGN-C, Real Hacienda, t. 30 ff. 395-

396. AGN-C, Real Hacienda, t. 61, ff. 891-892. 
78 For an empire-wide approach to the situados see the works compiled by Carlos Marcihal and 

Johanna von Grafenstein in El secreto del Imperio.    
79 Torres, Minería y moneda, 103-105.  
80 Torres, Minería y moneda, 110.  
81 Torres, Minería y moneda, 115.  
82 Jara, “El financiamiento de la defensa de Cartagena de Indias.” Andrien, The Kingdom of Quito. 

Serrano “El situado en la administración militar.” Pinto, Entre colonia y república.  
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has echoed the frequent complaints of contemporaries in the sense that the situado drained specie 

and contributed to the economic backwardness of the Sierra.83 A recent study, for instance, has 

pointed out that some regional economies such as Riobamba “were ruined and decapitalized 

permanently by the Crown, the Viceroyalty of Santafé and the Audiencia of Quito.”84 In the same 

vein, several studies have emphasized the speculative nature of these transactions.85 Yet, as Grafe 

and Irigoin have insisted, the economics of fiscal transfers goes well beyond a simple story of 

losers and winners. Merchants used fiscal transfers to finance trade between the ports and the 

hinterland and therefore “liquidity constraints on commercial ventures were relaxed.”86  

A different approach, then, is needed to understand the economics of the situados. As stated by 

Findlay and O’Rourke fiscal transfers could expand aggregate output. In fact, part of the original 

flow could be spent on goods and services within and outside the subsidized economy.87 

Eventually, the original nominal transfer would lead to a real transfer of the same magnitude in 

the form of an export surplus by the subsidiary region with the distribution of the precious metals 

stock ultimately returning to its original source.  In short, this transfer would not necessarily lead 

to a reduction in aggregate real incomes if this flow of specie activates, vent-for-surplus, 

underutilized resources. This is what seems to have happened with the Quito situado.  

During the late colonial period the remittances from Quito to the north fluctuated between 200,000 

and 300,000 silver pesos per year, 97 percent of which was composed of silver coins and 3 percent 

of Zaruma gold valued at 12 reals per castellano (because of its low grade) and some gold from 

the Napo River.88 Therefore, the doubloons absorbed by Quito as a trade surplus with the North 

were rarely sent back in the form of a fiscal transfer. Historians tend to think that the situado 

traveled from Quito directly to Cartagena with some bureaucratic stops in Popayán and other cities. 

These stops, however, embodied important economic operations. In Popayán, silver was used to 

 
83 Andrien, The Kingdom of Quito, 176-177. Contreras, “La crisis de la Sierra central,” 32-33.   
84 Coronel, Poder local entre la Colonia, 45.  
85 Marchena, “Comerciantes o especuladores de metal,” 20-25.   
86 Grafe and Irigoin, “A Stakeholder Empire,” 632.  
87 Findlay and O’Rourke, Power and Plenty, 85.  
88 On the magnitude of the situados see Jara, “El financiamiento de la defensa de Cartagena de 

Indias,” 160-161. On the metallic composition: ANE, Copiadores, Box 3 f. 93v-94; caja 4 f.112, 

Copiadores, Box 4 f. 56; Box 5 f. 23, f. 156, f. 210. For atypical situados above 0.4 million silver 

pesos see León y Pizarro’s reports at AGI, Quito, 409.   
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purchase doubloons at market rates of around 1 percent.89 These doubloons, in turn, were 

transported to Cartagena where they were sold at markets rates of around 6% percent. The goal 

was, then, minimizing transport costs by transporting gold from Popayán to Cartagena and 

maximizing arbitrage profits by exchanging silver for gold coins. It is important to note that even 

though arbitrated par differences were not enough to cover transport and transaction costs, for the 

crown any difference in arbitrated parity greater than zero in favor of gold was a worth marginal 

revenue because the fiscal remittance had to be transported anyway.   

Naturally, these transactions were not frictionless. The crown hired merchants (situadistas) to 

transport and undertake the different market transactions along the route. These middlemen, 

however, followed their own agendas and generated a copious set of legal conflicts. A dossier 

followed against the Marquess of Selva Alegre, an influential Quito-based entrepreneur and one 

of the situadistas, is useful to understand the nature of fiscal flows.90 In 1791, a royal officer of 

Popayán wrote a long report on the activities of the situadistas:  

“On average, the Quito situado came to 200,000 silver pesos. Four to five days after the transfer is auctioned, the 

situadista allocates 100,000 silver pesos or even more to the workshops of that city [Quito] to purchase woolens 

(bayetas). The remaining portion of the situado is used to exchange gold in the Barbacoas province. Therefore, in 

order to recoup the 200,000 silver pesos, it is necessary that over 50,000 woolens are moved and sold in this city 

[Popayán] and that over 50,000 [castellanos] in gold come from Barbacoas in bars to be minted here […] The situadista 

needs, at least, one year to gather the original amount obtained during the auction in Quito.”91 

 Silver transfers, then, oiled trade in two ways. First, by financing textile production that eventually 

would find outlets in the north. Second, by feeding exchanges of silver coins for bullion in the 

mining regions. The net surplus of both streams returned to Quito in the form of doubloons “to be 

sold at 5 or 6 percent.”92 The other portion of the silver situado was, naturally, used in Popayán to 

buy gold coins to proceed its route to Cartagena where premiums would be collected again. Finally, 

part of these profits was invested again in the acquisition of European imports at the port. Even 

though further, quantitative evidence is needed, the structure is clear: the flow of bullion and coins 

 
89 The following description follows Torres, Minería y moneda, 105-107.  
90 ACC, Colonia, Hacienda, Sig. 6606, ff. 1-10 and Sig. 7011, ff. 1-15.   
91 ACC, Colonia, Hacienda, Sig. 7011, ff. 4-4v.  
92 ACC, Colonia, Hacienda, Sig. 7011, f. 4v. Here the Royal officers no doubt overestimated the 

premium in Quito which, as we have seen, rarely surpassed 4%.  
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was paralleled by a flow of domestic and European goods. As stated above, the fiscal transfers 

stimulated production by expanding trade. 

The usefulness of Selva Alegre’s lawsuit does not end here.93 Surprisingly, despite the delays in 

the final delivery of the situado, simmering conflicts did not spring from this cycle of investment 

and speculation but from the rates at which they were carried out.  The royal officers supported 

the situadista’s effort to buy and sell doubloons in Popayán and Cartagena if the crown were to be 

rewarded at premiums according to market rates. Selva Alegre, for instance, argued that he had 

lost money because when he got to Popayán the premium of doubloons over macuquina was 2.5 

percent.94 The officers argued that the ongoing rate in Popayán rarely surpassed 1 percent. In a 

similar vein, the premium of doubloons in Cartagena was overstated by Selva Alegre’s agents and 

the officers once again claimed lower rates. This negotiation also took place during the auction to 

transport the situados. Some merchants bid by offering no charge on transportation cost but 

required to split with the crown the premium of doubloons over macuquinas in the ports.95 In other 

words, the officials were not really concerned about the “real” or “nominal” consequences of the 

remittances. They were mainly concerned in capturing the King’s share of bimetallic profits.    

Some additional features on the importance of the “real” vs the “nominal” effects of the transfer 

can be analyzed through the lawsuits that some merchants directed against the Selva Alegre. Juan 

de Blas Aranzazu, a Honda-based merchant, pointed out that he had paid some bills of exchange 

issued against Selva Alegre by merchants in Cartagena.96 The value of such bills was estimated at 

12,625 silver pesos. The bills proceeded from European wares that Selva Alegre had introduced 

to Popayán via Honda. Aranzazu was supposed to be paid in doubloons “and not in other specie 

as soon as the situado arrives in Popayán.”97 Selva Alegre’s delays not only affected the Royal 

Treasury but also private creditors such as Aranzazu. In fact, the latter argued that he had only 

 
93 The connections of the situado and the overall operations of Selva Alegre in Popayán and 

Cartagena are topics well-kwon in the literature. Yet, most scholars have focused on the impact of 

those commercial operations on Selva Alegre’s career as noble and politician. Ramos, Entre El 

plata y Bogotá, 141-155 and Büschges Familia honor y poder, 226-227.  
94 ACC, Colonia, Hacienda, Sig. 6606, ff. 2-2v.  
95 For an analysis of the auctions of the situados in notarial records see: Torres, Minería y mone-

da, 109-110.   
96 ANE, Popayán, Box 267, File 10, ff. 1-37.  
97 ANE, Popayán, Box 267, File 10, ff. 5-6. 
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received 6,705 silver pesos and not in doubloons. He was paid 4,449 in silver coins and 2,256 in 

Quito textiles. In addition, Selva Alegre forwarded in Aranzazu’s favor some promissory notes 

issued by miners in Barbacoas and Popayán. Yet, by the time he started the lawsuit, Aranzazu had 

not been able to cash them in. The Honda merchant, then, resorted to the court not only to retrieve 

his capital and the interests accrued but also to “be paid the premiums I had to pay in Popayán to 

get the doubloons.”98 The situado transfer was, then, a wheel of trade oiled by bimetallic exchanges 

and trade flows.     

The analysis of one last dossier reinforces the evidence provided on how arbitrated parity shaped 

the fiscal flows of the Royal Treasuries across the Northern Andes. In 1796, Matías Rojas, a Pasto-

based merchant who in partnership with some Quito merchants had auctioned the transport of the 

situado of 1795, brought a lawsuit against Juan Chávez the lieutenant-governor of Barbacoas.99 

Rojas stated that he had sent part of the silver situado to his agents in Barbacoas to be exchanged 

(reducir) for doubloons or bullion. En route, however, one of the silver bags was stolen in a lodging 

owned by Chávez. The latter defended himself by stating that Rojas’s porters were of “dubious 

reputation” and that the situados were supposed to be transported to Popayán and not to 

Barbacoas.100 The latter claim, however, was rapidly dismissed by the authorities in Quito who 

stated that “in those mountains have never occurred a theft of this dimension […] the introduction 

of silver to Barbacoas by the situadistas is not forbidden. On the contrary, the exchange of silver 

coins for doubloons and gold dust is allowed by the viceroy on the grounds that is always cheaper 

to transport gold than silver.”101 Yet, the authorities understood that Chávez was not behind the 

theft. He himself was a gold merchant and provided abundant evidence on his trade. Popayán 

merchants, in fact, certified that Chávez had brokered flows of doubloons, silver, and gold bars 

between Popayán and Barbacoas and that nobody had accused him of wrongdoing “despite the 

considerable size of his business.”102   

The lawsuit, then, confronted two key agents in the supply chains of gold and silver. The 

description of all the agents involved in the lawsuit is well beyond the scope of this chapter. Suffice 

 
98 ANE, Popayán, Box 267, File 10, ff. 26-28.  
99 ANE, Civiles, Box 40, File 3, ff. 1-222.  
100 ANE, Civiles, Box 40, File 3, ff. 18-19.  
101 ANE, Civiles, Box 40, File 3, f. 22. 
102 ANE, Civiles, Box 40, File 3, ff. 165-166.  
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to say that when the authorities found part of the stolen silver, they presented a detailed breakdown 

of the coins involved. The original bag of silver, according to Rojas, contained 2,000 silver pesos 

and the authorities retrieved 1,426 silver pesos, 291 of which in fuertes, 736 in reales sencillos, 

299 in reales de a dos and 100 in medios.103  Why did the authorities emphasize the composition 

of the silver coins? The answer is two-fold. First, the portfolio of denominations served different 

spheres of the mining trade. As it will be shown, the medios and sencillos were in high demand 

when exchanging silver for gold in the mines. Second, the fuertes commanded a premium over 

macuquinas. Therefore, as Rojas himself insisted, the calculation of the silver stolen should also 

include the “foregone” premiums. This file, then, shows again that the northward flow of silver 

through fiscal remittances involved a whole set of variables related to the movement of arbitrated 

parities and the nature of transaction costs in the mining regions.  

Arbitrated parity determined the nature of fiscal remittances between Quito and Lima as well. 

Quito’s southern carrera or carrera de Lima was active in the private remittances of doubloons. 

Such remittances did not follow the sea route but the overland route through Piura. Merchants in 

southern regions of the Audiencia such as Cuenca and Loja also preferred the overland route when 

trading with northern Peru because they were able to sell surpluses en route.104 The royal officers 

in Quito petitioned several times to reinforce security along the route because thieves targeted “a 

considerable amount of doubloons and goods from this capital [Quito] and others towns in the 

route which are sent to Lima.”105  As in the case of the situadistas of the north, the remittance of 

the revenues of the post office to Lima embodied conflicts about arbitrage transactions. In 1800, 

the officers in Quito bought doubloons in Quito at a premium of 2 percent to “save the freight of 

sending them to Lima [the revenues] in silver.”106  In Lima, those doubloons were traded again at 

6.5 percent. A dispute arose, inter alia, around the price of the doubloons, the brokerage 

commissions, and the convenience or not of undertaking such transactions. In Lima, even though 

the officers recognized that the doubloons traded at a premium, they preferred to receive the 

revenues in silver fuerte because they commanded greater value in Spain.107  

 
103 ANE, Civiles, Box 40, File 3, ff. 176-180.  
104 Palomeque, “Loja en el mercado interno colonial,” 40-41.  
105 AGI, Correos, 105B.  
106 AGI, Correos, 107A. 
107 AGI, Correos, 109A. 
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Even though more research is needed to understand the mechanics of bullion markets in Lima, the 

frequent market overvaluation of gold in the Peruvian port explains the reason why it became a 

sink node of New Granadan gold. So far, evidence has been provided on Lima’s quotations from 

North Andean sources. Yet, southern sources reflect this point as well. According to Carlos Lazo, 

the Lima mint conducted some doubloon purchases at the following rates: 6 percent in 1754, 6.25 

percent in 1789, 6.85 percent in 1792, and 12 percent in 1821. In his words, “during the second 

half of the eighteenth century, the value of gold was continually above the Lima’s legal ratio.”108 

Buenos Aires merchants monitored the movement of doubloon prices in Lima, Santiago de Chile, 

and Potosí. In the first port, the premia on gold coins sometimes reached 6.5 percent.109 This data 

reinforce the evidence on Lima’s continental-wide role a as gold entrepôt.  

This section, in short, has shown that fiscal and private remittances were shaped by arbitrated 

parity and the crown actively participated in bullion markets. Two last points deserve mentioning. 

First, given the size of the crown monetary flows, merchants were well-aware that the arrival of a 

situado exerted changes on bullion prices. The notarial records of several towns and villages 

inform of transactions that used the situado arrival (el paso del situado) as a benchmark.110 In some 

peripheral regions such as Neiva in the Upper Magdalena Valley, some economic activities were 

seasonally affected by the flow of such fiscal remittances.111 The company Malo-Otoya closely 

monitored the situados arrival. In a suggestive quote, the company provides a clear picture of a 

crowding out effect that deserves further inquiry:   

“In Popayán, in order to swap silver for doubloons, it is necessary to give a premium that tends to rise when Your 

Majesty’s situado passes through the city. During this time, one needs to pay 1.5 and even 2 percent to acquire 

doubloons.”112  

Second, the configuration of the fiscal remittances transformed New Granada into a sink for 

Peruvian silver, with macuquinas dominating despite the upsurge in the remittances of fuertes. 

Even though the production of the former had ceased, the remittance of the Quito situado to 

 
108 Lazo, Economía colonial y régimen monetario, 188-189.  
109 Gelman, “El gran comerciante,” 491-492.   
110  See, for instance, ACC, Notaría de Popayán, 1792, f. 14-15, 98-98v; Archivo Histórico de 

Ibarra (hereafter AHI), Escribanos de Ibarra, 1791 ff. 433-436; Notaría Primera de Túquerres 

(Here after NPT), 1791 ff. 82-83.    
111 Clavijo, “La economía de la ciudad,” 460-461 
112 ANE, Popayán, Box 312, File 8, ff. 45-45v.  
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Popayán no doubt fueled the supply of these coins in the north. The implications of this pattern on 

the composition of the money supply and the mechanics of the Gresham’s law again deserves 

further inquiry. The authorities were well-aware of this issue and Bogotá’s viceroy frequently 

complained about it to the authorities in Quito and Lima.113  In a general assessment, Francisco 

Silvestre, one of the most important connoisseurs of the monetary matters in the kingdom, summed 

the situation as follows:      

“From Quito comes a huge amount of that type of coins [macuquinas] with the situado. The Quito indians are very 

clever and the coins that circulate there are from Lima -a city with which they trade in textiles and fabrics-. Even 

though the Peruvian mint stopped issuing macuquinas years ago, the Quito treasurers still select the worst coins when 

it comes to assembling the situado. Therefore, the trade of Santa Fe [Bogotá] ends up receiving all those clipped 

coins.114 

North Andean Gold in the Caribbean: Some Hypotheses   

The previous section analyzed how arbitrated parities shaped directly and indirectly the direction 

and volume of bullion and monetary flows. It focused, however, on the Andean entrepôts and it 

provided little information on the mechanics of trade in the Caribbean. Cartagena, as it has been 

shown, was the natural hub of the region up to the 1790s. Thereafter other small ports thrived in 

the context of changing conditions of the Atlantic economy. Historians have written extensively 

on the flows of goods through these ports but have barely focused on the monetary side of the 

balance of payments. Three contemporary assessments provide insights to appreciate the 

complexity of the matter. These estimates, naturally, are subject to a wide margin of error, but they 

are crude proxies to understand the nature and direction of the bimetallic streams that flowed out 

from New Granada.  

In 1789, the Viceroy Caballero y Góngora crafted a rough calculation of the balance of payments 

of the Kingdom during the mid-1780s, reporting that the two North Andean mints produced, on 

average, 1.9 million silver pesos in gold coins and that roughly 0.25 million silver pesos were 

 
113 AGI, Santa Fe, 830 and AGN-C, Monedas, t. 3 ff. 902-960. In the latter file, the officials of 

Bogotá’s treasury pointed out in 1803 that the situadistas were not able to exchange all the silver 

in Popayán since most of “these coins, in particular the reales and doces are frankly so worn-out 

that it is impossible to discern their authenticity.”      
114 Silvestre, Relación de la provincia de Antioquia, 461.  
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exported in gold bars and jewels.115 Using customs data from Cartagena, the Viceroy calculated 

an export of 1,6 million silver pesos in coins plus 300,000 silver pesos in doubloons used to settle 

the trade with Quito. In addition, he informed that Cartagena absorbed 120,000 silver pesos in 

silver as a surplus from the Panama trade. There was, then, a positive balance of about 0.25 million 

silver pesos that he attributed to exports through Santa Marta but mainly to illegal trade with 

foreign colonies. This surplus, he recognized, was even larger because the economy experienced 

a surge of commodity exports that reached 247,000 silver pesos in 1788. Caballero’s rough 

calculations confirm the importance of the Quito trade and the export of gold bars, with the Panama 

trade and the surge of commodity exports adding important nuances to the analysis of the specie 

flows across the Caribbean. However, Caballero did not mention the cacao trade through 

Maracaibo and Guayaquil that, as has been shown, was also a source of specie for some regions 

of the viceroyalty.      

A second assessment, written by Joaquín Durán titled “Entry and exit of coins (caudales) in this 

port [Cartagena] in this year [1791]” informs, inter alia, that the port absorbed 219,153 silver pesos 

in silver monies, 71 percent of which in silver fuerte, 15 percent in macuquinas and 14 percent in 

silver coins “in transit” (cotransbordo). The port also attracted 64,757 silver pesos in doubloons 

and gold bars.116 These inflows are no doubt the result of trade surpluses with the Caribbean, 

mainly with Panama that channeled silver from Peru and doubloons from Chocó. In addition, the 

Isthmus had a small, yet relevant gold production.117 Even though the size of silver imports is not 

impressive, the responsiveness of arbitrated parities to a change in the relative stocks of metals 

should not be dismissed. Here, again, size should not be confused with significance since during 

concrete conjunctures small quantities of silver could have prevented further volatility in the price 

of doubloons. Merchant and Crown profits were sensitive to these movements. 

A third set of calculations, those crafted by members of the Cartagena consulado, go deeper into 

the nature of intra-Caribbean bullion flows. José Ignacio de Pombo, a Cartagena merchant who 

wrote several well-known reports of New Granada’s trade, argued that the Caribbean trade of the 

kingdom suffered important transformations between 1788 and 1803. The volume of legal trade 

 
115Caballero, “Relación del estado del Nuevo Reino de Granada,” 444.  
116Durán, Estado General del Virreinato, 473. 
117 Castillero, Los metales precios y la primera globalización, 54.  
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(import-exports) grew from 6 million to 8.5 million silver pesos. Most of this growth was explained 

by the commodity export boom that soared from 0.3 to 1.25 million silver pesos118. Yet, in 

Pombo’s view, the main change took place in the relative importance of New Granada’s ports in 

the Caribbean. The ascendance of Santa Marta, Barranquilla, Riohacha and Maracaibo was the 

main transformative force behind this growth. On Maracaibo, Pombo further added that “even 

though it belongs to the Caracas Captaincy […] its merchants have extracted considerable amounts 

of coins and goods from the interior of this Kingdom.”119 Pombo stated that this ascendance had 

been achieved at Cartagena’s expense thanks to the gracias conceded by the authorities in Madrid 

during the wars. Such policies, in addition, had led smuggling to new levels. Pombo’s critiques 

were, naturally, part of the conflicts that the wars had created between competing merchant 

communities across the empire. Such conflicts, again, are beyond the scope of this dissertation.  

However, Pombo’s data provide interesting inputs to understand the role of gold and silver in New 

Granada’s ports.  

In his calculations, Pombo included the main ports of the region: Cartagena, Santa Marta, Riohacha 

and Portobelo.120 As stated above, the kingdom exported roughly 1.2 million silver pesos in 

commodities, 2.5 million in doubloons and half a million in gold bars. In addition, 100,000 silver 

pesos in gold coins were employed annually to “exchange our gold for silver fuerte in the provinces 

of Peru.” Even though Pombo’s report did not include the Pacific trade, he computed the re-exports 

of cacao from Guayaquil to Havana via Portobelo and Cartagena in 150,000 silver pesos a year 

plus 80,000 silver pesos in pearls exported to Peru from Panama. The so-called transit trade 

between Panama and Peru, was estimated at 1 million silver fuertes “that are immediately exported 

to Havana and other ports illicitly.” Yet, 300,000 in silver pesos in Peruvian fuertes were captured 

by New Granada’s interior provinces by exporting staples to support the transit trade. On the 

import side, the kingdom introduced directly 1.2 million silver pesos in global wares from the 

metropolis and 1.3 million silver pesos from “the local coastal trade (comercio puerto a puerto) 

with Havana, Cuba, Puerto Rico, La Guaira and Maracaibo.”  This coastal trade was composed of 

both staples (frutos y efectos) and European wares. The gap between exports and imports is 

 
118 Pombo, “Memoria sobre el contrabando en el Virreinato,” 103-105.  
119 Pombo, “Memoria sobre el contrabando,” 118 
120 Pombo, “Memoria sobre el contrabando,” 139-151 
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explained by the Crown’s remittances, the export of metals retained during the war and the illicit 

imports from Jamaica and other foreign islands.    

Two main features spring from the estimates so far perused. First, the viceroyalty’s insertion in 

the waves of global trade was conducted through a polycentric set of ties across the Atlantic and 

the Pacific. As stated in Chapter 1, this pattern explains the alleged “marginality” of the region if 

measured through the direct connections with the metropolis. The data underlines the existence of 

important trade linkages along a crescent that framed the Northern Andes from Maracaibo via 

Panama-Cartagena to Lima. These coastal linkages, in turn, were complemented by a dynamic 

trade with Havana, Puerto Rico, and foreign ports in the Caribbean.121 The wheels of this trade 

were oiled by the crossflows of North Andean gold and Peruvian silver.  The Maracaibo-Veracruz 

connection added a third stream of silver from New Spain. Even though these Caribbean 

connections are beyond the scope of this dissertation, what were the mechanics of bullion and 

monetary markets in New Granada’s ports? Two long reports kept in the AGI can help us put this 

question into broader perspective and further understand the quantitative data presented in 

previous sections.    

The reports were produced after the Crown asked for opinions on increasing the mint price of gold 

from 130 to 132 silver pesos per marco (230g) to encourage gold mining.122 Two proposals written 

by Fernando Zalamea, an officer of the Bogotá mint, attracted the attention of the authorities in 

Bogotá, Cartagena, and Madrid. First, Zalamea suggested the establishment in Cartagena of a 

purchase fund (fondo de rescates) to buy the gold bars sent from Chocó and Antioquia. Zalamea 

calculated in 200,000 pesos the volume of bars traded in the port.123 Once bought, these bars were 

supposed to be sent back to Bogotá to be minted. In his view, Cartagena merchants would be able 

to purchase European imports in doubloons, facilitating trade because bars were weighed and 

assayed, elevating transaction costs. In the second proposal, Zalamea stated that a silver 

debasement was necessary not only to balance its extrinsic value with respect to gold but also to 

avoid that “foreigners, well aware of this disequilibrium, drain our silver.” Then, the Crown not 

only would increase their seignorage revenues but also would equilibrate its bimetallic ratio with 

 
121 The role of intra-Caribbean trade in Cartagena was even bigger after 1805. See the consulado 

reports of 1805 and 1806. AGI, Santa Fe, 1110-1111.   
122 AGI Santa Fe 831. 
123 AGI Santa Fe 832. 
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market prices. Zalamea’s two-fold proposal provides, then, inputs to address two features of 

bullion markets in the Caribbean: the relative price of gold to silver and the comparative 

transactions costs of doubloons vis-à-vis gold bars.   

As remarked by the authorities in Cartagena and Madrid, several variables were not included in 

Zalamea’s proposals. First and foremost, the Crown not only overvalued gold in the peninsula with 

respect to other European markets, but also increased the mint price of gold bullion in peninsular 

mints to attract Spanish American gold. The mint price of gold in Mexico and Peru was established 

at 128 silver pesos per marco, in New Granada’s mints at 130 silver pesos and in the peninsula at 

134 silver pesos.124 The gap between the mint price in Spain and its colonies created incentives for 

merchants in the relevant ports. The officers in Cartagena pointed out that gold merchants from 

Chocó and Antioquia paid their imports in Cartagena in gold bars because they were paid on 

average 21.5 silver reals per castellano of 22.5 carats or roughly 134 silver pesos and three reals 

per marco.125  If transformed to a grade of 22 carats, gold merchants received 131 silver pesos and 

4 reals, that is, 1.3 percent above the mint price in Bogotá. Import merchants proceeded to send 

the bars to Spain where they were to be paid 134 silver pesos per marco from which the merchant 

had to cover transport expenses, taxes and two assays, one in Cartagena and a new one in Spain. 

After these expenses, the Cartagena merchants were supposed to earn one silver pesos per 

marco.126       

Naturally, this scheme was not frictionless. Given the movement of bullion market prices, the 

Cartagena merchants sometimes bought gold bars at a price of 131.5 silver pesos “after the first 

assay.” In other words, gold merchants from Chocó and Antioquia were supposed to pay for this 

service which could cost 2 silver pesos per marco, selling their gold bars at 129.5 silver pesos, that 

is, 0.5 percent below the mint price in Bogotá. Market forces could affect the final price of bullion 

because gold bars also traded at a premium. According to the Cartagena officers, the premium 

could reach up to 1.5 percent.127 Cartagena merchants, who transferred these bars to Spain, also 

 
124 AGI Santa Fe 831. 
125 AGI Santa Fe 832. 
126 AGI Santa Fe 832. 
127 AGI, Santa Fe 832. 
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experienced uncertainties because the effective yield of a given bar could significantly be lower 

than the expected yield since the margin of error of assays in Cartagena was high.  

The proposal of the casa de rescate was entrenched in one important aspect of bullion trade in the 

region: the imperial policies regarding the export of non-coined metals in New Granada were 

extremely different from that of other viceroyalties. While in New Spain the export and domestic 

circulation of silver bars was highly restricted, in New Granada the export of gold bars was legal, 

despite the protests of the mint authorities in Bogotá and Popayán.128 This free-wheeling policy, 

however, did not lead to a massive export of gold bars at the expense of doubloons. Transaction 

costs, information asymmetries, and arbitrated parities can explain the reason why the latter 

composed most of the exports of the yellow metal. As it has been seen, the costs of assaying, 

rounding, and weighing were significant and did not reduce the uncertainty regarding the real value 

of the gold being traded. It seems, then, that the benefits from trading in doubloons offset the costs 

incurred in paying for seignorage at the mint. This fact can also help to explain why the mining 

belts actively exchanged their bullion for coins. According to one of Zalamea’s commentators, 

even a portion of illegal trade was also carried out in doubloons since “there is a ubiquitous fear 

of being cheated and the difficulties (embarazo) of trading in bars.”129  Finally, one important 

opportunity cost of trading in bars was the premium at which doubloons traded in the port since 

these bonuses were a vital aspect of the income function of merchant companies.  

This structure, however, should not lead us to pose the issue as a zero-sum game between 

doubloons and gold bars. After all, the latter kept flowing out from the viceroyalty. José Henao 

has recently reassessed the size of gold bars output by providing data on Mompox’s foundry. His 

data suggest that in some years the inland port smelted more gold than Nóvita and Antioquia.130 If 

his data is compared with the gold from Mompox that arrived at the mint in Bogotá, most of this 

gold was exported in bars, not in coins.131 Then, the original issue should be reformulated: what 

determined the decision of exporting gold in either coins or bars? The evidence from Zalamea’s 

 
128 For New Spain see Pérez-Herrero, Plata y libranzas, 120-125.  For New Granada see Torres, 

“La minería neogranadina,” 72-73.  
129 AGI, Santa Fe 832. 
130 Henao, “Comercio en las tierras de oro,” 15.  
131 Torres, “La minería neogranadina,” 71  
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reports suggests that the flows of gold in the two forms tended to target different markets and had 

separate spheres of circulation across the Atlantic. Let us scrutinize this hypothesis.  

Even though Spanish mints offered high prices for bullion gold, this policy was not enough to 

attract sizable auriferous streams to the Peninsula. A report written in the early 1790s stated that 

roughly 4,000 marcos of gold or 554,000 silver pesos had been on average minted in Seville and 

Madrid annually. Over half of this gold was composed of bullion from New Granada, 25 percent 

in Portuguese coins, and the remaining share in bullion from different parts of the Empire.132 

Francisco Pérez’s data on Seville’s mintage suggests that gold coinage was even lower than that.133 

Even if taken at face value, the report’s data suggests that the peninsula’s mints absorbed less than 

40 percent of New Granada’s legal gold bar exports. The metropolis’s capacity to absorb 

doubloons was also small. The imports of these coins averaged 4.45 million silver pesos per year 

between 1786 and 1793 according to Michel Morineau and, according to Antonio García’s data, 

the average stood at 3.56 million silver pesos between 1779 and 1796.134 These figures simply 

confirm the fact most of the doubloons did not find their way to the international economy through 

the metropoli. Arbitrated parities are important to understand this phenomenon. As explored in 

Chapter 1, the bimetallic ratio in the Spanish Empire overvalued gold, creating a strong bias to 

privilege the exportation of silver over gold. Pedro Tedde, who studied the money supply of the 

peninsula during the late eighteenth century, has shown that silver dominated the settlement of 

Spain’s deficits with its trade partners.135 Therefore, Spanish merchants engaged in international 

trade privileged the receipts in silver to settle their deficits.  

Naturally, the bimetallic ratio also affected the bullion and monetary outflows on the other side of 

the Atlantic. According to Pombo, the overvaluation of gold in the official ratio encouraged New 

Granada’s merchants to invest in commodities since doubloons were discounted at some foreign 

ports. Notwithstanding, merchants employed these doubloons to get fuertes in other Caribbean 

ports where they were traded at premium.136 Pombo’s insights found a further elaboration in an 

 
132 AGI, Santa Fe, 831. 
133 Pérez, La casa de moneda de Sevilla, 366-367.  
134 García, “American Gold and Silver,” 119-121. Morineau, Incroyables gazettes, 416-417.   
135 Tedde, “Oro y plata en España,” 222-223.  
136 Pombo, “Informe del Real Consulado,” 248-249 
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impressive report written by another Cartagena merchant as a response to Zalamea’s proposals.137 

Among other things, he stated that London merchants and their agents in the West Indies received 

16 silver pesos in doubloons at a rate of 15 silver pesos and 2 reals, a discount of 6 percent. 

Therefore,  

Very few doubloons are employed to trade there [Jamaica]. The purchases of slaves and goods are only paid in these 

coins if silver fuertes or commodities are not available. It is well-known that coined gold is received there at a discount 

of 6 percent and that trading in gold dust is a risky enterprise given the low quality of assayers. Gold bars, therefore, 

are the main mean of payment employed by merchants to trade in those territories.”138  

Both reports suggest, then, that the doubloons and gold bars served different markets. While bars 

predominated in the trade with the British Caribbean ports, the doubloons worked as trade coins 

across several Spanish American ports. Quantitative data on bullion flows from Cartagena to 

Havana are useful to understand this pattern. A complete series of private remittances through the 

mailboats (fragatas correos) offers a breakdown of the value of remittances in fuertes, doubloons, 

and gold bars.139 Negligible amounts of macuquinas were also sent.   

The Cartagena RPO, which depended on that of Havana, also sent its surpluses through the 

mailboats. As expected, the surpluses were sent in doubloons since in Havana they were also traded 

at a premium. Figure 13.3 shows the results. Doubloons accounted for roughly 78 percent of these 

remittances even though gold bars and fuertes surged in some years. This limited data, seems to 

confirm the circumstantial evidence extracted from the reports regarding the different functions of 

coins and bullion. It is important to remark, however, that this pattern was not static. The Mexican 

silver boom took the relative price of gold closer and closer to the legal Spanish bimetallic ratio.140 

In other words, the incentives to discount the doubloons at the British ports were partially offset. 

On the other hand, bullion transport costs played an important role as well. Savings in transporting 

gold in comparison to silver could help to overcome that 6% discount in trading with foreigners.141  

 
137 AGI, Santa Fe, 831.  
138 AGI, Santa Fe, 831. 
139 AGI, Correos, 79B-83B.  
140 See Chapter 1 of this dissertation and Redish, Bimetallism, 201.  
141 Transport fees for gold from Cartagena to La Habana tended to be 50 percent lower than for 

those of silver. See also overland fees in Table 1. Gelman has also underlined gold’s advantage 

over silver in terms of transportation cost in his analysis of Buenos Aires coin trade. “El Gran 

Comerciante,” 495.    
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Figure 3.13 Breakdown of Cartagena’s Bullion and Monetary Exports to Havana through 

the Mailboats 

Sources: AGI, Correos, 79B-83B. 

A last Caribbean linkage, which requires further empirical research, is that of Venezuela. 

According to the reports on the monetary supply of this area, the imports of beef, mules and other 

staples with the foreign Caribbean islands were not paid in silver but in doubloons.142 Authorities 

in Caracas and Maracaibo stated that roughly 0.4 million silver pesos in these coins were imported 

annually in the settlement of this trade. In a revealing nutshell of the inflow of precious metals to 

the Captaincy, one official stated that:  

“In these provinces several coins circulate. The gold Spanish coinage is introduced from the foreign colonies for the 

payment of our exports of mules and other wares. Sometimes, Portuguese gold coins are also introduced illegally.    

The silver fuerte is drawn through the cacao trade with Veracruz. Finally, the currency is also composed of clipped 

coins known as macuquinas.  Both the gold coins and the silver fuerte are simply commodities whose value varies 

with their scarcity and abundance. Thus, the exchange sometimes is at par but sometimes the premium of gold runs 

up to 2, 4 and 10 percent. The main customers of gold coins are Spanish merchants who take them to extract them 

again.143  

 
142 AGI, Indiferente, 1767.  
143 AGI, Indiferente, 1767. 
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This statement confirms the fact that in Venezuelan ports the doubloon circulated at a premium in 

terms of silver coins. The important issue, however, is that gold coins were being recycled across 

the Caribbean. It is obvious that the “foreign colonies” obtained such coins, in turn, from their 

trade with New Granada and other gold producers. Even Portuguese coins circulated in this 

heterogeneous circuit of gold and silver. Arbitrated parities no doubt shaped the monetary 

settlement of the balance of payments of this intra-Caribbean trade, with the metals commanding 

the highest price in the place of payment would naturally be used. What is less clear, though, is 

the end market of the doubloons in Venezuelan ports. The official quoted simply stated that 

“Spanish merchants take them to extract them again.” Another official’s report in the same file 

stated that “300,000 silver pesos per year are introduced in gold coins and they do not circulate 

internally but are bought by the vecinos and merchants to hoard them, to craft jewelry or the send 

them to Europe.”144 Again, further research should be done on these ports to get the appropriate 

answers.  

Going Back to the Mines: Gold and Silver Coins in the Lands of Gold  

This section circles back the microeconomic analysis of bullion flows addressing the mechanics 

of trade in the mining regions. As stated above, gold dust played an important role vis-à-vis coined 

metals in these areas. Contemporaries understood this relationship as a “valorization” 

(valorización), that is, a process by which the purchasing power of gold bullion in terms of silver, 

doubloons, and goods increased as it got away from its geographical source.145 This process was 

shaped not only by the relative stocks of silver and gold, but also by the transaction costs of trading 

in bullion. In exchanging gold dust, for instance, merchants and miners harnessed touchstones and 

touch needles for assaying bullion.146  Weighing was another issue since scales were frequently 

adulterated. As it has been shown, once reduced to bars, both gold grading and weighing continued 

to pose transactions costs. When traded as doubloons, gold finally could be used at face value.  

The gross profits of the bullion transactions will fluctuate within a band illustrated in the following 

inequation:  

 
144 AGI, Indiferente, 1767. 
145 Torres, Minería y moneda, 136.  
146 Twinam, Miners, Merchants and Farmers, 51-52.  
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𝑧≤𝑥≤𝑤   (1) 

where z is the spot price in silver pesos of a castellano of gold dust, x is the gross profit of the 

overall transaction and w is the mint price of a castellano.  In merchant’s accounts, the upper 

bound (w) was a function of the “expected yield” (rendición or rendimiento) which bullion of 

different grades and chemical composition had at the mint.147  If reduced to 22 carats, which was 

the grade of the intrinsic value of the escudos, the castellano’s mint price would be 2.72 silver 

pesos.148 Gold merchants quoted gold according to its geographical origin. Barbacoas’s gold was 

supposed to have 22 carats, Citará’s 21.5 carats, Novita’s 20.5 carats, and Antioquia’s 19.5 carats. 

In other regions, gold was of lower grades such as Mármato (15 carats) and Zaruma (16 carats).149  

The lower bound (z) of inequation 1 experienced a downward trend during the late Bourbon era. 

In Bogotá and Popayán the castellano was usually quoted at 17 and 18 silver reals toward the mid-

eighteenth century.150 By the late colonial century, however, the quotation collapsed consistently 

to 16 silver reals per castellano.  Even gold bars were traded at this price. In Quito’s transactions, 

according to our notarial sample, the pattern is remarkably similar. Table 3.15 shows the results. 

The gold dust and gold bars from Barbacoas were traded in the 1750s and 1760s at 17-17.5 reals 

and 18-19.75 reals per castellano, respectively. By the 1790s, the price had dropped to 16 and 17 

reals, respectively. Even in distant markets such as Panama the castellano was also traded at 16 

reals by the late colonial period, a collapse of 3 reals with respect as the prices commanded at the 

beginning of the century.151 If we use Lane’s and Sharps’ data, a similar collapse took place in 

Chocó and Zaruma.152  Two important aspects spring from this data. First, the secular decline in 

the relative price of gold bullion improved the terms of trade of Quito and Peru vis-à-vis the 

mining regions of New Granada. This shift in relative prices helps to explain the increasing role 

of Quito’s silver and textiles exports to northern markets. Second, the evidence suggests that 

bullion prices converged across different regions. This is an indication of the highly integrated 

 
147 Torres, Minería y moneda, 137.  
148 Melo, Sobre historia y política, 67.  
149 Torres, Minería y moneda, 135. Lane, “Mining the Margins,” 121.  
150 Torres, Minería y moneda, 143-144.  
151 Castillero, Los metales preciosos y la primera globalización, 52-54.  
152 Lane, “Unlucky Strike,” 67. Sharp, Slavery on the Spanish Frontier, 72 and 200.  
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nature of gold markets. This aspect attracted the attention of Humboldt who informed that by 1801 

gold dust was on average traded at 16 silver reals across the viceroyalty.153  

Table 3.15 Gold Prices in Quito’s Bullion Market According to Notarial Transactions 

Year Region Type of 

Bullion 

Price in 

Reales per 

Castellano 

Year Region Type of 

Bullion 

Price in 

Reales per 

Castellano 

1757 Barbacoas  Gold dust 17 1784 Barbacoas  Gold dust 16 

1758 Sucumbíos  Gold dust 17 1785 Barbacoas  Gold bars 17 

1758 Barbacoas  Gold bars 19.75 1787 Zaruma  Gold dust 14 

1759 Barbacoas  Gold bars 18.75 1787 Iscuandé  Gold dust 16 

1759 Iscuandé  Gold dust 16 1790 Barbacoas  Gold bars 16 

1759 Barbacoas  Gold dust 16 1793 Barbacoas  Gold dust 16 

1760 Barbacoas  Gold dust 17 1795 Iscuandé  Gold bars 16 

1762 Barbacoas  Gold bars 19 1796 Barbacoas  Gold dust 16 

1763 Barbacoas  Gold dust 17 1796 Iscuandé  Gold dust 16 

1763 Barbacoas  Gold bars 19 1798 Iscuandé  Gold bars 17 

1769 Barbacoas  Gold dust 17.5 1801 Barbacoas  Gold dust 16 

1770 Zaruma  Gold dust 14 1803 Barbacoas  Gold dust 16 

1773 Barbacoas  Gold Dust 17 1805 Barbacoas  Gold bars 16.5 

1773 Iscuandé  Gold Gust 17 1806 Barbacoas  Gold dust 16 

1779 Iscuandé  Gold dust 16 1807 Barbacoas  Gold dust 16 

1783 Barbacoas  Gold dust 16     

Sources: ANE, Protocolos, Notarías1-5, 1757-1809. 

Once understood the nature of the upper and lower bounds, it is possible to understand the 

mechanics of these transactions. Let us examine a deal that involves Barbacoas gold during the 

late colonial period. In this case w=2.72 silver pesos since its grade tended to 22 carats.154  If z=2 

silver pesos [1 silver peso=8 silver reals], then x=0.72, that is, a gross profitability of 36 percent. 

Naturally, the net profit is lower since taxes [3 percent of mining tax + 4.5 percent of seignorage], 

losses in the foundry [a rate call merma which could reach 3 percent in foundries poorly endowed 

 
153 Humboldt, Alexander von Humboldt en Colombia, 106.  
154 For the average carat of gold in each region see Torres, Minería y moneda, 136-137.   
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such as Nóvita], transport costs [1.5 percent] and intermediation costs [6 percent].155 Roughly, the 

result would be a net profit of 19 percent, which again could be lower if further middlemen were 

involved. Trading in Antioquia’s gold would work as follows: w=2.4 silver pesos since its grade 

tended to 19.5 carats. If z=2 silver pesos, then x=0.4 silver pesos or a gross profit of roughly 20% 

or a net profit of 5%. In terms of opportunity costs, then, trading in Antioquia’s gold was relatively 

expensive. The ores of this region were rich in silver, but this by-product belonged to the crown.  

This fact helps to explain the slow introduction of silver coinage in Antioquia and the enormous 

stream of doubloons and silver coinage towards the Littoral. Miners in these regions were willing 

to exchange their bullion for coinage at these rates not only because doubloons could eventually 

be traded at a premium but also because coinage allowed them to reduce transactions costs in both 

legal and illegal trade. In the same vein, the eagerness shown by some merchants in the Andean 

entrepôts to send silver and gold coinage towards Antioquia in the 1790’s seems to suggest that 

that opportunity cost of such transactions was going down.  Further insights into the micro-level 

mechanics of bullion trade and its influx in the broader flows of gold and silver can be grasped 

from the correspondence between Melchor Barona, a miner and gold merchant in Chocó with 

Camilo Torres, a Bogotá-based lawyer who acted as his agent in the capital.156  

Barona’s business consisted in the importation of European and domestic goods via three routes. 

First, through the Atrato River he imported efectos de Castilla from Cartagena and Portobelo. 

Second, through the San Juan River he imported salt that, in turn, was obtained from the Pacific 

trade with Guayaquil. Finally, from the Cauca Valley, he imported comestibles (salted beef, pork, 

and preserves) overland. These trade streams were settled in both gold coins and bars. Barona sent 

his bars to Torres who was in charge of taking them to the mint and to pay bills of exchange issued 

against Barona by Cartagena and Bogotá merchants. In addition, Barona brokered the sale and 

rent of slaves to other miners and invested heavily in obtaining for his nephew a corregimiento to 

undertake the repartimiento trade. As it has been seen, this is simply another case study of a 

pattern well known in colonial trade. Yet, some details are revealing.  

 
155 Sharp, Slavery on the Spanish Frontier, 200; Torres, Minería y moneda, 136-137.  
156 Archivo Histórico Javeriano (hereafter AHJ), Fondo Camilo Torres, Folders 51-52.   
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Barona increasingly sent his bars not through Nóvita, but through Antioquia. He stated that the 

merma in the latter’s foundry was 3 percent lower than in Nóvita’s.157 In a petition to the viceroy, 

Barona led a proposal to authorize the export of gold dust to Antioquia, arguing that his foundry 

was more efficient and that the trade through Urrao -that connected both provinces- had surged 

dramatically in the last years.158As mentioned above, once Torres had taken those bars to the mint, 

he proceeded to pay the bills of exchange and other outlays. He sent the surplus in gold coins to 

two destinations. First, escudos and some doubloons were sent back to Barona through the Cartago 

and Ibagué mail-route (Carrera). In other words, the outflow of gold was channeled through 

Antioquia and the inflow through Cartago. As Barona stated, “the Cartago route is faster, and I 

can transport my escudos at a good fee.”159  Barona’s emphasis on receiving some portions in 

escudos and doubloons shows that they served two spheres of circulation. The escudos were used 

to get (rescatar) gold dust from the miners and the doubloons were employed to settle accounts 

with merchants from Panama and Guayaquil through the Atrato and the San Juan rivers.  

Second, Torres sent the remaining doubloons to Cartagena to finance further imports. He 

sometimes used the encomienda services or contracted with the situadistas the transport of the 

doubloons.160 In addition, Torres sent a detailed report on the carats and the final yield in coins 

obtained from each bar taken to the mint. The lawyer also reported the premiums for which he 

sold the doubloons to meet silver payments. As it has been shown, these reports were key since 

they determined the net profit of the operations. That is why Barona accompanied his bars with 

notes stating that “this gold is above 22 carats, and it is the best from this river,” pointing out that 

he expected a high yield at the mint.161 The premium on doubloons was also pivotal. Barona and 

Torres rationally allocated their remittances according to arbitrated parities. The payments in 

Guayaquil, for instance, were systematically done in doubloons since there they commanded 

premiums over other mediums of exchange. Guayaquil was a port rich in silver, poor in gold. 

Barona’s correspondence does not explicitly inform about the movement of the premiums. Yet, 

the reports of the Guayaquil’s diputación consular submitted to the Cartagena consulado between 

 
157 AHJ, Camilo Torres, Folder 51, ff. 21 and 33.  
158 AHJ, Camilo Torres, Folder 51, ff. 73-78 and 235-236.  
159 AHJ, Camilo Torres, Folder 51, ff. 194, 211 and 232 
160 AHJ, Camilo Torres, Folder 51, ff. 65-70.  
161 AHJ, Camilo Torres, Folder 51, ff. 21-22 and 45-46.   
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1799 and 1804, described the frequent overvaluation of doubloons since the premiums ranged 

from 2.75 to 5.5 percent.162   

The microeconomics of bullion flows in the mining regions were also well known by the Crown. 

The Royal Treasuries formed a special account called “rendición” or “rendición de doblones” to 

track the revenues from receiving taxes in gold dust at a rate of 2 silver pesos per castellano and 

then sell them for doubloons in the mint at a price which could reach 2.72 silver pesos.163  The 

branches of the RPO in the mining regions also carefully recorded the quality of gold received in 

payment for its services and actively tracked the premiums of doubloons and plata columnaria to 

choose in which coin to send their surpluses.164  

The rendición and arbitrated parities also operated when third goods were involved. Some 

transactions in Quito’s notarial sample illuminates this point. In 1775 a Cali merchant bought 536 

silver pesos in domestic textiles on credit. He was supposed to repay the credit in “gold dust from 

Raposo” within six months, valued at 16 reals per castellano. If the debtor were to pay in another 

specie, he was supposed to cover “the profits which normally the gold from that province yields 

at the Popayán’s mint.”165 In addition, if he failed to pay on time, he was supposed to be charged 

an additional interest rate of 8 percent per year.   In 1801, a Quito merchant extended a cash loan 

of 500 pesos in silver cordoncillo coins to a Barbacoas gold merchant in order “to buy Barbacoas 

gold at the best price but never above 17 reals per castellano.”166 The gold bought was supposed 

to be transported to Popayán and minted. If possible, the doubloons were to be sold at a premium.  

A similar example, roughly 40 years before, was the one between a Quito merchant and a 

Barbacoas gold dealer. The former extended a cash loan of 1,300 pesos in silver and jewels (plata 

labrada) to be repaid in gold bars at the price of 19 silver reals per castellano within 14 months.167 

In this case, however, doubloons had to be paid in Quito and not in Popayán. In a final example, 

a Quito merchant extended another cash loan in silver to a Barbacoas merchant for him “to buy 

 
162 AGI, Santa Fe, 1130 and 1132.  
163 Torres, Minería y moneda, 136.  
164  AGN-C, Correos de Antioquia, t. 1 ff. 10-25. AGN-C, Correos Cundinamarca, t. 3 ff. 245-250.  

AGI, Correos, 216A.  
165 ANE, Protocolos, Notaría 1, t. 405, f. 43v-44, 1774, 
166 ANE, Protocolos, Notaría 1, t.453 f.82-82v, 
167 ANE, Protocolos, Notaría 5, t.110 f.362-362v, 1758. 
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domestic textiles [lienzos y bayetas] and sell them in Tumaco [a port in Barbacoas].”168 The credit 

was supposed to be repaid in gold dust “from Barbacoas and not from Chocó” and the debtor 

should assume the merma in Popayán’s smeltery. As insurance, the Quito merchant requested that 

if the gold did not yield the expected value at the mint, the debtor should pay the customary yield 

of the Barbacoas gold.    

These examples show that the microeconomics of bullion trade in Quito was like the ones in 

Popayán and Bogotá.169 Merchants and miners traded gold bullion with an expected yield that was 

a function of its grade and chemical composition. Merchants assigned different yields to bullion 

from different areas. In some transactions, merchants required an indexation to avoid being 

cheated if the gold merchant paid its credit in gold of lower grade. In case the bullion did not yield 

the expected value in the mint, the difference was supposed to be paid by the debtor. Sometimes, 

these risks were transferred as a higher interest rate.  In the end, transaction and opportunity costs 

explain the reason why bullion flowed back to the mining regions in the form of coins.  

Final Remarks 

The lack of robust data has stymied previous attempts to understand the nature and mechanics of 

colonial monetary systems and their transformations during the wars of 1793-1815. That is why it 

is necessary to deploy what Albert Hirschman once called “the empirical lantern.”170 Thus, this 

chapter sought to provide evidence and insights into the way gold and silver oiled the wheels of 

North Andean trade by following a descriptive, two-fold approach to bimetallism. First, the chapter 

provided aggregate data on the direction and volume of bimetallic flows. Second, it provided 

insights and hypotheses on the microeconomics behind those aggregate streams. Following this 

empirical approach, four broad contributions are apparent. 

First, the chapter suggested that a thick, multilateral network of bullion and monetary flows existed 

in the Northern Andes. The multilateral nature of bullion flows implies that both gold and silver 

oiled domestic trade by encouraging the monetary settlement of interregional trade balances. The 

network was composed of four types of nodes: Andean entrepôts, ports, mining regions and 

 
168ANE, Protocolos, Notaría 5, t. 111, f. 803-803v, 1759 
169 On bullion markets in Bogotá and Popayán see Torres, Minería y moneda, 138-140.  
170 Adelman, Worldly Philosopher, 371.  
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intermediate supply centers. In the three Andean entrepôts (Bogotá, Quito, and Popayán) 

bimetallic streams were on full display since they regulated the connection between silver-rich and 

gold-rich economies. The evidence contradicts the old perspective that underlined the enclave 

nature of bullion production. This is revealing in the case of gold coins whose monetary role has 

been traditionally confined to international trade. Mining nodes in western New Granada, for 

instance, not only participated as mere exporters of bullion but also as active markets for doubloons 

and silver coins. North Andean cross-directional bimetallic flows streamed through a diverse set 

of ports in the Caribbean and Pacific. In other words, the region’s insertion into the waves of the 

global economy followed a set of multicentered connections grounded in a strong intra-colonial 

trade that was comparable to that channeled through the metropolis.   

Second, the chapter found that the region developed a vast bimetallic network that connected the 

Northern Andes with the silver-based economies of the South-Central Andes and New Spain. 

Peruvian silver flowed northwards and New Granadan gold southwards. Quito merchants acted as 

the middlemen. The transit trade through Panama was also an important channel of these bimetallic 

exchanges, but more research is needed regarding its main features. Lima was one of the most 

important sink nodes of North Andean gold, while Guayaquil also captured important streams of 

North Andean doubloons through trade with the mining belts in the Pacific. New Granadan 

markets, on the other hand, became sink nodes of Peruvian silver. Changes in the relative price of 

gold bullion in terms of silver drove up the importance of these streams. Even though the evidence 

is scarce, the chapter suggests that Maracaibo also acted as a bimetallic market that attracted New 

Granadan gold and injected Mexican silver into the core of the Northern Andes. This “Venezuelan 

connection” acquired an undeniable significance on the eve of colonial collapse.   

Third, the chapter identified regions in which clusters of bullion and monetary circulation were 

particularly important. Mining regions were avid importers of coins. The evidence suggests that 

miners and bullion merchants participated actively in the exchange of bullion for coins. In other 

words, the well-known rescate (exchange of bullion for goods and inputs) was not the only 

mechanism of exchange inside mining regions. Transaction costs and the multilateral nature of 

trade in the region explain this pattern. The extent to which the consumer linkages of alluvial gold 

mining fostered this widespread use of money will remain an open matter of debate. Some non-

mining regions such as the Cauca Valley in southwest New Granada and the Guayas Basin also 
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participated actively in the streams of gold and silver. The data suggest that a monetization process 

accompanied the economic expansion that these regions experienced during the late colonial 

period. 

Finally, the microeconomic analysis of bullion flows shows that agents allocated coins and metals 

according to arbitrated parities. Even small differences in the relative prices of coins across 

markets had a powerful influence in determining which of the two metals would predominate in a 

region’s trade receipts and expenditures. This pattern has been distilled through the analysis of 

direct and indirect transactions. Merchants and Royal Treasuries constantly monitored the 

premiums of doubloons across the Caribbean and the Pacific since marginal profits were highly 

sensitive to the movement of relative prices. Transaction and transport costs mattered as well. Gold 

bars, doubloons, macuquinas and fuertes served different commodity trades. Therefore, liquidity 

had diverse connotations in different markets and different spheres of circulation across the region.  

Overall, then, the chapter showed that bullion markets had a broader scope across distant regions 

than previously thought. The cross-directional flows of New Granadian gold and Mexican and 

Peruvian silver forged little-explored networks of intercolonial trade among the economic spaces 

of the Spanish Empire. Therefore, the analysis of the economic history of the Northern Andes 

should avoid the present-day-national-borders framework. The viceregal economy was not an 

arbitrary political agglomeration of disparate economies, dislocated in turn from the broader 

dynamics of the Spanish Empire. Bullion and monetary flows crafted important links across the 

region whose analysis requires an all-encompassing approach. If scholars insist on studying the 

region’s economic history as the separate histories of colonial Colombia, Ecuador, Panama, and 

Venezuela, they will be missing key analytical elements. In addition, the economy of the region 

had suffered pivotal, short-term transformations by the time Napoleon invaded the peninsula and 

unleashed political upheaval. In other words, the economic milieu on the eve of the revolutions 

was one of uncertainty and adaptations. Wars dramatically transformed the role of some streams 

and forced merchants in Bogotá, Quito, and Popayán to adjust their trades dramatically.  Conflicts 

were, in fact, in the air.   

 

 



195 
 

CHAPTER 4. GLOBAL GOODS, COMPETITION, AND DIVERSION: IMPORT 

TRADE IN A WORLD AT WAR (1780-1808) 

 

Introduction 

The Wars of 1796-1815 had profound effects on the patterns of trade across the Northern Andes. 

As the previous chapter demonstrated, the bimetallic networks that fueled the wheels of commerce 

in the region suffered important transformations on the eve of colonial collapse. Yet, the discussion 

on interregional and inter-colonial monetary flows was but a first step to understand trade flows 

between specialized, interdependent areas of the Empire. In fact, a huge portion of the streams of 

gold and silver was paralleled by reverse flows of goods and services. Even though it has been 

offered a broad discussion on the monetary settlement of interregional trade balances, the structure, 

magnitude, and direction of trade flows remain to be studied. How did the changing conditions in 

global trade during the wars affect the way in which importable and domestic goods flowed across 

the region? Two merchant lawsuits in two opposite areas of the Northern Andes can help us to 

introduce the scope and nature of the issues at hand.       

The first lawsuit took place in the southwestern regions of the viceroyalty, an area where Peruvian 

silver and New Granadan gold converged. In 1803 Bartolomé Mesa, a Lima-based merchant, sued 

the trading house of the Bermúdez brothers.1 Mesa stated that in 1801 he had sent his nephew José 

Landáburo to Popayán to acquire European goods. Landáburo’s foray was endowed with 10,000 

silver pesos in fuertes and a power of attorney to buy goods on credit up to the amount of 40,000 

silver pesos. In Popayán, Landáburo proceeded to exchange his fuertes for doubloons and bought 

42,000 silver pesos in European wares, 10,000 of which to several merchants and 32,000 silver 

pesos to Marcos Bermúdez, the node in Popayán of the company he and his brother, Mariano, had 

operated since the early 1790s.2 What triggered Mesa’s lawsuit was the conditions under which 

the deal had been arranged. First, Landáburo was not allowed to sell his wares between Popayán 

and Quito. He expressly was to sell his cargo “in markets between Quito and the Valleys of Piura.” 

To enforce this clause of the contract, Landáburo was to present a guarantor in Quito. Mesa argued 

 
1 ANE, Popayán, Box 315, File 13, ff. 1-20.  
2 The previous chapter provided some insights on the operations of this North Andean trade 

company. 
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that such a clause had delayed the turnover of the merchandise and “this delay exposed my nephew 

to sell his wares right after the new peace had affected the price differentials.”3 In fact, Landáburo 

had paid premium prices for the European imports in Popayán and made a down payment in 

doubloons because during the war “the textiles were in high demand (en gran estimación) in the 

valleys [of Piura] due to the scarcity.” Mesa, moreover, complained that the textiles, mainly 

composed of bretañas (linens from Brittany), satins, and chintz, were not genuine (legitimos) but 

imitations (contrahechos). Therefore, he ended up buying his cargo at prices well above the going 

market rates.4  

Bermúdez’s defense argued that the cargo’s price was fair since “the war has altered the value of 

most of the textiles in Popayán, Quito, and other towns.” Mariano had even instructed his brother 

“not to sell a single penny of goods on credit (no fiar un real a nadie)” because “the impending 

peace made the collection of such loans a hard business.” That is why they demanded a guarantor. 

In addition, Bermúdez’s agents in Lima and Guayaquil had informed him that linens and other 

textiles commanded high prices in the valleys. Marcos stated that Landáburo was aware that the 

linens were of “all sorts” (surtidos) and included some platillas and bretañas contrahechas.5 It is 

not known how the conflict was settled. However, what is clear is that the shifts in international 

trade currents had forced merchants from two viceroyalties to adapt their business in unexpected 

ways.   

Some years before and at the opposite end of the Northern Andes, a similar lawsuit was submitted 

in the viceregal courts. In 1798, Tomás Balanzo and Juan Pujals, “Spanish merchants of the trade 

routes (carreras) of Cádiz, Veracruz, Maracaibo, and Cartagena and currently trading in Cúcuta” 

requested an authorization from the authorities in Bogotá to sell their European wares in the 

interior of the viceroyalty.6  They argued that they had not been able to sell their goods in Cúcuta 

since “the markets are glutted (abarrotados)” and, therefore, they were “experiencing a shortage 

of silver to meet some credits.” The request elicited a huge debate between the mercantile 

communities of Bogotá and Cartagena. The latter argued that such an authorization would allow 

merchants in Maracaibo to undersell their business since the Venezuelan port had been declared 

 
3 ANE, Popayán, Box 315, File 13, ff. 5-6. 
4 ANE, Popayán, Box 315, File 13, ff. 7-8 
5 ANE, Popayán, Box 315, File 13, ff. 10-11.  
6 AGN-C, Alcabalas, t.12, ff. 452-466. 
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puerto menor in 1793 and, therefore, import duties were lower there than in puertos mayores such 

as Cartagena and La Guaira. In addition, Cartagena would lose a portion of the revenue of the 

avería (an ad valorem import tax granted to the merchant guild), and thus this revenue “will not 

help to the development (adelantamiento) of the viceroyalty but of that of the captaincy of 

Venezuela.”7  

When consulted, the representatives of the merchants in Bogotá supported Balanzo and Pujals’ 

request. They found it surprising that linens such as bretañas, creas and listados, were in excess 

supply in Cúcuta. In those markets, “these goods are always in high demand since they are suitable 

(precisos) for the warm weather of the valleys.” In addition, “such valleys are always a good 

market for both European (de castilla) and domestic (de la tierra) textiles since in those lands the 

silver that they obtain from their export of cacao to Veracruz circulates extensively.” They added, 

in fact, that “the trade with those regions is the main source of pesos fuertes for the provinces of 

Tunja and Santafé.” They recognized, however, that given “the present circumstances of this war” 

the markets had changed dramatically. They recommended that the Viceroy should temporarily 

lift the restriction to import European goods to the interior of the viceroyalty through Maracaibo. 

These imports, however, should pay in Bogotá or in their target market the wedge between the 

duties of puerto menor and puerto mayor.8 In 1800, the Viceroy followed this recommendation 

and opened the North Andean outlets to the imports from Maracaibo.9 Despite the protests of the 

Cartagena merchants, this policy remained in force well beyond the end of colonial rule. In the 

new setting, Cartagena not only had to compete with imports from other minor ports such as Santa 

Marta and Riohacha, but also with streams from Maracaibo, a different North Andean gateway to 

the world economy.  

The two lawsuits, then, reveal how merchants operating in markets deep in the interior of the 

Northern Andes, traditionally considered outside the waves of the global economy had to adapt to 

the new shifts in international supply and demand. These changes, however, suddenly occurred 

when the late colonial economy was experiencing an unprecedented expansion of its connections 

to the global economy. As stated in the previous chapter, the external sector of most of the Spanish 

 
7 AGN-C, Alcabalas, t.12, ff. 455-459.  
8 AGN-C, Alcabalas, t.12, ff. 455-460.  
9 AGN-C, Alcabalas, t.12, ff. 464-463. On the viceroy’s 1800 decree see: AGN-C, Alcabalas, t.6, 

ff.999-1001.  
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possessions in America experienced a boom-and-bust cycle between 1783 and 1810. The 

magnitude and nature of the upward phase of the cycle (1783-1796) is a matter of contention of 

literature. Nonetheless, the elimination of trade barriers, the high rates of demographic growth, 

and the changes in global market conditions associated with the expansion of early 

industrialization nurtured new yet little-studied patterns of trade.  

The merchants involved in the two lawsuits and those studied in the previous chapters were a breed 

of businessmen who operated in the new market conditions. They were trespassers of intra-colonial 

trade. From Veracruz to Maracaibo via Havana and Cartagena and from Cartagena to Lima via 

Quito and Popayán, these merchants forged trade networks along new and old circuits. They 

competed in prices, quantities, and product differentiation and understood the incentives and 

constraints of doing business under a bimetallic monetary system. When the wars unleashed the 

downward phase of the cycle, these merchants gambled to obtain profits from price gaps and 

lobbied to open or close trade routes. This chapter, then, seeks to provide aggregate evidence on 

the way in which trade patterns evolved during these decisive years. It studies the volume, 

direction, and structure of the flows of global goods in the three main entrepôts of the Northern 

Andes: Bogotá, Popayán, and Quito. Thus, it provides figures on trade elasticities, varieties, 

competition, and complementarities.  

The chapter sustains, first, that the region experienced an important process of import deepening 

and widening on the eve of the international wars of 1796-1810. The surge in the exports of gold 

and other commodities that enhanced the ties of the region with global markets was accompanied 

by important changes in the structure of import trade. On the supply side, in fact, the elimination 

of trade barriers and the polycentric nature of the connections of the region with the world economy 

led to a significant reduction in the prices of a wide array of global goods. This process was not 

only accompanied by a surge in the real per capita consumption of imports and an increase in the 

number of merchants engaged in international trade, but also by a dramatic augmentation of 

consumer’s choice, with a broader set of wares and textiles catering the demand of North Andean 

outlets.  Merchants not only competed in prices and quantities but also in product differentiation. 

Colors, motives, and quality became more and more central in defining the portfolio of the region’s 

wholesalers.     
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The conflicts that followed the declaration of war in 1796 contracted the real volume of imports 

and elicited dramatic changes in global goods distribution across the Northern Andes. Import 

prices surged in relative terms, reflecting growing scarcity despite the ubiquitous complaints of 

some merchants about contraband. This process had different imprints upon the consumption of 

several types of goods, with consumers of non-price elastic wares such as iron, paper, and wine 

suffering negative income effects. The demand for global textiles was more price elastic and it 

seems that the dislocations of supply chains during the wars enhanced the shift from French and 

Central European linens to British cottons even before the latter achieved significant price 

advantages as the Industrial Revolution unfolded.    

The wars, finally, deepened the polycentric nature of the connections of the viceroyalty with the 

world economy. Cartagena lost its centrality as the region’s main gateway to the world economy, 

facing fierce competition from a broad set of small ports from the Magdalena Delta to Maracaibo. 

The capacity of Bogotá businessmen to draw goods from these alternative depots enhanced their 

position in the North Andean distribution of global products. The Quito-Popayán axis experienced 

an important bonanza when the Pacific trade suffered setbacks during the 1797-1802 period, 

transforming the importers of the two cities into brokers of the flows that from Maracaibo and 

Santa Marta via Mompox and Bogotá supplied merchants hailing from Cuenca, Piura, and even 

Lima. The Franco-Spanish defeat in Trafalgar and the trade policies adopted by the viceroy in 

Bogotá strengthened the Venezuela and Mompox connection, further reconfiguring trade flows on 

the eve of imperial collapse.   

The chapter, that relies upon the database on trade transactions distilled from the alcabalas records 

and discussed extensively in Chapter 2, proceeds as follows. First, it provides hard data on the 

volume of import trade in nominal terms. Then, new time series of prices provide evidence to 

understand the movement of commerce in real terms. The following two sections peruse the 

structure and composition of the flow of global goods, examining issues such as trade 

concentration and varieties marketed. Then, the chapter studies the changing nature of trade routes 

and their aggregate imprints. Finally, it concludes.       

The Northern Andes and the Wheels of World Trade  
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One of the salient features of the long-run economic development of the Northern Andes is that a 

significant portion of its markets and entrepôts were located deep in the interior of the cordilleras. 

Geology, factor endowments, political verdicts, and path dependence conspired to produce such 

an outcome. Scholars have seen this spatial organization as an obstacle for these economies to take 

full advantage of their international comparative advantage. Given the high transportation costs 

that prevailed in preindustrial economies, the region remained internally fragmented and poorly 

integrated with the changing currents of world trade. Yet, as the previous chapter has shown, the 

region was well connected to the global and colonial supply chains of gold and silver. Was the 

interconnectedness of the region limited to the flow of high-value-to-weight precious metals? The 

answer will depend on how elusive concepts such as integration, interconnection, and even 

globalization are defined. And here, the debate is a protracted one. As Jan de Vries has pointed 

out, however, it is possible to identify two broad tendencies: one that privileges market integration 

through the convergence of commodity factor prices (“hard globalization”) and other that 

emphasizes the large consequences of small events in compressing and intensifying global 

connections (“soft globalization”).10   

If one follows the precepts of hard globalization, good -and currently lacking- data on prices would 

be needed. And yet again, even if the data is unearthed, the exercise will measure a narrow 

dimension of interregional trade. For instance, the numbers on gold and silver prices suggest that 

regional bullion markets were well integrated by the end of the eighteenth century. Yet, this 

measure of integration leaves out all the subsidiary activities that revolved around the supply chain 

of silver and gold. On the other hand, if one follows the second framework, qualitative evidence 

will simply suggest that the Northern Andes were embedded in networks of global scale. As this 

chapter will show, the Andean entrepôts were outlets of imported goods from regions around the 

world: handkerchiefs from Madras, porcelain and silks from China, linens from France and 

Holland, woolens from England, glassware from northern Italy, taffetas from Persia, and damasks 

from the Ottoman Empire. The mere presence of these wares in the stores of North Andean 

merchants, however, is not evidence enough to understand the two-way interaction between local 

and global markets. This section, then, will adopt a more empirical vein by focusing, first, on trade 

volumes, and then on relative prices, varieties, and price elasticities of importable goods. This data, 

 
10 Vries, “The Limits of Globalization,” 712-713.  
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in turn, will shed light on the way in which import networks were competitive and had positive 

interactions with domestic trade flows.  

A good starting point is an analysis of Bogotá’s import trade. As it has been shown, the viceregal 

capital channeled a huge portion of the streams of gold and silver across the region and the 

literature has provided insights into its role as an entrepôt of European goods. The notarial sample 

also showed evidence in this regard. Yet, figures on the aggregate value of such imports remain 

elusive. Figure 4.1, then, measures the total value of European imports in Bogotá, in silver pesos, 

through two sources: the sumarios generales and the waybills. As stated in Chapter 2, the gap 

between the two series reflects the importance of both regional-local redistribution and the size of 

imports brought in consignment directly from Spain. The sumarios overstate the value of imports 

since it recorded both sales and resales and understate it by only recording the surcharge (aumento) 

of direct imports. The waybills, in contrast, report the total value of imports at spot prices without 

including resales. Once the nature of the two series is understood, it is possible to study the 

changing conditions of import trade in the capital.  

The polynomic trend of the waybill series in Figure 4.1 reports that the value of total imports 

experienced three main phases. First, between 1780 and 1789 imports boomed at an average annual 

rate of roughly 16 percent. The import capacity of the capital jumped from 200,000 silver pesos in 

1782 to 1,200,000 silver pesos in 1786 and dropped to 800,000 in 1789. A second phase unfolded 

between 1790 and roughly 1799, with the value of imports fluctuating within a band of 580,000 

and 800,000 silver pesos. The average annual rate of growth during this decade plateaued at 0.1 

percent. Finally, imports experienced a new expansion between 1800 and 1809, growing at an 

average annual rate of 3 percent and achieving all-time peak values of 1,380.0000 and 1,400,000 

in 1801 and 1803, respectively.   
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Figure 4.1 Total Value of Bogotá's Imports of Foreign Goods in Current Silver Pesos 

Source: Appendix A. 

 

These trends are revealing. The expansion of the 1780s confirms that the region was entangled in 

the empire-wide oversupply wave that followed the full application of the comercio libre decree 

once the Anglo-Spanish war of 1778-1783 was settled.11 The drop in 1789 suggests, though, that 

this supply-side shock was transitory and that the supply function of importers had become more 

in line with the import capacity of the region. In other words, the band within which the value of 

imports fluctuated between 1790 and 1797 reflects the new conditions of import trade. To put these 

figures in a broader context, some comparisons are in order. Antonio Ibarra, Enrique Tandeter, 

and Silvia Palomeque have provided alcabala-based calculations of the size of import trade in 

Guadalajara, Potosí, and the Interior of the Viceroyalty of the Rio de la Plata, respectively. Even 

though there are no data to establish real import values across these regions, a comparison of 

nominal levels can help us to grasp some general insights into the significance of Bogotá’s figures.  

Bogotá’s import capacity was comparable to that of Guadalajara (800,000 silver pesos per year 

between 1788 and 1810), a city that by the end of the eighteenth century had successfully inserted 

itself in the broader expansion of New Spain’s internal market and had effectively embarked in a 

 
11 See two approaches to this phenomenon in Fisher, Commercial Relations, 41-42 and Baskes, 

Staying Afloat, 43-44.  

0

200,000

400,000

600,000

800,000

1,000,000

1,200,000

1,400,000

1,600,000

1
7

8
2

1
7

8
3

1
7

8
4

1
7

8
5

1
7

8
6

1
7

8
7

1
7

8
8

1
7

8
9

1
7

9
0

1
7

9
1

1
7

9
2

1
7

9
3

1
7

9
4

1
7

9
5

1
7

9
6

1
7

9
7

1
7

9
8

1
7

9
9

1
8

0
0

1
8

0
1

1
8

0
2

1
8

0
3

1
8

0
4

1
8

0
5

1
8

0
6

1
8

0
7

1
8

0
8

1
8

0
9

Sumarios Waybills Poly. (Sumarios) Poly. (Waybills)



203 
 

competition for the internal distribution of European wares with Mexico City.12  Surprisingly, the 

import capacity of Bogotá, at least in nominal values, was like that of Potosí (849,790 silver pesos 

in 1793, including quicksilver).13 Even though by the end of the eighteenth century the silver city 

was but a shadow of what had been in the late sixteenth century, silver output in the Cerro Rico 

had soared at respectable levels during these years. Yet, the gold-based growth of the Northern 

Andes seems to have expanded markets more rapidly than in Upper Peru. Finally, Bogotá’s import 

capacity was also well above that of the aggregate import demand of the interior cities of the 

Viceroyalty of the Rio de la Plata (300,000 silver pesos).14 Further research, following the same 

methodology employed here, can expand these comparative forays. In the meantime, the 

comparative size of the import capacity of Bogotá reveals that North Andean markets were far 

from being “marginal” in the context of the broader patterns of imperial trade.  

A further understanding of the expansion of late colonial import trade can be obtained by 

comparing the data so far unearthed with the pre-1778 import levels. In fact, if one calculates rates 

of growth using 1780 as a base year- a year in which war was prevalent- the exercise would 

certainly overestimate the pace of growth. An analysis of the extant libros de entrada, suggests 

that the value of European goods traded in the capital between 1770 and 1777 fluctuated within a 

band of 180,000 to 458,000 silver pesos.15 If we compare the average import level in 1770-1775 

and 1790-1795, the nominal value of European imports of the city grew at rates between 6 to 9 

percent yearly. These rates are well above the annual rate of growth of population (1.7-2.2 percent) 

and GDP per capita across the region (0.1-0.5 percent).16 In other words, the evidence is robust 

enough to suggest that the region experienced a process of import deepening.  If the analysis moves 

forward in time, however, the results become more revealing. In fact, the statistics contained in 

Figure 4.1 suggest that the wars in 1796 did not affect Bogotá’s import capacity. On the contrary, 

the value of nominal import trade expanded. What can explain this pattern? An in-depth 

 
12 Ibarra, “La organización regional,” 76-79; “Antagonismo corporativo,” 218-219; “Redes de 

circulación,” 258-259.  
13 Tandeter et al., “Flujos mercantiles en el Potosí,” 39.  
14 Palomeque, “La circulación mercantil en las provincias del interior,”195-196.  
15 See sources in Appendix B.  
16 On these figures see Chapter 1.  
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examination of the gap between the data of the sumarios and the guías can provide some tentative 

hypotheses.  

The waybill values in Figure 4.1 were well above those of the sumarios. Yet, the difference became 

thinner after 1800 and, by 1805, the gap was even reversed in favor of the sumarios. It seems, then, 

that before 1800 the share paid by merchants importing directly from Spain was clearly dominant. 

Therefore, the waybills captured the total value of imports in a more comprehensive way than the 

sumarios. After 1800, however, the number of goods imported directly from Spain contracted 

heavily and Bogotá merchants became more dependent on imports from ports in the Caribbean. 

Pairwise analysis of both the sumarios and the guías reveals further insights in this regard. Between 

1790-1796 roughly 62.5 percent of the imports were undertaken by merchants receiving 

consignments directly from Spain followed by goods bought in Atlantic ports (32.5 percent) and 

in inland ports along the Magdalena River (5 percent). In 1805-1809, the breakdown changed 

dramatically with only 6.5 percent of the imports in the form of direct remittances from the 

metropolis. On the other hand, the levels of resales became much more important after 1800. In 

1790-1796, on average, 28 percent of the imports were resold to retailers in the city and provincial 

merchants. In 1805-1809 this share had jumped to 63.5 percent. 

Bogotá’s import figures, naturally, embodied only a fraction of the import capacity of the 

viceroyalty. In contrast to New Spain, where Mexico City’s centrality as viceregal entrepôt of 

European imports was only mildly challenged at the end of the eighteenth century, the internal 

distribution of import wares in the Northern Andes was highly polycentric.17 According to Nathalie 

Moreno, only one-fifth  of the waybills issued in Cartagena for the redistribution of imports during 

the peaceful decade from 1785-1795 was absorbed by Bogotá, followed by Honda (14%), 

Mompox (14%) and Popayán (5%). The remaining 56 percent was taken by 21 nodes whose shares 

ranged from 0.5-3.5 percent each.18 Bogotá was certainly at the top of a highly decentered group 

of regional entrepôts and, as it has been shown, its merchants financed directly and indirectly 

 
17 On Mexico City’s import centrality and its late colonial challengers see Ibarra, “Redes de 

circulación,” 268-269; Souto., Mar abierto, 169-170; Brading, Miners and Merchants, 51-53; 

Tutino, Mexico City 1808, 41-42; Del Valle, Donativos, préstamos y privilegios, 102-103.   
18 Moreno, “Circulación de efectos de Castilla,” 225-226.  
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imports in other regions. However, the North Andean capital never attained Mexico City’s levels 

of import concentration. 

The importance of the polycentric nature of import trade in the Northern Andes is well exemplified 

by trade patterns in Popayán and Quito. These entrepôts, in fact, developed trade networks whose 

interaction with the global economy was signaled not only by their role as bimetallic hubs but also 

as hinges of trade between North Andean-Atlantic and south Andean-Pacific flows of European 

wares. How large and dynamic was import trade in both markets? As mentioned in Chapter 2, a 

pair-wise analysis of logbooks and waybills for this region such as the one done for Bogotá is not 

possible given the lack of relevant sources. Thus, to study the volume and dynamics of European 

imports in Popayán and Quito we must rely heavily on yearly logbooks and use the few years for 

which we have complete waybills and daily logbooks to validate the data.  

Figures 4.2-4.3 display the results. In Popayán, import values boomed at an average annual rate of 

18 percent during the 1780s and plateaued afterward at an average rate of 0.2 percent per year. In 

fact, the import capacity of this entrepôt jumped from 40,000 silver pesos on average per year 

during 1782-1785 to 225,000 silver pesos in 1792-1795. Between 1795 and 1808 imports stood at 

around 175,000 silver pesos on average per year with a standard deviation of 95,160 silver pesos, 

reflecting high volatility. The polynomic trend of Quito’s imports, in turn, exhibited three phases.  

First, the value of marketed European wares boomed from roughly 155,000 silver pesos in 1780 

to 500,000 silver pesos in 1785 and dropped to 280,000 silver pesos in 1789. During this decade, 

import trade grew at an annual average rate of 8 percent. Then, in the 1790s, imports plateaued at 

a level of roughly 290.000 silver pesos annually, decreasing at a modest rate of 0.2 percent per 

year. Finally, imports experienced a new expansion between 1800 and 1809, growing at an average 

annual rate of 2 percent and achieving an all-time peak value of 560.000 silver pesos in 1804.    

The data on import trade in both Quito and Popayán confirms that the Northern Andes was 

embedded in the empire-wide avalanche of imports during the 1780s. Yet, despite the subsequent 

adjustment in the 1790s, import capacity in both entrepôts did not decline to pre-1778 levels. In 

fact, in a path-dependence manner, the experience of higher availability of European wares 

contributed to moving the demand for imports outwards. This statement is confirmed by a 

comparison of import figures in 1790-1795 and 1770-1775. Since Quito’s pre-1778 import sales 

tax was not an ad-valorem duty, the intertemporal comparison can only be undertaken for Popayán.  
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In this market, the value of European wares sold averaged 95,000 silver pesos in the early 1770s, 

jumping to 225,000 silver pesos in the early 1790s.19 In other words, the average annual rate of 

growth stood at roughly 5%. As expected, and in line with the result of our analysis of Bogotá, the 

latter rate was lower than the one obtained using 1780 as year base. This also explains the more 

moderate expansion in Quito’s import capacity during the 1780s. Here, international trade during 

1780-1782 was not as restricted as in Bogotá and Popayán due to the different ways in which the 

Anglo-Spanish Wars of 1778-1782 affected the Northern Andes. While Cartagena and other 

gateways on the Atlantic suffered recurrent blockades, Guayaquil was able to draw European 

goods through New Spain.20 As Guillermina del Valle has explored, Mexican merchants 

successfully lobbied in Madrid to undertake redistribution of European goods in the Pacific 

through a triangular trade that encompassed Peruvian silver and mercury, Guayaquil’s cacao, and 

Asian goods.21 

 

Figure 4.2 Total Value of Popayán’s Imports of Foreign Goods in Current Silver Pesos 

Source: Appendix B.  

 
19 See Appendix B.  
20 On Cartagena and Santa Marta see McFarlane, Colombia before Independence, 128-129 and 

Pedraja, “Aspectos del comercio de Cartagena,” 120-122; On Guayaquil see Laviana, “Comercio 

y fisco,” 703-704 and Contreras, El sector exportador, 26-27.  
21 Del Valle, Donativos préstamos y privilegios, 87-89.  
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Figure 4.3 Total Value of Quito’s Foreign Imports According to the Sumarios in Current 

Silver Pesos 

Source: Appendix C 

Beyond the differences in the import levels at the beginning of the 1780s, the rates at which 

European wares flowed into Popayán and Quito reinforce the evidence on the importance of import 

deepening during the last decades of the eighteenth century. As in Bogotá, the trade of global 

goods on markets deep in the interior of the Northern Andes grew at rates above population and 

GDP performance. How did the wars of 1796-1810 change this pattern? While the value of imports 

soared in Quito, in Popayán it became more volatile. However, imports experienced an impressive 

short-term expansion in both markets during the war-peace conjuncture of 1800-1804. On the eve 

of colonial collapse, specifically through the 1805-1808 war cycle, both markets managed to keep 

imports at levels like those of the early 1790s. The following sections will provide the materials 

needed to explain these patterns. In the meantime, some forays on the structure of the sumarios 

and the extant waybills are useful to get relevant hypotheses.  

As Figure 4.2 suggests, the gap in Popayán between the sumarios and the waybills was slim. This 

difference, as explained above, reflects the balance between the consignment of goods directly 

from Spain and local resales. The pairwise analysis of sumarios and waybills suggests that 

Popayán merchants’ access to direct imports from Spain was more limited than that of Bogotá-

based wholesalers.22 In 1791-1792, only 22 percent of imports came as a direct consignment from 

 
22 See Appendix B.  
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Spain. The lion’s share of imports was acquired through merchants in Cartagena (69%), inland 

ports (8%) and other markets (1%). By 1806-1807, the breakdown had changed radically, with 

direct imports from the metropolis accounting only for 2 percent of the value of sales taxes 

followed by imports acquired in Bogotá (28%), Mompox (24%), Honda (21%), Cartagena (20%), 

and other markets 7 percent. Bogotá, which had been a marginal source of Popayán imports in the 

1790s, stretched by 1808 its role as a center of distribution of European wares to the southwestern 

region of the viceroyalty. This confirms the surge of resales in the viceregal capital after 1806.  

What was the size of local resales in Popayán’s import trade? As it has been seen through the 

notarial transactions in Chapter 3, the city played a vital role in redistributing goods across the 

mining belts and through the Andean corridor from Cartago to Quito. The alcabala logbooks 

provide some revealing features in this regard. As stated in Chapter 2, European goods were 

imported into Popayán, and duties were paid on them in installments (conciertos). If they were to 

be sold to another merchant, these wares were liable to pay a second alcabala, but if forwarded by 

the same merchant on consignment to other markets, the wares were entitled to a drawback of their 

duties. These drawbacks allow us to measure the goods that were forwarded to other markets and 

whose value is not reflected in Graph 2. Most logbooks held after the establishment of the customs 

house in 1792 provide such information. In 1792-1796, on average, 116,520 silver pesos were 

forwarded annually by Popayán merchants, 44 percent of which to Pasto-Ibarra-Quito, 32 percent 

to the Cauca Valley, and 24 percent to the mining belts on the Pacific.23 In other words, Popayán 

merchants handled goods worth 340,000 silver pesos [225,000 silver pesos taxed + 116,520 silver 

pesos forwarded]. In 1801-1804 both streams soared. Imports taxed spurred to 351,000 silver pesos 

while the goods forwarded rose to 285,000 silver pesos, 65 percent of which were now absorbed 

by the Pasto-Ibarra-Quito corridor. Popayán merchants handled over 636,000 silver pesos worth 

of European goods during these years.  

The size of Quito’s gap between direct consignment of goods from Spain and local resales is more 

challenging to grasp. As Robson Tyrer and Kenneth Andrien have pointed out, calculating the real 

size of imports is a hazardous enterprise since it is not clear if officials collected the tax on the full 

value of goods or the aumento. Tyrer concluded that “the alcabalas were collected on the full value 

of imports, or else the statistics are meaningless. Obviously, I prefer the former to the latter 

 
23 See Appendix B.  
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view.”24 Andrien concurred with this conclusion since the entries charging the tax on the aumento 

“are exceedingly rare in the customs house records.”25 Only a pairwise of logbooks and waybills 

can solve this conundrum, an exercise impossible to undertake given the absence of sources. A 

piece of evidence can help us to offer some insights into this regard, though. The so-called 

cuaderno de avalúos de mayor aumento 1796-1797 or “aumentos logbooks of 1796-1797,” 

provides an explicit measurement of the surcharges by recording the value of the cargo in Spain 

(in reales vellón), Guayaquil, and Quito.26 According to this source, the aumento was not a 

marginal factor in the collection of sales taxes. At least 46 percent of the value of imports was 

constituted for direct consignments from Spain. Roughly 162,000 silver pesos worth of goods were 

taxed under the aumento and, therefore, the total value of imports in Quito during that biennium 

amounted to 453.000 silver pesos [275,000 silver pesos taxed + 162,000 pesos untaxed]. Like in 

Bogotá, if used without proper adjustments, the sumarios underestimate the import capacity of 

North Andean markets.   

The importance of resales in Quito’s alcabalas accounts is also difficult to determine. Even though 

the libros manuales offer information on the goods forwarded to markets outside the immediate 

jurisdiction of the city, the interpretation of this data is not as clear-cut as that of Popayán. In 1788, 

for instance, 1,250 silver pesos were forwarded, 84 percent of which to Ibarra, 15 percent to 

Otavalo and 1 percent to Cotacachi while roughly 8,785 silver pesos worth of goods entitled their 

importer to a drawback for not having been sold in the city.27  Most likely these drawbacks were 

claimed on goods imported in former years and, therefore, it is not possible to infer that they were 

current re-exports. In 1801 and 1803 this pattern changed. Indeed, the re-export of European goods 

soared to 13,628 silver pesos per year, 53 percent of which were destined to Guayaquil-Lima, 21 

percent to Cuenca, 5 percent to Loja, and only 21 percent northwards to Ibarra-Otavalo. The 

remittances that entitled a drawback to their importer spurred to 29,856 silver pesos, 11,205 of 

which were now explicitly recorded as “taken out (extraídos) to Cuenca and Guayaquil.”28   

 
24 Tyrer, “The Demographic and Economic History,” 266.  
25 Andrien, The Kingdom of Quito, 153 
26 ANE, Alcabalas, Box 12, File 21, “Cuaderno de avalúos de mayor aumento.” We strongly 

disagree with Andrien’s analysis of this document.  
27 ANE, Alcabalas, Box 23, Book 1.  
28 ANE, Alcabalas, Box 26, Book 3 and Book 7.   
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Several conclusions can be drawn from the figures so far provided. First, import merchants in 

Bogotá were clearly embedded into global networks that allowed them to import wares directly 

from Spain, circumventing middlemen in Cartagena and other Caribbean ports. The global 

connections of import traders in Popayán and Quito were also noteworthy, drawing imports from 

different hubs in the Atlantic and the Pacific and reflecting the polycentric nature of the internal 

distribution of international goods in the viceroyalty. Between 1785 and 1795, the import capacity 

of these entrepôts expanded rapidly. It seems that both retained imports and re-exports to 

secondary entrepôts and mining regions played an important role in this expansion. Compared 

with the nominal value of imports in other inland regions of the empire, North Andean markets 

were far from being marginal. Second, trade flows experienced an important transformation during 

the war years. Even though the total value of imports in Bogotá, Quito, and Popayán soared, an 

increasing proportion of these wares was re-exported to different regions. Bogotá became the main 

source of Popayán’s imports while Quito increasingly re-exported wares to the South-Central 

Andes. In other words, the role of these cities as entrepôts of European goods swelled. The intimate 

nature of trade flows in Popayán and Quito, on the other hand, suggests that a conjunction analysis 

of the Andean corridor from the Cauca Valley to the heartland of the Audiencia of Quito will yield 

relevant insights. To explain these trends and to provide some hypotheses, the data on relative 

prices, market structure, varieties, and trade elasticities should be explored. This is the goal of the 

following sections.  

The World in the Northern Andes: Prices, Elasticities, and the Composition of Trade  

An important driver of trade cycles is, naturally, the movement of prices. To what extent was the 

increased value of imports a function of price increases rather than volume? The best way to 

address this question is to craft an import price index and perform the relevant regressions. Yet, 

the data for such an enterprise in the Northern Andes is not available. In fact, the only 

comprehensive import price index available for a region of the Spanish Empire during the late 

colonial period is the one crafted by Javier Cuenca for Buenos Aires harnessing “reports widely 

scattered in the AGI.”29 Even though Cuenca’s results were analytically solid, finding that the price 

 
29 Cuenca, “Trends and Cycles,” 530.  
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index fluctuated inversely with total volumes of imports, he was aware of the difficulties in 

harnessing price quotations from scattered sources.  

Another conduit to understanding the relationship between prices and trade values is through the 

examination of the relative prices of specific items. As O’Rourke has pointed out, if war blockades 

or other external shocks were effective, one should observe the prices of imported goods rising 

relative to prices of exported goods, smuggling notwithstanding.30 The literature that has studied 

the impact of the wars of 1792-1815 on the economies of Europe and the United States has 

followed this approach.31 For Spanish America the studies are scarcer. Gallo and Newland’s 

analysis of price movements of several items in Peru, Chile, and Spain and Dobado and García’s 

analysis of transatlantic grain prices suggest that even though market integration enhanced during 

the eighteenth century, the impact of late colonial wars halted the process.32 In the same vein, 

Jeremy Baskes suggested that before the outbreak of wars in 1793 cochineal prices in Oaxaca, 

London, and Amsterdam showed a strong correlation. After that year, however, the correlation 

became weaker, reflecting the overwhelming impact of the interruptions in transatlantic trade.33  

To engage in these broader debates, this section studies price statistics from Bogotá’s waybills. 

The data on Popayán and Quito is scarcer, but it allows us to provide some rough insights. Given 

that the sales tax on European goods was an ad valorem duty of 2 percent and 3 percent, the 

officials charged the tax upon ongoing wholesale market prices. This procedure, as explained in 

Chapter 2, is affected by three main issues 1. The treasury officials did not always report the unit 

price of most of the goods, 2. The units of measure for textiles are extremely variable and 3. As 

some scholars have stated, unit prices calculated in the alcabalas records can possibly be 

administrative prices that do not reflect the movement of markets. Again, these issues have been 

discussed in-depth in Chapter 2.  

Whit these caveats in mind, solid price data on six items has been distilled: iron, wine, paper and 

three types of textiles bretañas, creas, and paño de primera. The first two were the two most traded 

 
30 O’Rourke, “War and Welfare,” 110.  
31 O’Rourke, “The Worldwide Economic Impact,” 126-127; Jacks, “Foreign Wars and Domestic 

Markets,” 281-283 
32 Gallo and Newland, “Globalización y convergencia de precios,” 582; Dobado and García, “The 

Integration of Grain Markets,” 675-676.  
33 Baskes, Indians, Merchants, and Markets,140. 
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linens and the latter the most traded woolen. The data, then, covers items from different sectors. 

For Popayán, it has been possible to retrieve some data on wine, paper, and iron prices. In addition, 

Torres’s data on the long-swing behavior of Popayán’s wine prices between 1706 and 1818 

provide a powerful complement to the figures contained in the waybills.34 As for Quito, solid data 

has been distilled from the 1788 and 1809 logbooks.35 The data of the three markets are reported 

in silver pesos.36 The prices of textiles have been clustered in a single index weighted by their 

annual import value, allowing us to compare sectoral relative prices in a straightforward manner. 

Finally, 1785 has been chosen as the base year, permitting us to compare prices during war and 

peace years with the very moment in which markets were supposedly oversupplied.  

Figure 4.4, then, reports the results for Bogotá. The quadratic trend of the four goods reveals a U-

shaped pattern in import prices. Prices were high during the war of 1778-1783, dropped during the 

1780s, and achieved a nadir in the 1790s. The downturn took place roughly in 1796 when wars 

drove prices up to historic levels despite the brief slump during the peace years of 1802-1803. The 

data on nominal prices in Popayán exhibit similar behavior, declining in the early 1790s and 

climbing after 1796 (Figure 4.5). Long-term retail wine prices in the provincial capital confirm the 

dramatic impact of late colonial wars on import trade. As Figure 4.6 shows, the outbreak of wars 

ended the secular decline of wine prices, driving up the quotations to the high levels of the early 

eighteenth century. Even though we do not have time series for Quito’s price imports, given the 

growing influence of the northern route in its import trade, it is likely that the inflation that ensued 

after 1796 was transmitted to this market as well. The 1809 numbers suggest that this is what 

happened, with quotations of all items significantly surpassing those of 1788.  In addition, nominal 

price levels were different. European wares were consistently cheaper in Bogotá than in Popayán 

and Quito. However, some goods such as paper were more affordable in the latter. These 

exemptions alert us that Quito’s position between Lima and Cartagena should not be analyzed as 

 
34 Torres, “El comportamiento de los precios,” 670-675. 
35 ANE, Alcabalas, Box 16, File 5 and Box 23, Logbook 1. 
36 By measuring the data in silver pesos, the price levels are biased downwards.  O’Rourke has 

used prices of European goods in terms of silver as a raw proxy of the terms of trade in markets in 

Peru and Upper Peru. This approach is suitable for silver-driven economies. Yet given the 

overwhelming role of gold in the Northern Andes it is important to note that the international 

depreciation of silver in terms of gold between 1790 and 1810 most likely underestimate changes 

in the terms of trade of the region. See O’Rourke, “The Worldwide Economic Impact,” 142-143 
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a zero-sum competition between a northern and a southern conduit of trade. It seems that the two 

routes enjoyed a comparative advantage in specific wares, acting as complements rather than 

substitutes in some years.  

 

Figure 4.4 Index of Import Prices in Bogotá, 1785=100 

Source: Appendix A. 

In short, three broad insights can be drawn from the price trends so far analyzed. First, the 

expansion in the value of imports during the 1790s was not a result of higher import prices. In 

other words, there was an expansion of the North Andean import capacity in real terms. Second, 

prices played a larger role in explaining the expansion of the value of import flows during the war 

years. Thirdly, import prices confirm that the impact of the wars of 1796-1808 was larger than 

those of the war of 1778-1783 and that the oversupply of 1785 did not put a limit on the supply-

driven reduction in prices. A counterpoint, then, is clear: while the decline in the relative prices of 

imports during the years of peace suggests that North Andean markets benefitted from the 

elimination of trade barriers and better terms of trade, the subsequent price increases during war 

years reflect the scope of international commodity disintegration during these years.  

0

50

100

150

200

250

1
7

8
0

1
7

8
1

1
7

8
2

1
7

8
3

1
7

8
4

1
7

8
5

1
7

8
6

1
7

8
7

1
7

8
8

1
7

8
9

1
7

9
0

1
7

9
1

1
7

9
2

1
7

9
3

1
7

9
4

1
7

9
5

1
7

9
6

1
7

9
7

1
7

9
8

1
7

9
9

1
8

0
0

1
8

0
1

1
8

0
2

1
8

0
3

1
8

0
4

1
8

0
5

1
8

0
6

1
8

0
7

1
8

0
8

Textiles Wine Paper

Iron Poly. (Textiles) Poly. (Wine)

Poly. (Paper) Poly. (Iron)



214 
 

 

Figure 4.5 Index of Import Prices in Popayán, 1784=100 

Source:  Appendix B. 

Naturally, import prices varied across different sectors and locations. Between 1785 and 1792, for 

instance, the prices of textiles in Bogotá dropped 47 percent while those of iron, wine, and paper 

decreased 19, 28, and 21 percent, respectively. In Popayán, the price of Bretaña dropped 51 percent 

between 1784 and 1794, while that of iron, wine, and paper declined 24, 32, and 34 percent, 

respectively. The response of import demand to changes in prices, then, should be calibrated on a 

sectoral basis. Log-log regressions between prices and traded quantities in Bogotá have been 

calculated to understand the nature of late colonial trade elasticities. The appendix at the end of 

this chapter reports the results. The main takeaway from the exercise is that the demand for 

European textiles was price-elastic. The model, in fact, is statistically significant and prices explain 

up to 60 percent of the movement of the volume of textiles traded. As it will be shown, variety and 

market structure help to understand the importance of this pattern in North Andean trade flows. 
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Figure 4.6 Retail Wine Prices in Popayán: Current Silver Reales per Botija (Jug) 

Source: Torres, “El Comportamiento de los precios,” 670-675. 

 

The price elasticities of iron, paper, and wines show different patterns. These were goods severely 

affected by colonial restrictions and, therefore, the margin for substitution effects was way 

narrower than in textiles. Iron and wine were clearly price-inelastic and the R2 suggests that prices 

explain a smaller proportion of traded quantities than in textiles. The case of paper is even more 

extreme: the overall model is not statistically significant. In other words, the demand for paper was 

governed by income, preferences, and other variables unrelated to prices. The price-inelastic nature 

of several items of European origin, then, helps to explain how price increases drove up the value 

of aggregate imports after 1796. Miners and middle-income earners who used iron and paper as 

intermediate goods were undoubtedly affected by war. A clear by-product of these figures is that 

the continuous denunciations of colonial restrictions on trade and output of certain goods were not 

rhetorical creole complaints. Warfare and trade disruptions exacerbated the economic constraints 

of colonial economies.  

Prices, then, delivered some preliminary insights to understand the aggregate value of the flows of 

European goods. It is time to provide data on the composition of import trade. Figure 4.7 provides 

the breakdown of the value of European imports in Bogotá according to six categories during 

1791-1793. Figures 4.8-4.9, in turn, provide the available data for Popayán and Quito. The first 

major feature that springs from the data is the overwhelming dominance of consumer over capital 
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goods. Foodstuffs, textiles, apparel, and accessories accounted for roughly 91 percent of the value 

of imports in Bogotá. Iron, steel, and metalware played a larger role in Popayán given its role as a 

mining entrepôt, while in Quito dyes-stuff (mainly from Guatemala) were pivotal due to the 

demand of the domestic textile industry, but even here, the dominance of consumer goods was 

overwhelming.  

Among consumer goods, the dominance of textiles stands out. This pattern is in line with what we 

know about the composition of European imports across the Empire where a huge portion of cargos 

was essentially composed of textiles.37 This also confirms Nathalie Moreno’s analysis of the 

composition of the European goods distributed through Cartagena to the interior of the viceroyalty. 

In fact, Moreno’s data suggests that even though most of the textiles were forwarded to the inland 

ports and the Caribbean provinces or inland ports, Bogotá absorbed a huge share of textiles 

destined for the Andean interior.38 It was the distribution of textiles that gave its merchants the 

upper hand in regional networks.  

 

Figure 4.7 Breakdown of Bogotá's Imports per Category, 1791-1793 

Source:  Appendix A.  

Regarding textiles, two further elements deserve mentioning. First, cloth imports into the Northern 

Andes did not take the form of ready-to-wear garments. In fact, apparel only accounted for roughly 

3, 7, and 9 percent of imports in Bogotá, Quito, and Popayán respectively, most of them stockings, 

 
37 Fisher, Commercial Relations, 51-53. 
38 Moreno, “Circulación de efectos de Castilla,” 233-234.  
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handkerchiefs, and footwear. Textile imports were in the form of fabrics and therefore the process 

of adding value to cloth by transforming textile materials into clothing, blankets, sacking, 

furnishing and other functional items was carried out by local specialists or by the household 

economy.39 In Quito, there is evidence that some European fabrics were used as intermediate goods 

to produce wares that were subsequently exported to Piura and Lima.40  

Second, it seems that the region, in similar ways to other parts of the Spanish Empire, remained 

outside the Atlantic-wide trend towards the dominance of cotton fabrics of European provenance. 

According to Fernando Jumar, who has written the most detailed analysis of textile flows for a 

Spanish American outlet, only 7 percent of the fabrics distributed from Buenos Aires were 

composed of global cottons in 1778-1782. European linens, in turn, dominated over 70 percent of 

the market.41 These numbers are confirmed by Duplessis’s analysis of probate inventories in 

several cities across the Atlantic.42 In the Northern Andes, two main patterns of textile 

consumption emerged: one dominated by linens (Bogotá) and other by woolens, with silks and 

linens complementing the supply (Quito). Figure 4.10-4.12 shows the relevant data in this sense. 

Thus, while French and Central European linens accounted for over 45 percent of the textile market 

in Bogotá, they only accounted for 21 percent of sales in Quito. Conversely, woolens dominated 

in the latter (32 percent) while were ancillary in the former (21 percent). Popayán was an in-

between case with linens and woolens sharing the lion’s share of the market. Further research 

should be done to explain these differences in tastes. Perhaps, the two patterns reflect the fact that 

the area was exposed to two different streams of import trade, one from the Lima-centered Pacific 

trade and other from the polycentric Atlantic trade channeled through the Magdalena River. The 

most important point, however, is that global cottons captured but a small share of the market 

across the region.  

 
39 This feature, naturally, was not a specificity of the Northern Andes. As Giorgio Riello has 

pointed out, a significant share of global textile trade before 1850 was composed of fabrics and 

not of ready-to-wear garments. See Cotton, the Fabric the Made the Modern World, 147-149; 

Riello and Parthasarathi, Spining the World, 15-18.    
40 Borchart, La Audiencia de Quito, 250-253.  
41Jumar, “La circulación de textiles desde Buenos Aires,” 246-247.  
42 DuPlessis, The Material Atlantic, 65-66 
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Figure 4.8 Breakdown of Popayán’s Imports per Category, 1791-1792 

Source: Appendix B.  

 

 

Figure 4.9 Breakdown of Quito’s Imports per Category in 1788 

Source: Appendix C 

 

As Duplessis has pointed out, the limited incursion of imported cottons in some areas of Spanish 

America reflected the domestic supply of coarse textiles made of this fiber (lienzos and tocuyos).43 

In addition, it seems that the linens were the textile of choice in terms of fashion and taste in some 

 
43 DuPlessis, The Material Atlantic, 206-207.  
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regions of the Empire.44 Even the Catalans, who flooded with their cotton fabrics several colonial 

markets, had to resort to French printed linens to get their supplies of cotton from the Northern 

Andes, their main source of the fiber during the 1790s. Sánchez and Valls have pointed out, in 

fact, that the Catalans re-exported roughly 100,000 piezas of printed linens to “exchange for cotton 

in Cartagena” and 40,000 piezas  to La Guaira to “exchange for cacao, indigo and cotton.”45 These 

figures suggest that further micro-level analysis of textile markets would shed light on the way in 

which certain textiles served specific markets, a point that will be developed in the following 

chapter.   

 

Figure 4.10 Breakdown of the Value of Bogotá's Textile Imports per Fiber, 1791-1793  

Source: Appendix A. 

 
44 Vicente, “Fashion, Race, and Cotton Textiles,” 247-248.  
45 Sánchez and Valls, “El mercado de algodón en Barcelona,” 69.  
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Figure 4.11 Breakdown of the Value of Popayán's Textile Imports per Fiber, 1791-1792 

Source: Appendix A.  

 

 

Figure 4.12 Breakdown of the Value of Quito's Textile Imports per Fiber, 1788 

Source: Appendix C 

Figure 4.13 shows the way in which the Atlantic wars changed the composition of import trade in 

Bogotá. In 1806-1808, textiles and apparel lost ground in relative terms while iron and foodstuffs 

increased their participation in the overall value of imports. Price elasticities no doubt explain this 

counterpoint. While textiles tended to be price-elastic and therefore were subject to broader 

substitutivity, iron, wine, paper, and other items were subject to important constraints that made 

their demand much more price inelastic. In other words, the incidence of the price shocks 
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associated with war blockades fell more on the demand side of the market. This explains the surge 

in the value of imports during war years despite the reduction in quantities traded.  

 

 

Figure 4.13 Breakdown of Bogotá's Imports per Category, 1806-1808 

Source: Appendix B. 

On the other hand, the wars changed the overall composition of the textile market. In Bogotá, the 

share of cottons and woolens soared at expense of linens and silks (Figure 4.14). In the 1790s, the 

bretaña contrahecha was the most important fabric imported in the two markets. As it has been 

shown in the introduction of this chapter, North Andean trade companies emphasized the role of 

these linens in their business. The bretaña was also widely consumed in other parts of the Spanish 

Atlantic.46 After 1805, however, cottons such as calicoes, zarazas (chintz), and indianas de 

algodón had made huge inroads in North Andean markets. The bretaña kept their place among the 

top fabrics but a huge portion of platillas and bretañas hamburguesas (imitations made in 

Hamburg), became important as well. Given that British cottons were not still cost-effective to 

dominate new, far-flung markets before 1810, it seems, then, that the wars helped cottons to 

weaken the Spanish American linen wall. 47 Indeed, the disruption of the supply chains along 

 
46 DuPlessis, The Material Atlantic, 205-206.  
47 The Steins’ analysis of the American merchants who penetrated Veracruz and La Habana 

markets in the 1800s, shows how they experienced initial losses due to the local preference for 

German and French linens over British cottons. Stein and Stein, Edge of Crisis, 347-348.  
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Spain, France, Central Europe, and the Middle East hit hard the flow of linens and silks.48 In 

addition, as Giorgio Riello has pointed out, the first consequence of the ascendance of cotton 

textiles in Britain was not a straight flooding of Atlantic markets but an import-substitution process 

that target the import of linens from the European continent. In 1780, in fact, Britain was a net 

exporter of woolens but was the largest consumer of linens from France and Central Europe. These 

European intra-textile flows had waned by 1810 and the wars had created further opportunities for 

British producers in the Atlantic. 49 The data about northern Andean markets confirms the global 

reverberations of the imperial conflicts.  

 

Figure 4.14 Breakdown of the Value of Bogotá’s Textile Imports per Fiber, 1806-1807 

Source:  Appendix A.  

A Competitive World: Trade Networks in the Northern Andes 

The former sections have shown how North Andean entrepôts interacted with the changing 

conditions of international trade. Prices and elasticities were at the center of the analysis. Yet, the 

structure and networks of import trade can provide insights on further issues: Was import trade 

during the late colonial period a competitive business? Were war disruptions associated with a 

concentration of market shares and, therefore, with an expansion of the market power of some 

 
48 See in this regard the two classic articles of François Crouzet, “Wars, Blockade, and Economic 

Change,” 571-572 and “Toward an Export Economy,” 53-59. According to his data even 1809-

1810 British merchants imported sizable quantities of German linens to cater overseas markets.  
49 Riello, Cotton. The Fiber that Changed the Modern World, 236-237.  
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merchants? Were colonial consumers’ choices restricted or expanded during war and peace? A 

solid answer to this issue is well beyond the scope of this dissertation. However, some forays can 

help us to understand the way in which trade flows were shaped by variables beyond prices.  

A good starting point is the analysis of the market structure of Spanish colonial trade, a topic that 

has attracted the attention of generations of scholars. Despite the heterogeneity of approaches, an 

enduring thesis has prevailed in the sense that import trade was supposedly a concentrated business 

that negatively affected the welfare of colonial consumers, promoted smuggling, and produced 

huge rents for a small group of Spanish merchants that acted as oligopolistic cartels. As Jeremy 

Baskes has pointed out, however, this perspective has not been rigorously tested. Baskes analyzed 

scattered data on the number of merchants involved in the flotas of New Spain and Panama and 

their respective market shares before 1778. He found, indeed, that there were many merchants to 

have functioned as a cartel and that even the largest merchant controlled only a small percentage 

of imports.50 Xavier Lamikiz’s analysis of the correspondence of merchants in Lima and Cádiz 

suggests, on the other hand, that import trade became even more competitive after 1778. In the 

new market conditions, merchants not only competed in prices and quantities but also in quality 

and variety. Colonial consumers became more demanding and “began to play a decisive role in 

the Spanish transatlantic trade.”51 Other scholars have contributed indirectly to this debate by 

showing how competition forced merchants to diversify their investments by injecting funds 

previously used in import trade into mining and commercial agriculture.52  

The alcabalas data will allow us to contribute to the literature by calculating proper metrics of 

market concentration.  The Herfindahl-Hirschman Index (HHI) is a simple, straightforward tool to 

understand the concentration of a given market. The HHI is embodied in the following equation:  

𝐻𝐻𝐼 =∑𝑆𝑖
2

𝑁

𝑖=1

 

where S is the market share of merchant i in the market, and N is the number of merchants. The 

index ranges from 1/N to 1. In this dissertation, the HHI will be expressed as percentage, so the 

 
50 Baskes, Staying Afloat, 45-44 and 90-91.  
51 Lamikiz, Trade and Trust, 94 
52 Stein and Stein, Edge of Crisis, 113-114; Brading, Miners and Merchants, 41-42; Torres, “Tasas 

de interés,” 30-31.  
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index can range up to 10,000. An HHI below 100 indicates a highly competitive market and above 

1500 indicates a non-concentrated one. If the HHI ranges between 1501 and 2500 the sector is 

moderately concentrated and numbers above 2501 suggest high concentration. Empirically, the 

index is strong because it captures both variability/relative inequality and absolute population size 

in the market.53 In fact, many competitors suggest that barriers to entry are limited, and therefore 

such sectors could plausibly be expected to be competitive, other things equal. By squaring market 

shares, on the other hand, the index gives more weight to larger firms.54 Naturally, the HHI is not 

the last word regarding the structure of a given business. Even if very few firms participate in the 

market and, therefore, they can influence prices, that is, if an oligopoly is present, the outcomes in 

market performance can be like those of perfect competition. Indeed, in a highly concentrated 

business, the equilibrium of the market is a function of the strategic behavior of the firms involved. 

For instance, if the firms decide to compete in prices and let the market determine quantities, the 

equilibrium can be a competitive one.55  

With these theoretical caveats in mind, then, concentration metrics have been estimated harnessing 

the waybill records. First, the HHI has been calculated defining the market in a broad manner. In 

fact, it has been assumed that European imports constituted a single, homogenous set of goods. 

Thus, market shares are calculated here taking the value of the whole set of imports. This approach 

assumes provisionally that most merchants were generalists, an assumption that the literature has 

very much stated without proper testing. Figure 4.15, then, shows the results for Bogotá. Three 

main points spring from the data. First, the number of import merchants expanded during the 

1790s, but the trend became more volatile once the wars broke out. Second, as expected, the HHI 

is inversely related to the number of competitors in import trade. Finally, even in the worst years 

of warfare, when the HHI reached high levels as the number of merchants decreased, the market 

seemed to have been non-concentrated. In fact, the HHI never surpassed the 1500 threshold. For 

the years for which the sources are available to undertake similar calculations for Quito (1788 and 

1809) and Popayán (1792 and 1802), the HHI remained below the threshold as well. In Bogotá, 

finally, concentration levels were higher during the 1800-1801 conjecture than in 1807-1808, 

 
53 Adajar and Brendt. “The Surprising Hybrid Pedigree,” 5-8.  
54 Adajar and Brendt. “The Surprising Hybrid Pedigree,” 38-39. 
55 The Economic literature on this matter is vast. See a classical approach in Scherer, Industrial 

Market Structure, 85-86.  
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despite that in the latter period relative prices increased in a higher proportion. In other words, it 

seems that import price levels were not a function of concentration. To what extent are these 

insights modified once we change the definition of the market?  

 

Figure 4.15 Market Structure of Import Trade in Bogotá: Number of Merchants Involved 

(Left Axis) and HHI (Right Axis) 

Source:  Appendix A.  

Table 4.1 shows the average concentration metrics for popular items traded in three periods 1790-

92, 1798-1801, and 1806-1809 while Tables 4.2-4.3 show similar data for Quito and Popayán. 

During the first triennium, the import of most of the items in Bogotá was non-concentrated. 

Clearly, the increase in the number of merchants had a positive impact on competition levels. In 

Quito and Popayán, most branches of import trade were competitive in the late 1780s and early 

1790s. In Bogotá, the import of iron, paper, and some textiles was moderately concentrated, 

though. In both Quito and Popayán iron was moderately concentrated as well. There was a 

constellation of market structures despite the clear trend towards competitiveness as our analysis 

of the market broadly defined showed. This fact is key since it entails that the price-inelastic nature 

of the demand for some items was accompanied by a concentrated supply. Further research should 

establish the relationship between both sides of the market. What is clear is that consumers of these 

wares were particularly vulnerable to exogenous shocks. Tables 4.1-4.2 illuminate how, in fact, 

the wars of 1796-1810 paved the way to market dominance in the importation of iron, paper and, 

to a lesser extent, of wine. Mark-up prices were no doubt available for those merchants whose 

networks adapted to the new circumstances. Interestingly, the import of some textiles remained 
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competitive. This competitive edge on the supply side was paired with an elastic demand. Again, 

further research should be done on specific markets since it seems that the conflicts of 1798-1801 

and 1805-1808 had different impacts on different goods and locations. Be that as it may, at the 

aggregate level, an increasingly competitive import trade became more and more concentrated 

during the wars.   

Table 4.1 Import Trade in Bogotá: Concentration Metrics and Sales Value of Specific 

Items 

Item 1791-1793 1799-1801 1806-1808 

Sales 

Silver 

Pesos 

No. of 

Merchant

s 

HHI Sales 

Silver 

Pesos 

No. of 

Merchant

s 

HHI Sales 

Silver 

Pesos 

No. of 

Merchant

s 

HHI 

Wine 13,739 30 839 4,510 10 1,307 9,024 14 1,817 

Iron 4,877 13 1,89

9 

10,113 11 2,522 9,055 6 3,145 

Bretaña  18,587 20 839 8,830 12 1,386 25,935 22 1,035 

Paper 2,524 15 1,91

8 

3,637 12 1,976 8,028 11 3,708 

Crea 3,253 12 1,28

0 

5,326 10 2,381 4,846 10 3,111 

Listones 

Granada 

3,062 11 2,16

0 

212 1 10,00

0 

1,879 6 3,545 

Puntiví 4,788 11 1,81

1 

8,053 6 3,771 240 2 4,682 

Bayeta 

Cienhilo 

14,572 11 1,40

9 

5,670 3 4,905 890 2 4,352 

Estopill

a 

3,717 10 862 4,789 10 2,853 13,475 17 1,907 

Chintz 3,858 9 893 10,126 11 3,652 16,206 16 1,802 

Platilla 8,272 10 2,15

4 

1,890 2 4,682 35,670 18 992 

Prusiana 0 0 0 816 2 6,254 9,380 13 2,496 

Source: Appendix A. 
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Table 4.2 Import Trade in Popayán: Concentration Metrics and Sales Value of Specific 

Items 

Item 1791-1792 Item 1800-1801 

No. of 

Merchants 

Sales in 

Silver 

Pesos 

HHI No. of 

Merchants 

Sales in 

silver 

Pesos 

HHI 

Bretaña 

contrahecha 

14 21,114 1,371 Bretaña 

contrahecha 

15 30,871 1,081 

Wine 14 15,650 1,434 Wine 6 3,769 3,184 

Floss Silk 11 3,614 1,512 Muselines 11 4,380 1,511 

Zaraza    11 4,009 2,070 Zaraza    14 5,559 1,221 

Bayeta 

Cienhilos 

10 6,380 1,482 Estopilla 10 7,521 1,249 

Ruán  10 7,113 1,109 Paper 6 1,670 2,440 

Paper 7 1,259 1,553 Iron 6 12,923 3,263 

Iron 7 15,151 1,980 Valencianas 10 2,825 1,812 

Creas  9 3,081 1,814 Irlanda 9 2,382 1,924 

Eternas 9 4,159 1,507 Puntivies 8 14,991 1,865 

Listones 9 11,914 1,080 Borlón 8 3,586 2,125 

Valenciana 9 2,224 1,974 Listones 8 4,588 2,225 

Source: Appendix B.  
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Table 4.3 Import Trade in Quito: Concentration Metrics and Sales Value of Specific Items 

in 1788 

Item Sales in Silver 

Pesos 

No. of 

Merchants 

HHI 

Bayeta de Castilla 52,090 30 1,309 

Listón de Granada 8,988 24 942 

Wine 8,429 23 1,105 

Bretaña contrahecha  4,819 21 1,449 

Paper 2,338 21 1,280 

Iron 3,713 20 996 

Terciopelo de 

Valencia  

10,360 20 1,026 

Tafetán Doble 5,931 19 1,134 

Chintzes 2,947 19 2,125 

Royal  4,097 17 1,607 

Chamelote  6,888 15 1,483 

Estopilla 4,232 15 2,098 

Source: Appendix C.  

 

The data allow us to put the previous results in further perspective. Figures 4.16-4.18 compare the 

frequency distribution of the value of imports per merchant. The data underlines the fact that 

competitiveness was not necessarily accompanied by equality. In Bogotá, the standard deviation 

(10,604 silver pesos) was roughly twice the value of the mean of total sales (5,260 silver pesos). 

In other words, the values were highly dispersed. The skewness and the range of the data also show 

the huge gap between large and small merchants. There was a clear clique of elite merchants with 

important market shares and access to direct imports from Spain followed by a second, more robust 

set of middle-scale merchants with access to imports from Cartagena. The distribution was 

complemented by small-scale importers linked to merchants in inland ports such as Honda and 

Mompox.     

Moreover, the data suggest that during the peace years of 1785-1795, imports can be modeled 

under a framework of a leader-follower interaction. In 1790, for instance, the merchants Mateo 
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Sáenz and José Tomás Ramírez imported 56,852 and 55,620 silver pesos, respectively. Their four 

immediate followers José Andrés Urquinaona, Pedro de Ugarte, Dionisio de la Torre, and Gregorio 

Domínguez imported wares that ranged from 17,225 to 39,121 silver pesos. Then came a body of 

roughly 20 merchants who imported values above the mean and roughly 36 merchants more that 

imported below the mean. In 1791, the leader, Andrés Otero imported 55,000 silver pesos and his 

four immediate followers, Lorenzo Marroquín, Manuel Mota, José Arellano, and Juan Manuel 

Fernández imported wares whose value ranged from 28,000 to 38,000 silver pesos. Then came a 

cluster of roughly 24 merchants above the mean and 42 below the mean. Sáenz, the leader in the 

previous year, kept importing but instead of a single, large cargo brought from Spain he imported 

values around the mean bought in Cartagena. In other words, he acted as a leader in some years 

and a follower in others. 

Import distribution in Quito and Popayán was highly dispersed as well. In both markets, the 

standard deviation as a percentage of the mean was large and the skewness and ranges depict the 

huge gap between large and small businessmen. In Quito, the mean of total sales per merchant 

tended to be smaller than in Bogotá and Popayán, reflecting the presence of a higher number of 

small and medium scale merchants. Yet, in the capital of the Audiencia there was also a clear 

hierarchy of importers and leader-follower interactions. At the top were the so-called almaceneros 

or wholesalers that had access to imports from Spain via Lima and Cartagena and lead trade with 

market shares ranging from 10 to 15 percent. In 1788, for instance, the leader Miguel Ponce 

imported 52,426 silver pesos while his immediate followers José Miño, Antonio Bustamante, and 

Vicente Paredes imported wares whose value ranged from 25,125 to 43,215 silver pesos. Then 

came a group of 22 merchants that depended on middlemen at Lima and Guayaquil and imported 

wares above the mean. A substantial group of 70 merchants complemented import distribution, 

trading small cargos of both domestic and imported goods from Guayaquil, Cuenca, Piura, and 

Popayán. 
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Figure 4.16 Frequency Distribution of Import Trade in Bogotá: Sales per Merchant in 

Thousands of Silver Pesos, 1791   

Source: Appendix A.  

 

Figure 4.17 Frequency Distribution of Import Trade in Popayán: Sales per Merchant in 

Thousands of Silver Pesos, 1791 

Source: Appendix B. 
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Figure 4.18 Frequency Distribution of Import Trade in Quito: Sales per Merchant in 

Thousands of Silver Pesos, 1788 

Source:  Appendix C.  

The structure of import trade in Popayán reflects the “in-between” nature of import markets in 

southwestern New Granada. In 1791-1792 roughly 31 percent of the importers identified 

themselves as comerciantes viandantes or itinerant merchants. These businessmen set out 

southwards from Atlantic and inland ports selling and buying European wares en route with an 

ultimate destination in the mining belts and Quito. In similar ways to some of the merchant houses 

discussed in Chapter 3, this type of importer regarded Quito and Popayán as a single trade corridor. 

Naturally, there was a more-or-less, clear-cut hierarchy in this trade. There was a small clique of 

merchants with access to direct consignments from Spain and strong connections with Quito. The 

literature has focused overwhelmingly on the mining-landowning elite of the region but has 

virtually overlooked the importance of this group. In 1791, for instance, the leader Manuel de 

Olave imported wares worth 40,250 silver pesos while his immediate followers Manuel de Soto y 

Zorrilla, Manuel Agustín Varela, and Mariano Montenegro traded goods whose value ranged from 

25,000 to 35,000 silver pesos. In 1792, Domingo Malo and Juan de Velasco were the frontrunners, 

managing cargos valued at 32,450 and 31,125 silver pesos, respectively. Their near followers, 

Felipe Durana, Manuel Augustin Varela, and Juan Maizterrena imported wares on the 20,000-

28,000 silver pesos range. Manuel de Olave, the leader in 1791, imported roughly 13,540 silver 

pesos, acting this time as a middle-scale merchant receiving consignments from Cartagena. In 
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other words, Popayán’s import structure also had a leader-follower interaction as well. Below elite 

traders stood a set of 10 middle-scale traders handling goods whose value ranged from 8,000 to 

24,000 silver pesos. This range was the realm of itinerant merchants.  

How did the itinerant traders practice their trade? An example can help us to illuminate the 

aggregate data so far provided. Matías de Rojas, who we have encountered before trading silver 

from the situado in the mining belt, imported in 1791 21,851 silver pesos, 72% of which were 

acquired in Cartagena, 21% in Honda, and 7% in Mompox. According to his waybills, he had sold 

in La Plata 621 silver pesos of this wares and requested a new waybill to send 8,625 silver pesos 

to Quito and 1,256 silver pesos to Cartago56. In short, these merchants operated as if Quito and 

Popayán were the two termini of a single axis. Finally, import trade in Popayán was complemented 

by roughly 17 small and occasional merchants who heavily depended on imports from middlemen 

in Honda and other internal entrepôts.  

Further research should shed light on the microeconomic implications of this structure. For 

purposes of this dissertation, it is the comparison with the situation during war years that really 

deserves immediate attention. Figure 4.19 displays a similar distribution to that of 1792 for 1808 

in Bogotá. The descriptive statistics reveal, however, that a huge gap existed between large and 

middle-size merchants. The skewness and the range of the data doubled with respect to the levels 

of 1792. The ratio between the mean and the standard deviation also showed higher dispersion. 

During 1806-1808, import leaders now captured market shares close to 20 percent. This pattern 

was totally unknown before 1796. In addition, the gap between the leader and his immediate 

followers widened impressively. In 1807, the partnership of Andrés Urquinaona and Bernardo 

Gutiérrez who acted as lead importers, traded wares worth 82,652 silver pesos while their 

immediate followers, Manuel Noriega, Antonio Leyva, and Santiago Pon imported wares whose 

value ranged from 15,625 to 19,852 silver pesos. In 1808, Manuel Fuenmayor imported wares 

worth 131,548 silver pesos while his immediate followers José Sotomoyor, Tomás Valanzo, and 

Francisco Pérez de Soto imported wares whose value ranged from 29,652 to 34,562 silver pesos. 

All these traders were either Bogotá-based merchants with strong investments in the cacao and 

indigo trade in Cúcuta and Mérida or agents of Venezuelan merchants.  

 
56 AGN, SAA2D, Administración de Alcabalas, Box 62, Folder 1, 1791.  
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Figure 4.19 Frequency Distribution of Import Trade in Bogotá: Sales per Merchant in 

Thousands of Silver Pesos, 1808 

Source: Appendix A.  

There is no data on Popayán’s waybills after 1805. Yet, the data in 1800 is useful to understand 

the changes in this region during the first wave of disruptions. Figure 4.20 displays the results. In 

contrast to Bogotá’s transformations, Popayán’s data reveal that the gap between large and middle-

size merchants was not large. The skewness and the ratio between the mean and the standard 

deviation changed modestly with respect to the early 1790s levels. The most revealing 

transformation, however, took place in the overwhelming role the itinerant merchants now played.  

As stated in the former section, after 1800 Popayán merchants relied heavily on Bogotá and 

Mompox as new sources of imports, cutting off their links with both Spain and Cartagena.  The 

leaders and middle-scale traders were agents of Bogotá traders or Bogotá-base merchants 

themselves. In 1800, for instance, José Segura led the market with 29,562 silver pesos worth of 

European goods followed by Antonio de las Cajigas, Ignacio Ortiz, Diego Baeza and Sebastián 

Herrera who imported cargos on the range of 18,000-25,000 silver pesos. All of them, except for 

Baeza who came from Mompox and Ortiz who was a local wholesaler, were linked to merchants 

in the viceregal capital. In addition, most of these merchants operated as itinerant merchants, with 

Quito as the target market. Merchants such as Manuel Fuenmayor, José Acevedo y Gómez and 

Miguel Arce y Piedrahita are examples of Bogotá-based traders that penetrated southwestern 

markets. Arce, for instance, imported into Popayán 14,792 silver pesos, 8,091 of which he 
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forwarded to Quito and 1,215 to Buga. Warfare, then, exerted huge changes in the market structure 

of import trade across the Northern Andes. Trade diversion and concentration became two 

important features on the eve of colonial collapse. As it will be shown in the following section, 

merchants with flexible networks across the different gateways to the world economy, would gain 

sizable profits.    

 

Figure 4.20 Frequency Distribution of Import Trade in Popayán: Sales per Merchant in 

Thousands of Silver Pesos, 1800 

Source:  Appendix B.  

 

Varieties and Product Differentiation in Peace and War   

The nature of consumer choice in the Northern Andes also experienced important transformations 

during these climactic years. As stated above, the evidence suggests that warfare increased the 

share of cottons in the overall value of fabrics imported. Even though a detailed analysis of 

consumption patterns and material culture in the region is well beyond the scope of this 

dissertation, certain trends can help us to understand the dynamics of trade flows. Figure 4.21 

offers a first approach to the matter in Bogotá. The data suggest that import trade not only expanded 

in terms of the number of competitors and of the real expansion of import capacity but also in 

terms of the variety of goods available in colonial markets. The number of goods traded jumped 

from roughly 580 during the years of over-supply (1785-1786) to 800 during the early 1790s. In 
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other words, merchants increasingly saw variety as a further ground for competition. The 

mercantile correspondence so far analyzed in this dissertation has shown, in concurrence with 

similar findings in the literature, that import merchants were increasingly concerned about the 

quality and suitability of specific items for specific markets. Yet again, warfare changed radically 

the trends in consumer choice. The number of items traded dropped from roughly 750 in 1790-

1791 to 350 in 1799-1800 and remained at these low levels during the 1806-1808 years.   

 

 

Figure 4.21 Variety and Import Trade in Bogotá: Number of Items Traded per Year 

Source: Appendix A.  

These figures are revealing since the theoretical literature has suggested that the gains from new 

varieties have important spillovers in economic growth and market performance. Desmet and 

Parente, for instance, have shown that trade opening typically supports a larger variety of goods, 

resulting in a more crowded product space.57 This raises the price elasticity of demand and lowers 

markups, creating further fuel for Smithian growth and innovation. This is what seemed to have 

happened in the Northern Andes. It has been shown, in fact, how the demand for textiles was price-

elastic and the supply side of the market was competitive. In the following chapter, evidence on 

the Smithian growth portion of the argument will be examined. In the meantime, a brief incursion 

in basic network analysis puts these ruminations into a stronger empirical ground.  Thus, a two-

mode network of import trade has been crafted. This type of network contains two sets of nodes 

 
57 Desmet and Parente, “Bigger is Better,” 320-321.  
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and the elements from one set have ties only with nodes in the other set. In our network, we have 

put merchants in one set and goods traded in the other.   

Two metrics are particularly relevant. The network density measures the portion of the potential 

networks that are connections, while the average geodesic path is the average number of steps 

along the shortest paths for all possible pairs within the components of the two-mode network. 

Even though the interpretation of these metrics is not as straightforward as in one-mode networks, 

the results are suggestive. The overall density of the networks in the three cities was low, standing 

at 0.0125, 0.025 and 0.009 in Bogotá, Popayán and Quito, respectively. These figures suggest that 

there was not a generalized tendency to establish all the possible ties between a given node of one 

set and the nodes in the other set. The average geodesic path, in turn, is relatively high, standing 

at 1.836, 2.985, and 1.935 in Bogotá, Popayán and Quito, respectively. These numbers, in turn, 

suggest that there was not a quick transfer of information between the nodes of a set via the nodes 

of the opposite set. The intuitive interpretation of these results is that importers were not generalists 

but tended to specialize in a small set of goods, relative to the whole number of items available in 

the market. To further understand the importance of this pattern, network visualization and 

regression analysis are of help.   

Figures 4.22-4.24 display the bipartite networks in the early 1790s. In terms of variety and 

merchant specialization, North Andean markets tended to be structured into three segments. First, 

the market leaders and their immediate followers constituted focal nodes of specialization. They 

tried to offer as many types of wares as possible, but they clustered their business around wares 

that none or very few other merchants traded. In the graphs, the solar-like clusters of Andrés Otero 

and José Mota in Bogotá and José Miño and Miguel Ponce in Quito, are paradigmatic in this sense. 

In Popayán, this pattern es even more striking with at least five merchants clustering items in this 

manner. The second segment is dominated by a set of middle-scale merchants who traded 

“popular” goods and whose presence at the center-left of Quito and Bogotá networks is prevalent. 

In Popayán, this group was less dominant in reflecting the influx of itinerant merchants. Finally, a 

set of small, yet specialized merchants that traded a small bundle of goods stood at the periphery 

of the networks in the three cities. In Quito, merchants such as Simón Sáenz and Antonio Aspiazú 

specialized in tableware and accessories while Félix Miranda, a Quito-bound merchant focused on 

Italian glassware and furniture.    
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Figure 4.22 Bipartite Networks of Goods (Square Nodes) and Merchants (Round Nodes)in  

Bogotá, 1791 

Source: Appendix A 
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Figure 4.23 Bipartite Networks of Goods (Square Nodes) and Merchants (Round Nodes) in 

Quito, 1788 

Source:  Appendix C. 

 

Figure 4.24 Bipartite Networks of Goods (Square Nodes) and Merchants (Round Nodes) in 

Popayán, 1791 

Source: Appendix B. 
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It is possible to further peruse the bipartite networks so far examined. In Figures 4.25-4.27, we 

have visualized the ties covering the top-5 goods according to their degree, that is, the goods most 

traded by the largest number of merchants. As explained in the previous sections, this approach 

provides a glimpse on goods from different economic sectors. Several points emerged from 

Bogotá’s data. First, only five merchants (in green at the center of the graph) were generalists. 

Second, the most prevalent pattern was that of merchants trading companion goods. Thus, 

merchants tended to import bundles of wine-iron, wine-bretaña, crea-paper and, to a lesser extent, 

paper-wine. There were also separated trades. Iron importers, for instance, rarely sold crea and 

bretañas. Finally, there was an important set of merchants that only traded a single good. This is 

particularly prevalent in the trade of wine and bretaña. As for Quito, the data is somewhat in line 

with that of Bogotá. Even though the number of generalists was bigger, there was also a tendency 

to trade wares in bundles. An important portion of merchants concentrated their trade on a single 

good.  In Popayán, the network was less dense and showed the specialized nature of import trade. 

Most wine merchants, for instance, did not participate in other branches of trade.   

 

Figure 4.25 Bipartite Networks of Goods (Square Nodes) and Merchants (Round Nodes): 

Top Five Goods Traded in Bogotá, 1791 

Source: Appendix A.  
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Figure 4.26 Bipartite Networks of Goods (Round Nodes) and Merchants (Squared Nodes): 

Top Five Goods Traded in Quito, 1788 

Source: Appendix C.  

 

Figure 4.27 Bipartite Networks of Goods (Round Nodes) and Merchants (Squared Nodes): 

Top Five Goods Traded in Popayán, 1791 

Source: Appendix B.  
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To further understand the results so far provided, Graphs 28-30 plot the relationship between the 

value of imports and the number of items imported by each merchant in the three markets. The 

LOS regression between both variables shows that variety was related to the import capacity of 

each merchant. In other words, larger importers tended to be generalists. Yet, the key is to study 

the variety of items imported by each merchant not in absolute terms but in terms of the whole 

number of wares available in the market. Thus, the largest merchant in Bogotá imported roughly 

160 items, and therefore, he did not trade the other 540 goods that were the realm of other 

merchants. On average, each trader imported 24 items, suggesting that there was a clear trend 

towards import specialization and product differentiation. In Quito and Popayán, the largest 

merchant handled 115 out of 615 and 181 out of 533 items available in the market, respectively. 

In Quito, each importer traded on average 16 items while in Popayán the average stood at 38. In 

these North Andean entrepôts, then, specialization was prevalent as well.   

 

Figure 4.28 Scatterplot of Value of Cargo vs Number of Items Traded per Merchant in 

Bogotá, 1791 

Source:  Appendix A.  
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Figure 4.29 Scatterplot of Value of Cargo vs Number of Items Traded per Merchant in 

Quito, 1788 

Source: Appendix B.   

  

 

Figure 4.30 Scatterplot of Value of Cargo vs Number of Items Traded per Merchant in  

Popayán, 1791  

Source: Appendix B.  
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new conditions. Figure 4.31, crafted under the same criteria than Figure 4.25, shows that the 

number of generalists remained small, but that the import bundles of the previous periods had 

disappeared altogether. The disruption in the number of suppliers of iron, wine, and paper is clear. 

Importation in bundles remained strong in the textile trade, a sector that remained somewhat 

competitive at least in some product lines. If the analysis shifts to the aggregate network (Figure 

4.32), two main changes emerged. First, the clusters of variety and differentiation sustained by 

large importers disappeared. It seems that the competitive edge of import trade shifted towards the 

supply of quantities of popular goods. Second, some small-scale merchants managed to stay afloat 

by trading in specific wares (see, for instance, Jaime Sierra in Figure 4.32). These insights are 

confirmed by the plotted relationship contained in Figure 4.33. Even though the LOS regression 

shows that variety was still positively related to import values, both the R2 and the coefficient of 

the slope are way lower than those of the model of the early 1790s. Some outliers clearly affected 

the lineal pattern. Manuel Fuenmayor, for instance, who was the import leader in 1808 and 

managed to get a huge market share of the business, imported roughly 58 items but Indianas 

(printed and embodied cottons) accounted for roughly 41.5 percent of the value of his imports.  

Popayán’s data for 1800 reveals important transformations as well. As Figure 4.34 indicates, not 

only the trade in bundles collapsed but also the overall presence of generalists diminished. The 

aggregate bipartite network (Figure 4.35) became less dense and the clusterization of wares around 

some focal merchants continued, reflecting the larger role that itinerant merchants played under 

the new market conditions. Most strikingly, however, was the significant reduction in the 

relationship between the trade volumes handled by each merchant and the variety of his cargo 

(Figure 4.36). The coefficient halved with respect to the levels achieved in the 1790s and the R2 

dropped substantially. For instance, 41 percent of the cargo of the lead importer, José de Segura, 

was composed of bretañas contrahechas and bretañas hamburgesas, complemented by a narrow 

set of other linens such as puntivies and listones. Wars clearly affected the competition in terms of 

varieties supplied.     
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Figure 4.31 Bipartite Networks of Goods (Square Nodes) and Merchants (Round Nodes): 

Top Five Goods Traded in Bogotá, 1808 

Source: Appendix A.  

 

 

Figure 4.32 Bipartite Networks of Goods (Square Nodes) and Merchants (Round Nodes): 

Bogotá, 1808 

Source: Appendix A.  
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Figure 4.33 Scatterplot of Value of Cargo vs Number of Items Traded per Merchant: 

Bogotá, 1808 

Source: Appendix A. 
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Figure 4.34 Bipartite Networks of Goods (Round Nodes) and Merchants (Squared Nodes): 

Top Five Goods Traded in Popayán, 1800  

Source: Appendix B.  

 

 

Figure 4.35 Bipartite Networks of Goods (Round Nodes) and Merchants (Square Nodes) in 

Popayán, 1800 

Source: Appendix B. 
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Figure 4.36 Scatterplot of Value of Cargo vs Number of Items Traded per Merchant in 

Popayán, 1800 

Source: Appendix B.  
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Figure 4.37 Origin of Bogotá’s Imports of Foreign Goods 

Source: Appendix A.  

 

 

Figure 4.38 Origin of Popayán’s Imports of Foreign Goods 

Source: Appendix B.  
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Figure 4.39 Origin of Quito’s Imports of Foreign Goods 

Source: Appendix C.   
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The Guayaquil-Lima axis dominated the sources of Quito’s imports during the late 1780s with the 

Popayán-Cartagena route playing a supplementary role on the aggregate. Here, again, a merchant 

hierarchy was more-or-less clear. The Quito almaceneros received consignments from Spain via 

Lima, Guayaquil, and Cartagena. Imports from the latter, as explained, were the last surplus of 

itinerant merchants who operated on the Andean corridor from Cartago to Quito. The structure of 

the networks behind the logistics of the forwarding of cargos from Guayaquil to the Sierra is not 

clear. A work such as the one undertaken by Nathalie Moreno for Cartagena with the waybills and 

the avería is needed for this region.58 A second group of importers acquired goods from 

intermediaries in Guayaquil, Piura, and sporadic surpluses from Cuenca and Loja.  Finally, there 

were numerous small-scale merchants whose scope was restricted to Riobamba, Guaranda, and 

Babahoyo. In similar ways to the small-scale merchants of central New Granada, these traders 

complemented their cargos with domestic produce.     

One of the main features of import trade in the Sierra is that it was deeply entangled with the trade 

of goods produced in Peru and Guayaquil. The literature has underlined the importance of the 

efectos del Perú in Quito’s trade but certainly has underestimated the role of the vertical trade 

between the highlands and the coast.59 Most likely, the nature of the available sources has shaped 

this underestimation. In fact, a good portion of Guayaquil’s domestic produce imported to the 

highlands was recorded in the European goods tax category (efectos de Castilla). According to the 

1788 logbook, 79 percent of cargos of European goods imported from Guayaquil included coastal 

produce, mainly rice, salt, and jipijapa hats. In that year, roughly 39,625 silver pesos worth of 

coastal produce was recorded in the entries of European imports. Was this volume large enough 

to shape, at the margin, the profit function of merchants? Future research on the mechanics of 

merchant houses in the region will provide solid answers. Suffice to say, for now, that while in 

central New Granada import trade was not directly linked with the coastal-sierra flow of domestic 

goods, in the Audiencia the streams of imports were heavily accompanied by the remittances of 

key commodities from the coast.    

Cartagena supplied the lion’s share of Popayán’s imports during the 1790s. As the former section 

pointed out, even though some powerful merchants had access to direct imports from Spain, most 

 
58 Moreno, “Circulación de efectos de Castilla,” 220-221.  
59 See Contreras, “La crisis de la Sierra Central,” 32-33.   
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of them acquired their wares from middlemen in the seaport. Most revealing, however, is the 

aggregate importance of Honda and other entrepôts in the Cauca and Magdalena valleys as sources 

of European wares. The streams of European goods from these markets were also linked with the 

east-west movement of cash crops and domestic manufactures. In 1791, indeed, roughly 91 percent 

of the waybills issued in these entrepôts included cargos of these wares.  

The North Andean pattern of import trade changed dramatically after the outbreak of hostilities in 

1796. Merchants in Mompox and the ports on the Magdalena delta were successful in diverting 

import trade to their shores. While Cartagena covered 90 percent of Bogotá’s import demand in 

1791-1793, this share dropped to 20 percent in 1799-1801. Mompox’s share of this trade soared 

from 3 to 60 percent in the same period. Similar transformations took place in southwestern New 

Granada. In Popayán, Bogotá replaced Cartagena as the main entrepôt of European wares while 

direct connections with Mompox soared as well. In Quito, the northern carrera supplied now 81 

percent of imports. If we further breakdown the northern stream, Popayán accounted for 47 percent 

of imports followed by Bogotá (30%), Honda/Neiva (13%), Mompox (8%), and Panama (via 

Iscuandé) 2%. Quito’s connections with the global economy had temporarily switched from the 

Pacific to the Atlantic. The resonances of war did not end there. As studied above, Quito and 

Popayán started to re-export European wares southwards, reaching markets as far away as Cuenca 

and Piura. It is in this context of trade diversion that northern forays undertaken by the Lima 

merchants such as the one examined at the outset of this chapter are to be understood.  

Scholars have traditionally stated that New Granada remained outside the changes brought by the 

comercio neutral enacted by authorities in Madrid in 1798. McFarlane, for instance, pointed out 

that “the benefits of neutral trade were frustrated by viceregal authorities and New Granada’s ports 

remained firmly close to trade with the colonies of friendly and neutral powers.”60 Echoing the 

complaints of Cartagena’s merchants, Pearce arrived at a similar conclusion, stating that neutral 

trade in the kingdom was “negligible” and that due to smuggling “foreign manufactures were 

available in Cartagena at prices 20 percent lower than they fetched in Spain itself, and were 

abundant both on the coast and in the cities of the interior.”61 Adelman, following similar reports 

 
60 McFarlane, Colombia before Independence, 300. 
61 Pearce, British Trade with Spanish America, 171. 
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from Cartagena businessmen stated that “the black market had become the market.”62 Yet, as 

Moreno and Bassi have pointed out recently, the overconcentration on Cartagena has not allowed 

historians to properly grasp the importance of new conduits of trade.63  

Alternative ports such as Mompox, Barranquilla, and Sabanilla, in fact, benefitted from new trade 

policies and our figures show the profound impact of these changes on Andean markets. The data 

on relative prices analyzed in former sections, in addition, nuance the role of smuggling in the 

region. The real import capacity of the interior of the viceroyalty did fall, contraband 

notwithstanding. In other words, the evidence suggests that the complaints of Cartagena merchants 

and other circumstantial evidence on smuggling should not be interpreted as consistent evidence 

on trade flows but rather as the political reaction to trade diversion.64 The latter, naturally, was not 

a minor point. As the Steins have shown, were precisely these fractures among trade interests that 

ultimately undermined the capacity of the metropolis to keep the empire afloat.65  

In short, war and trade policies were at the center of trade rerouting. Yet, why were Bogotá’s 

merchants able to capitalize on the expansion of Mompox and the ports of the Magdalena Delta? 

As Chapter 2 showed, the customs house of the capital dismissed complaints of the Cartagena’s 

authorities and proceeded to legalize some of the goods that had been introduced in Mompox 

through non-authorized ports. For the very first time, in fact, the customs house of Bogotá started 

to collect international import taxes (almojarifazgo). Naturally, these changes in fiscal policy 

intersected more structural drivers such as the centrality of Bogotá in the financial and fiscal flows 

of the kingdom. As Torres has shown through notarial credit, the merchants of the viceregal capital 

had the liquidity needed to trade under the new market conditions.66  

The developments that followed the 1805 Spanish defeat at Trafalgar brought new changes to the 

region. The Venezuelan connection, studied in the former chapter, was now in full display. In fact, 

roughly 62 percent of the value of imports traded in the capital during 1806-1808 was funneled 

from entrepôts in Venezuela, 48 percent of which from Maracaibo, 11 percent from Caracas, 2 

 
62 Adelman, Sovereignty and Revolution, 114-115.   
63 Bassi, An Aqueous Territory, 44-45; Moreno, “Circulación de efectos de Castilla,” 219-220.  
64 This reliance on corporate sources has also permeated the debate about trade crises in other 

regions of the Spanish Empire such as the Río de La Plata. See Prado, Edge of Empire, 69-65.   
65 Stein and Stein, Edge of Crisis, 32-33.  
66 Torres, “Tasas de interés,” 15-16.  
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percent from Barinas, and 1 percent from Guyana. In addition, roughly 10 percent of the European 

wares were imported with waybills issued in Cúcuta, Pamplona, Socorro, and other markets in the 

northeast fringes of the viceroyalty. Naturally, all these locations were supplied, in turn, by 

Venezuelan merchants. Therefore, during these years, roughly 70 percent of the import capacity 

of the viceregal capital was served by ports in the Captaincy. In Popayán, Bogotá’s influence rose 

while that of Cartagena further collapsed. Import trade through the Atrato River via Quibdó 

became an important gateway to the global economy. In fact, while this route supplied less than 2 

percent of European imports in the early 1790s, by 1805-1808 this share had jumped to 16 percent. 

In Quito, Guayaquil recovered the ground lost during the 1798-1802 interval. Yet, the northern 

route still accounted for 51 percent of the city’s imports. On the eve of colonial collapse, then, the 

configuration of import trade had changed dramatically with Bogotá’s position in the Northern 

Andes grounded in the Venezuelan ties.  

The Venezuelan connection was not a post-Trafalgar phenomenon, though. Complaints about 

illicit import trade between Pamplona and Maracaibo were common during the eighteenth century. 

What changed in the 1780s was the political attempt of merchants in both New Granada and 

Venezuela to legally open Andean markets to Maracaibo’s import streams. In 1784, for instance, 

a group of Mérida-based merchants obtained from regional authorities a permit to “sell European 

wares in Cúcuta and Pamplona, since the free trade [of 1778] granted by our Catholic monarch 

and the extinction of the Guipuzcoana company [1783] has benefitted other provinces of these 

dominions.”67 This grant was revoked by authorities in Bogotá who, following the report of 

merchants in Cartagena, stated that “the import of wares from Maracaibo is prohibited and these 

sorts of permits can only exceptionally be granted since it harms the commerce of the ports of 

these dominions [ie. Cartagena]. Besides, the free trade decree only contemplated the trade from 

port to port and not overland trade between the provinces of your majesty.”68 Thus, import trade 

through Venezuela was temporarily cut by the viceregal authorities.  

As studied in the previous chapter, the real turning point in the development of the Venezuelan 

connection took place in 1793 when Maracaibo was declared minor port and its merchants could 

sell European wares in the so-called “four jurisdictions” of Pamplona, Sálazar de las Palmas, San 

 
67 AGN-C, Alcabalas, t. 7, ff. 704-705.  
68 AGN-C, Alcabalas, t. 7, ff. 706-710. 
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José de Cúcuta, and San Faustino.69 Bedolla’s data has shown, indeed, how imports from 

Maracaibo to Pamplona quickly displaced those from Cartagena by the mid-1790s.70 In addition, 

Alex Borucki has studied how trade policies regarding slave trade deepened trade decentralization  

in Venezuela in the 1790s.71 The wars of 1796-1801 further strengthened this trend. In fact, by the 

time the viceroy decided to open North Andean markets to the Venezuelan trade in 1800, a thick 

network of merchants had already tapped the streams of trade between Maracaibo, Cúcuta, 

Veracruz, Cartagena, and Havana. The petition of Balanzo and Pujals, mentioned at the beginning 

of this chapter, was the spearhead of this broader movement.  

The Andean side of the network was ripe as well since Bogotá merchants had invested heavily for 

decades in cacao and indigo farms whose production was exported to Veracruz and Spain via 

Maracaibo. These colonial trespassers found in the trade policy of the authorities in Caracas a 

further source of growth. As the literature has shown, during 1797-1801 neutral trade was 

extensively allowed in ports of the Captaincy and this, in conjunction with similar measures by the 

authorities at Havana, had transformed the mechanics of Caribbean trade in detriment to Veracruz, 

Cartagena, and other traditional entrepôts.72 Thus, while Cartagena was engaged in conflicts with 

the viceregal authorities in Bogotá regarding trade restrictions and the operation of merchants in 

the hidden ports, Maracaibo was well-positioned to take advantage of the new conditions. The 

viceroy, supported by the merchants of the capital, provided the institutional approval on the 

Andean side of the market.   

The 1805-1809 years continued the process opened in the 1798-1801 period, with Venezuelan 

ports once again taking advantage of trade restrictions in Cartagena. During this period, however, 

the Venezuelan connection acquired new dimensions. This pattern puts the post-Trafalgar conflict 

between Bogotá and Cartagena in a broader perspective. In fact, the diversion of trade towards 

 
69 See the debates on these policies in AGN, SAA3, Superintendencia, Document N 653.  
70 Bedolla, “Circulación de efectos de Castilla,” 215-216. This research shows that once trade 

flows are examined through the lenses of hundreds of transactions, complaints about smuggling 

should be interpreted carefully. Adelman, for instance, stated following a report from an 

alcabalero in San Gil that smugglers were glutting the market via Maracaibo in the late 1790s. See 

Adelman, Sovereignty and Revolution, 114. Yet these flows were legal. The issue, instead, was 

about which customs house was to tap the revenues of the legalized circuit.  
71 Borucki, “Trans-imperial History,” 50-54.  
72 Lucena, Características del comercio exterior, 14-15; Stein and Stein, Edge of Crisis, 46-47.  
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Maracaibo allowed Bogotá to keep imports flowing in despite Cartagena’s protests. Historians 

have studied the conflict extensively but have missed the Venezuelan portion of the affair and its 

economic implications. This saga, naturally, is beyond the scope of this dissertation.73 Two 

aspects, however, should be briefly addressed: 1. The impact of the trade policies of both 

Venezuelan and New Granadan authorities on trade flows 2. The composition of trade in both the 

new and the old conduits of trade.  

Regarding trade policies, Venezuela benefited from the ad hoc policies enacted after Trafalgar. As 

Lucena has pointed out, the flexible application of neutral trade and special licenses created a 

“golden age” of unrestricted trade.74 Even though there were certain differences in the level of 

openness of La Guaira, Maracaibo, and Puerto Cabello, the trend towards a broader engagement 

with the global economy via neutral vessels was clear. Our data, on the other hand, suggests that 

part of the growth of Venezuela’s import trade was explained by inland re-exports to North Andean 

markets. Bogotá alone absorbed roughly 450,000 silver pesos worth of European wares imported 

from Maracaibo and Caracas. Even though further research should be done to get FOB prices at 

Venezuelan locations, the figures are high enough to take them seriously. After all, it has been 

shown in Chapter 3 how a huge portion of the region’s gold started to flow out from the viceroyalty 

via Cúcuta and Maracaibo.  

The political economy of the trade policy of Bogotá’s authorities, on the other hand, shows that 

the Venezuelan connection was institutionally enhanced. In 1805, when asked about the 

convenience of opening Cartagena to neutral vessels, the director of Bogotá’s customs house 

pointed out that “the revenue from the sales in the capital during this year has increased if 

compared with the former years in 2,710 silver pesos. There is an abundance of several goods and 

both merchants and landowners have experienced good profits. It is not harmful to keep the ports 

[Cartagena] closed.”75 Behind this growth in tax revenue was the upsurge in Venezuelan imports 

and the higher prices associated with the wars. Naturally, taxing this stream was not an easy task, 

and conflicts aroused between merchants and officials. One of the officials of the Royal Treasury, 

 
73 See McFarlane, Colombia before Independence, 304-305; Múnera, El fracaso de la nación, 85-

86.   
74 Lucena, Características del comercio exterior, 40-41.  
75 AGN, Colecciones, Enrique Ortega Ricaurte (hereafter AGN-EOR), Alcabalas, Box 3, Folder 

1, f. 99.  
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for instance, pointed out in 1806 that “given the considerable trade that is conducted now through 

Maracaibo and Caracas, it is badly needed a clear normative to govern both the Royal officials and 

the merchants.”76 The Court of Accounts went even beyond and stated that “even though 

Maracaibo does not belong to this viceroyalty, the trade that this capital is doing through it is huge 

and continuous. Taxes then should be charged as though the wares were imported from any of the 

major ports of this kingdom.”77 The fiscal discussions on this matter should be a matter of future 

research. The relevant point here is that Bogotá’s authorities recognized the magnitude of trade 

diversion and supported it institutionally.  

Finally, it is important to remark that the process of trade diversion should not lead us to pose the 

issue as a zero-sum game. The composition of the trade conducted through each of the different 

Atlantic gateways reveals several issues that, again, should be studied in future research. If the 

origin of key items traded between 1806 and 1808 is further broken down, two main issues spring 

from the data. First, minimal amounts of iron, steel, and metalware found their way to the capital 

via Maracaibo. Merchants connected to merchant houses in Mompox and to a lesser extent 

Cartagena still supplied these items. Wine and paper trade was also very much under the orbit of 

the viceregal ports. It was in the textile trade, however, where the Venezuelan connection was 

much more important. To what extent did the data reflect the different structure costs of both 

routes? What was the role played by the Venezuelan connection in the dynamization of the textile 

trade?     

This section has provided data, insights, and research questions regarding the evolving nature of 

the connections between the Northern Andes the global economy. Yet, what was the regional scope 

of Bogotá, Popayán, and Quito’s re-exports of European wares? In Chapter 3, notarial evidence 

provided important insights on this matter. North Andean merchants sold European wares on credit 

to merchants from the mining belts, the Upper Magdalena Valley, and eastern New Granada. 

Unfortunately, quantitative data on the nature and size of this trade is way scarcer. Very few 

ledgers of outbound waybills survived and those that did survive do not offer the same data as 

inbound waybills. A set of 348 outbound waybills from April to December of 1791 issued in 

 
76 AGN-C, Alcabalas, t. 18, ff. 31-32.  
77 AGN-C, Alcabalas, t. 18, ff. 40-40v.  
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Bogotá are the only ones that offer a continuous record on this matter.78 There is also a ledger that 

contains outbound registers for the last three months of 1780, a very atypical year given the wars 

of 1778-1781 and the recent establishment of the waybill systems.79 The 1791 waybills, however, 

do not contain information on the value and composition of the wares re-exported. In fact, roughly 

306 of these waybills used the generic expression “efectos de Castilla detallados en la adjunta 

relación jurada” (European goods listed in the attached sworn relation). Unfortunately, very few 

of those relations are extant in the ledgers. In addition, the analysis of these relations is difficult 

since the units of measurement employed in textile trade varied widely. For instance, the number 

of varas per pieza ranged from 18 to 91. It is not surprising, then, that the standard deviation as a 

percentage of the average calculated to transform varas to piezas is too high.80  

The best option, then, seems to be to measure interactions through the number of outbound 

waybills issued per destination. Map 4.1 displays the results. Bogotá was the entrepôt of European 

goods for a broad set of nodes across the viceroyalty. Five important clusters are evident.  First, 

the markets in the Cauca Valley (Cali, Cartago, and Buga) that specialized in the provision of the 

mining belts of the Pacific, absorbed roughly 17 percent of the re-exports from the capital. The 

importance of these markets shows how Bogotá merchants had penetrated in regions that formerly 

were under Popayán orbit. Second, despite the connections with Cartagena and Guayaquil via de 

Atrato and the San Juan River, the gold-bearing regions of Citará and Nóvita were also outlets of 

wares sold on credit in the capital by absorbing roughly 9 percent of the outbound waybills issued. 

Third, the fast-growing markets in the Upper Magdalena Valley took 11 percent of Bogotá’s re-

exports, suggesting that the expansion in the production of cash crops and livestock was having 

important spillovers in the purchasing power of their population. Fourthly, the town-fairs of La 

Mesa, Facatativá, and Zipaquirá accounted for 18 percent of re-exports, suggesting the importance 

of the burgeoning vertical trade between highlands and lowlands in the province of Santafé. 

Antioquia, despite its connections with import merchants in Mompox and Cartagena, relied upon 

the capital’s store to get a portion of their supplies, taking 12 percent of the capital’s distribution 

of global goods. Finally, the markets on the northeast with pivots in Socorro and Tunja absorbed 

33 percent of the re-exports. In a paradoxical situation, the main producers of domestic textiles 

 
78 AGN, SAA2, Administración de alcabalas, Box 237, folders 2-3.  
79 For an analysis of the 1780 waybills see Muñoz and Torres “La función de Santafé,” 200-201 
80 On this issue see Muñoz “Cirulación de textiles en el virreinato,” 21-22.  
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and manufactures were avid importers of European wares. This pattern should be studied in future 

research. Patterns of consumption and the mechanics of the putting-out system should explain how 

European wares worked synergistically in the production of domestic textiles. The following 

Chapter will provide some insights on this matter.  

 

Map 4.1 Bogotá’s Re-Exports of Global Goods According to the Extant Waybills: Nodes 

Weighed by the Number of Waybills Issued, 1791-1792 

Source: Appendix A.  
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Final Remarks  

This chapter has studied the flows of global goods across the Northern Andes during the three 

decades that preceded the imperial crisis of 1808-1810.  It provided time series about the volume, 

direction, structure, and composition of import trade to explore how changes in late imperial trade 

connections affected markets from Cuenca to Maracaibo. North Andean businessmen were clearly 

embedded into global networks that allowed them to draw goods from outlets in the Atlantic, the 

Pacific, and beyond. These interactions, however, experienced a boom-and-bust cycle with the 

outbreak of the Anglo-Spanish War of 1796 as the main breaking point. This cycle is well-known 

among historians observing the phenomenon in the ports on the Atlantic and the Pacific. Yet, by 

focusing on the transactions distilled from the three main customs houses of the North Andean 

interior, the chapter arrived at several new insights.   

First, the region experienced an important process of import deepening. The income from the surge 

in mining and agricultural exports resulted in an increase in importing capacity that allowed, in 

turn, the expansion of regional networks of import distribution and the expansion of the 

consumption of global goods in per capita terms. On the supply side, the process was reinforced 

by the post-1778 trade policies that facilitated competition, institutionalized new and old conduits 

of trade, and led to a downward trend in the relative price of imports. These developments, 

naturally, had different imprints across the demand for commodities of different sectors. The 

chapter provided estimates of price elasticities, showing how textiles sales were more responsive 

to price movements than those of wine, paper, and iron. It seems that the latter were more 

responsive to income and other variables that should be perused in future research.  

Second, the internal distribution of global goods in the region was polycentric in nature. Import 

merchants in the Northern Andes were colonial trespassers who moved beyond the boundaries of 

political jurisdictions, drew their imports from different gateways in the Atlantic and the Pacific, 

and responded actively to changes in relative prices of bullion and goods. Trade policies and 

merchant negotiations here were pivotal, with a portion of traders supporting the opening of the 

Atrato River and the entitlement of Maracaibo as a minor port authorized to forward wares to 

Pamplona.  This multifocal structure on the coastal connection of the region, was accompanied by 

a dispersion in the aggregate distribution of global goods in the Andean interior. Even though 

Bogotá’s merchants handled a huge portion of the overall import capacity of the viceroyalty, they 
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never commanded concentration levels as those who operated in the capitals of other inland areas 

of the Empire. Quito and Popayán, for instance, consolidated a trade corridor with dense networks 

of middle-scale import merchants, while Mompox, Antioquia, and Chocó developed multicentric 

connections that should be studied in regional inquires.   

Thirdly, the evidence suggests that the impact of falling prices on import demand during peace 

years was felt not only on rising purchasing power due to cheaper imports but also on competition 

in product differentiation and augmentation of consumer’s choice. Colors, motives, and quality 

became more and more central in the operation of North Andean merchants, reflecting little-

studied benefits from the trade opening of the 1780s and 1790s.  

Fourthly, the outbreak of international conflicts at the end of the 1790s marked a downturn in this 

process of import deepening and widening. The wars cut the exogenous forces that had sustained 

the growing demand for exports and led to a deterioration of terms of trade and an increase in the 

prices of imported goods. The real consumption of global wares contracted despite the ubiquitous 

complaints about contraband and import variety contracted. Market disintegration, volatility, and 

the short-term inelasticity of several producers led inevitably to changes in the structure of import 

trade, with some merchants striving to adapt their networks to the changing nature of trade.    

The chapter, finally, showed how the wars led to a dramatic process of trade diversion across the 

region. In the Atlantic, import trade slowly shifted away from Cartagena to Santa Marta, ports on 

the Magdalena Delta and, surprisingly, to Maracaibo. A Venezuelan connection, in fact, allowed 

Bogotá to keep injecting global wares to markets across the Northern Andes even during the worst 

periods of the British blockades. Popayán merchants, who had established firm, direct connections 

with Cartagena and Mompox now depended on Bogotá’s middlemen to get their wares. The lag 

response of Pacific suppliers to war restrictions allowed the axis Quito-Popayán, in turn, to 

introduce a huge proportion of international goods deep into northern Peru. The evidence suggests, 

however, that trade diversion should not be interpreted as a zero-sum-game between trade routes. 

In some sectors, in fact, there were complementarities rather than competition among the conduits 

of trade. In short, on the eve of colonial collapse, the Atlantic wars had exerted profound changes 

in the way in which global merchandise flowed into the Northern Andes. The next chapter will 

examine how the flows of domestic goods intersected these developments.   
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Appendix To Chapter 4 

LOG-LOG Regression Outputs 

1. Linen (Bretaña) 

Regression Statistics        

Multiple R 0.776552        

R Square 0.603033        

Adjusted R Square 0.563337        

Standard Error 0.173439        

Observations 12        

         

ANOVA         

  df SS MS F 

Significance 

F    

Regression 1 0.456962 0.456962 15.19103 0.002973    

Residual 10 0.300811 0.030081      

Total 11 0.757773          

         

  

Coefficient

s 

Standard 

Error t Stat P-value Lower 95% 

Upper 

95% 

Lower 

95.0% 

Upper 

95.0% 

Intercept 4.528729 0.258148 17.54312 7.7E-09 3.953538 5.103919 3.953538 5.103919 

X Variable 1 -1.542 0.395632 -3.89757 0.002973 -2.42352 -0.66048 -2.42352 -0.66048 

 

2. Wine. 

Regression Statistics        

Multiple R 0.667805        

R Square 0.445963        

Adjusted R Square 0.395596        

Standard Error 0.179051        

Observations 13        

         

ANOVA         

  df SS MS F 

Significance 

F    

Regression 1 0.283863 0.283863 8.854274 0.012618    

Residual 11 0.352654 0.032059      

Total 12 0.636516          

         

  
Coefficient

s 
Standard 

Error t Stat P-value Lower 95% 
Upper 
95% 

Lower 
95.0% 

Upper 
95.0% 

Intercept 4.024641 0.369289 10.89834 3.11E-07 3.211841 4.837441 3.211841 4.837441 
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X Variable 1 -1.09509 0.368021 -2.97561 0.012618 -1.9051 -0.28508 -1.9051 -0.28508 

 

3. Iron 

Regression Statistics        

Multiple R 0.503879        

R Square 0.253894        

Adjusted R Square 0.186066        

Standard Error 0.171699        

Observations 13        

         

ANOVA         

  df SS MS F 

Significance 

F    

Regression 1 0.110352 0.110352 3.743218 0.079146    

Residual 11 0.324286 0.029481      

Total 12 0.434638          

         

  

Coefficient

s 

Standard 

Error t Stat P-value Lower 95% 

Upper 

95% 

Lower 

95.0% 

Upper 

95.0% 

Intercept 3.415053 0.465538 7.335711 1.47E-05 2.390411 4.439695 2.390411 4.439695 

X Variable 1 -0.75083 0.388077 -1.93474 0.079146 -1.60498 0.103324 -1.60498 0.103324 

 

4. Paper 

Regression Statistics        

Multiple R 0.285523        

R Square 0.081523        

Adjusted R Square -0.00197        

Standard Error 0.166829        

Observations 13        

         

ANOVA         

  df SS MS F 

Significance 

F    

Regression 1 0.027174 0.027174 0.976351 0.344338    

Residual 11 0.306152 0.027832      

Total 12 0.333326          

         

  
Coefficient

s 
Standard 

Error t Stat P-value Lower 95% 
Upper 
95% 

Lower 
95.0% 

Upper 
95.0% 

Intercept 3.002464 0.265414 11.3124 2.13E-07 2.418293 3.586636 2.418293 3.586636 

X Variable 1 -0.34603 0.350197 -0.9881 0.344338 -1.11681 0.424747 -1.11681 0.424747 
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CHAPTER 5. SPECIALIZATION, GROWTH, AND PATTERNS OF 

INTERREGIONAL TRADE: NORTH-ANDEAN ENTREPÔTS OF DOMESTIC 

GOODS 

 

Introduction 

Bogotá, Popayán, and Quito were not only hubs of global goods but also outlets of a wide array of 

cash crops, manufactures, metalwares, livestock, and other merchandise produced across the 

Northern Andes. By connecting mining, agricultural, and manufacturing regions, these entrepôts 

kept the kingdom intertwined. This integrating function of the three cities, overshadowed by their 

political rivalries during the Independence Wars and the difficult geographical setting that 

allegedly hampered trade flows, attracted the attention of local and foreign political economists. 

Humboldt, who was an acute observer of trade patterns, pointed out that the markets of the “three 

capitals” of the Northern Andes exerted a viceregal-wide influence via prices and trade.1 Caldas, 

in similar lines, stated that the “amazing variety of climates, productions, and elevations” had led 

to an active interregional exchange of goods (frutos) with Bogotá in the northeast and Popayán 

and Quito in the southeast as pivots.2 To what extent do the data validate the commentaries of the 

contemporaries? How can interregional trade help us to understand the multiplier effects of the 

export cycle on the rest of the economy? Is there evidence of economic growth driven by regional 

specialization and Smithian spillovers? Did the region experience a process of market widening 

and deepening?  

This chapter engages these issues by providing hard data on interregional commerce in the 

Northern Andes during the three decades that preceded the colonial collapse. The chapter focus on 

the volume, direction, and structure of trade flows in the three North Andean capitals, contributing 

to the study of the nature and scope of marketing networks in preindustrial Spanish America. Even 

though future research on prices across different outlets will permit a harder calibration of variables 

such as market performance and integration, the evidence here unearthed is enough to challenge 

the paradigms on the fragmented and backward nature of the late colonial economy that has 

dominated the literature. In addition, the aggregate evidence permits us to understand the way in 

 
1 Humboldt, Diario de viaje en la Audiencia, 70-71. 
2 Caldas, “Estado de la geografía,” 194-197.  



264 
 

which the Northern Andes developed a different “economic space” from those that stem around 

the mining poles of New Spain and the South-Central Andes.  

Overall, the evidence suggests that interregional connections in the New Granadan Viceroyalty 

were grounded in a commodity-level domestic trade that, in similar lines to the trends of external 

trade, experienced a boom-and-bust cycle between 1780 and 1810. The rates at which domestic 

trade grew during the upward phase of the cycle, the variety of goods traded, and the multilateral 

nature of mercantile networks suggests that the region experienced a process of market deepening 

(an increase in the volume, number, and quality of commodities exchanged) and widening (an 

increase in the geographical size of the market).  

To explain these developments, the chapter studies the two-way interaction between trade and 

growth, following Findlay and Lundhal’s amalgamation of the vent-for-surplus approach to 

international trade and the staple theory of economic growth. In this framework, trade provides a 

vent for labor and natural resources that were in surplus before the opening of trade. The allocation 

of resources to the production of export commodities stimulates, in turn, subsidiary activities and 

regional specialization that provides further fuel for growth. The pattern and pace of specialization 

are determined by both the linkage capacity of the export commodity and the factor endowments 

of the regions that benefited from the relevant linkages.3  

In the Northern Andes, the expansion in interregional trade flows was stimulated by the commodity 

export boom that the region experienced after roughly 1780. As stated in Chapter 1, rising prices 

and expanding markets in the world economy allowed the region to tap unused resources in several 

regions of the viceroyalty to produce exportable agricultural commodities such as cotton, cacao, 

quinine, and dyes. Since the production of these commodities was located in regions outside the 

mining belts, the expansion of agricultural exports did not come at the expense of gold exports. It 

seems, moreover, that the surplus of unused factors of production and the shift of the population 

out of self-sufficiency into the market economy created a more elastic supply of consumer goods.  

The export boom, at least initially, did not crowd out the production of food and domestic 

handicrafts. On the contrary, the production of tradable goods induced strong linkages that fueled 

the growth of interregional trade. Even though more research on commodity chains is needed, this 

 
3 Findlay and Lundhal, “Natural Resources, Vent-for-Surplus, and the Staples Theory,” 290-295.   
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chapter provides materials to understand the nature and scope of linkages associated with the 

export boom. Since tradable commodities were produced by smallholders and marketed by a dense 

network of traders, income distribution was likely not as concentrated as in other regions of the 

Spanish Empire. Thus, in similar ways to gold production, export staples generated strong 

consumption linkages, a portion of which were channeled through the three North Andean 

entrepôts. 

Finally, the chapter suggests that the outbreak of international conflicts at the end of the 1790s 

exerted negative imprints on domestic trade. The wars cut the exogenous forces that had sustained 

the growing demand for exports and led to a deterioration of terms of trade and an increase in the 

prices of imported goods as stated in the previous chapter. Perishable commodities were 

particularly affected. Market disintegration, volatility, and the short-term inelasticity of several 

producers led inevitably to a contraction of output and linkages. This process, as shown in Chapter 

1, coincided with a downward cycle in gold production that further reduced the strength of 

domestic commerce.  

Thus, the data indicate that the flows of cash crops and intermediate goods significantly dropped 

after 1800. Domestic textile production, nonetheless, fared better, with the contraction of the 

import of global textiles imports creating incentives to undertake import substitution in specific 

branches of the sector. Here the Northern Andes joined the trend of other manufacture-oriented 

areas of the Empire such as Cochabamba, El Bajío, and Puebla.4 Yet, this efflorescence in local 

manufacture did not compensate for the aggregate reduction in the volumes of interregional trade. 

On the contrary, the evidence suggests that the expansion of manufactures after 1800 crowded out 

the production of cash crops. In short, by the time Napoleon unleashed the political crisis that led 

to further political turmoil, the economy of the Northern Andes had experienced important yet, 

little studied transformations.  

Domestic Trade Flows in the “Three Capitals”  

A good way to start the analysis of North Andean markets is to calibrate aggregate trade flows as 

measured by the alcabalas. As explained in Chapter 2, since sales taxes on domestic goods were 

 
4 See Thomson, “The Cotton Textile Industry in Puebla,” 171-172; Tutino, Making a New World, 

301-302. Larson, “The Cotton Textile Industry,” 158-159.  
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collected following a fixed set of tariffs that remained unaltered during this period, the alcabala 

values are a good proxy of the real volume of trade. Figure 5.1 illuminates Bogotá’s patterns. The 

polynomic trend suggests that late colonial domestic trade in the capital experienced a boom-and-

bust cycle. Sales taxes on domestic goods soared from 12,000 silver pesos in 1783-1784 to 15,000 

silver pesos in 1798-1799. Afterward, revenues bottomed out to 11,000 silver pesos in 1804 and 

recovered briefly to 13,000 silver pesos in 1808. On the eve of imperial collapse, the aggregate 

volume of trade had returned to the levels attained two and a half decades ago. Naturally, the series 

also display short-term cyclical patterns of three-four years following most likely the cycles in 

agricultural output and fiscal adjustments. This dissertation, however, will focus on long-term 

swings. 

In Popayán, the polynomic trend of tax revenues indicates that a boom-and-bust cycle 

characterized the dynamics of late colonial markets in this region as well (Figure 5.2). Revenues 

soared on average from 3,000 silver pesos in 1782-1784 to 9,000 silver pesos in 1796-1798 and 

bottomed out to roughly 4,000 silver pesos yearly in 1802-1804. A mild recovery took place during 

the 1806-1808 interval, with revenues achieving an average of 6,000 silver pesos. Quito’s trend is 

somewhat different (Figure 5.3). Revenues grew from roughly 3,500 silver pesos in 1782-1784 to 

6,200 silver pesos in 1798-1800, plateauing at values around 6,000 silver pesos up to the end of 

colonial rule. In short, during the upwards trend of expansion, Popayán domestic trade grew at 

around 7 percent per year and that of Quito at 4 percent.  

If compared with the trends followed by import trade, the upward and downward phases of the late 

colonial domestic trade were less volatile. In Bogotá, the coefficients of the OLS times series 

regression were positive but low in 1782-1788 (69 silver pesos) and 1790-1799 (58 silver pesos) 

and negative between 1800-1809 (-10 silver pesos). The same metrics in Quito and Popayán stood 

at 98 and 116 in the 1780s, 64 and 116 in the 1790s and 51 and 128, respectively. Therefore, the 

long-term annual rates of growth were not as high as those of import trade but were less vulnerable 

to international shocks in supply. If we compare the levels of trade before 1780 with those attained 

in the 1790s, we can compare the performance of the streams of both domestic and import goods. 

In Bogotá, for instance, the alcabalas on domestic goods fluctuated between 6,450 silver pesos to 

8,125 silver pesos between 1770 and 1774. On average, then, domestic trade expanded at annual 
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average rates of 2.1 and 2.4 percent between 1770 and 1800. These rates were well above the rates 

of growth of population and GDP per capita but below the expansion of import trade.  

 

 

Figure 5.1 Bogotá’s Domestic Trade According to the Alcabala Revenues in Current Silver 

Pesos 

Source: Appendix A.  
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Figure 5.2 Popayán’s Domestic Trade According to the Alcabala Revenues in Current 

Silver Pesos 

Source: Appendix B.  

 

 

Figure 5.3 Quito’s Domestic Trade According to the Alcabala Revenues in Current Silver 

Pesos 

Source:  Appendix C.  
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with caution since tax rates and bases varied sharply. The sales tax exemption enjoyed by the North 

Andean Indigenous population is particularly relevant in this regard. In contrast to Potosí, where 

this population was de facto covered by the Bourbon drive to increase revenues, in the Northern 

Andes such endeavor failed.5 Therefore, a huge portion of domestic trade flows remained 

unrecorded. As the relative importance of the indigenous population gets bigger as one moves 

southwards from Bogotá to Quito via Popayán, the alcabalas clearly underestimate the size of the 

latter two markets. Therefore, a safe strategy is to limit the comparative forays to the viceregal 

capital. The latter’s taxable domestic produce was worth roughly 800,000 silver pesos per year. 

This value compares favorably with the same numbers for Guadalajara (roughly 820,000 silver 

pesos) and Potosí (750,000 silver pesos) and was higher than the aggregate value of domestic 

wares taxed in the interior of the Viceroyalty of the Rio de la Plata (600,000 silver pesos).6 Thus, 

Bogotá’s market was comparable, in nominal terms, to other dynamic inland regions of the empire.  

If the trends discussed so far are perused, further insights will emerge. Figure 5.4, for instance, 

shows the breakdown of the alcabala revenues on domestic wares in Bogotá between the two main 

components of this tax category: wholesalers (efectos del país) and retailers (guarda-almacén). 

The net fiscal burden from the tax changes that took place in 1802 has also been included. As 

explained in Chapter 2, two goods were tax exempted (rice and salted beef) but at the same time 

the customs house implemented a new tax on the resale of sugar cane syrup (reventa de mieles), 

an input to produce alcoholic beverages. The first measure, naturally, drove down the trend while 

the latter took the numbers in the opposite direction. To calculate the net effect of this shift on 

fiscal revenue, the average income obtained from rice and salted beef sales between 1795 and 1800 

has been used, subtracting their value from the revenues collected from the new tax to obtain the 

balance sheet. As for Quito, the records provide a breakdown between two tax categories that 

roughly measure both whole and retail sales: efectos del país and alcabala de viento. The latter, 

recorded in the planillas records of the three main entrances of the city, covered the retail sales 

that did not need waybills.  

 
5 Tandeter et al. “Indians in Late Colonial Markets,” 202.  
6 Ibarra, “La organización regional,” 76-79; “Antagonismo corporativo,” 218-219; “Redes de 

circulación,” 258-259; Tandeter et al., “Flujos mercantiles en el Potosí,” 39; Palomeque, “La 

circulación mercantil en las provincias del interior,” 195-196. Again, future research should aim 

to undertake comparison in real per capita terms.  
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Once understood the logic behind the records, three main takeaways spring from the data contained 

in Figures 5.4-5.5. First, the aggregate importance of small-scale merchants and smallholders who 

took their produce to the market is clear. On average, they controlled 61 percent of the value of 

taxable domestic flows in Bogotá and 64 percent in Quito. Second, even though the tax burden in 

Bogotá turned out to be positive, the downturn of the 1800s was not explained by fiscal reform. 

The Bourbon drive to increase revenue could not curb the negative trend in the volume of trade. 

Finally, it seems that the wholesalers weathered the contraction better than the smallholders in 

both markets. In fact, while the share of the former plateaued in Bogotá at around 6,000 silver 

pesos during the 1800s, that of the smallholders dropped roughly 2,000 silver pesos if compared 

with the revenues achieved in the 1790s. In Quito, while the viento revenues plateaued at 3,500 

silver per year in the 1800s, those of the wholesalers grew from 1,350 silver pesos in the early 

1790s to 2,000 silver pesos in the 1800s. This counterpoint is at the heart of the downturn in late 

colonial trade flows.  

 

 

Figure 5.4 Composition of Bogotá’s Domestic Trade According to Alcabala Revenues in 

Silver Pesos 

Source:  Appendix A.  
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Figure 5.5 Composition of Quito’s Domestic Trade According to Alcabala Revenues in 

Silver Pesos 

Source:  Appendix C.  

In short, the data discussed in this section suggests, first, that the region experienced a process of 

market deepening. The growth rates of both domestic and import trade flows were larger than 

population growth and per capita GDP. Therefore, a growing share of aggregate income was 

channeled through regional trade. Second, even though domestic trade did not grow at rates 

comparable to those of import trade (see Chapter 4), in absolute terms the flow of domestic goods 

was still way larger than that of importable goods. In fact, the tax revenue from both sets of goods 

was roughly similar, but an important number of domestic items were tax exempted. As explained 

in Chapter 2, trade patterns in the region are like those in several inland markets across the empire 

where European goods accounted for roughly 40-50% of sales taxes revenues and 20-30% of the 

aggregate value of marketed goods.7 Finally, it seems that the supply of domestic goods was the 

realm of small-scale merchants and smallholders. If confirmed, this pattern will nuance the 

prevailing view of a rural landscape scape dominated by almighty landowners who monopolized 

 
7 On this comparative bibliography see Chapter 2. 
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land and its produce.8 Let us, then, provide more evidence and some hypotheses to explain this 

process. 

The Composition of North Andean Trade  

The former section laid out aggregate trends that should be broken down to identify sectoral and 

regional shifts. The alcabalas are once again valuable sources to calibrate these patterns. Chapter 

2 discussed the nature of these records extensively. However, regarding the metrics of domestic 

trade, two issues deserve to be recalled here. First, the guarda-almacén logbooks have been 

employed to measure the taxing of small-scale transactions, while harnessing inbound waybills to 

measure the goods taxed in the category known as efectos de la tierra. As Muñoz and Torres have 

pointed out, after 1792 the daily logbooks (libros manuales) stopped recording the specific items 

on which merchants were paying their duties.9 Thus, a generic entry after 1792 would read as 

follows: “X silver pesos paid on domestic goods.” Before that year, roughly 82 percent of registers 

followed another pattern: “X silver pesos paid on X muleloads of sugar and X muleloads of cacao.” 

In other words, after 1792, the daily logbooks are not useful to measure the volume of trade of 

specific items. In contrast, the waybills provide the breakdown of the goods marketed.  

As for Popayán, before the establishment of the customs house in 1792, the libros de entrada 

agglutinated both large and small sales. Afterwards, however, one specific logbook started to 

record the entradas por menor. This book, called eventual, is key to crafting time series of 

smallholder produce. As for Quito, unfortunately, there are no complete logbooks to breakdown 

the composition of trade recorded in the viento category. Therefore, the analysis should rely 

heavily on the 1788 logbook to provide some general figures on specific wares.  

It is important to remark, finally, that tax exemptions were locally negotiated. In Bogotá, besides 

corn and potatoes, four important commercial goods were exempted: salt, wheat flour, cane 

brandy, and tobacco. In Popayán, the reform of 1792 was successful in taxing corn and potatoes 

but, as pointed out above, it failed to eliminate the prerogatives of Indigenous suppliers. On the 

contrary, the city was favored with the viceregal-wide exemption granted to rice and salted beef 

 
8 As Gutiérrez’s study about one of the largest landowners of Bogotá’s environs show, there was 

an important yet little-known set of tenants and sharecroppers that supplied urban markets. See 

El Mayorazgo de Bogotá, 86-87.     
9 Muñoz and Torres, “La función de Santafé,” 186-187.  
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in 1802. In Quito, it seems that corn and potatoes were also exempted. But again, only once all the 

relevant logbooks are analyzed in conjunction is it impossible to establish the range of goods taxed 

in the Audiencia faithfully. Livestock, finally, was taxed in a separate category in the three cities. 

In short, as stated in Chapter 2, the data provide a lower bound of the real size of domestic trade.  

Figure 5.6 illuminates the composition of domestic trade in Bogotá during 1791-1793. The data 

suggest that the market was overwhelmingly dominated by cash crops, domestic textiles, and 

manufactures. Sugar cane derivatives, cacao, and coarse cotton textiles (lienzos) accounted for 

roughly 88 percent of the taxable goods entering the capital. Sugar cane syrup alone constituted 

39 percent of the market, followed by sugar (14 percent), cacao (13 percent), coarse textiles (9 

percent), and guava preserves (5 percent). In Popayán (Figure 5.7), half of the revenues was 

dominated by the sales of Quito textiles (Ropas de Quito), followed by sugar derivatives (18 

percent), salt (8.5 percent), cacao (7 percent), Pasto wheat (5 percent) (Harina de Pasto), and 

Ibarra textiles (5%) (ropas de la villa). In Quito (Figure 5.8), textiles accounted for 60 percent of 

the taxable transactions with rebosos (shawls) providing 35 percent of the revenues, followed by 

bayetas (woolens) (13%), paños azules (blue broadcloth) (6 percent), and other textiles (6 percent). 

The market was complemented by salt (9 percent), pita fiber (6 percent), jipijapa hats (5.5 percent), 

cacao (5 percent), and other wares (16.5 percent). This pattern, in which a small set of goods 

dominated the value of aggregate domestic trade, was prevalent in other colonial markets as well. 

In Potosí, for instance, brandy accounted for 30.6 percent of the value of regional goods traded in 

1793, followed by coca (27.8 percent), woolen clothing (14.7 percent), and sugar (3.6 percent).10  

 
10 Tandeter et al., “Flujos mercantiles en el Potosí colonial,” 36-38.  
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Figure 5.6 Composition of Bogotá’s Taxable Domestic Trade, 1791-1793 

Source:  Appendix A.  

 

 

Figure 5.7 Composition of Popayán’s Taxable Domestic Trade, 1792-1794 

Source:  Appendix B.  
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Figure 5.8 Composition of Quito’s Taxable Domestic Trade, 1788 

Source:  Appendix C.  

If the composition of trade recorded in the two categories (retailers and wholesalers) is further 

perused, additional insights emerge. In Bogotá, sugar cane syrup accounted for 66 percent of the 
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increased their share of the market as well. In short, the drop in the aggregate volume of trade was 

accompanied by sectoral shifts. An examination of the market structure of specific items 

illuminates the scope and nature of these transformations.  

 

 

Figure 5.9 Composition of Bogotá’s Taxable Domestic Trade, 1806-1808  

Source:  Appendix A.  
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Figure 5.10  Composition of Popayán’s Taxable Domestic Trade, 1805-1806 

Source:  Appendix B.  

Trapichitos: The World of Sugar Mills 

Sugar cane derivatives constituted the most important cash crops that traversed the Northern 
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and 150 tons in 1798-1800. There are no complete data on cane syrup sales before the 

establishment of the customs houses, yet the sales of this good grew slowly from 570 in 1792-

1794 to 710 tons in 1802-1804. In short, while sugar grew at rates above 3 percent during the 

1780s and the 1790s, cane syrup barely grew at 1.8 percent per year during the 1790s. In both 

Bogotá and Popayán, then, there was a clear counterpoint in the expansion of both goods. What 

was behind this divergence? The available data allow us to undertake a raw approximation to both 

price and income effects.  

 

Figure 5.11 Bogotá’s Sugar Inflows in Metric Tons 

Source:  Appendix A.  
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Figure 5.12 Bogotá’s Cane Syrup Inflows in Metric Tons 

Source:  Appendix A.  

In Popayán, the secular trend in sugar and cane syrup prices was one of deflation. Cane syrup 

prices dropped from roughly 100 silver reales per muleload in 1712-1715 to 70 silver reales in the 

early 1780s while those of sugar fell from 40 to 20 silver reales in the same period.11 Prices 

somewhat recovered after the 1780s, but they certainly grew at roughly the same speed as the 

general price level. In Bogotá, sugar prices grew in nominal terms after the 1790s but at a slightly 

lower rate than the available domestic price index.12 It seems, then, that while sugar and cane syrup 

became more expensive nominally, in real terms they became slightly cheaper.  

 
11 Torres, “El comportamiento de los precios,” 645.  
12 Torres, Minería y moneda, 252-253.  
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Figure 5.13 Popayán’s Sugar Inflows in Metric Tons 

Source:  Appendix B. 

Even though robust data is needed to undertake a precise calibration of elasticities, it is fair to 

conclude that price effects were not strong in shaping the demand for both goods. What about 

income effects? There is no data on real wages in Popayán to measure the response of sugar cane 

derivative sales to increases in income. However, the increase in real GDP per capita and the 

growth in the real performance of mining and export agriculture, two sectors with strong 

consumption linkages, is likely to explain a good portion of sugar per capita consumption. The 

marginal propensity to consume cane syrup, on the other hand, can reflect the changes experienced 

by the production of alcoholic beverages in the region. The literature has shown, in fact, how the 

aguardiente output across the viceroyalty failed to capitalize on market expansion due to the 

competition of Catalan aguardientes and the administrative inefficiencies of the royal monopoly.13 

More research, naturally, is needed to accept this thesis. The data, however, suggest that while 

 
13 The Viceroy Ezpeleta summed up the situation in 1794 as follows: “The ultimate cause of the 

ruin of this Kingdom’s agriculture is the introduction of aguardientes from Spain. This has led to 

the crisis of aguardiente that your Majesty produces in this kingdom and, in the same proportion, 

the sales of cane syrup to the royal factories have diminished.” See: “Relación del gobierno,” 243. 

On the impact of Catalan spirits on local production see Mora, Aguardiente y conflictos sociales, 

62-63.    
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sugar tended to be a superior good, cane syrup tended to be an inferior one. As it will be shown, 

this conclusion is key to understanding the nature of market deepening in the region. 

An examination of market structures provides further inputs to understand the flows of cane syrup 

and sugar. Tables 5.1 and 5.2 provide the relevant data. The HHI figures suggest, first, that the 

markets for both goods in the two cities were highly competitive. Despite the fivefold increase in 

the HHI of Bogotá’s sugar market between 1791 and 1808, the index was below the benchmark of 

moderate concentration. In Popayán, in turn, the index dropped slightly. The huge number of 

merchants and producers that participated in these markets suggests that barriers to entry were 

relatively low. This fact is relevant since sugar production tends to be associated with strong 

investments in fixed capital, slave labor, and economies of scale. Yet, as Humboldt remarked, 

several regions of the Americas produced sugar in a smallholder structure. The Prussian polymath 

praised the slopes of the Northern Andes as one of those regions.14 For instance, according to his 

data, the Valley of Guaduas had 156 small sugar mills that produced 80,000 silver pesos worth of 

sugar and 40,000 silver pesos worth of cane syrup, with half of the sugar flowing downriver to 

markets in the Caribbean. Even though Humboldt recognized that the productivity of big 

plantations such as those that he visited in Cuba was higher than in the slopes, the income 

distribution in smallholding regions offset the aggregate loss in productivity, encouraging broader 

consumption markets for manufacture goods. He also praised the “small plantations” of the Cauca 

Valley that supplied Popayán and the mining belts.15 Humboldt’s comments, naturally, are 

hypotheses to be tested.16 Yet, the importance of smallholder production in interregional trade 

flows is beyond doubt. The data on Bogotá confirms the highland portion of these flows while 

recent data on Mompox confirms the importance of sugar exported from the slopes downriver to 

the Atlantic.17 Popayán’s data shows, finally, that in regions where slave labor was prevalent, 

small-scale production dominated the supply of sugar cane derivatives.  

 

 

 
14 Humboldt, Alexander von Humboldt en Colombia, 39.  
15 Humbold, Diarios de viaje en la Audiencia, 71.  
16 Humboldt, Alexander von Humboldt en Colombia, 45-46.  
17 Torres and Henao, “Connecting the Northern Andes,” 490-492.  
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Table 5.1 Concentration Metrics of Key Items Traded in Bogotá: Annual Averages per 

Period 

Item 1792-1794 1799-1801 1806-1808 

No. of 

merchants 

HHI No. of 

merchants 

HHI No. of 

merchants 

HHI 

Sugar 224 109 57 351 27 442 

Coarse 

Cottons 

93 376 86 244 75 469 

Cacao 73 294 69 469 47 725 

Cane Syrup 1285 54 988 98 883 106 

Source: Appendix A.  

Table 5.2 Concentration Metrics of Key Items Traded in Popayán: Annual Averages per 

Period 

Item 1792 and 1794 1799-1800 1805-1806 

No. of 

merchants 

HHI No. of 

merchants 

HHI No. of 

merchants 

HHI 

Sugar 87 257 93 205 82 201 

Cacao 77 961 81 298 59 344 

Pasto Wheat 140 102 121 195 56 305 

Quito Textiles 36 575 33 525 24 701 

Cane Syrup 216 120 221 124 202 105 

Salt 82 321 89 289 75 368 

Source:  Appendix B. 

It is important to remark, however, that competitiveness is not a synonym for equality. Figures 

5.14-5.15 and Table 5.3 show the frequency distribution and descriptive statistics of cane syrup 

sales. The data suggest that there was a huge gap between large and small-scale suppliers. Among 

the former, in Bogotá, were the families that controlled large, slave-operated estates in both the 

slopes and the highlands such as the Umañas, Lozanos, Domínguez, and Caicedos.18 In 1791, the 

average supplier sold 16 muleloads of cane syrup while the top-four suppliers sold on average 450 

muleloads per year. That is why the standard deviation as a percentage of the mean is relatively 

 
18 On these entrepreneurs see Tovar, Hacienda colonial, 139-150, Villamarín, “Haciendas en la 

Sabana,” 333-335, and Gutiérrez, El Mayorzago de Bogotá, 106-107.  
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high. In Popayán, well-known landowners such as the Mosqueras, Valencias, and Arboledas, who 

possessed estates in the inter-cordilleran lowlands that surrounded the Pubenza Valley, constituted 

well-positioned suppliers of cane syrup. In 1794, while the average supplier sold 21 muleloads of 

cane syrup, the top-two suppliers, José María Arboleda and Marcelino Mosquera, sold 231 and 

129 muleloads, respectively.  

 

Figure 5.14 Frequency Distribution of Cane Syrup Sales in Bogotá: Muleloads per 

Merchant, 1791 

Source:  Appendix A. 
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Figure 5.15 Frequency Distribution of Cane Syrup Sales in Popayán: Muleloads per 

Merchant, 1794 

Source:  Appendix B. 

Large estate owners supplied cane syrup year-round, reflecting their capacity to produce and store 

wares in different locations. This pattern, most likely, allowed them to get profits from seasonal 

variations in prices. In Bogotá, the aggregate cane syrup supply exhibited an inverted U-shape 

curve with peaks in June-August while in Popayán the peak season took place in December-

January. The HHI moved inversely with the aggregate supply trend. Further research such 

understand the microeconomics of this pattern. However, despite the advantages of some big 

producers, the skewness suggests that the huge number of small-scale suppliers diluted the 

landowner’s drive towards concentration. In other words, North Andean landowners did not enjoy 

market shares such as the ones amassed by entrepreneurs in other regions of the empire. In Mexico 

City, for instance, some estate owners managed to get market shares above 20% in the supply of 

pulque, mutton, and other goods.19 In New Granada, the incapacity of landowners to displace the 

so-called trapichitos (small sugar mills) via cost structure, forced them to look for policies to 

restrict the market engagement of peasantry with limited results.20  

 
19 Tutino, Making a New World, 285-290. 
20 On these conflicst see: Clavijo, La formación histórica, 51-52; Brungardt, “Tithe Production,” 

124-125.   
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Table 5.3 Descriptive Statistics of Cane Syrup Sales in Muleloads 

Bogotá 1791 Popayán 1794 

Measure Value Measure Value 

Mean 16.50 Mean 21.26 

Standard Error 1.04 Standard Error 1.83 

Median 7 Median 12 

Mode 2 Mode 1 

Standard Deviation 36.05 Standard Deviation 27.03 

Sample Variance 1,296.4 Sample Variance 731.13 

Kurtosis 95.77 Kurtosis 17.49 

Skewness 8.20 Skewness 3.32 

Range 563 Range 230 

Minimum 1 Minimum 1 

Maximum 564 Maximum 231 

Sum 21,205.5 Sum 4,592.5 

Count 1285 Count 216 

Source:  Appendix A and B.  

If the analysis shifts to the descriptive statistics of sugar sales, the results are somewhat similar. In 

fact, Figures 5.16-5.17 show that in both Bogotá and Popayán the data is skewed to the right, 

showing the presence of small sales that drive the mean downwards, despite the incidence of big 

landowners and wholesale merchants. In Bogotá, the presence of a medium stratum of suppliers 

and merchants explains the reason why a huge amount of sugar was recorded in the efectos del 

país. These suppliers did not come from the slopes but the north-eastern regions of the viceroyalty. 

In other words, the flow of sugar was composed of two streams, one reflecting the classical North 

Andean pattern of verticality between lowlands and highlands and the other reflecting the 

transversal flows between inter-Andean valleys. Map 5.1 shows the origin of the sugar imported 

to the capital in 1791-1792 from the northeast, according to the efectos del país. Even though the 

supply was scattered across different nodes in the northeast, three sugar entrepôts stand out: 

Socorro, Soatá, and Oiba.  
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Map 5.1 Northeastern Nodes that Exported Sugar to Bogotá Weighed by the Annual 

Average of Muleloads Sold, 1790-1794 

Source:  Appendix A.  
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Figure 5.16 Frequency Distribution of Sugar Sales in Bogotá: Muleloads per Merchant, 

1791 

Source:  Appendix A. 

 

Figure 5.17 Frequency Distribution of Sugar Sales in Popayán: Muleloads per Merchant, 

1794 

Source:  Appendix B.  

 

In Popayán, the sugar supply was less dispersed than that of cane syrup. As the information 

contained in Table 5.4 shows, the standard deviation and the range of sugar sales indicate that the 
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data was moderately more clustered around the mean. Here, again, middle-scale suppliers 

dominated the market. Even though large states in the city’s immediate lowlands supplied sugar, 

the streams from the Cauca and Magdalena Valley served the lion’s share of the market. As Map 

5.2 shows, Buga was the sugar entrepôt of the region, while the inter-cordilleran sugar flows from 

La Plata complemented the supply. The more immediate nodes southwards (Patía) and northwards 

(Quilichao) provided small quantities of this commodity.  

Table 5.4 Descriptive Statistics of Sugar Sales in Muleloads 

Bogotá 1791 Popayán 1794 

Measure Value Measure Value 

Mean 11.17 Mean 11.08 

Standard Error 1.04 Standard Error 1.33 

Median 6 Median 6.5 

Mode 4 Mode 2 

Standard Deviation 15.92 Standard Deviation 12.40 

Sample Variance 253.49 Sample Variance 153.97 

Kurtosis 18.94 Kurtosis 3.83 

Skewness 3.97 Skewness 1.95 

Range 121 Range 60.5 

Minimum 0 Minimum 0.5 

Maximum 121 Maximum 61 

Sum 2,603.5 Sum 964 

Count 233 Count 87 

Source:  Appendix A and B.   

Three other features of the sugar trade should be noticed as well. First, sugar imports were 

seasonal. While the overall supply of this crop in the capital peaked in June-July, driven by the 

introduction from the slopes, the imports from the northeast clustered around December-January. 

In Popayán, remittances from La Plata peaked in June-July while that of Buga soared in December-

January. This pattern reflects the complementarity between the different streams and the fact that 

higher prices of some months encouraged long-distance trade by offsetting the impact of 

transportation costs on total revenues. Second, the waybills issued in the viceregal capital inform 

if the merchant acquired the sugar from their own sugar mills, local markets, or fairs in nearby 
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towns. They also reported whether they were transporting the sugar by themselves or sending the 

sugar on consignment to a Bogotá’s wholesalers employing the services of muleteers. Roughly 22 

percent of sugar was sent on consignment by sugar mill owners while 52 percent was handled by 

local merchants who reported having bought their wares in local markets (29%) and markets in 

nearby towns (23%). One-fifth of the waybills did not report the provenance of their merchandise. 

This breakdown shows the heterogeneity of regional marketing networks with middlemen linking 

both small and large producers to the capital. 

Finally, the evidence suggests that merchants traded goods in bundles and followed an itinerant-

like path before arriving at their final destination. In fact, in Bogotá, only 23 percent of the 

importers of sugar were dedicated specialists while the other 77 percent traded sugar in conjunction 

with other commodities. According to Popayán’s waybills, 71 percent of sugar importers also 

traded other commodities, mainly cane syrup, preserves, and rice. The bundles varied according 

to the export specialization of the market of origin. While Buga and Cali merchants used to supply 

sugar in conjunction with other cane derivatives and rice, those of La Plata traded in conjunction 

with Ropas del Reino, salt, and cacao.  
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Map 5.2 Nodes that Exported Sugar to Popayán Weighed by the Annual Average of 

Muleloads Sold, 1790-1792 

Source:  Appendix B.  

Bogotá’s waybills allow us to measure this specialization in a more solid manner. Oiba, for 

instance, was clearly a node specialized in sugar trade with 79 percent of the muleloads composed 

of this crop, followed by molasses (11%), textiles (8.5%), and other wares (2.5%). Socorro 
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displayed an opposite breakdown with textiles and manufacturers dominating exports (71%) and 

sugar playing a rather secondary role (9%), but also trading molasses (12%), cacao (7%), and other 

cash crops (2%).  

On the other hand, Bogotá was the last stage in a well-planned set of itinerant routes across the 

Northern Andes. At least 91 percent of the waybills containing sugar undertook sales in markets 

en route to the capital. Zipaquirá took roughly 62 percent of these sales, followed by Tunja (21%), 

Nemocón (11%), and other towns. Most of these imports departed from their origin with molasses 

and syrup as well. Yet, none of these wares reached the capital. Roughly 78 percent and 83 percent 

of the molasses was sold in Zipaquirá, Tunja, and other markets in the highlands. The supply of 

molasses and syrup to the capital was the realm of the producers in the slope. Transportation costs 

can be the driver behind this pattern. High value-to-weight goods such as syrup and molasses are 

penalized by transport costs and therefore target markets close to production. The higher added 

value of sugar allowed it to endure transportation costs to reach more distant markets such as 

Bogotá.  

The trade flows of sugar derivatives suffered important changes during the 1800s. In Bogotá, as 

suggested above, sugar and cane syrup consumption collapsed during these years. In Popayán, the 

sales of these commodities dropped as well, although more moderately. In terms of market 

structure and economic geography, however, the changes are even more suggestive. Figures 5.18-

5.19 and Table 5.5 shows the descriptive statistics of the data pertaining to the two commodities. 

In Bogotá, the structure of the cane syrup trade did not experience major changes beyond the 

obvious reduction in both the number of suppliers and the quantities traded (see also Table 5.1). 

Sugar trade, however, experienced a shift from being a crop traded by middle-scale merchants 

from the northeast to a crop increasingly controlled by smallholders in the slopes. In fact, the 

dispersion measured by the range and the standard deviation was lower in 1808 than in 1791, while 

the frequency distribution became even more skewed. Map 5.3 also shows the dramatic changes 

in the origin of the sugar consumed in the capital. Oiba now served the lion’s share of this Bogotá’s 

demand while producers in Socorro and Soatá exited the sugar business. In Popayán, the 

importance of middle-scale suppliers soared as well. Unfortunately, the available sources do not 

allow us to measure locational changes in sugar production.  
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Figure 5.18 Frequency Distribution of Cane Syrup Sales in Bogotá: Muleloads per 

Merchant, 1807  

Source:  Appendix A.  

 

 

Figure 5.19 Frequency Distribution of Sugar Sales in Bogotá: Muleloads per Merchant, 

1807 

Source:  Appendix A.  
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Table 5.5 Descriptive Statistics of Sugar and Cane Syrup Sales in Bogotá and Popayán  in 

Muleloads 

Sugar Bogotá 1808 Sugar Popayán 1806 Cane Syrup Bogotá 

1808 

Cane Syrup 

Popayán 1806 

Measure Value Measure Value Measure Value Measure Value 

Mean 9.06 Mean 16.52 Mean 16.76 Mean 25.95 

Standard 

Error 

0.49 Standard 

Error 

1.48 Standard 

Error 

1.03 Standard 

Error 

1.95 

Median 8 Median 14 Median 8 Median 18 

Mode 10 Mode 11 Mode 2 Mode 16 

Standard 

Deviation 

6.41 Standard 

Deviation 

13.41 Standard 

Deviation 

33.39 Standard 

Deviation 

27.75 

Sample 

Variance 

41.14 Sample 

Variance 

179.91 Sample 

Variance 

1,115.22 Sample 

Variance 

770.34 

Kurtosis 1.61 Kurtosis 1.39 Kurtosis 91.55 Kurtosis 11.04 

Skewness 1.2 Skewness 1.16 Skewness 8.06 Skewness 2.78 

Range 32 Range 64.5 Range 481 Range 207 

Minimum 1 Minimum 0.5 Minimum 1 Minimum 1 

Maximum 33 Maximum 65 Maximum 482 Maximum 208 

Sum 1,495 Sum 1,355 Sum 17,467 Sum 5,242.5 

Count 165 Count 82 Count 1,042 Count 202 

Source:  Appendix A and B. 
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Map 5.3 Northeastern Nodes that Exported Sugar to Bogotá Weighed by the Annual 

Average of Muleloads Sold, 1806-1808 

Source:  Appendix A.  
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North Andean Cacao: Volumes and Structure   

Cacao trade, the other major cash crop traded across the viceroyalty, also experienced a boom-

and-bust cycle and important shifts in regional production. Figure 5.20 points up that cacao sales 

in the capital varied from year to year but exhibited a tendency towards expansion between 1783 

and 1800. Average annual sales jumped from 110 tons in the 1780s to roughly 150 tons in the 

1790s. The sector grew at an annual average rate of 2.9 percent. This expansion strengthened the 

role of this crop in the diet of the region. In per capita terms, Bogotá consumed roughly 250 ounces 

of cacao per year, a level that is not well below the 304 ounces calculated for Mexico City in the 

1790s.21 These numbers, naturally, should be analyzed in conjunction with complementary goods 

regarding cacao consumption. Sugar sales, for instance, stood at around 190 grams per day per 

person in the 1790s in Bogotá, a level that surpassed the Mexican levels that fluctuated around 60 

grams per head/day, according to Miño.22 Beyond the exactitude of these figures, per capita 

comparisons underline the importance of the trade of cash crops across North Andean markets. 

Popayán’s cacao consumption also varied from year to year but clearly soared during the last 

decades of the eighteenth century (Figure 5.21). In fact, the imports of this commodity grew from 

9 tons in the 1770s to 45 tons in the 1780s and 59 tons in the late 1790s. In relative terms, however, 

cacao consumption in the region was not as high as in other markets of New Granada and beyond. 

In per capita terms, the consumption of the crop stood at roughly 160 ounces per capita per year, 

an average below those of Mexico City and Bogotá. Sugar fared better in Popayán with a daily per 

capita intake of roughly 70 grams in the early 1790s. It seems, however, that the consumption of 

stimulants in Popayán was heavily complemented with coca leaf imports. The sales of this crop 

trebled from 2 to 6.5 tons between 1792 and 1802. Naturally, these figures only cover the portion 

of coca traded by whites and mestizos. Future research should further peruse this data and compare 

it with the patterns of coca trade in the South-Central Andes.23 

 

 
21 Miño, El cacao de Guayaquil en Nueva España, 140-141 
22 Miño, “Población y abasto de alimentos,” 63.  
23 See Santamaría, “La participación indígena en la producción,” 430.  
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Figure 5.20 Bogotá’s Cacao Inflows in Metric Tons  

Source: Appendix A.  

 

Figure 5.21 Popayán’s Cacao Inflows in Metric Tons 

Source:  Appendix B.  

 

What about Quito’s trade of cacao? The domestic trade of the crop has been overshadowed by the 

analysis of export trade in Guayaquil. The Sierra-Coast commodity trade has remained the realm 

of educated yet circumstantial guesses. In fact, most of the literature has accepted the view that 
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this trade was marginal. It seems, however, that the nature of available records has halted any 

serious attempt to calibrate such flows. As Laviana has shown, this trade was overwhelming tax 

exempted among other things because it was in the hand of Indigenous traders.24 After the creation 

of the customs house of Guayaquil in 1778, the tax category called efectos de la sierra, started to 

collect revenues from non-indigenous merchants. Yet, a systematic analysis of these records awaits 

his scholar.  

On the other hand, as studied in previous sections, a portion of these flows was recorded in the 

ramo of European goods. According to the 1788 logbook, for instance, Quito imported from 

Guayaquil roughly 10 tons of cacao recorded in this ramo. In addition, in the efectos del país 

category, roughly 14.5 tons of this commodity were taxed. These figures are certainly low if 

compared with the flows of Bogotá and Popayán. Yet again, future research should find alternative 

sources to measure Sierra-Coast trade accurately.   

The expansion of North Andean cacao commerce reversed in the 1800s. The sales of the crop in 

Bogotá dropped from 150 tons per year in the 1790s to 99 tons per year in the following decade, 

while those of Popayán diminished to roughly 48 tons on the eve of colonial collapse. The data on 

this contraction, however, diverged from figures provided by other scholars. Granados and Pinto, 

for instance, have recently stated that cacao sales in the capital fell from 900 muleloads in the early 

1790s to roughly 300 muleloads in 1809.25 The difference is straightforward: they used the 

alcabalas logbooks and, as we have seen, these records are not reliable to track the sales of specific 

items after 1792. Thus, our numbers provide a more nuanced picture in terms of the measurement 

of trade volumes and the structure and geographical patterns of cacao flows. In fact, another 

takeaway from Figure 5.20 is that middle and large-scale merchants and landowners dominated 

these flows in Bogotá. Very few amounts of the commodity were taxed as retail sales. Instead, 

cacao was channeled to the capital by three main suppliers: landowners and agents who consigned 

their production to merchants in Bogotá, regional merchants who collected production from 

smallholders and middle-scale producers, and itinerant merchants who traded cacao in conjunction 

with other domestic wares.  

 
24 Laviana, Guayaquil en el siglo XVIII, 207-208.   
25 Granados and Pinto, “Más allá de Pamplona,” 11-12.  
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The importance of the three groups varied according to the region of production. Before this issue 

is properly analyzed, naturally, it is important to identify the areas from which the capital drew 

their cacao supplies. Map 5.4 displays the results. The first insight that emerges from the map is 

that the crop’s high value to weight ratio allowed the development of far-flung supply networks. 

In fact, 43 percent of the cacao was supplied by areas around Pamplona and Cúcuta, followed by 

clusters in the northeast around Cerinza-Santa Rosa (26%) and Soatá (10%). The remaining 21 

percent scattered among 16 locations in the northeast and the Upper Magdalena Valley. On the 

eve of imperial collapse, however, this map had radically changed. Map 5.5, in fact, shows that 

the sector experienced a substantial shift in regional production. The Upper Magdalena Valley, 

which had supplied less than 2 percent of the market during the 1790s, now controlled 64 percent 

of the supply. The role of Pamplona and other cacao entrepôts of the northeast eroded. Cúcuta still 

had a substantial share but the regional shift has been enhanced.   

This geographical shift, then, had a resonance in the importance of the three streams of cacao. In 

the 1790s, 41 percent of the crop was remitted by producers to merchants in the capital. This type 

of arrangement dominated the flow of cacao from Pamplona and Cúcuta. As mentioned in previous 

chapters, merchants in Bogotá invested heavily in this region, linking multilateral networks around 

Veracruz, Havana, Maracaibo, and the Northern Andes. Silvestre Trillo, Lorenzo Marroquín, and 

Antonio Nariño, well-known Bogotá traders were among the top merchants receiving cacao from 

those regions in 1792.26 The presence of these merchants heavily altered the dispersion of the 

distribution of cacao sales (see Figure 5.22). In fact, while the average trader imported 11 

muleloads of the crop, the big merchants imported cargos that ranged from 45 to 80 muleloads 

(see Table 5.6). This was a highly specialized business as well, since almost 93 percent of the 

waybills sent by the landowners to the capital contained only cacao, and the remaining 7 percent 

included small amounts of indigo (3%), sugar (2.5%), and textiles (1.5%). In the same vein, this 

stream tended to be less seasonal, with year-round remittances as the rule. While the average 

merchant supplied the market 1.5 times per year, these merchants received remittances 5 to 7 times 

per year. This fact, naturally, allowed them to take advantage of the seasonal nature of prices.  

 

 
26 AGN, SAA2, Administración de alcabalas, Box 100, Folder 2.  
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Map 5.4 Nodes that Exported Cacao to Bogotá Weighed by the Annual Average of 

Muleloads Sold, 1790-1794 

Source:  Appendix A 
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Map 5.5 Nodes that Exported Cacao to Bogotá Weighed by the Annual Average of 

Muleloads Sold, 1806-1808 

Source:  Appendix A.  
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Figure 5.22 Frequency Distribution of Cacao Sales in Bogotá: Muleloads per Merchant, 

1791. 

Source:  Appendix A.  

 

The second stream of cacao was tapped by regional merchants that supplied 32 percent of the cacao 

sales of the capital in the 1790s, a share that jumped to 48 percent in 1806-1808. This stream was 

important in Pamplona and the Upper Magdalena Valley. In the latter, in fact, very few landowners 

directly sent their produce to the capital during the 1805-1808 conjuncture. In 1792, the merchants 

who controlled these flows acquired their stocks from the local market of the town that issued the 

waybill (36%), nearby markets (45%), and scattered smallholders in other jurisdictions (19%). 

Further research should be done on the mechanics of local trade. Suffice to say, for now, that these 

merchants constituted a nodal stage in the supply chain of cacao not only by competing with big 

landowners, but also by linking a thick set of smallholders with distant markets. Some examples 

can illuminate the mechanics of this trade.  

In 1792 Manuel Fuenmayor who, as it has been studied in Chapter 4, played an important role in 

the Venezuelan connection of 1808, imported to Bogotá 24 muleloads of cacao, 12 of which were 

bought in the markets of Pamplona, 6 bought in the valleys of Cúcuta and 6 acquired from four 

labradores in the jurisdiction of Sálazar de las Palmas.27 Cacao merchants followed a similar 

 
27 AGN, SAA2, Administración de alcabalas, Box 100, Folder 2 
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pattern in other regions of the viceroyalty. In 1808, Ignacio del Basto imported 54 mules load of 

cacao, 20 of which were bought in the markets of Neiva, 18 bought in the markets of Timaná and 

Purificación and 16 bought directly to smallholders in different jurisdictions.28  

Table 5.6 Descriptive Statistics of Cacao Sales in Muleloads 

Bogotá 1792 Popayán 1794 

Measure Value Measure Value 

Mean 11.44 Mean 2.83 

Standard Error 1.44 Standard Error 1.07 

Median 9 Median 0.5 

Mode 9 Mode 1 

Standard Deviation 12.35 Standard Deviation 9.46 

Sample Variance 152.52 Sample Variance 89.63 

Kurtosis 16.44 Kurtosis 37.8 

Skewness 3.64 Skewness 5.82 

Range 79 Range 70.95 

Minimum 1 Minimum 0.05 

Maximum 80 Maximum 71 

Sum 835.5 Sum 218.45 

Count 73 Count 77 

Source:  Appendix A and B.  

Bogotá’s supply of cacao was completed by occasional traders and itinerant merchants that traded 

goods in bundles. These merchants served roughly 30 percent of Bogotá’s demand in 1792 and 

dominated the flow of cacao from the entrepôts of the northeast. Some of the flows from the Upper 

Magdalena were channeled by this type of merchants in 1805-1808. Two examples, again, can 

help us to illuminate the aggregate trends. José Manuel Cárdenas set out from Soatá with 12 

muleloads of sugar, 9 of cacao, and 3 of alpargatas (sandals made of fique fiber). He sold 2 loads 

of cacao in Tunja where he additionally acquired 2 loads of woolens (bayetas). Then he sold an 

additional muleload of cacao in Zipaquirá.29 By the time he got to Bogotá he had not only exchange 

a portion of his cacao en route but also has managed to expand his portfolio. In 1808, Juan Agustín 

 
28 AGN, SAA2, Administración de alcabalas, Box 38, Folder 2. 
29 AGN, SAA2, Administración de alcabalas, Box 100, Folder 2. 
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Dueñas set out from Neiva with five muleloads of cacao, two of which he sold in the fairs of La 

Mesa where he acquired four hogs and one muleload of cane syrup that ended up selling in 

Bogotá.30 The two examples and the aggregate numbers show how the streams of cacao were 

embedded in the trade of a broader set of goods traded along the markets that dotted the region.  

In Popayán, the analysis of the market structure of cacao trade should proceed with caution. In 

fact, in some years, there is evidence of moderate concentration. In 1794, for instance, the HHI 

stood at 1522, while the average of the 1792-1794 triennium (see table 5.1 above) stood at 961, 

suggesting that there were suppliers with high market shares in that year. As Figure 5.23 

illuminates, there was an important gulf between the lead importers and the small-scale traders. 

Francisco Arboleda, the leading supplier, commanded market shares above 20%. He was followed 

by middle-scale merchants and by a numerous set of small-scale providers that sold on average 

0.5 muleloads each (see Table 5.6). It seems, however, that Arboleda’s power market was 

circumscribed to specific bonanza years. We have calculated the yearly market share of the top-

four suppliers for the 1785-1795 decade. Their combined market share stood below 15% on 

average. The HHI, on the other hand, shows that even though supply in Popayán was more 

concentrated than in Bogotá, it was far from being utterly dominated by large landowners. What 

further distinguished Popayán from the viceregal capital was the presence of that segment of small-

scale merchants who supplied small amounts of the crop.  

 

 
30 AGN, SAA2, Administración de alcabalas, Box 38, Folder 2. 
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Figure 5.23 Frequency Distribution of Cacao Sales in Popayán: Muleloads per Merchant, 

1794 

Source:  Appendix B.  

In certain ways, Popayán’s market structure reflects the streams from which the city drew its 

supply. As Map 5.6 shows, most cacao was funneled through the inter-cordilleran trade of the 

Upper Magdalena River. In fact, while roughly 74 percent of the commodity was provided by La 

Plata, Neiva, and Honda, only 26 percent was supplied by producers in the Cauca Valley, mainly 

from Roldanillo and Cali. The cacao supplied by the latter region was clearly of smallholder 

provenance. Roughly 84 percent of the crop from the Cauca Valley was traded by merchants who 

supplied less than one muleload per year and traded the crop in bundles with sugar cane 

derivatives. Middle and large-scale suppliers, on the other hand, dominated the flows from the 

Upper Magdalena Valley. These businessmen, in similar ways to those from Cúcuta and 

Pamplona, made year-round remittances to dealers and agents in Popayán. However, the merchants 

clustered around the entrepôt of La Plata traded cacao in bundles with commodities from eastern 

New Granada, mainly salt and Ropas del Reino. Roughly 51% of cacao merchants were also 

engaged in salt and textiles trade, complemented with a small number of other wares such as the 

wax from the Andaquíes missions, sugar, and hogs 
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Map 5.6 Nodes that Exported Cacao to Popayán Weighed by the Annual Average of 

Muleloads Sold, 1790-1792 

Source:  Appendix B.  
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North Andean Textiles: Import Substitution, Varieties, and Specialization   

If most cash crops marketed in the capital experienced a boom-and-bust cycle, the textile trade in 

Bogotá exhibited a marked upward swing until the end of colonial rule. This expansion is 

illustrated in Figure 5.24. Imports of coarse cottons soared from 90 tons on average per year in the 

1780s to 140 tons in the 1790s and 210 tons in the 1800s. The sector grew at an annual average 

rate of 5 percent up to 1800 and 4 percent thereafter. These rates are even more striking if compared 

with Muñoz’s data on the imports of coarse cottons in the 1760s and 1770s.31 During these two 

decades, imports fluctuated within a band of 20 to 75 tons per year, and Muñoz calculated an 

annual rate of growth of 2.7 percent between 1770 and 1785. Woolens and finished cloths thrived 

during these years as well. Nonetheless, the measurement of the imports of these wares is less 

straightforward since they were recorded in a category known as Ropas del Reino, a category 

sometimes measured in muleloads and sometimes in dozens of specific goods. For the years for 

which is possible to distill trade volumes in terms of muleloads, the imports of woolens doubled 

between 1785 and 1800 and kept growing afterwards albeit at a lower rate. In relative terms, the 

evidence suggests that cottons dominated aggregate sales but the market for the fabrics of the two 

fibers grew in absolute terms.  

 

Figure 5.24 Bogotá’s Inflows of Coarse Cottons Textiles in Metric Tons 

Source:  Appendix A. 

 
31 Muñoz, “Circulación de textiles en el virreinato”, 20-21.  
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The trade in other manufactures and durable goods experienced significant growth as well. The 

import of straw hats, for instance, soared from 99 dozen per year in 1785-1786 to 486 dozen in 

1798-1800 and 450 in 1806 and 1808, while cordovan leathers grew from 16 muleloads to 78 and 

101 muleloads in the same periods, respectively. The imports of alpargatas boomed from 72 

muleloads per year in the 1780s to roughly 156 in the 1790s and 121 in the 1800s. The trade of 

manufactures and durables expanded in terms of volumes and variety. In 1783-1785, this branch 

encompassed a narrow set of roughly 29 items. In 1793-1795, 122 items were traded, including 

specific items of tableware, furniture, and apparel.   

Two main points stem from the figures provided so far. First, the rates at which textile and 

manufacture trade performed suggest that part of the incomes accrued from the export-propelled 

growth stimulated market widening and deepening with important linkages in domestic output. 

Future research should undertake calculations of income and price elasticities to put these numbers 

in a proper context. Yet, given the behavior of trade, it is plausible that the income level was such 

that some domestic manufactures were not inferior goods. In other words, an increase in income 

did not reduce the demand for domestic textiles, at least initially. Second, international wars 

seemed to have helped the sector avoid the downturn experienced by commercial agriculture after 

1800. Before 1797, both import and domestic textiles grew in parallel, a fact that indicates that 

they were noncompeting goods. This evidence shores up the analysis of relative prices in other 

markets such as Mompox and Popayán, where both domestic and import fabrics coexisted as 

differentiated products in a segmented market.32 Ann Twinam’s data on the logbooks of some 

Antioquia merchants also shows that domestic fabrics targeted a different set of consumers.33  

It seems, then, that the wars of 1796-1809 created the conditions for the region to undertake import 

substitution in some branches. In 1791-1794, 78 percent of cottons traded were low-quality, non-

colored fabrics (lienzo ordinario), followed by blue cottons (10%), high quality cottons (9%) 

(lienzo fino), red and colored cottons (lienzos colorados and lienzos de colores) (2%) and striped 

and bleached cottons (lienzo rayado and lienzo blanqueado) (1 percent).  This breakdown changed 

dramatically in 1799-1801 and 1805-1808. The share of low-quality fabrics dropped gradually and 

 
32 Torres and Henao, “Connecting the Northern Andes,” 490-494; Torres “El comportamiento de 

los precios,” 650-651.  
33 Twinam, Miners, Merchants, and Farmers, 62-63 
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bottomed out to 45 percent in 1808, while those of the high-quality cottons rose to 27 percent, 

followed by blue cottons (15%), colored cottons (10%), and striped and bleached cottons (3%). In 

other words, a huge portion of the sectoral growth after 1800 was driven by the expansion of more 

elaborated wares.   

An analysis of the geographical location of textile flows provides further insights into the nature 

and scope of textile expansion. Map 5.7 shows the regions from which the capital drew its supplies 

of coarse cotton textiles. The data confirm the clusterization of textile production in the 

northeastern provinces, a fact well-known in the literature. Nonetheless, the figures offer new 

insights into at least two points. First, it is clear the existence of major regional entrepôts that 

funneled the textile production towards Bogotá. In 1791-1795, Socorro, Monguí, and Oiba were 

at the top of a hierarchy of roughly 39 towns that sent their cottons to the capital. Tunja and 

Sogamoso played a similar role regarding the flow of woolens. Second, if we compare the maps 

of domestic trade flows so far examined, several of the nodes of collection and production of 

textiles also exported other cash crops, manufactures, and some non-ferrous metals. As studied 

above, the waybills report that some areas specialized in the production of sugar also exported 

some companion goods that were traded along the markets en route to the capital. For instance, 

Oiba specialized in sugar exports with textiles playing a secondary role while Socorro exhibited 

the opposite pattern. Mongui’s main export to Bogotá was composed of coarse textiles (61%) but 

also exported ponchos (ruanas) (15%), cacao (12%), bedspreads (10%), and other manufactures 

(2%). Moniquirá specialized in copper exports (81%) but also remitted coarse cottons (11%) and 

cordovan leathers (8%). There were, naturally, some nodes that had a diversified export base. The 

exports of Vélez to Bogotá, for example, were composed of sugar (39%), guava preserves (24%), 

coarse cottons (8%), blue cottons (7%), tablecloth (7%), cotton thread (6%), rice (4%), and other 

wares (5%).  
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Map 5.7 Nodes that Exported Coarse Cottons to Bogotá Weighed by the Annual Average of 

Pieces Sold, 1790-1792 

Source:  Appendix A.  

An examination of the export base of each supply node is clearly beyond the scope of this 

dissertation. However, in roughly 78 percent of the towns that remitted domestic wares to Bogotá, 

the share of the single most important good exported was above 50 percent of the overall volume 

of exports. In other words, there was clearly a driving force towards regional specialization. This 
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pattern in conjunction with the rate of trade growth and the expansion of product variety suggests 

that the region was experiencing a process of market deepening. Naturally, it would be a far-

fetched exaggeration to state that the peasantry of the region was developing something close to 

an industrious revolution. Yet, future research on the way in which these manufactures were 

produced and the way in which they shaped consumption patterns across the viceroyalty, would 

be promising. 

If the analysis shifts to the changes experienced by the textile sector in 1805-1808, it is clear that 

the hierarchy of market geography remained in place, with some entrepôts at the top of a network 

of small towns supplying small amounts of fabrics. Some changes, nonetheless, are noteworthy. 

First, Socorro heavily expanded its role as regional entrepôt while Monguí and Oiba retreated from 

the textile trade. Charalá, San Gil, and Vélez became more prominent entrepôts and some small 

towns entered and exited the supply of cottons. What explains these transformations? A tentative 

hypothesis is that some areas were experiencing the end of the expansion in a vent-for-surplus 

pattern. Socorro, for instance, increased its role in the textile trade but its exports of cash crops 

collapsed. Conversely, Oiba’s interregional trade of textiles dropped while that of sugar soared. 

The new role of Vélez as a textile entrepôt was the result of its early specialization in the production 

of blue cottons, a sector that has not attracted the attention of local historians. Yet, Velez’s exports 

of both sugar and guava preserves contracted. It seems, then, that the expansion of production for 

interregional markets could go on expanding only at the expense of the production of other wares. 

This hypothesis, naturally, should be tested in future research.  

To conclude this empirical approximation, Figure 5.25 provides relevant data to understand the 

structure of textile flows in the capital. The HHI suggests (see back at Table 5.1) that textile 

markets were competitive, a feature that prevailed up to the collapse of imperial rule despite the 

decrease in the number of merchants in 1805-1808. Yet, as Figure 5.25 shows, the distribution of 

trade was far from being homogenous. There was a large, specialized set of merchant-producers 

who collected textiles from nearby towns, consigned their cargo to merchants or agents in the 

capital, and were able to supply the market on a year-round basis. This group was composed of 

roughly 9 merchants that supplied 10 muleloads or more of textiles, 4 to 7 times per year. They 

were followed by a group of roughly 24 merchants that imported between 5 to 10 mules loads and 

participated in the market 2 to 3 times per year. Finally, a numerous group of small merchants 
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supplied small amounts of textiles jointly with other goods once per year. Groups one and two 

traded on an itinerant basis.  

 

Figure 5.25 Frequency Distribution of the Sales of Coarse Cotton Textiles in Bogotá: 

Muleloads per Merchant, 1792 

Source:  Appendix A.  

The waybills once again will allow us to calibrate the aggregate importance of these patterns. Thus, 

59 percent of the waybills containing coarse cottons sold part of the cargo before arriving at 

Bogotá.  In similar ways to the trade in sugar derivatives, outlets such as Tunja (21%), Zipaquirá 

(31%), Nemocón (12%), and other highland towns with fairs that channeled goods to the slopes, 

were the main stops in the flows of cottons. The waybills issued in Socorro, on the other hand, 

allow us to establish the way in which export merchants acquired the textiles. Approximately 35 

percent were bought in Socorro’s marketplace (en la plaza de esta villa), 21 percent in markets in 

nearby towns, 20 percent “made at home” (hechos en casa), and 24 percent did not report the 

provenance of the wares. Naturally, the expression “made at home” is problematic. Was the 

expression “home” the place at which the merchant-capitalist linked the various parts of the 

process to produce final goods after receiving inputs from cottagers? The literature has insisted 

that most of the textiles in the region were produced under a putting-out system.34 Yet, the concrete 

mechanics of the system remain an issue that requires empirical and analytical inquires. Suffice to 

 
34 See a review of the literature in Muñoz, “Circulación de textiles en el virreinato,” 5-8.   
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say, for now, that a heterogeneous set of market-driven mechanisms that linked local and regional 

merchants oiled the supply chain of the goods arriving at the capital. 

Textile flows in the Quito-Popayán trade axis reveal further patterns of market widening and 

deepening across the Northern Andes. As stated in the previous section, the sales of the wares 

generically known as Ropas de Quito (Quito cloth) and Ropas de la Villa (Ibarra cloth) constituted, 

at the aggregate level, the most important branch of southwestern New Granadan trade. Roughly 

51 percent of Popayán’s revenues from domestic sales taxes depended upon the imports of textiles 

produced in the Audiencia. The latter also supplied Popayán with foodstuffs and metalware whose 

trade accounted for an additional five percent of the total alcabalas revenues. For Quito’s 

economy, the interaction with the north was an essential part of the two-pronged flows of textiles 

and European wares that connected the Andean worlds of gold and silver. How large were the 

northwards flows of textiles and other goods? A recent study has measured this trade at roughly 

half a million silver pesos per year during the early 1790s.35 This estimate does not include the 

flows of salt, wine, meat, and textiles that from Guayaquil set out northwards to the mining belts 

of the Pacific Littoral.  

These figures, naturally, are subject to a wide margin of error. Yet, methodologically, one aspect 

of their construction is relevant for the purposes of our analysis. The flow of textiles in the region 

was highly decentralized. Popayán was certainly the most important northern entrepôt for the 

Ropas de Quito, absorbing nearly half of the imports.36 Quito, in turn, was also de most important 

collection center of the wares that were to flow northwards. Yet, other nodes in the mining belts 

and the Cauca Valley had access to direct imports from the Sierra as well. The ties between 

Barbacoas, Ibarra, and Pasto, for instance, constituted an important cluster of gold, slaves, textiles 

and sugar cane trade that is not reflected in Quito-Popayán’s data. By focusing on the latter, other 

scholars have crudely underestimated the trade across this Andean corridor.37  

 
35 Torres, “Entre el oro y la plata,” 124.  
36 Torres, “Entre el oro y la plata,” 121-122. 
37 Andrien, for instance, only includes Popayán’s revenues in his analysis of Quito’s late colonial 

economic crisis. The Kingdom of Quito, 154-155. More cautiously, Tyrer pointed out that Quito’s 

outbound waybills clearly underestimate the value and importance of northern textile trade with 

Popayán. “The Demographic and Economic History,” 264.  
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In short, the data on Popayán constitutes an important but incomplete portion of the textile trade 

in the region. With this caveat in mind, let us proceed to peruse the available figures. Figure 5.26 

displays the movement of the textile trade in Popayán. The sales of Ropas de Quito and Ropas de 

la villa experienced an important expansion during the last decades of the eighteenth century, with 

imports growing from 40 tons in the 1770s to 100 in the early 1790s and 140 in the late 1790s.  

The sector performed at rates of about 10 and 3.5 percent annually during the 1780s and 1790s, 

respectively. The other two streams of textiles, those springing from central New Granada (ropas 

del Reino) and the Pasto highlands, also thrived during the same period (Figure 5.27). The imports 

of these textiles ranged from 1 to 2 tons per year during the 1770s, and they jumped to 10-15 tons 

during the 1790s. Despite this expansion, the textiles the flowed out from Quito dominated 

Popayán’s outlets. As Torres has shown, however, if one moves forwards to the markets in the 

Cauca Valley, the ropas del Reino were more important with market shares up to 80 percent in 

Cartago.38    

 

 

Figure 5.26 Popayán’s Imports of Quito and Ibarra Textiles in Metric Tons  

Source:  Appendix B.  

 
38 Torres, “Entre el oro y la plata.”   
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These figures suggest, first, that textile consumption grew at rates higher than population growth, 

per capita GDP, and even mining output, the carrier sector of Popayán’s economy. Second, the 

volume of the southwestern textile trade was roughly comparable to that of eastern New Granada 

in the 1790s. More data on the aggregate size of the flow of fabrics will be needed to calculate the 

consumption of these wares in per capita terms. Finally, Popayán was the node at which the 

produce of the two textiles poles of the kingdom bordered. Naturally, some merchants exported 

ropas de Quito up to Bogotá and Antioquia, and some ropas del Reino reached markets as south 

as Barbacoas. Yet, the two streams served two different sets of regions. It seems that the Cauca 

Valley was the transitional zone in which the two streams seriously competed.  

To what extent were the fabrics from the different streams competing goods? Did the region benefit 

from specialization and variety? The available waybills do not allow us to undertake an aggregate 

analysis as the one undertaken for eastern New Granada. Most waybills in Popayán, in fact, only 

report the number of muleloads of ropas de Quito or ropas de la villa and they do not provide a 

systematic breakdown of the wares in each consignment. Yet, some inbound waybills provide lists 

of itemized cargos. The outbound waybills issued in Quito in 1788, analyzed by Borchart, can help 

us to provide some tentative hypotheses on these issues.  

 

Figure 5.27 Popayán’s Imports of Cloth from Pasto and the “Reino” in Metric Tons  

Source:  Appendix B.  
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early 1790s, roughly 141 items were available in the market. Merchants adjusted their business to 

cater to different segments of the demand in terms of quality and product differentiation. On the 

latter, for instance, there was a clear shift towards multicolored, striped fabrics. The fact that the 

officials made a distinction between coarse textiles produced in distinct villages shows that 

consumers clearly differentiated among them. Second, specialization prevailed. Most regions 

offered cottons and woolens, but they tended to focus on differentiated items. Quito’s fabrics were 

composed of a wide array of cottons (lienzos), woolens (bayetas), apparel, and manufactures while 

Ibarra’s producers focused on colorful woolens, white coat material (jergas) and, most 

importantly, intermediate inputs such as wick, cotton yarns, cords, and fique sacks. Pasto 

specialized in cloaks (capisayos), ponchos (ruanas), and woolen yarn while eastern New Granada 

supplied a wide array of white cottons and apparel. Finally, rather than competing, it seems that 

textile flows in Popayán were complementary. Certainly, there was some competition among 

coarse textiles and some branches of apparel such as boots and ponchos trade. The emphasis of 

Quito and Ibarra producers on colors and embroidery, however, was not matched by merchants 

from eastern New Granada. The latter, likewise, rarely exported woolens to Popayán. Further 

research should study the trade structure of specific items.  

 

Table 5.7 Sample of Itemized Waybills in Popayán from Quito and “El Reino,” 1790-1793 

Quito Reino 

Item Quantity Measure Item Quantity Measure 

Condiments 4.5 Muleloads Socorro coarse 

cottons 

94 Pieces 

Bronze 

candlesticks 

17 Units  White blankets 2 Pieces 

Bronze spurs 150 Pairs  Black ponchos 9 Units 

Copper pots 1 Muleloads  White ponchos 7 Units 

Yellow 

woolens 

1 Fardo Shoes 4 Pairs 

Purple woolens 1 Fardo Stockings 6 Pairs 

Green woolens  0.5 Fardo  Blankets 44 Units 

Red woolens 1 Fardo Woolen hats 2.5 Dozen 
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Table 5.7 (Cont.) 

Item Quantity Measure Item Quantity Measure 

Colorful 

woolens 

1 Muleloads Shirts 19 Units 

Blue woolens 2 Muleloads Boots 10 Pairs 

White woolens 3 Muleloads  Fine cottons 5 Pieces 

Coarse cottons 251 Varas Lienzo casero 

(Coarse cottons) 

10 Varas 

Lienzo fino 

(Fine cottons) 

300 Varas  Striped poncho 3 Units 

Blue cottons 102 Varas Brooms 3 Units 

Locks 31 Units Leathers 25 Units 

Boots 15 Pairs  Striped blankets 6 Pieces 

White coat 

material 

4 Pieces Fine blankets 81 Varas 

Shoes 38 Pairs  Bedcovers 3 Units 

Hiladillos 11 Pieces Handkerchiefs 8 Units 

Cordobanes 

(Leathers) 

1 Muleloads 
   

Latacunga 

cottons 

31 Pieces  
  

Alagansí 

cottons 

102 Pieces 
   

Saints 3 Boxes 
   

Rosaries and 

crucifixes 

4 Boxes 
   

Paintings 1 Muleloads 
   

Ambato cottons 25 Varas  
  

Reboso de 

Guano (Guano 

Shawls) 

45 Units 
   

Chairs 2 Units 
   

Source:  Appendix B. 
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Table 5.8 Sample of Itemized Waybills in Popayán from Ibarra and Pasto “El Reino,” 

1790-1793 

Ibarra Pasto   

Item Quantity Measure Item Quantity Measure 

Blue woolens 130 Varas Capisayos (cloaks) 232 units 

Green woolens 100 Varas Blue ponchos 47 units 

Purple woolens 98 Varas Ponchos 59 units 

Yellow woolens 102 Varas Fine ponchos 3 units 

Red woolens 100 Varas Anacos (woolens?) 9 units 

Lime green woolens 100 Varas Wool Yarn 2 pounds 

Pink woolens 110 Varas Paintings 1 Muleload 

Bayeta aguamanchi? 

(Woolens) 

102 Varas Pasto Varnish 1 Muleload 

White coat material 410 Varas 
   

Cotton coat material 91 Varas 
   

Wick and cotton yarn 1352 Pounds 
   

Wooden chairs 4 Units 
   

Sacks made of fique fiber 50 Units 
   

Cords 48 Units 
   

White woolens 621 Varas 
   

Hiladillo  46 Piezas 
   

Source:  Appendix B.  

The information from Quito’s customs house tends to confirm the insights so far provided. 

According to Borchart, the waybill logbook (libros de guías) of 1788 reveals the specialized nature 

of woolens and coarse cottons exports to the north.39 The sources not only made the distinction 

regarding quality and origin but also regarding colors. Quito’s waybills also provide information 

on the exports to the south (mainly to Piura and Lima). Here, again, specialization was prevalent. 

In fact, no coarse cottons were exported to this carrera. Instead, a wide array of cotton and silk 

manufactures dominated southern trade. As stated above, some of these products employed raw 

materials from Europe. Wares such as trencillas (soutaches), pegadillos (laces), galones (braids), 

 
39 Borchart, La Audiencia de Quito, 251-253.  
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and rengos (cotton loops) were the main goods exported southwards.40 This process of export 

diversification was grounded in a regional specialization across the Sierra as well. This, naturally, 

was not a late colonial phenomenon. However, the alcabalas records allow us to provide some 

hard numbers. It is clear, for instance, that the production of some wares was heavily clustered in 

some locations. Quito’s imports of rebosos in 1788 were mainly sourced from Guano (88.5%) and 

San Andrés (5.5%) while those of lienzos were drawn mainly from Latacunga (46.5%) and Ambato 

(35.6%). The production of the famous paño azul was dominated by Riobamba (38%) and Ambato 

(29%) and that of pita was essentially dominated by Maynas, in the eastern slopes (91.5%).  

The HHI of the textile sales in Quito suggests that there was a synergy between product 

differentiation, variety, and competition. As Table 5.9 reports, textile flows were highly 

competitive except for the pita trade that was heavily dominated by merchants connected with 

bureaucrats who had monopsonist power.41 How competitive were textile flows if one moves 

upstream in the supply chain? Even though the merchant networks that operated along the Quito-

Popayán axis have not been thoroughly studied, the literature has tended to state that this was the 

realm of a small clique of merchants linked, among other things, by family ties.42 Torres’s 

calculations on the structure of this business suggest that there were many suppliers to have acted 

as an oligopoly. The HHI of the sales of Quito cloth stood at around 620 in the early 1790s.43 If 

one moves to the analysis of the remittances from Quito to the north, the HHI stood at around 525 

in the same period, suggesting that intermediation in the city was also competitive.44 Here, again, 

it is important to remark that competition does not mean equality. As the frequency distributions 

contained in Figures 5.28 and 5.29 illuminate, there was an important difference between large 

and small merchants. In Popayán, merchants such as Antonio Figueroa, Manuel Larraondo, and 

Marcos Bermúdez had market shares above 8 percent selling more than 60 muleloads of cloths per 

year. In Quito, exporters such as Simón Sáenz and Juan Polit remitted more than 80 muleloads of 

cloth to Popayán per year, quantities well above the mean of the market (see Table 5.10). Yet, the 

presence of a numerous set of merchants trading between five to fifteen muleloads per year skewed 

 
40 Borchart, La Audiencia de Quito, 257. 
41 See Taylor, “El oriente ecuatoriano,” 32-36.  
42 Tyrer “The Demographic and Economic History,” 278-279; Borchart, La Audiencia de Quito, 

285.  
43 Torres, “Entre el oro y la plata,” 127.  
44AGN, SAA2, Administración de alcabalas, Box 90, folder 3 and Box 27, folder 2.   
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both distributions. The presence of these merchants suggests, in addition, that barriers to entry 

were not particularly high in this trade.  

Table 5.9 Concentration Metrics of Key Items Traded in Quito, 1788 

Item Measure Quantity No. of 

merchants 

HHI 

Salt Muleloads 533 106 476 

Rice Hundredweight 90 32 428 

Cacao Arroba 811 25 925 

Bayeta (Woolens) Varas 21783 43 753 

Jerga (Coat material) Varas 3632 29 212 

Lienzo (Coarse 

cottons) 

Varas 1964 21 312 

Paño azul (Blue 

broadcloth) 

Varas 1150 9 1200 

Rebosos (Shawls) Units 17653 110 162 

Pita Pounds 3150 8 1785 

Source:  Appendix C.  
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Figure 5.28 Frequency Distribution of Quito Cloth Sales in Popayán: Muleloads per 

Merchant, 1792  

Source:  Appendix B.  

 

 

Figure 5.29 Frequency Distribution of Textile Remittances from Quito to Popayán: 

Muleloads per Merchant, 1792 

Source:  Appendix C.   
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Table 5.10 Descriptive Statistics of Cloth Imports (Popayán) and Exports (Quito), 1792 

Popayán Quito 

Measure Value Measure Value 

Mean 29.82 Mean 27.66 

Standard Error 5.3 Standard Error 4.94 

Median 21 Median 20 

Mode 8 Mode 2 

Standard Deviation 27.59 Standard Deviation 27.06 

Sample Variance 761.25 Sample Variance 732.26 

Kurtosis 1.23 Kurtosis -0.064 

Skewness 1.40 Skewness 1.04 

Range 99 Range 88.5 

Minimum 1 Minimum 1 

Maximum 100 Maximum 89.5 

Sum 805.25 Sum 830 

Count 27 Count 30 

Source:  Appendix B and C.  

Social networks visualization provides another venue to understand the nature of textile flows. 

Figure 5.30 displays the bipartite buyer-supplier network, with round nodes in red representing 

Quito suppliers and squared nodes in blue representing Popayán buyers. A close look at the Figure 

shows that the network is structured around isolated dyads, a commonly observed result in the 

analysis of exchange networks.45 The dyads reflect that the ties were governed by a voice-based 

relationship between two merchants from the two entrepôts predicated on mutual trust and 

commitment instead of a competitive, exit-based relationship.46 This does not mean that the 

disconnected dyads were unaware of each other. Indeed, they competed heavily. The network 

depicts the ties of entrepreneurs that have been encountered across this dissertation like those of 

the Bermúdez Brothers, the Montúfars, and Matías Rojas. The correspondence of these merchants, 

as stated in Chapter 3, illuminates how they competed in prices, quality, and product 

 
45 Borgatti and Li, “On Social Network Analysis in a Supply Chain,” 18; Markosvky and Patton 

“Power Relations in Exchange Networks,” 225; Anderson and Hakansson, “Dyadic Business 

Relationships,” 10-11.    
46 On these traits see Choi and Wu, “Triads in Supply Chain Networks,” 22-23.  



322 
 

differentiation. The voice-based mechanisms, though possibly less profitable than exist-based 

ones, privilege information sharing and innovation to compete.47 This competition, in turn, is 

transmitted to the consumer in the form of better prices and varieties. This is what seems to have 

happened in the Quito-Popayán corridor. This structure, however, tended to be more vulnerable 

once external shocks weakened the ties of cooperation. Those merchants that kept their options 

open were in better position to profit from drastic changes in market conditions, as will be shown 

in later chapters.  

 

 

Figure 5.30 Bipartite Importer-Exporter Network of Quito Cloth Trade in 1792. Square 

Nodes are Popayán Importers and Round Nodes are Quito Exporters 

Source:  Appendix B and C.  

In short, like in eastern New Granada, the growth of textile trade in the Quito-Popayán axis was 

accompanied by an important process of specialization and variety. Yet, if textile flows grew in 

 
47 Here we follow the Hirschmanian counterpoint between voice and exit as mechanism of 

interaction between firms and consumers. Hirschman, Exit, Voice, ad Loyalty, 30-32.    
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both regions during the 1790s, the entrepôts diverged in their reaction to the downturn of the 1800s. 

As stated above, eastern New Granada undertook a partial process of import substitution in 

response to the supply shocks of the Atlantic wars. It seems, however, that this process crowded 

out the regional production of cash crops. In Popayán, as Figure 5.26 showed, the sales of Ropas 

de Quito contracted 34 percent between 1798-1800 and 1806-1808. This reduction was partially 

offset by the increase in the sales of ropas del Reino but, on the aggregate level, textile flows in 

the Quito-Popayán axis did not experience a short-term bonanza. In contrast, the cash crop trade 

in southwestern New Granada fared better. In fact, the reduction of sugar derivatives and cacao 

sales in Popayán was not as severe as in Bogotá.  

What is behind such counterpoint? Data on the supply and demand side of different sectors will 

be needed to provide a solid answer. Such data is not available. The existing figures on Popayán’s 

textile market conditions suggest that income increases from mining sustained a demand-driven 

expansion of imports from Quito despite the rise of textile prices in real and nominal terms.48 The 

expansion of sales of domestic textiles during price increases and growing imports from Europe 

adds evidence to the segmented nature of colonial textile markets. Unfortunately, price data after 

1800 is scarce and, therefore, it is difficult to calibrate income effects on the eve of colonial 

collapse. Most likely, the contraction of mining started to affect the size of consumption linkages. 

The data on trade flows illuminate some features of the changes. 

 A good starting point in this regard is the analysis of the sources from which Popayán obtained 

its textiles in different periods. As Table 5.11 shows, Quito dominated both the value and volume 

of textile export to Popayán. Yet, by 1808, its relative share of the market had declined roughly 12 

percentage points. Producers in Ibarra and Eastern New Granada capitalized on the contraction of 

European imports. Surprisingly, Cuenca made some inroads in Popayán’s sales. In 1806, for 

instance, two merchants imported 700 capisayos de Cuenca, 41,000 varas of blue cottons (tocuyos 

azules) and 25,000 varas of colorful woolens (bayetas de colores).49 Changes in the terms of trade 

associated no doubt to the northern diversion of flows of European wares and bullion can explain 

why distant producers gained some shares in these contracting markets. Figure 5.31 finally, allows 

us to glimpse the reduction in the number of dyads of the Popayán-Quito textile trade axis. Again, 

 
48 On this hypothesis see Torres, “Entre el oro y la plata,” 130-132.  
49 AGN, SAA2, Administración de alcabalas, Box 92, Folder 2.   
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further rsearch should be done on specific cliques and ties to understand the new conditions of 

trade.  

Table 5.11 Origin of Popayán’s Textile Inflows According to the Alcabalas in Revenue 

(Silver Pesos) and Volume (Muleloads) 

Origin 1792 and 1794 1801 and 1804 1806 and 1808 

Valu

e 

% Volu

me 

% Val

ue 

% Volu

me 

% Valu

e 

% Volu

me 

% 

Quito 5,66

6 

77.1

9 

1,427 70.

24 

2,83

5 

69.2

9 

720 58.44 4,414

.8 

64.6

0 

1,132 56.

62 

Ibarra 583 7.94 180.5 8.8

8 

269.

5 

6.58 73.5 5.96 643.2 9.41 201 10.

05 

Pasto-

Túquerres 

405 5.51 188 9.2

5 

347 8.48 204 16.55 346.1

5 

5.06 161 8.0

5 

Otavalo 354 4.82 95 4.6

7 

355.

5 

8.68 93.5 7.58 195 2.85 52 2.6

0 

Without 

Waybill 

100 1.36 25 1.2

3 

4 0.09 1 0.08 16 0.23 4 0.2

0 

Nuevo 

Reino 

232 3.16 116 5.7

1 

280 6.84 140 11.36 578 8.45 289 14.

45 

Cuenca 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 640 9.36 160 8.0

5 

Total 7,34

0 

100 2,031.

5 

10

0 

4,09

1 

100 1,232 100 6,833

.1 

100 1,999 10

0 

Source:  Appendix B.  
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Figure 5.31 Bipartite Importer-Exporter Network of Quito Cloth Trade in 1806. Square 

Nodes are Popayán Importers and Round Nodes are Quito Exporters 

Source:  Appendix B and C.  

  

Bovine Cities: The North Andean Consumption of Pork and Beef  

The figures on the movement of livestock and swine trade are not as detailed as those available for 

other commodities. Nontheless, the sources are solid enough to undertake sectoral comparisons. 

Figures 5.32-5.34 show the revenues from the tax category labeled “slaughterhouse” (carnicería) 

in Bogotá and Popayán and “livestock” (ganado) in Quito both of which, as explained in Chapter 

2, offer a proxy of the cattle consumed in the region. Bogotá’s evidence suggests that there was a 

short-term, three-year cyclical pattern and that consumption remained stable in the long run. Given 

the city’s population growth, per capita intake dropped. On average, consumption grew from 

roughly 4,500 heads of cattle per year to 5,400 in the 1790s and dropped to 4,650 in the 1800s. 

These bovines were recorded in the sources into two groups, those destined for fresh consumption 

(86 percent) and those to produce salted beef (14 percent). Despite that the latter enjoyed tax cuts 
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after 1802, the sector was not able to keep pace with population growth. Quito’s records, in turn, 

suggest that beef consumption plateaued in the 1780s and 1790s and collapsed during the 1800s. 

In fact, consumption stood around 4,750 head of cattle per year up to the late 1790s and dropped 

to roughly 3,650 bovines per year during the 1800s. The decline in livestock trade in Popayán 

seemed to have started earlier. In fact, in the 1770s, the average annual consumption stood at 

around 3,052 head of cattle while in the 1780s and the 1790s the average came to 2,680 and 2,112 

bovines, respectively. On the eve of colonial collapse, these figures kept going downward with 

only 1,945 head of cattle consumed in 1805-1809 per year.  

Naturally, livestock trade should be analyzed with caution since it was heavily regulated by the 

city council through supply quotas and price controls. Population growth across the Northern 

Andes created conflicts among the three capitals to attract supplies from the Upper Magdalena 

Valley.50 This competition forced the city councils of Popayán and Bogotá to increase the price of 

beef from 6 to 8 silver reales per arroba in the 1790s.51 In Quito, the city council and 

contemporaries such as Eugenio Espejo emphasized the need to increase meat prices to attract 

supplies.52 In addition, Bogotá started to import beef from the eastern plains (Los Llanos) to set 

off the drain of livestock to Popayán and Quito.53 The latter also regularly resorted to imports from 

the Guayas plains though the evidence on this trade in the late colonial period is scanty.54 Further 

research should provide figures on price and income elasticity of beef to go beyond the political 

clout that surrounded the flow of livestock. Suffice to say, for now, that the sector joined cash 

crops in the contraction of the 1800s. The evidence on the early collapse of Popayán’s beef 

consumption is not conclusive and more research is needed regarding the political conflicts that 

regulated the flows of cattle from Quito to Bogotá.55   

 
50 On this conflict see Clavijo, La formación histórica, 102-103; Soulodre, Región e Imperio, 45-

46; Brungardt, “Tithe Production,” 52-53 and 303-304.   
51 See Barona, La maldición de midas, 30-31; Torres, Minería y moneda, 60-61.  
52 Kingman, Salgado, and Bedón. “La ciudad a través de sus tratos,” 252-253.   
53 Brungardt, “Tithe Production,” 54.  
54 Laviana, Guayaquil en el siglo XVIII, 224-225; Kingman, Salgado, and Bedón. “La ciudad a 

través de sus tratos,” 253.  
55 Recent research suggests that the political power of Popayán’s city council was increasingly 

challenged by producers and consumers in the Cauca Valley. See Quintero, “Conflicto en los 

confines,” 169-172.  
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Figure 5.32 Alcabala Revenues on Livestock Sales in Bogotá in Silver Pesos  

Source:  Appendix A 

 

 

Figure 5.33 Alcabala Revenues on Livestock Sales in Quito in Silver Pesos 

Source:  Appendix C. 
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Figure 5.34 Alcabala Revenues on Livestock Sales in Popayán in Silver Pesos 

Source:  Appendix B.  

The import of hogs was remarkably stable in Bogotá (Figure 5.35). It fluctuated within a band of 

4,300 to 4,900 animals per year in the 1780s and a band of 5,200 to 5,600 in the 1790s. In the 

1800s, imports plateaued at around 5,500 hogs per year. Sources do not indicate the origin of 

swine, but qualitative evidence points out that most herds came from the slopes and nodes as far 

away as Timaná, in the Upper Magdalena Valley.56 During the last decade of colonial rule, pork 

consumption fared better than beef in absolute terms. Yet, in per capita terms, both goods receded 

during these years. Popayán’s data again diverge in this regard (Figure 5.36). Swine trade soared 

from around 500 heads per year in the 1770s to 1500 heads in the late 1780s, plateauing at that 

level in the 1790s. During the 1800s, the average consumption dropped roughly 400 head per year. 

Again, the collapse of pork trade was not as severe as that of livestock, but the trend was clearly 

negative.  

How important was the North Andean consumption of beef and pork in the context of the Spanish 

Empire? Some comparisons with Mexico City, the biggest market of the Americas, can help us to 

put our figures into a broader context. According to Miño, cattle consumption in New Spain’s 

capital stood at 20,000 heads per year in the 1790s while that of hogs stood at 50,000 heads.57 In 

per capita terms the consumption stood at 0.11 and 0.29 heads per person/year, respectively.  If 

 
56 Muñoz and Torres, “La función de Santafé,” 125-127.  
57 Miño, “Población y abasto de alimentos,” 42-45. Miño’s estimates tend to be more conservative 

than those of the research of Enriqueta Quiroz. Entre el lujo y la subsistencia, 62-69.    
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compared with Bogotá’s figures of 0.20 and 0.24 respectively, Mexico City’s consumption was 

lower in beef but higher in pork.58 Popayán’s per capita consumption amounted to 0.23 and 0.21 

respectively while livestock per capita in Quito stood at 0.19 heads per person/year. Even the latter 

compares favorably with New Spain’s capital on a per-capita basis. These comparisons, naturally, 

are subject to a wide margin of error since it is not known if the dressed weight of animals in both 

regions was similar. Yet, the data reflects not only the factor endowments of both regions but also 

the relative capacity of North Andean markets to channel animal protein once population size is 

considered. In addition, the importance of a sizeable, far-flung livestock and hog trade in the 

Northern Andes contrast with the limited, highly localized cattle trade in the South-Central 

Andes.59   

 

Figure 5.35 Swine Trade in Bogotá, Heads per Year   

Source:  Appendix A.  

 

 
58 This comparative availability of animal protein in the Northern Andes was offset but the huge 

consumption of 450,000 rams per year in Mexico City. The consumption of these animals in the 

Northern Andes has not attracted attention from historians. In the early 1790s no rams were 

recorded in the Guardalamcen logbooks. In the late 1790s an average of 1,000 heads per year were 

taxed. Miño, “Población y abasto de alimentos,” 42-45.   
59 Jacobsen, “Livestock Complexes,” 220-222.  
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Figure 5.36 Swine Trade in Popayán, Heads per Year 

Source:  Appendix B.  

Finally, it is important to remark that the structure of the North Andean supply of livestock and 

hogs presented a counterpoint. In Bogotá, cattle raising was the realm of the large landowners who 

drove animals from the lowlands in the Upper Magdalena Valley and the Llanos and fattened them 

in their highland holdings. They also had strong representation in the city council.60 Naturally, this 

group was not a homogenous one. Besides families such as the Rivas, Umañas, Caicedos and 

Gutiérrez, import merchants such as José Antonio Ugarte, Francisco Javier González, and 

Fernando Rodríguez started to invest heavily in landowning, a trend also seen in other regions of 

the empire once import trade became highly competitive.61 Below these large landowners, there 

was a group of modest landed entrepreneurs that supplied 40 to 100 heads of cattle per year. Some 

smallholders also participated in the market. In particular, the portion of livestock allocated to 

salted beef was frequented by suppliers providing 5 to 10 bovines per year. Yet, as noted before, 

the aggregate force of this supply was small.  

Large landowners also dominated beef supplies in Popayán, drawing bovines from the Upper 

Magdalena Valley and the Cauca Valley. The data do not allow us to provide firm figures on the 

 
60 For the best study about one of these entrepreneurs see Gutiérrez, El mayorazgo de Bogotá, 

84-89.  
61 Tutino, The Mexican Heartland, 125-129.  
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relative importance of both areas. The 1780 and 1790 waybills report only the origin of 251 and 

623 bovines, respectively. Neiva-La Plata supplied 62 and 78 percent of the livestock while Buga 

and Cali took the remaining shares respectively in 1780 and 1790. What is clear, however, is that 

roughly 40 percent of this interregional flow of livestock was channeled by large suppliers who 

fattened the cattle in their holdings near the city.62 Entrepreneurs such as José Antonio Arboleda, 

Andrés Arroyo, and Juan Velasco dominated this business in the early 1790s. However, in similar 

ways to Bogotá, a numerous set of modest entrepreneurs that supplied 20 to 70 heads of cattle per 

year, checked the market power of the elites. In fact, the HHI of livestock supply rarely achieved 

value above 1500 in the 1790s. In the 1800s, however, the index climbed to roughly 1800 showing 

a clear trend towards concentration during the contraction years.   

Hog trade was the realm of small suppliers. In Bogotá there were also some large dealers who sold 

above 50 hogs per year, in a year-round manner. Most likely they were merchants who collected 

the produce of the lowland peasantry. However, it was the surplus of small peasants, who supplied 

one to five hogs once or twice per year, that dominated the market. It is important to remark, 

finally, that pig farming was not a specialized trade. In fact, 91 percent of the merchants and 

producers sold hogs in conjunction with cane syrup, molasses, and other goods. In Popayán, a 

similar structure took place. There were a few large traders that supplied more than 30 animals per 

year. However, smallholders and small dealers supplied the lion’s share of the market. Popayán’s 

supply of hogs depended on flows from both the Cauca and the Upper Magdalena valleys. The 

waybills of 1780 and 1792, provide some insights on a portion of these flows. In the two years, 

Neiva provided 46 and 51 percent of the animals respectively, followed by La Plata (25 and 21%) 

Aipe (17 and 5 %) and Buga (12 and 15%). Producers in Timaná supplied the remaining 8 percent 

of the market in 1792.63    

 

 

 
62 ACC, Colonia, Alcabalas, Sig. 6181 and AGN, SAA2, Administración de alcabalas, Box 93, 

Folders 1 and 2.  
63 ACC, Colonia, Alcabalas, Sig. 6181 and AGN, SAA2, Administración de alcabalas, Box 93, 

Folders 1 and 2. 
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More Insights on Vertical and Transcordilleran Trade: Salt, Wheat, and Non-precious 

Metals 

A brief analysis of salt and wheat flour trade will allow us to conclude this broad survey of 

domestic trade flows. Given the lack of data elsewhere, the section will focus on Popayán. The 

literature has traditionally stated, despite the circumstantial nature of the evidence available, that 

a small group of large landowners controlled Popayán’s supply of wheat flour.64 According to this 

view, therefore, if compared with the flows of livestock, the cereal trade was marginal for the 

region’s consumption. This perspective, however, should be seriously revised. In the early 1790s, 

the city imported the crop not only from nearby states but also from distant producers in Almaguer 

and Pasto. The latter supplied roughly 67 percent of the market (see Figure 5.37). According to 

Humboldt, wheat production in Pasto and Almaguer was more productive than that of Popayán’s 

environs in Puracé and, therefore, was able to compete effectively in distant markets.65 Recent 

literature has further shown how the Popayán-Pasto flour trade had important spillovers in other 

markets as well. For instance, when Popayán’s wheat prices soared, Pasto producers drained their 

stocks and covered domestic consumption with crops imported from Ibarra.66 Trade flows, then, 

should also contemplate the role of relative prices in affecting two nodes without direct 

connections but linked through third markets.  

 
64 Barona, La maldición de Midas, 45-46. Colmenares, Historia Económica y social II, 69-79.  
65 Humboldt, Diarios de viaje en la Audiencia, 71 and 94.  
66 Torres, “El comportamiento de los precios,” 642.  
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Figure 5.37 Popayán’s Wheat Flour Inflows and Origin in Metric Tons 

Source:  Appendix B.  

 

Were the flows of local and Pasto flour controlled by a small clique of merchants and producers? 

The evidence suggests that the answer is negative. According to the HHI calculations, the sector 

was competitive while the frequency distributions show that the supply was skewed heavily to the 

right (see Table 5.1 above). In other words, the presence of a numerous set of small-scale suppliers 

checked to a great extent the aggregate weight of large landowners. Over half of the supply of 

local flour was controlled by roughly 98 smallholders who sold one to nine muleloads of produce 

per year. A group of roughly 15 modest landed entrepreneurs who supplied between 10 and 25 

muleloads per year, accounted for roughly 26 percent of the market. Five large landowners, 

members of families such as the Arboledas and Arroyos, completed the tail of the distribution, 

supplying more than 30 muleload of local produce per year. Mid-scale merchants dominated the 

sales of Pasto wheat. However, small dealers controlled roughly 28 percent of the sales, trading 

between one to five muleloads of the crop per year. These flows were heavily associated with the 

trade of Ropas de Pasto. Roughly 61 percent of the Pasto flour, in fact, was traded in bundles with 

these textiles.  
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It seems that on the eve of colonial collapse, the Popayán-Pasto wheat trade was experiencing a 

downturn. As Figure 5.37 shows, the aggregate import of the crop in the provincial capital 

expanded during the 1780s and plateaued during the 1790s and the 1800s at levels around 200 tons 

per year. Nonetheless, a growing influx of local wheat helped to cover the decline of the inflows 

from Pasto producers.   Further research should be done in this regard. It is clear that cereal flows 

were not the only branch of trade contracting in this corridor. Going back to Figure 5.27, the overall 

imports of Pasto clothes were also diminishing. On the eve of the political turmoil of 1809, it seems 

that interregional connections had suffered important retreats.  

Popayán’s salt imports followed similar patterns. As Figure 5.38 shows, the trade of this 

commodity soared in the late 1780s and the late 1790s, while it dropped in the 1800s. In fact, 

imports grew from roughly 125 tons in the 1770s to 187 tons in the late 1780s and 225 tons in the 

late 1790s. During the 1800s, imports returned to levels slightly above those of the 1770s. The 

number of merchants involved and the HHI levels suggests that, even during the 1800s, salt 

markets were competitive (see Table 5.1 above). What were the main sources of Popayán’s salt 

imports? The extant waybills allow us to provide some rough estimates. The 1780 and 1790 

waybills report the origin of 587 and 782 muleloads or roughly 58 and 62 percent of salt traded, 

respectively. In both periods the inter-cordilleran trade from La Plata, Neiva, and Timaná heavily 

dominated imports. Quito and Buga sent minor amounts of the mineral. Naturally, salt merchants 

from the Upper Magdalena Valley drew their supplies in turn from La Mesa and Zipaquirá. In 

other words, our evidence confirms the far-flung nature of salt flows in the viceroyalty. These 

flows, however, also contracted on the eve of colonial disruptions.  
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Figure 5.38 Popayán’s Salt Imports in Metric Tons 

Source:  Appendix B.  

The cycles of North Andean trade were not limited to the flows of the key commodities so far 

discussed. The trade of other cash crops, non-ferrous metals, and intermediate goods boomed 

during the late colonial period. Copper exports from Vélez and Moniquirá to Bogotá, for instance, 

soared from 0.625 tons in 1783-1785 to 2.5 tons in 1793-1795 and 3.75 in 1798-1800 while exports 

of lead from Santa Rosa grew from 0.75 to 2.25 and 3.25 tons, respectively.  The exports of indigo 

from Cúcuta to Bogotá, that were sporadic before 1790, soared to 4.5 tons on average per year 

during the 1800s. Rice imports from the northeast and the slopes took off from 5.6 tons in 1783-

1785 to 23.75 in 1793-1795 and 26.75 in 1798-1801. As suggested before, the producers of this 

goods got tax exemptions in the early 1800s. The outflows of durables, manufactures, and 

metalwares from Quito also soared. Popayán imports of copper from the Quito Sierra grew from 

0.375 in the 1770s to 4.875 in the 1790s, while those of lead jumped from 0.25 to 3.5 tons, 

respectively.67 Popayán’s waybills are flooded with references to muleloads of religious sculptures 

and paintings the quantification of which is way more difficult. A detailed analysis of the flows of 

these and other commodities is beyond the scope of this dissertation. These figures, however, 

further support the case for the importance of market widening and deepening across the Northern 

Andes.  

 
67 It seems that Quito drew part of these metals from Chile and Peru via Guayaquil. See Mazzeo,“El 

circuito comercial en el Pacífico Sur,” 10-12.  

0

500

1,000

1,500

2,000

2,500

1
7

7
4

1
7

7
5

1
7

7
6

1
7

7
7

1
7

7
8

1
7

7
9

1
7

8
0

1
7

8
1

1
7

8
2

1
7

8
3

1
7

8
4

1
7

8
5

1
7

8
6

1
7

8
7

1
7

8
8

1
7

8
9

1
7

9
0

1
7

9
1

1
7

9
2

1
7

9
3

1
7

9
4

1
7

9
5

1
7

9
6

1
7

9
7

1
7

9
8

1
7

9
9

1
8

0
0

1
8

0
1

1
8

0
2

1
8

0
3

1
8

0
4

1
8

0
5

1
8

0
6



336 
 

Redistribution: Linkages in a Changing World   

The former sections provided empirical observations on the volume and structure of North Andean 

flows of domestic goods. They focused on the sales of key commodities in Bogotá, Quito, and 

Popayán. It is time to analyze the role of these cities as distributional centers of domestic wares. 

Here, again, the evidence is uneven. Given the volume of outbound waybills preserved in the 

archives, it is easier to calibrate the re-exports of domestic goods from Quito than from Bogotá 

and Popayán.  

As stated above, Borchart has provided a good analysis of Quito’s exports of domestic wares in 

the few years for which complete waybills are available. The previous Chapter, in turn, showed 

the connection of those exports with the flows of European goods and how the nature of the 

northern and southern demands incentivized specialization. An analysis of the waybill logbooks 

can help us provide further insights into the geographic scope of Quito’s role as a distributional 

entrepôt. Map 5.8 shows the number of outbound waybills issued in the Audiencia’s capital per 

node. Three broad main issues spring from the data. First, it confirms the two-pronged character 

of Quito’s role as entrepôt, with the northern nodes taking 55 percent, followed by nodes across 

the Sierra (26%), Guayaquil (11%), and Lima-northern Peru (8%). As studied in Chapter 3, the 

markets of the Sierra run deficits with Quito that were paid, in turn, with surpluses obtained from 

the trade with Guayaquil and Northern Peru. Here, again, the indirect nature of trade connections 

should be taken seriously. Second, the data show that even though Popayán was the single 

dominant entrepôt in Quito’s exports, the northern route included a wide array of nodes scattered 

in the mining nodes, the Cauca Valley, and the Pasto provinces. Finally, by 1808 the crisis of the 

Quito-Popayán axis augmented the importance of Guayaquil and Pasto as the single main 

destination of Quito’s exports. This confirms, again, the changes so far examined in this chapter.  
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Map 5.8 Destination of Outbound Waybills Issued in Quito, 1790-1794 

Source:  Appendix C.  
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For the viceregal capital, as seen in the analysis of re-exports of European goods, only two sets of 

outbound waybills are preserved for the last three months of 1780 and for nine months in 1791-

1792. Muñoz and Torres analyzed the evidence for 1780 while Muñoz analyzed the textile trade 

in the early 1790s by undertaking a cross-sectional analysis of the logbooks of several nodes across 

the region.68 In what follows the three sources have been combined to get the relevant insights. 

For Popayán, the two sets of outbound waybills for 1780-1781 and 1792 provide the inputs.  

In Bogotá, three main branches dominated re-exports: foodstuffs, manufactures, and textiles. 

Regarding foodstuffs, Bogotá specialized in the export of wheat flour and to a lesser extent of 

hams, chorizos, and other lunchmeats. Flour trade has attracted the attention of the literature since 

it was one of the disputes between Bogotá’s viceregal bureaucracy and Cartagena’s merchants and 

authorities. The latter, following the lead of other Caribbean ports such as Havana and La Guaira, 

insisted that the produce from the interior was of bad quality and was not price competitive vis-à-

vis North American supplies.69 Despite the lack of quantitative assessments, the literature has 

stretched the argument to sustain that the failure of highland-coast flour trade reflects the overall 

limits of interregional flows of this product.  

According to Muñoz and Torres, during the last three months of 1780, the capital exported to 

Cartagena 1,127 muleloads or roughly 140 tons of flour.70 This period, naturally, was an atypical 

one given the disruptions of the Anglo-Spanish War. However, was the far-flung trade of flour 

between the highlands and the coast limited to years of war blockades? We lack the data to test 

that hypothesis. Without a doubt, warfare created short-lived opportunities to supply the port from 

the Andean interior. Research in other regions of the Empire has studied how warfare created 

similar opportunities for inland producers.71 However, the export data during 1790-1792 indicate 

that Cartagena was not the main market for highland flours during peace times. During 1791, the 

capital exported 1,315 muleloads or roughly 165 tons of flour, 35 percent of which to Honda, 23 

percent to Mompox, 11 percent to La Mesa, 10 percent to Cartagena, and 3 percent to other river 

 
68 Muñoz and Torres, “La función de Santafé,” 192-193; Muñoz, “Circulación de textiles en el 

virreinato,” 15-16.  
69 McFarlane, Colombia before Independence, 146-147; Múnera, El fracaso de la nación, 81-82.   
70 Muñoz and Torres, “La función de Santafé,”194.  
71 Stein and Stein, The Edge of Crisis, 234-235.  
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ports. The remaining 18 percent of the flour was bound to “las provincias de abajo,” literally, to 

the lowland provinces along the Magdalena River down to the Atlantic.  

Most flour flows were funneled, then, through two main streams:  the vertical trade with the slopes 

and the downstream river trade through Honda and Mompox that also supplied the Antioquia 

mining belt. In other words, the emphasis on the political side of the Bogotá-Cartagena dispute has 

hampered the understanding of interregional flows of flour. Despite its limited expansion in 

Caribbean markets, highland flour clearly found in export-lead regions a market to thrive. This 

indirect transmission of the income of the export boom through consumption linkages was well 

understood by some contemporaries. In his assessment of domestic trade, for instance, the Viceroy 

Caballero y Góngora stated that even though all efforts had to be done to supply Cartagena with 

the “flour produced in the kingdom,” the lowland regions that exported “frutos” (commodities) to 

Europe became markets on their own right, to the point that “it is the remittances of flour from the 

highlands to the lowlands what sustains the circulation of coins between provinces.”72  

The regional exports of manufactures also show the way in which the export boom stimulated 

subsidiary activities through backward and forward linkages. According to the 1791-1792 sample, 

Bogotá exported 1,935 muleloads of sacks made of fique fiber (costales) or roughly 241 tons, 63 

percent of which to Honda, 16 percent to Antioquia, 11 percent to other river ports on the 

Magdalena River and 10 percent to La Mesa. In addition, the capital exported 2,115 lead washers 

employed in the production of chairs and furniture, 615 copper cauldrons of different sizes, 3,605 

pounds of leather soles, and 10 “big” bronze bells. Most of these wares were directed to Honda, 

Antioquia, La Mesa and, to a lesser extent, Mompox. Several of these goods were also exported 

in 1780.73 In other words, it seems that the capital and its surroundings had specialized in little-

explored added value activities linked to the supply chain of gold and other commodities. Were 

these manufactures produced in a putting-out system network? This question, naturally, is a matter 

of future research.74  

 
72 Caballero, “Relación del estado del Nuevo Reino de Granada,” 445.  
73 Muñoz and Torres, “La función de Santafé”, 194. 
74 According to the 1798 commercial census of San Jorge, one of the most populous neighborhoods 

of the viceregal capital, the area had about 5 stores specialized in the processing of copper and tin 

wares. See Libro del barrio San Jorge, Museo de la Independencia-Casa del Florero, ff. 8-393. I 

want to thank Daniel Gutiérrez and Isidro Vanegas for sharing this document with me.   
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The re-exports of domestic textiles constituted the most important part of Bogotá’s role as entrepôt. 

According to the 1780 data and Muñoz’s cross-sectional analysis, only 35-28 percent of textile 

sales were retained in the city for final consumption.75 Most fabrics were re-exported to far-flung 

markets across the mining belts and the lowlands. The way in which Bogotá kept New Granada’s 

textile trade intertwined is illustrated in Muñoz’s study on the main nodes of cottons trade across 

the northern portions of the viceroyalty. He identified five net-exporter nodes (Socorro, Girón, 

Monguí, Páramo, and Rosario), five net-importer nodes (Cartagena, Rionegro, Santafé de 

Antioquia, Medellín, and Marinilla), and three entrepôts (Bogotá, Honda, and Mompox). The role 

of the latter, by connecting net-importers with net-exporters, was overwhelming. In fact, Bogotá 

funneled 48 percent of textile flows followed by Honda (27%) and Mompox (20%) while only 5 

percent was exported directly from textile-producing regions to final outlets.76 While the 

consumption of domestic textiles in Antioquia has been emphasized in the literature, the huge sales 

of Andean fabrics in the regions of Caribbean New Granada deserve further research.77 In a recent 

analysis of Mompox’s re-exports between 1770 and 1809, Torres and Henao found that a huge 

stream of Andean cottons and woolens was directed to Cartagena, Santa Marta, Riohacha, and 

other Atlantic ports.78 These flows towards regions supposedly most exposed to foreign fabrics 

add evidence to the fragmented nature of textile markets and to the way in which the income 

accrued from the export boom flowed out to subsidiary activities in the Andean interior.  

The data on Bogotá’s textile re-exports in 1791-1792 reinforces the trends so far reviewed. As 

Map 5.9 shows, the role of the Antioquia mining belts, and the lowlands as important target nodes 

of domestic cottons is confirmed. However, the 1780 data and Muñoz’s survey missed the growing 

importance of markets in the Cauca Valley and the mining belts in the Pacific Littoral. In fact, the 

destination of these re-exports was evenly distributed among the four regions, with Antioquia’s 

mining belts taking 37 percent, the Cauca Valley 20 percent, the Pacific Littoral 16 percent, and 

the lowlands 28 percent. Even though other wares were directed towards specific markets, the 

geographical pattern of the re-export of cottons was prevalent in other branches of the textile sector 

as well. Table 5.12 illustrates this fact by summarizing the data on the outflows of ready-to-wear 

 
75 Muñoz, “Circulación de textiles en el virreinato,”18.  
76 Muñoz, “Circulación de textiles en el virreinato,”19. 
77 Twinam, Miners, Merchants, and Farmers, 70-71.  
78 Torres and Henao, “Connecting the Northern Andes,” 492.  
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clothing such as blankets, shirts, boots, and stockings. These wares, in fact, flowed out from the 

capital mainly to outlets in the lowlands and the western regions of the viceroyalty. Bogotá, then, 

was the junction that kept together both the east-west and lowland-highland textile flows of the 

viceroyalty. As it has been seen in Chapter 1, factor endowments and fiscal linkages explain the 

overwhelming role of the capital in North Andean markets. Let us finish this section by providing 

an example of the way in which fiscal linkages shaped the geographical structure of trade flows.  

Table 5.12 Bogotá’s Re-Exports of Domestic Apparel and Manufactures, 1791-1792 

Destination Boots 

(pairs

) 

Shirts 

(dozen) 

Bedcover

s (units) 

Mantas de 

caja 

(units) 

Leathers 

(muleloads

) 

Stocking

s (pairs) 

 Woolen 

hats 

(dozen) 

Antioquia 53 81 501 62 
 

6,895 4 

Cartagena 10 
 

48 451 11 
 

2 

Cartago 
 

6 6 88 
  

9 

Chocó (Citará 

and Nóvita) 

21 18 342 1,269 
 

5 0.5 

Honda 65 267 93 839 
  

29 

Ibagué 
 

15 30 
   

10 

La Mesa 69 
 

45 
   

16 

Medellín  15 256.5 1,386 153 102 115 5 

Neiva  15 36   49  

Chaparral 
 

3 24 
  

2 
 

Popayán 58 37.5 186 12 
 

205 6 

Remedios 9 744 3 
   

Rionegro 35 118.5 72 59 26 301 25 

Source:  Appendix A.  
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Map 5.9 Destination of Bogotá’s Re-Exports of Domestic Cottons Textiles According to the 

Extant Waybills: Nodes Weighed by Pieces Exported, 1791-1792    

Source:  Appendix A.   
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As Table 5.12 indicates, a huge portion of remittances of blankets was constituted by the so-called 

mantas de caja or “blankets from the treasury,” the goods in which some Indigenous towns of 

central New Granada paid their tributes. The final markets of these wares were the long-distant 

mining regions of the Pacific littoral. Treasury officials auctioned the blankets to merchants in the 

capital, it seems, at prices below the market rates. In fact, while the ongoing price of a piece of 

cotton blanket fluctuated around 3 silver pesos, the treasury auctioned it at 1.25 silver pesos.79 

Most likely, the treasury favored liquidity over other criteria in allocating the auction. Be that as it 

may, some merchants were clearly able to capture some rents from price differentials by selling 

the mantas de caja to Chocó corregidores. These officials, as explained in Chapter 2, were entitled 

to undertake the reparto de mercancías in the gold-bearing regions. Recent literature has provided 

figures on the aggregate importance of this business and its connections with the supply chain of 

gold. In fact, like in other regions of the empire, Bogotá merchants backed the corregidores by 

serving as guarantors at the Royal Treasury and by providing liquidity and goods on credit.80 In 

return, the corregidores were supposed to pay in gold dust under the conditions typical of the New 

Granadan bullion trade.  

The data on Bogotá’s re-exports shows that a portion of this trade was composed of domestic 

textiles. The outbound waybills of some corregidores can help us again to understand this pattern. 

The typical cargo is provided by the one assorted by the lieutenant of Citará who also acted as the 

corregidor of Quibdó. In April 1792, he exported 14 muleloads of “Ropa del Reino” composed of 

420 blankets of the treasury, 24 red blankets, 9 piezas of striped blankets, 38 piezas of cottons 

from Socorro, 205 white blankets, and 10 piezas of lienzo morcote, all of them “bought in the 

markets and stores of this capital.”81 In short, both the aggregate data and the limited, yet revealing 

data on the business of the corregidores indicate that gold output promoted interregional trade 

through consumption linkages. However, the nature of these linkages was shaped both by market-

driven and fiscal-driven mechanisms. In certain ways, indigenous communities subsidized a 

portion of the flows by paying their tribute in goods that were to be subsequently “sold” to other 

 
79 AGN, N. 2, t. 142, ff. 252v-253 and N.2, t. 204, ff.435-437.  
80 On the repartimiento in New Granada see Torres, Minería y moneda, 184-185. On New Spain 

see two different approaches in Baskes, Indians, Merchants, and markets, 130-132 and Menegus, 

“La economía indígena,” 15-16.  
81  



344 
 

Indigenous communities in the mining regions.82 Further research, again, should put this data in a 

proper microeconomic analysis.  

 

Map 5.10 Destinations of Popayán’s Re-Exports of Quito’s Cloth: Nodes Weighed by Mules 

Exported per Year, 1792-1794    

Source:  Appendix B.  

 
82  In his classic analysis of markets in early colonial Potosí, Assadourian had rightly identified the 

importance of the different way in which indigenous subsidization spurred the market linkages of 

mining see: “La producción de la mercancía dinero,” 226.  
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Popayán’s role as a distributional center was overwhelmingly dominated by textiles, Pasto wheat 

flour, and salt. The city re-exported roughly 452 and 521 muleloads of ropas de Quito and ropas 

de la villa in 1780 and 1790, respectively. Map 5.10 depicts the geographic scope of such re-

exports, with the markets of the Cauca Valley taking roughly 51 percent of them, followed by 

nodes of the Antioquia Mining belt (18%), those of the Pacific mining belt (17%), and those of the 

Upper Magdalena Valley (14%). The re-exports of Pasto flour were circumscribed to the Cauca 

Valley, with roughly 91 percent of the 361 muleloads flowing to markets such as Cali, Buga, 

Cartago and Quilichao while the remaining 9 percent flowed to Raposo and Chocó. Finally, 

Popayán re-exported 106 muleloads of salt to markets in the Cauca Valley, mainly to Cali (62%), 

Buga (25%), and Caloto (10%). These regions imported salt not only for local consumption but 

also to produce salt beef that was to be subsequently exported to the mining belts, a trade that has 

remained highly understudied. The distribution of these three main commodities was 

complemented by small remittances of Ibarra’s anise and Almaguer’s mules northwards.  

The structure of Popayán’s domestic re-exports suggests, then, that the city failed to capitalize on 

the added value segments of the supply chains of the North Andean goods. In contrast to Bogotá 

and Quito that exported processed foods and manufactures, Popayán focused on the forwarding of 

regional goods to serve the consumption linkages of mining producers. There is no evidence, for 

instance, that the raw copper imported from Quito was re-exported in the form of inputs to the 

sugar and gold producers of the lowlands. As will be seen in later Chapters, this lack of linkage 

diversification contributed to Popayán’s sluggish long-term performance.  

Final Remarks 

This chapter has embarked the reader into a dense set of empirical exercises. It tried to provide an 

encompassing analysis of the trade flows funneled through the three main North Andean entrepôts 

during the late colonial period. This is not the first time a scholar embarks on such an enterprise. 

Humboldt, as stated at the outset of this chapter, understood the importance of an analysis, in an 

amalgamated manner, of trade in the “three capitals” of the region. He provided pivotal 

information on the way in which these cities became intermediaries between diverse geographic 

areas. However, Humboldt’s goal was to illuminate the need to move the capitals to more “benign” 

locations. In his view, the highland setting of these cities had “harmful (nosivas) political and 

moral consequences since they need to get their supplies from far-away locations given their “harsh 
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weather.” In his argument, “the capitals increase the price of foodstuffs across the countryside and 

obstruct the growth of the kingdom.”83  

A counterfactual on how different would have been North Andean history had the capitals been in 

the lowlands would be an interesting exercise, beyond the scope of this dissertation. However, this 

chapter has shown how vertical and inter-cordilleran trade had positive effects on the economy of 

the region. In fact, it is apparent that late colonial expansion was fueled by an extensive pattern of 

specialization and interdependence across the viceroyalty. What were the main features and drivers 

of such a pattern? How did trade flows parallel bullion and monetary flows? How did the Atlantic 

Wars alter the trade flows of the regions? Did trade flows keep their dynamics on the eve of 

colonial collapse? This chapter, then, has provided some tentative hypotheses to answer these 

questions.  

Overall, the exercise has built upon a premise set out in Chapter 1 in the sense that international 

market conditions and domestic factor endowments seemed to have coalesced to propel a market-

driven expansion. The stimulus to growth came from rising international prices, expanding 

markets in the world economy, and changes in trade policies. The region experienced an export 

commodity boom that did not crowd out gold exports due to the physical location of both sectors 

and the elastic nature of both labor and land. Export output, in turn, generated strong linkage effects 

to other regions of the viceroyalty. Eastern New Granada and the Audiencia of Quito supplied the 

mining belts and the export-oriented lowlands with inputs and consumption goods. Export 

revenues and better terms of trade, on the other hand, allowed the region to increase its import 

capacity, as stated in Chapter 4. The “three capitals” acted as both markets and entrepôts that linked 

domestic and import trade flows across the viceroyalty. Within this broad framework, the chapter 

arrived at five main conclusions. 

First, the evidence on the increase in the exchange of domestic goods per capita confirms that the 

region experienced a process of market deepening and widening in the region. It seems that the 

networks of import distribution worked synergistically to oil domestic networks of regional 

specialization and growing market participation. Domestic trade flows, indeed, grew at rates above 

population and GDP growth, became multilateral in nature, and were composed of an increasing 

 
83 Humboldt, Diario de viaje en la Audiencia, 70-71.  
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variety of wares. A combination of fiscal linkages, geographical location, and factor endowments 

allowed the highland entrepôts to become hubs of this thriving trade. Naturally, not all the flows 

passed physically through Bogotá, Popayán, and Quito. Further research should study the size and 

the nature of trade in other entrepôts of the viceroyalty. Yet, merchants in the capitals financed 

directly and indirectly the supply chain of wares in locations outside their immediate sphere of 

circulation as stated in Chapters 1-3. Most importantly, and in this Humboldt was partially right, 

the size of the three markets exerted important resonances in distant regions via relative prices. It 

is clear is that export commodity production did not have to come at the expense of domestic 

production. It seems that linkages provided a “vent” for factors of production that were in surplus 

before the 1780s.  

Second, Bogotá’s role as entrepôt was two-fold. First, it linked the mining and export-oriented 

regions of western and northern New Granada with the producers of inputs, manufactures, and 

foodstuffs in the eastern portions of the viceroyalty. Second, it fueled a burgeoning, vertical trade 

between the slopes, the highlands, and the inter-Andean valleys of northwestern New Granada, a 

trade that involved a cross-sectional flow of European and domestic goods. The evidence suggests 

that the role of Quito and Popayán as entrepôts should be explored in conjunction. In fact, a 

dynamic trade corridor encompassed a complementary set of ecological regions whose exchanges 

were oiled by the extensive bimetallic flows explored in Chapter 3. The flow of textiles moving 

northwards from Quito and of imports moving southwards from Popayán was complemented by 

an intensive inter-cordilleran trade of cash crops, cattle, manufactures, and salt that linked the 

valleys of the Cauca and Magdalena rivers with the mining regions. Further research should be 

done on the nature and structure of Guayaquil’s import and regional trade. In fact, the nature of 

sources has led scholars to underestimate the role of the connections of this region vis-á-vis Quito 

and the gold- bearing regions of southwestern New Granada.  

Third, domestic trade flows were competitive. It seems, in fact, that the supply of domestic goods 

was the realm of small and middle scale merchants and producers. Naturally, an important clique 

of large entrepreneurs tried to get rents from their store capacity given the seasonal nature of 

preindustrial markets and their political influence. Yet, their aggregate importance was checked 

by massive streams from modest landed entrepreneurs, smallholders, and country merchants. 

These suppliers traded their products in bundles, assessing the nature of demand in outlets along 
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the corridors of trade. The prevailing view of a rural landscape dominated by almighty landowners 

and merchants who monopolized land and its produce must be revisited. In particular, empirical 

assessments should be done on the factor productivity of the haciendas and the impact of the 

growing involvement of import merchants in rural production to understand the incapacity of large 

landowners to drive out smallholders from the market.  

Fourth, there were sectoral differences in performance and market structure. While textiles, 

manufactures, and cash crops expanded rapidly, the cattle and foodstuff trade grew at a slower 

pace. Further data on relative prices, production functions, preferences, and real incomes are 

needed to craft a model to explain this sectoral behavior. It is clear that part of the expansion of 

some sectors relied on a growing process of Smithian specialization. There were productive 

clusters of specific wares and a geographical division of industries and their markets. The two 

main streams of textile trade that sprang from Quito and northeastern New Granada illuminate 

well this pattern. Even in markets such as Popayán and the Cauca Valley, where the catchment 

area of the two streams met, merchants mainly competed in variety, trading non-competing goods. 

In addition, the growth of domestic textile flows at the very moment that fabrics from Europe 

flooded the market suggests that the goods from both origins coexisted as differentiated products 

in a segmented market.  

Naturally, interregional competition in quantities and prices mattered. This was particularly true 

for those goods whose markets had a viceregal scope. Cattle outflows from the Upper Magdalena 

Valley, for instance, supplied the “three capitals” in a business that elicited a huge political 

struggle. Likewise, cacao producers in the Upper Magdalena competed actively with those from 

northeastern New Granada. Salt from the eastern highlands penetrated deep into Popayán’s sphere 

of influence and became a key segment in the supply chain of the beef trade in the Pacific Littoral. 

Yet, it faced competition of salt streams from the Atlantic coast while Guayaquil’s production 

served the mining belts of the Pacific and the Andean corridor up to Pasto and Túquerres. A supply 

chain approach on specific goods would provide further insights on domestic North Andean flows.  

Finally, the post-1800 contraction was experienced differently across regions and sectors. The 

flows of cash crops and intermediate goods significantly dropped in the decade that preceded the 

1808-1810 political crisis. Domestic textile production, nonetheless, fared better. In eastern New 

Granada, import contraction created incentives to undertake a short-lived process of import 
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substitution. This region, then, was embedded in the empire-wide trend towards domestic textile 

revival in the context of the Atlantic wars. However, the data suggests that this trend should be 

analyzed with several nuances given the segmented nature of textile markets. Import substitution, 

in fact, developed in specific branches of the sector that produced goods with higher added value. 

Supply chains had to adapt to meet this demand-driven windfall. In the same vein, the data suggest 

that this efflorescence in local manufacture crowded out the production of cash crops. It is precisely 

this last feature that can helps us to explain why the Quito-Popayán axis remained outside of the 

short-term textile revival. Here, cash crop trade fell but not at the same pace as in the eastern 

regions of the viceroyalty. Again, further data on relative prices, preferences, and incomes are 

needed to test this last hypothesis rigorously.  

Was the late colonial downturn in import and domestic trade flows linked solely to the Atlantic 

Wars? The answer is a qualified no. The downturn in staple-led growth also paralleled a negative 

trend in gold production. As stated in Chapter 1, there is a debate on the drivers behind the cycles 

of gold mining in the region, but the data is firm in suggesting a deceleration in the 1800-1810 

years. An amalgamation of fiscal incentives and relative prices (inflation-deflation cycles) has 

been the main variables studied. Environmental historians have provided insightful evidence on 

the important climate shocks that affected mining and agriculture.84 It is likely that the changing 

conditions in international supply and demand had further negative effects on mining output via 

supply chains, allocation of stocks, and cost structures. Be it as it may, trade in the Northern Andes 

had dramatically changed by the time Napoleon crossed the Pyrenees. 

 
84 See Mora, “Tras la pista de terribles veranos,” 25-35.  
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CHAPTER 6. THE YEARS OF DECISION: NORTH ANDEAN ECONOMIES IN AN 

AGE OF WAR AND INTERNATIONAL BIMETALLISM (1808-1840)  

 

Introduction 

In January 1823, the London-based newspaper The Times published a long, in-depth article on the 

“Columbian [sic] Loan.” Written in a period in which the paper enjoyed considerable influence 

among policymakers and financiers, the article sought to summarize the main insights of “a very 

crowded meeting that was held at the City of London Tavern for the purpose of receiving from the 

contractor for the Colombian Loan an account of his proceedings.”1 The meeting was an agitated 

one. Some of the holders of the “Colombian debentures” were anxious after reading, in the “Bogotá 

Gazettes,” that the Colombian Congress was considering not ratifying the loan floated in 1822. A 

group of bondholders inquired on the way in which the new government had disbursed the funds 

raised in the City, while others were adamant in asking about the “resumption of the gold washings 

of that Republic.” The contractor, the small firm of Herring, Graham, & Powles, calmed the waters 

and assured the bondholders that the loan would be shortly ratified and reiterated that “the debt of 

the country was as nothing comparable with the extent of the resources, when agriculture should 

be generally resumed, and the mines should be at work, the revenues from which will be very 

considerable.”2  

The discussions on the Colombian loan, the first one floated by the new republics born out of the 

collapse of the Spanish Empire, elicited positive expectations and the British financiers were lured 

into investing the risky bonds up to 1825.3 The saga of the Latin American loans in the City has 

attracted the attention of generations of scholars. The role of the bonds in the financial crisis of 

1825, the short-term mismanagement of the funds in Latin America, and the long-run impact of 

the defaults in the access to external savings in the region have been the three main topics 

 
1 “Columbian Loan.” The Times (London), Jan. 13, 1823. Issue 11767, 3.  
2 “Columbian Loan.” The Times (London), Jan. 13, 1823. Issue 11767, 3.  
3 Dawson, The First Latin American Debt Crisis, 25-28. See also Avella “Antecedentes 

históricos,” 93-94.  
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addressed in the literature.4 Yet, why did a “marginal” economy of the former Spanish Empire 

stand at the vanguard of the City’s worldwide export of British savings? Colombia was the pioneer 

in this business and became the most important receptor of British indirect investments in per 

capita terms. In the aggregate, Mexico and Colombia became the leading destinations of British 

loans during these years.5 The short answer to the puzzle provided by several scholars is that 

London investors were victims of the “El Dorado” mirage and that even fictitious countries such 

as Poyais were able to place bonds in the City during these years.6 Even though there was clearly 

a problem of information asymmetry regarding the fiscal capacity of the Colombian and other 

Latin American nations to service the debt, the episode should be analyzed in the broader context 

of the global economic transformations that took place after the wars of 1792-1815.   

The end of the wars gave the last blow to the bilateral, mercantilist restrictions that had shaped 

Atlantic markets during the early modern era. International trade, in fact, adopted a far more 

multilateral basis with Britain as a pivot of both economic and political order.7 These changes in 

global trade flows coalesced with the technological transformations brought by the industrial 

revolution to promote commodity market integration and international specialization.8 Financial 

and monetary transformations were pivotal as well. The end of the wars consolidated international 

bimetallism as the monetary regime that was to regulate global trade until the definitive 

consolidation of the gold standard after 1870.9 The system was successful in maintaining a stable 

exchange rate despite the two shocks that affected nineteenth-century bullion markets worldwide: 

the Latin America mining slump of the 1810s and the gold rushes of the late 1840s.  

Naturally, the adjustment in the different blocks of the system was not smooth. It was an age of 

worldwide financial experimentation. In Latin America, the wars wrecked the monetary union that 

 
4 Marichal, A Century of Debt Crises, 32-33; Neal, “The Financial Crisis of 1825,” 60-65; Liehr, 

“La deuda exterior de la Gran Colombia,” 466-467; Bonilla “La migración del capital 

internacional,” 79-80; Dawson, The First Latin American Debt Crisis, 45-46.  
5 For the value of British loans to Latin American countries see Marichal, A Century of Debt Crises, 

180; for population figures see Ocampo and Bértola, The Economic Development, 56.  
6 Bushnell, The Santander Regime, 113-114; Palacios, “Las consecuencias económicas,” 119-120; 

Bonilla, “La migración del capital,” 79-80. 
7 Findlay and O’Rourke, Power and Plenty, 377-379; O’Rourke and Williamson, Globalization 

and History, 42-43.  
8 Findlay and O’Rourke, Power and Plenty, 333-334.  
9 Flandreau, The Glitter of Gold, 14-15. Friedman, “Bimetallism Revisited,” 81-82.  
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nurtured intra-colonial trade and undermined the quality of the coins that had fueled world trade 

for centuries.10 The fragmentation had wide reverberations in China and the United States.11 In 

France, once the experiment with the assignats proved disastrous, the adoption of the 15.5:1 

bimetallic ratio in 1803 led to unusual monetary stability that transformed the country in the pivot 

that bridged the gold and silver blocs during the following seven decades.12  In Britain, the return 

to convertibility on a gold standard basis generated a huge change in the demand for bullion, a 

change in interest rates, and an expansive policy sponsored by the Bank of England after 1821.13  

It is in this context, then, that the British investors and contractors operated. The discussions on 

the “Colombian loan” in the London press were not merely a reflection of the naiveté of the British 

bondholders, but the manifestation of an attractive deal with the largest world producer of gold, 

one of the metals that oiled an expanding era of global market integration. The centrality of the 

region was echoed in the British consular reports as well. As Reinhard Liehr has shown, in the 

eyes of the British representatives, Colombia and Mexico were the two republics that “could obtain 

the major debts with the merchant-bankers of London because of their reputation as the largest 

world producers of gold and silver.”14 Monetary centrality merged with the importance of Latin 

America as an expanding market for British wares to reinforce the confidence of the City’s 

investors.  

The importance of the “Colombian loan” was not only a supply-driven phenomenon. Colombia, 

the republic created in 1819 after the union of the Captaincy of Venezuela and the Viceroyalty of 

New Granada played a vital role in the continental collapse of colonial rule.15  The six-year journey 

of Simón Bolívar from Angostura in eastern Venezuela to Potosí, in the Andean heartland, was 

not only a military and political saga but also a massive economic enterprise that exerted 

transformative effects across the region. Bolívar’s journey was successful, inter alia, because it 

 
10 Irigoin, “Gresham on Horseback,” 558-559.  
11 Glahn, “The Changing Significance of Latin American Silver,” 5-6; Irigoin, “The End of a Silver 

Era,” 208-209.  
12 Flandreau, The Glitter of Gold, 14-15; Friedman, “Bimetallism Revisited,” 100-101.  
13 O’Brien and Palma, “Danger to the Old Lady,” 13-14; Neal “The Financial Crisis of 1825,” 55-

56.   
14 Liehr, “La deuda exterior de la Gran Colombia,” 465.  
15 For a continental-wide recount of the role of North Andean armies during the wars see Lynch, 

The Spanish American Revolutions, 185-188 and 245-257 and Simón Bolívar, A Life, 188-200; 

Thibaud, República en armas, 150-165.        
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was accompanied by a plan to put the North Andean economies at the center of the material effort 

to liberate the colonial strongholds across the Andes. It was not a new machination at all. Pablo 

Morillo, the field marshal of the Expeditionary Army sent by Ferdinand VII in 1815 to restore the 

colonial rule in the region and Bolivar’s rival, had also managed to mobilize massive North Andean 

resources to sustain a far-flung network of occupation units until 1820.16 Even in 1810, when 

political transformations had not yet turned into open warfare, the revolutionary leaders were 

aware that sooner or later the conflict was to put the two portions of the Andes in conflict. In 

October 1810, the Diario Político de Santa Fe de Bogotá, a revolutionary newspaper, stated that 

a royalist invasion of Bogotá with Abascal’s forces from Lima was not a far-fetched possibility. 

The issue was posed instead in a different manner: “Can Abascal defeat our forces in Bogotá or in 

our Andes? […] Should not we think instead to lead the war southwards?”17  

The geographical scope of the war and the economic effort of the Northern Andes explain, in part, 

the massive indebtedness of the region in the City. Then, the question again emerges: How were 

the fringe regions of the Empire able to expand the war theater to the Andean heartland? What 

were the economic consequences of achieving independence and promoting the revolution 

southwards? Part of the war, without doubt, was financed en route and the Peruvian government 

ended up recognizing a portion of the Colombian loan in London. Yet, the war put unprecedented 

pressure on North Andean resources. As shown in Chapters 1-3, part of the puzzle is explained by 

the economic and demographic growth that the region experienced until 1800. Even though our 

hypothesis on the existence of an Andean convergence requires more data to be accepted, New 

Granada’s polycentric, gold-based economy was far from being negligible in the imperial context. 

In addition, the Atlantic wars exerted a process of trade diversion that changed the balance between 

the different gateways and entrepôts that connected the viceregal economy with the currents of the 

global economy. The Venezuelan connection nurtured merchant networks that facilitated the 

political and military interactions between the two entities after 1810.  

The Bolivarian project of a single republic, then, not only built upon the political plans crafted by 

early revolutionaries but also on the economic transformations that had taken place on the eve of 

 
16 On the logistics and politics of Morillo’s war see Gutiérrez, La restauración en la Nueva 

Granada, 59-63 and 176-177; Quintero, Pablo Morillo: General de dos Mundos, 200-205. Earle, 

Spain and the Independence of Colombia, 58-59.   
17 “Concluye el día 23” Diario Político de Santafé de Bogotá (Bogotá), Oct. 9 1810. Issue 14, 53.  
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the revolution. Even though the political union was successful in achieving independence from 

Spain, it was short-lived. After a series of military and political conflicts that included a new war 

with Peru in 1828-29, by the early 1830s Colombia had disintegrated into three republics. The new 

countries not only inherited the challenge of economic adjustments and institutional change but 

also the burden of the “Colombian loan.” The heirs of the British bondholders who participated in 

the 1823 crowded meeting in the City’s tavern had to wait a century to settle the scores.    

This chapter, then, seeks to provide a broad synthesis of the economic and monetary 

transformations that took place in the Northern Andes during the revolution and early republican 

rule. While the political and social history of the period has been a privileged field in the literature, 

the economics of the war of independence and its consequences on the subsequent economic 

performance of the region has been very much neglected. The period has been traditionally 

depicted as one of devastation, institutional instability, market contraction, and economic 

stagnation.18 Recent research for other Latin American regions has shown, however, that this 

portrayal should be thoroughly reconsidered.19 New time series on sectoral performance, external 

trade, and demographic growth have provided fuel for historians to identify niches of economic 

expansion and institutional adaptation. Given the lack of empirical studies on the economy of 

Northern Andes during these years, the chapter will emphasize the development of hypotheses to 

encourage new research. A two-pronged approach will be adopted. First, the chapter analyzes the 

two-way interaction between political and economic transformations. So far, the literature has 

focused on the impact of political and military measures on the economic sphere disregarding, in 

passing, that the capture of fiscal and monetary flows was at the center of political struggle.  

Second, it seeks to combine the domestic and global settings to understand the transformational 

force behind North Andean warfare. In this vein, the chapter invites scholars to analyze war as an 

economic activity, with allocational restrictions and positive and negative externalities. In short, 

the chapter offers an image of an economy reorganizing itself, readjusting old ways to interact 

 
18 See Coatsworth, “The Decline of the Mexican Economy,” 28-29 and “La independencia 

latinoamericana,” 18-20; Bates, Coatsworth and Williamson “Lost Decades,” 920-922.   
19 The classical approach to the importance of post-independence economic recovery was 

advanced by Mitre and Langer for the Central Andes. See: Mitre El monedero de los Andes,10-15 

and Langer “Espacios coloniales,” 139-140.  The recent revisionist approach has been led by 

Ernest Sánchez and Manuel Llorca. See, Sánchez “Economía y fiscalidad,” 66-68 and Llorca, The 

British Textile Trade, 282-283.    
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with the world economy, and deploying key institutional reforms throughout the 1820s and the 

1830s.     

War and Revolution in the Northern Andes  

The Napoleonic invasion of Spain unleashed an era of political change across the Atlantic world. 

The abdication of Charles IV and the imprisonment of his legitimate heir, Ferdinand VII, led to a 

huge political crisis across the Empire.20 Immediately, the Spanish city councils (cabildos), which 

under imperial rule had operated as the microcosm of local politics, revolted against the French, 

and established juntas to resume sovereignty after the vacatio regis.21  By then, the Atlantic Wars 

had already undermined the fiscal and commerce flows that used to keep the empire together. The 

trade policies of the blockade years elicited fissures among the commercial interests of colonial 

and peninsular entrepôts while fiscal measures such as the consolidación de vales opened an 

enormous breach between landed entrepreneurs, middle scale merchants, and imperial authorities 

across the empire.22  

In the Northern Andes, the news of the peninsular events led to a set of loyalist ceremonies in 

which the cabildos and corporations of colonial society recognized Ferdinand as the legitimate 

monarch and raised substantial funds (donativos) to sustain the war against the French.23 Yet, the 

interaction between economic and political forces opened new negotiations inside the viceroyalty. 

 
20 The political history of the Northern Andes has experienced an important renovation in the last 

decades. This literature has not only put the revolution into the broader context of the political 

change of the Atlantic world but also has analyzed the process in a comprehensive manner, 

studying in conjunction the process in Ecuador, New Granada, and Venezuela. See Vanegas, La 

revolución neogranadina, 18-20 and 90 91; Gutiérrez, Un Nuevo Reino, 30-32 and La restauración 

en la Nueva Granada, 29-31; Martínez, Historia de la República, 15-21. Even though the 

periodization of the process should be adjusted regionally, this literature has proposed a framework 

that it will be followed in this chapter: Interregnum (1808-1815), Restoration (1816-1820), and 

the Colombian years (1821-1830). Unfortunately, the two decades that followed the collapse of 

Colombia in 1830 has not been subject of broad studies.  
21 For a solid, empire-wide recount of these years see Chust, “Un bienio transcendental,”15-21. 
22 On the political consequences of trade policies see, Adelman, Sovereignty and Revolution, 106-

10; Stein and Stein, The Edge of Crisis, 52-53; Prado, Edge of Empire, 59-69; Baskes, Staying 

Afloat, 258-259. On the fissures caused by the consolidación see Tutino, Mexico City 1808, 73-76 

and Valle, Finanzas piadosas, 138-142. No work on the consolidación has been done for the 

Northern Andes.  
23 For the early developments of the post-1808 crisis see: Vanegas, La revolución neogranadina, 

56-60 and Gutiérrez, Un Nuevo Reino, 43-50.  
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Not only did the viceregal authorities lose legitimacy for having been appointed by the unpopular, 

pro-French government of the former king, but also the process of trade diversion and economic 

downturn created important fractures between regional interests. Peninsular politics added fuel to 

the crisis as well. Once the juntas uprising was in motion, an effort to create a Supreme Central 

junta coalesced in September 1808. The Supreme Junta was to serve as a surrogate for the absent 

king and proceeded to summon representatives from the political entities of both Spain and 

America. The election of representatives transformed the mechanism of imperial political 

participation, but elicited critiques from colonial cabildos that argued that they were not 

represented on an equal footing as the Spanish ones. In the air was, then, the idea of forming local 

juntas in America herself.  

In the Northern Andes, it was Quito the city that took the lead to form her own junta in August 

1809. As the classical study of Demetrio Ramos pointed years ago, the need to achieve autonomy 

vis-à-vis Bogotá and Lima was at the root of this early attempt to transform the political geography 

of the Audiencia.24 The region, in fact, had been heavily affected by the territorial reconfigurations 

of the Bourbon reforms and did not even have a direct representation in the Supreme Junta. The 

Quito revolutionaries, then, aimed to materialize the late colonial projects of forming a political 

entity that was to encompass the Audiencia, the mining belts of southwestern New Granada, and 

Panama. They deployed a diplomatic effort to lure the elites of these regions, granting Popayán’s 

elites half of the senate seats created by the junta.25 The efforts, however, met with the furious 

political opposition in the cabildos of Pasto and Popayán in the north and Guayaquil and Cuenca 

in the south.  Politics turned into open warfare, and by November 1809 loyalist forces suppressed 

the rebellion.26 The demise of the Quito junta had Andean-wide consequences, some of them 

clearly unintended. Peruvian silver, which had flowed northwards to fuel bimetallic exchanges, 

now poured as well to suppress dissenters. The Viceroy Fernando de Abascal, in fact, mobilized 

 
24 Ramos, Entre el Plata y Bogotá, 14-16; See also Landázuri, “La Independencia del Ecuador,” 

88-89 and Valencia, “Elite, burocracia y clero,” 69-70.   
25 Gutiérrez, Un Nuevo Reino, 164.  
26 Landázuri, “La Independencia del Ecuador”, 93; On the Pasto’s role in the fall of Quito’s junta 

see Gutiérrez, Los indios de Pasto, 160-161; For the role of the city councils in the demise of the 

junta see: Morelli, “Entre el antiguo y el nuevo régimen,” 89-95.   
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resources from Lima to wage a two-front war in the Northern Andes and Upper Peru.27 In the 

north, “the impact of the Quito rebellion had a catalytic effect in the stressed Granadan milieu.”28 

In the viceregal capital, in fact, a portion of the elites entrenched in the cabildo delayed the military 

response of the Viceroy Amar y Borbón and exerted pressure on the authorities to create their own 

junta. Most importantly, the events in the south forced the Viceroy to redirect funds to a region 

that used to provide revenues to sustain the army in the Atlantic. To make matters worse, Amar 

was forced to recall troops from Cartagena. As Edwin Muñoz has pointed out, this early movement 

of troops exerted a huge pressure, at the margin, on a treasury that was already in crisis.29   

In 1810, the peninsular and domestic events coalesced to cause a turning point. In Spain, the 

victories of the French army over Spanish forces led to the dissolution of the Supreme Junta in 

January and the sovereignty of the remnants of Spanish rule was transmitted to a five-person 

Regency Council that was to convene a parliamentary Cortes in Cádiz. If the Supreme Junta 

elicited critiques among the American cabildos, the Regency struggled to gain further legitimacy. 

In the view of some would-be colonial revolutionaries, it was time to reclaim sovereignty.30 The 

process, however, did not start in the capital. The establishment of local juntas began in Cartagena, 

the city that concentrated most of the royalist military units. Similar events took place in 

Venezuela, where a group of dissenters forced the resignation of the Captain General to establish 

their own body of government in April. The temporal inactivation of military threats in both New 

Granada and Venezuela fostered provincial elites to depose the authorities and to convene their 

own representation bodies.31  By July 1810, the revolutionaries in the capital moved on and forced 

the viceroy to establish a junta.  However, the Bogotá government failed to agglutinate the regional 

juntas into a single congress to keep together the political dominion of the Kingdom. Not only 

that, but the regional capitals faced challenges from small towns that also wanted to reassert their 

rights to sovereignty. Several royalist strongholds that remained outside the juntista process 

became a serious threat to the revolutionaries. In contrast to Venezuela, where the Caracas 

revolutionaries rapidly consolidated a federal congress, in New Granada sovereignty descended 

 
27 Peralta, “Entre la fidelidad y la incertidumbre,” 142 and O’Phelan, “Por el Rey, religión y la 

Patria,” 71.      
28 Gilmore, “The Imperial Crisis,” 12. 
29 Muñoz, “Estructura del gasto y del ingreso,” 69-71.  
30 Martínez, “La reasunción de la soberanía,” 299-301.  
31 Martínez, “La reasunción de la soberanía,” 305-306; Múnera, el fracaso de la nación, 83-84.  
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into an extreme case of political fragmentation, encompassing up to 13 different sovereign states. 

These political entities endowed their governments with constitutions, parliamentary systems, and 

autonomous fiscal structures, most of them declaring independence from Spain by 1815.32  

By 1811, this mosaic of political alternatives had turned into open warfare. The confrontation 

gravitated around three broad blocks. Bogotá strived to revendicate its centrality and proceeded to 

create a central state, Cundinamarca, that absorbed some of the provinces in its environs. The states 

of Cartagena, Antioquia, Neiva, Pamplona, and Tunja, in turn, led a federalist counterpoint, the 

Provincias Unidas de la Nueva Granada, that managed to incorporate several other provinces in 

the western and eastern portion of the former viceroyalty.33 Finally, the royalists were confined to 

two poles, Santa Marta and Panama in the Atlantic and Pasto, Cuenca, and Guayaquil in the south. 

In 1812, backed with Peruvian silver, the latter three managed to subdue the State of Quito and 

formed what Marcela Echeverri calls the “Pacific royalist bloc.”34 This bloc was able to expand 

its influence on Popayán and the Cauca Valley and remained outside the revolutionary orbit until 

the early 1820s.  

Why did Bogotá fail to solidify a central effort to placate the royalist strongholds? Traditionally, 

the political fragmentation of the Northern Andes during these years has been attributed to the 

alleged economic and geographical disintegration of the region during colonial rule.35 Yet, as 

Chapters 2-4 have shown, such a view should be qualified. There were important interregional 

networks that nurtured the flow of goods and metals across the viceroyalty. Most recently, political 

historians have provided a different approach. The military geography of the region, the failure of 

the intendancy system in the viceroyalty, and the partisanship among the network of lawyers and 

intellectuals that converged in Bogotá are powerful explanatory variables to explain the political 

counterpoints in the regions.36 Yet, there is a key missing point: the enormous trade diversions that 

 
32 For the best recount of all these developments see Gutiérrez, Un Nuevo Reino, 198-200, 268-

270, and 304-309.  
33 On the magnitude of warfare during these years see Pinto and Torres, “Guerra y fisco en Nueva 

Granada,” 180-182.  
34 Echeverri, Indian and Slave Royalists, 11-13.  
35 McFarlane, Colombia before Independence, 345-346; Bushnell, The Making of Modern 

Colombia, 36-38; Múnera, El fracaso de la nación, 43-45.   
36 Gutiérrez, Un Nuevo Reino, 228-231; Garrido, Reclamos y representaciones, 105-107; Sosa, 

Representación e independencia, 41-43.   
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occurred during the Atlantic wars solidified the role of Bogotá as a commercial entrepôt. The trade 

policy that nurtured the Venezuelan connection no doubt strengthened the position of merchants 

well connected with viceregal authorities. In contrast to New Spain, where scholars have unearthed 

the connection between merchants and the political transformation that followed the viceregal 

coup of 1808, there is not a single prosopographic study of the merchants behind Amar y Borbón’s 

position.37  

Be that as it may, the warfare and political experience of the first years of the revolution had 

profound institutional and economic consequences that were exacerbated in later stages of the 

process. To begin with, the insurgency dislocated the network of financial flows between the 

treasuries of the former viceroyalty.38 As in New Spain and Upper Peru, the situado system was 

the very first target of provincial politics.39 The regions that had benefited from those transfers 

perceived this threat since the outset.  Cartagena’s cabildo, for instance, repeated that any attempt 

to change the political establishment should be done with caution since “from the other juntas no 

situado would come here and the troops, the hospital, the employees, and the jails will perish.”40  

The early deviation of Quito’s situado confirmed Cartagena’s fears. The rebellion of 1809 delayed 

the remittance of the situado, and once the royalists restored order in November, they proceeded 

to farm it out to the Quito-based merchant Miguel Ponce and a clique of other almaceneros. That 

year, the transfer amounted to 473,516 silver pesos.41 In 1816, surprisingly, Quito’s treasury 

officials reported that they never knew if the situado ended up in Cartagena before the revolution.42 

In that year, the viceroy reported that Popayán’s officials had received in 1810 only 181,950 silver 

pesos and that Ponce never disbursed the remaining proceeds in other treasury controlled by the 

royalists.43 In 1824, the republican authorities claimed the right to such proceedings, and they 

pressured the still alive almaceneros to pay the proceeds of the 1809 situado.44 Naturally, the fiscal 

 
37 See Tutino, Mexico City 1808, 95-98.  
38 Muñoz, “Estructura del gasto y del ingreso,” 72; Pinto, Entre Colonia y República, 190-194; 

Meisel “La crisis fiscal de Cartagena,” 12-13.   
39 Sánchez, La imperiosa necesidad, 126-129; Irurozqui, “Del acta de los doctores al plan de 

gobierno,” 214.  
40 Cabildo de Cartagena, “Acta del cabildo de Cartagena del 22 de mayo de 1810,” 22. 
41ANE, Copiadores, Box 22, f. 194, May 1816.  
42 ANE, Copiadores, Box 22, f. 194v, May 1816. 
43 Montalvo, “Instrucción sobre el estado en que deja el Nuevo Reino,” 320.  
44 AGN, República (Hereafter AGN-R), Intendencias Ecuador, v. 1, f. 379.  
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network was not simply suspended. Military authorities across the region reengineered the system 

to sustain a now reticular war theater. Besides the traditional zone of fiscal receipts on the coast, 

two other main clusters developed in Pasto and Cúcuta. Both regions were transformed into de 

facto military frontiers, connecting New Granada with the war theaters in Venezuela and Peru, and 

will remain so up to the late 1830s.45  

The revolution brought profound changes in the fiscal and monetary structure of the viceroyalty 

as well. Since the early instructions to the representatives to the Supreme Junta in Spain, the 

cabildos of the region had pressed for fiscal innovations.46 When the events of 1810 transformed 

the political regime, most of the juntas proceeded to abolish or reform the tobacco and aguardiente 

monopolies, the Indigenous tribute, and the network of customs houses.47 As will be shown in later 

chapters, these early reforms had important implications, among other things, on how the alcabala 

records capture trade flows. The elimination of Indigenous tribute in some regions made the 

natives liable to sales taxes, while the abolition of the monopolies made the trade in these goods a 

taxable business. That is why caution in interpreting any surge in trade tax revenues as a rise in 

commercial activity is needed. Beyond these specific changes, the most important consequence of 

the new economic policy was a widening fiscal deficit.48 The expenditures not only surged because 

of the military conflict but also because the institutional innovations diminished the collection 

capacity of the new regimes. The royalist regions had to resort to fiscal reform and experiment 

with the financial innovations enacted in the Cádiz Constitution, a topic that has remained barely 

explored in the literature.49  

Among the plethora of strategies designed to cope with fiscal deficits was a resort to internal 

savings through the floating of domestic debts, donations, or outright confiscations. Direct taxes 

 
45 On Pasto see Sosa “Guerra y caudillos,” 70 and Gutiérrez, Los indios de Pasto, 160-162. On the 

political history of Cúcuta during the revolution see Gutiérrez, Un Nuevo Reino, 360-365 and on 

its economic importance and fiscal flows see Brungardt, “Tithe Production,” 98-100 and Pinto and 

Torres, “Guerra y fisco en la Nueva Granada,” 182-183.    
46 Martínez, La agenda liberal temprana, 59-60; Afanador, “Political Economy, Geographical 

Imagination,” 146-147.  
47 For a sweeping view of the legislative changes in this regard see Pinto, Entre colonia y república, 

190-200.  
48 On fiscal deficit see the works referenced in footnote 38.  
49 For Quito, Santiago Cabrera has provided some important forays, see: “Ciudadanía gaditana,” 

16-17.  
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were tried, but with limited results. More importantly for the region’s economic performance was 

the ubiquitous tendency to finance the war through monetary inflation. We will expand on this 

phenomenon in the following sections. For now, it is important to remark that New Granada, in 

contrast to New Spain, did not experience a decentralization of minting. Mexico City, in fact, lost 

its privilege to provincial mints that were slowly recognized by both royal and republican 

authorities.50 In the 1830s, the capital’s mint only processed 10% of the silver extracted in 

Mexico.51 In the Northern Andes, however, mintage and monetary revenues were at the center of 

the provincial war. Given its frequent evacuation, Popayán’s mint was the subject of a huge dispute 

between Pasto, Quito, and Cali.52 Even though Popayán successfully kept her rivals at bay, Quito 

created its own mint once it became the capital of independent Ecuador.53  

Bogotá’s mint also faced serious challenges. The revenues from the capital’s mint were a matter 

of dispute among Cundinamarca and the United Provinces.54 When the former denied any intrusion 

on its monetary matters, the latter promoted the establishment of a mint in the state of Antioquia. 

The early attempts of the mining areas to change the direction of the gold flows met with a 

resounding answer from Cundinamarca. The president of the latter, Antonio Nariño, stated that 

“this was a strategy to ruin this mint and state [Cundinamarca] since they [the Provinces] have not 

been able to do it through the force of arms.” He added that “if you dare to suspend the remittances 

of gold to this mint, I will tear down all the treaties celebrated with the State of Antioquia and, by 

 
50 Ortiz, “Las casas de moneda provinciales,” 133-134 and Sánchez, La imperiosa necesidad, 55-

56.  
51 Ortiz, “Las casas de moneda provinciales,” 145-147. 
52 On the early disputes over the location of Popayán’s mint see: Gutiérrez, Un Nuevo Reino, 165 

and Gutiérrez, Los Indios de Pasto, 194-195. During the war, the mint was an itinerant 

establishment disputed by several cities. For some details on this process see “Breve manifiesto de 

la conducta política y padecimientos de Manuel de Pombo,” AGN, SAAI, Guerra y Marina, t. 135, 

f. 82-94 and Castillo, “Exposición que hace el secretario de estado 1827,” 56-57.  On the Cali years 

see Archivo Histórico Cipriano Rodríguez Santa María (Hereafter AHCRS), Section David Mejía, 

Box 26, ff. 36-38 and ACC, Independencia, Fundición y Casa de moneda (Here after FyC), sig. 

7255. On the Pasto years see AGN-R, Intendencias Cauca, t. 1, f. 710.  
53 Carbo, Historia monetaria y cambiaria, 21-22.  
54 See “Oficio de Manuel Bernardo Álvarez al gobierno de Cundinamarca, Santafé, 24 de febrero 

de 1812” and “Carta de Antonio Baraya a Nariño, Sogamoso, 29 de abril de 1812,” in Hernández, 

Archivo Nariño v. 3, N.43 and N. 60; “Oficios Cruzados entre el presidente del Congreso y el de 

Cundinamarca. Tunja, 16 de septiembre de 1813 y Santafé, 20 de septiembre de 1813” Hernández, 

Archivo Nariño, v. 4, N.165.  
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mobilizing troops to Nare [Antioquia’s inland port], I will cut the trade of that province.”55 Once 

Cundinamarca was subdued by the provinces with Venezuelan aid, the authorities in Antioquia 

carried on with his project and were close to opening their own mint in 1816.56 By then, however, 

the Spanish troops had already entered the kingdom. The new authorities, however, decided to 

abolish the mint to “not innovate in such delicate matters.”57        

If the early stages of the revolution taught that the control of fiscal and mintage revenues was 

pivotal to fuel the armies, they also showed that the North Andean war was not an isolated process. 

The flow of metals from the two silver cores of the former Empire was key in the development of 

the events in the region. It has already been mentioned how Peruvian silver flowed northwards to 

sustain the Spanish bloc on the Pacific. Mexican silver, which kept flowing into the former 

viceroyalty via Maracaibo for cacao purchases, now arrived at the Northern Andes in unintended 

ways.58  During the insurgency years, in fact, New Spain decentralized mintage and habilitated 

new ports for the export of silver in both coins and bars. Tampico, Tuxpan, San Blas, Guaymas, 

and other ports in both the Pacific and the Caribbean became important gateways for the outflows 

of silver.59 Panama, that has been the de facto political center of the viceregal authorities after the 

events of 1810, was granted the right to trade with friendly and neutral nations.60 This transformed 

the Isthmus into the entrepôt of the silver that from western New Spain flowed to the British and 

other European posts in the Caribbean. It is not surprising that Panama merchants were usually 

involved in the foundation and support of the mints in Guadalajara and Zacatecas.61 The fiscal 

revenues from this commerce were used to sustain the troops of the royalist outposts in New 

Granada and Venezuela and the deployment of Panama regiments in the mining belts of the Pacific 

Littoral.62 More interestingly, the zacatecanas and insurgentes mexicanas, as the coins were 

 
55“Contestación del presidente de Cundinamarca a los oficios del presidente de Antioquia. Santafé 

19 de marzo de 1813” in Hernández, Archivo Nariño v. 4, N. 130.  
56 The complete file is in AGN, EOR, Casa de Moneda, Box 11, Folder 1 ff. 111-165.   
57 Montalvo, “Instrucción sobre el estado en que deja el Nuevo Reino,” 298. 
58 For some data on cacao exports from Cúcuta to Veracruz during the war see Brungardt, “Tithe 

Production,” 86-87.    
59 Sánchez, La imperiosa necesidad, 51-53.  
60 Pinto, “Fiscalidad e Independencia en Panamá,” 15-16.  
61 Ortiz, “Las casas de moneda provinciales,” 140. See also Ibarra, El comercio y el poder, 375-

376.  
62 Montalvo, “Instrucción sobre el estado en que deja el Nuevo Reino,” 216 and 267. On the 

deployment of troops in the Pacific with Panama’s revenues see AGN, SAAI, Guerra y Marina, t. 



363 
 

known in the region, were used by the royalist authorities to issue debased coins.63 This was the 

most important financial asset deployed by Montalvo once he was transferred to Santa Marta 

between 1813 and 1816. These coins soon flooded the region and fueled the campaign that allowed 

him to regain control of some portions of the Magdalena River.64  

The twilight of the first wave of revolutionary governments in the Northern Andes came in 1815. 

A year before, Ferdinand VII returned to the throne, abolished the liberal reforms undertaken by 

the Cádiz Cortes, and proceeded to assemble an army to restore his rule in the colonies. By that 

time, Captain General Montalvo, in the north, and the president of the Quito Audiencia Toribio 

Montes, in the south, already had made important inroads. Ferdinand’s army, the so-called 

Expeditionary Army, completed the task by 1816. In that year, the rebels retreated to the Llanos, 

the sparsely populated plains that extend from Angostura to Casanare. The restoration of Spanish 

rule in the region, as Daniel Gutiérrez has pointed out, was one more episode in the global reaction 

after Napoleon’s fall.65 It encompassed not only a reaction against the liberal innovations but also 

an ill-fated attempt to restore monarchical power in the pre-1789 fashion. Why was the Restoration 

a short-lived experiment? As Gutiérrez stated, Morillo’s leadership created a huge coordination 

problem with civilian authorities, weakened the legitimacy of the regime through arbitrary 

exactions of manpower and resources, and elicited a spiral of violence unknown in the region even 

in the heyday of civil war before 1815. The regime’s pillar did not lie in the traditional set of 

negotiations between the kings’ institutions and corporations but in three-leg institutions that were 

to funnel fiscal resources and solve political dissension: the councils of war, purification, and 

embargos.66    

A huge economic and fiscal contraction accompanied the new regime’s lack of legitimacy. As the 

last general attorney of the Bogotá Audiencia Agustín de Lopetedi reported to peninsular 

 

134, ff. 60-140. Authorities in Havana also sent resources to sustain troops in New Granada and 

Venezuela.  See Zeuske, “Las capitanías generales,” 386-387.     
63 “Noticia del número de moneda cortada que a imitación de la antigua se acuñó en esta ciudad 

[Santa Marta]” AGN, SAA2, Real Hacienda, Funcionarios, t. 7, folder 1, f. 212-222. See also 

Montalvo “Instrucción sobre el estado en que deja el Nuevo Reino,” 272-273. I would like to thank 

Carlos Díaz from El Colegio de Mexico for sharing the SAA2 reference with me.  
64 On this campaign see Gutiérrez, La restauración en la Nueva Granada, 132-134.  
65 Gutiérrez, La restauración en la Nueva Granada, 32.  
66 Gutiérrez, La restauración en la Nueva Granada, 55-56. See also Earle, Spain and the 

Independence of Colombia, 46-47.  



364 
 

authorities, “the ruin of the agriculture, the lack of trade, the fiscal disorder, the general misery 

and the poverty of the Royal Treasuries” led to the “loss of Santa Fe.”67  In his view, “the rise in 

the tariffs of the alcabalas, the arbitrary exactions, and the increase in the price of salt, aguardiente, 

and tobacco were all the excesses of the conquest of a foreign country and not of a pacification.”  

He concluded that “the ill-fated general recoinage of the currency and the rise of the rents attested 

the last bow to a man that was already bleeding.” Even though the literature has not tested several 

of these statements, the available data shows that the economic policy of the Restoration clearly 

eroded its material base.  

The Spanish military authorities not only strived to restore the pre-1810 fiscal and situado system, 

underestimating the changes that had already taken place during the revolution but also altered the 

tariffs and fiscal practices of the Kingdom.68 The rise in the prices of the tobacco and cane brandy 

monopolies and the alteration of the rate of the alcabala elicited widespread dissatisfaction. As it 

has been shown, during the colonial period, the tax rates were but an untouchable matter in the 

region.69  By 1819, the fiscal needs had achieved a high-time peak. From Cuenca to Maracaibo, 

the Northern Andean economy had sustained a massive occupation force that included troops in 

Venezuela and the sending of some units to Peru, as Morillo had been originally instructed by the 

King.70 Between July 1815 and 1817, the expenditures of the Expeditionary Army, not including 

the remittances from Quito, were calculated in a detailed report of the treasury officials at 2.3 

million silver pesos.71 It was a massive amount, representing between 3 to 4 percent of the GDP 

of the region in 1800.72 Naturally, the relative importance of the military burden was higher since 

New Granada’s GDP in 1816 was no doubt smaller than that of the pre-war years. In addition, the 

report did not include those expenditures that were not officially recognized by the authorities such 

 
67“Informe del fiscal Agustín de Lopetedi al consejo de Regencia sobre las causas de la perdida de 

Santa Fe. Septiembre de 1819” in Ortiz, Colección de documentos, v. 2, 229-233. 

68 See two broad overviews on these issues in Díaz, “Hacienda pública en tiempos de guerra,” 151-

152 and Pinto, Entre colonia y república, 208-211.    
69 Muñoz, “Independencia y actividad económica,” 31-33.  
70 “Instrucción destinada a las fuerzas navales que se dirigen a reconquista América” In Bonilla, 

Pablo Morillo. Documentos de la reconquista, 43-44.   
71 Perilla, “Financiamiento de los ejércitos,” 122-123.  
72 For GDP data see Meisel, Crecimiento, mestizaje y presión fiscal, 23 and Kalmanovitz, “El PIB 

de la Nueva Granada,” 179.  
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as those of livestock consumption en route, most of which were provided by the city council’s 

revenues.   

It is in this context of political and economic stringency that Bolívar’s 1819 saga entered the scene. 

As stated above, the remnant of revolutionary forces was confined to pockets across the eastern 

plains led by independent warlords. Bolivar’s return to Venezuela, thanks to Haitian support, 

changed the course of the war in two ways: he managed to tame the factions of the llanero warlords 

temporarily and proceeded to endow the military effort with an institutional base.73 The program 

was cemented in early 1819 when Bolívar convened a congress in Angostura, a city at the 

easternmost portion of the Llanos, to discuss the rules of the game for the country that was to 

emerge from the liberation wars. This political initiative was complemented with the replication 

of a military strategy that has been considered since the early stages of the revolution: the use of 

manpower and resources from New Granada to ultimately wage war in Venezuela and other 

Andean theaters. Morillo’s tactic facilitated this design since he not only had overstretched his 

resources but also had deployed his troops over a vast terrain. Bolívar decided to flank the royalist 

forces in the New Granadan Andes and earned a decisive victory in Boyacá (nearby present-day 

Tunja) in August 1819. The importance of this battle, whose military dimension has attracted a 

fair amount of research, lay in that it fulfilled the expectations of the original plan.74 The royalists 

immediately evacuated Bogotá, leaving behind fresh resources in the treasuries, a fair amount of 

coins from the ill-fated attempt to reform the currency, and an alienated population.75  

New Granada’s liquidity and political milieu allowed Bolívar to undertake a rapid offensive across 

the region, and by late 1820, the war theater had expanded to Venezuela and Quito. In that year 

Guayaquil, in the south, had undertaken its own path to revolution while the liberals in Spain had 

commenced a revolt that led to the return of the Cadiz constitution.76 These events weakened the 

 
73 For a solid analysis of the post 1818 Bolivarian campaigns see Thibaud, República en armas, 

331-351.  
74 A recent, comprehensive recount of this campaign has been written by Gutiérrez, 1819: 

Campaña de la Nueva Granada, 13-23.  
75 Perilla, “Financiamiento de los ejércitos,” 130-131. See also “Informe del fiscal Agustín de 

Lopetedi al consejo de Regencia sobre las causas de la perdida de Santa Fe. Septiembre de 1819” 

in Ortiz, Colección de documentos, v. 2, 229-233; “Sobre la suerte que corrieron los caudales de 

la Casa de Moneda de Santafé” in Ortiz, Colección de documentos, v. 2, 246-249.  
76 On Guayaquil’s Independence see Davis, “Ecuador under Gran Colombia,” 62-68.   
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royalist position in the ports of the viceroyalty and Venezuela, including the bloodless 

incorporation of Panama into the republic in 1821. By late 1822, despite the existence of some 

pockets of colonial resistance, the Bolivarian project encompassed the territories from Angostura 

to Cuenca. This military saga tested the material resources of the region again. The Northern Andes 

contribution soared to roughly 2 million silver pesos in 1820, an amount that does not include the 

cost of the royalist side of the war and the expenses of reassembling a rebel navy in the 

Caribbean.77 Conscription levels soared as well. As Clement Thibaud has pointed out, the share of 

the population at arms jumped from 0.5 of the overall population in 1810 to 5 percent in 1822.78  

This unprecedented mobilization of manpower exerted a huge effect on labor-intensive activities 

such as placer mining and sugar production, as will be examined in the next section.   

The early stages of the Bolivarian wars replicated in certain ways the tools employed by the 

revolutionaries during the Interregnum. Monetary expansion, fiscal reform, and internal 

indebtedness were again at the center of the war effort. The development of military frontiers in 

Pasto and Cúcuta once again changed the direction of fiscal transfer in the region, while the 

Peruvian wars of Bolivar kept demanding funding from the Northern Andes.79 Yet, the post-1819 

wars not only altered the scale of resource mobilization but also were accompanied by important 

institutional reforms.  In 1821, the Cúcuta Constitution cemented the union of the viceroyalty of 

New Granada and Venezuela into a single republic, Colombia, and paved the way to a thorough 

set of reforms in every single branch of the new government. These reforms were supposed to 

consolidate Bolivar’s enterprise in the south and to keep at bay regional rivalries on sovereignty 

and power.80   

The new fiscal measures included a set of market-oriented incentives that liberated external and 

internal trade from colonial restrictions, a frontal attack on corporate rule, and an overhaul of the 

 
77 No aggregate analysis exists on army expenditures in the early 1820s. This estimate is arrived 

at by summing the data on official reports mentioned in Perilla, “Financiamiento de los ejércitos,” 

130-131 and Martínez, Historia de la República, 165-167 and 216-218.  
78 Thibaud, República en armas, 360.  
79 For the role of Pasto and Cúcuta see footnote 45.  
80 On the reforms of the early 1820s and its impact on fiscal flows see Bushnell, The Santander 

Regime, 25-35 and 123-131, Martínez, Historia de la República, 181-188 and 205-210 and Pinto, 

Entre colonia y república, 240-245.  
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monopoly on the trade of key commodities.81 At the head of such reforms were the elimination of 

Indigeneous tribute, the alcabalas on domestic goods, and the reform of the aguardiente 

monopoly. The long and short-term effects of the liberal reforms are a matter of debate in the 

literature. One aspect, however, is clear: the military expenditures and the elimination of taxes 

exacerbated an already unbearable fiscal deficit while the failure of new sources of revenue such 

as direct income taxes and the payment in land to discharged soldiers paved the way to a new wave 

of internal indebtedness and reliance on import taxes. The issuance of promissory bills, treasury 

notes, and other securities redeemable at customs created, as in other Latin American economies, 

a link between fiscal revenues, import merchants, and financial markets that shaped the history of 

the region throughout the nineteenth century.82 This was also the age of the London loans saga and 

the beginning of the long-term hiatus in external lending. Even though no study has measured the 

net impact of the reforms on the region's economic performance, fiscal instability foreshadowed 

the political conflicts of the late 1820s. 

The Cúcuta constitution, in addition, elicited a new wave of political innovations. The constitution 

adopted a centralized regime that aimed to concentrate fiscal revenues and decision-making. Even 

though the democratic nature of the constitution has been a matter of dispute among scholars, the 

charter made serious inroads regarding the establishment of the rule of law and the division of 

powers.83 This centralist arrangement worked well while the Spanish threat was serious enough to 

keep all the regions united under the same banner. By 1826, once Bolívar had finished his forays 

in the south and the British had recognized the new republic, regional dissenters started to 

undermine the centralist nature of the new regime. In Venezuela, an alliance between liberals and 

military caudillos revolted against Bogotá in 1826, an event that reverberated across the republic.84 

A further revolt in Guayaquil (1827) and the surmounting fiscal crisis led the Congress to convene 

 
81 Bushnell, The Santander Regime, 81-82 and 153-160 and Davis, “Ecuador Under Gran 
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in 1828 a constitutional assembly that was to reform the 1821 charter.85 This initiative created a 

schism between those defending the current constitution and those defending the Bolivarian 

attempt at reform. The ultimate failure of the assembly allowed Bolivar to assume dictatorial 

powers, a decision that led to revolts in Cauca and Antioquia.86 These regional revolts fueled the 

long-due desire of Peruvian factions that wanted to make territorial inroads in Guayaquil and 

Cuenca and proceeded to invade these regions in late 1828. Bolívar and his lieutenants managed 

to expel the Peruvians and suppress the regional revolts but at a high financial and political cost.87  

By 1830, the Colombian project had collapsed.  

The driving forces behind the political demise of Colombia have not attracted the attention of 

modern scholarship. Most recently, Armando Martínez has summed up the three main suspects 

behind the events.88  First, the constitutional contradictions of the project distilled in Cúcuta. The 

constitution, in fact, had oddly adopted the Bourbon intendant system as the hierarchical 

organization of the executive branch. The system, which had not been fully implemented in the 

region during colonial rule, created a huge contradiction with the division of powers enacted by 

the same constitution since the intendant was to enjoy judicial and military faculties. The 

adjustment of this contradiction led to several reforms that converged in Bolívar’s decision to 

create the post of jefes superiores that ultimately diffused the sovereignty of the republic. Second, 

the abonnement of the liberal principles after the war with Peru created a huge schism among 

regional elites. Bolivar, in fact, reversed the fiscal reform of the early 1820s, and by 1829, the 

alcabalas and the Indigenous tribute had been restated. In the same vein, he abolished several of 

the low-tariff approaches of the early 1820s. Finally, and more structurally, the Colombian project 

defied the strong, well-defined naturalezas of each of the Audiencias around which the 

government had previously evolved. It was easier to create a national identity building upon the 

Audiencias of Quito, Bogotá, and Caracas rather than upon an abstract idea of a former viceroyalty.  

The examination of these suspects is beyond this chapter. Three points, however, are pertinent to 

the discussion in the following chapters. First, the war in the Northern Andes and its expansion to 

 
85 Morelli, “La rebelión en Guayaquil,” 150-152.   
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Peru and Upper Peru was not an exogenous force or the mere continuation of a political aim. It 

was a transformative force that allocated resources and, most importantly, created a huge constraint 

to any attempt of institution building. The failure of the Colombian project should be understood 

in the broader, material effort to assemble an army that went beyond the borders of the former 

viceroyalty. Second, the fiscal history of the period should be understood beyond the legislation 

enacted and the summaries submitted by the secretary of the treasury. As it will be shown in 

subsequent chapters, the reestablishment of taxes such as the alcabala in 1828 was never done in 

a pre-1810 framework. On the contrary, the new domestic alcabala was highly unpopular and 

ended up being abolished in New Granada and Ecuador in the 1830s. Finally, as it has been shown, 

the study of the differentiation between Quito, Bogotá, and Caracas should be done considering 

the networks crafted during the late colonial period. Even Quito’s jurisdiction was never clear-cut 

and was permeated by fluidity and negotiation. The dispute over the territories of the Popayán 

governorship between Nueva Granada and Ecuador in 1831 is a case in point.89 With the benefit 

of hindsight, the factors of disunity won. But in 1820, the elements of unity went beyond the short-

term need for a military alliance.     

Some of the institutional and economic conundrums faced by the Bolivarian project were to be 

bequeathed to the three republics that emerged in 1830-32. Fiscal imbalances, large armies, and 

territorial reorganization were among the pressing matters to be considered in these decisive 

years.90 Politics revolved, among other things, around a delicate balance between centralism and 

federalism, a counterpoint that was tempered by the ubiquitous presence of the three leaders of the 

region during the Colombia years: Juan José Flores in Ecuador, José Antonio Páez in Venezuela, 

and Francisco de Paula Santander in Nueva Granada. The three countries proceeded to endow their 

governments with constitutions of variable resilience and adapted the Colombian institutions to 

their local needs.91  

 
89 Sosa, “Guerra y caudillos,” 70-72; Davis, “Ecuador under Gran Colombia,” 221-226.  
90 The fiscal history of the 1830s remain to be thoroughly studied across the region. Most of the 
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Rodríguez, The Search for Public Policy,  60-63; Safford, “Commerce and Enterprise in Central 
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91 The political history of the region during the early post-Colombian years is scarce as well. See 

Aken, The King of the Night, 52-54; Maiguashca, “El proceso de integración nacional el Ecuador,” 
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Surprisingly enough, if compared with the political history of other regions of the former empire, 

the 1830s in the Northern Andes was not a period of ubiquitous military strife. In Ecuador, where 

the dichotomy between Sierra and coast created deep partisanship around the matters of trade and 

fiscal policy, the civil wars of 1833 led to a compromise distilled in the 1835 constitution that 

assigned to both Guayaquil and Cuenca a fair representation in congress. In New Granada, the 

1832 constitution merged the Colombian project's centralist spirit with the provincial system of 

local autonomy in place before 1810. Finally, in Venezuela, the 1830 constitution also led to a 

centralist model that stabilized the country despite a federalist revolt in 1836. The reforms of the 

1830s, probably one of the least studied periods in the literature of the three countries, set the 

ground rules for important institutional and economic transformations.92 This is the subject of the 

following sections.  

Two Roads to the Early Republican Past: Lost Decades or Growth?  

Studies of Latin America’s economic performance during the decades that followed independence 

tend to fall into three schools. The first privileges aggregate data, emphasizing how the 

independence wars and subsequent political instability provoked capital destruction, high 

transaction costs, uncertainty, and volatile monetary markets.93 The second school, in contrast, 

privileges sectoral data, providing a more positive view of the region’s economic performance. It 

advocates focusing on time series of mining output, domestic flows, imports, and agricultural 

produce. By refining available data, this approach appreciates the way in which the old economic 

spaces that revolved around mining adapted to changes in the international and domestic economic 

conditions to fuel markets and create some room for growth.94 The last school, finally, privileges 
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the distributional effects of the transition to republican rule. It underlines the changes in the rural 

and mining world, with workers, smallholders, and Indigenous communities gaining autonomy 

and better terms of trade and larger market shares.95  

The analysis of the Northern Andean economy after independence has remained outside the orbit 

of these historiographical developments. In Colombia, the traditional approach that portrays the 

period as one of political turmoil, colonial continuities, economic contraction, and monetary 

scarcity has dominated the field.96 However, most of these studies have relied upon a broad set of 

circumstantial evidence, and, therefore, the analysis of economic performance through times series 

and quantitative estimates has not attracted enough interest. The very few empirical studies on the 

impact of independence on the economy have emphasized the disintegration of slavery, the demise 

of the hacienda-mina complex, and the emergence of peasant economies.97 The latter point, as 

shown in Chapter 5, was not a phenomenon of the post-independence period, though. During the 

late colonial period, a heterogeneous set of smallholders had already gained access to markets. 

In Ecuador, the literature has followed a similar path. According to Yves Saint-Geours, “the 

independence led to a process of atomization, of rupture of circuits and complementarities, and to 

a profound economic recession.”98 Nick Mills, in turn, pointed out that independence simply 

exacerbated the colonial patterns of a disarticulated economy with “one process of economic 

dynamism in the coast and a process of enduring recession in the north-central Sierra.”99 Yet, as 

Germán Colmenares stated in a posthumous work, most of these statements suffered from the lack 

of “an empirical model.” Colmenares himself aimed to craft times series of land markets in Quito 

between 1800 and 1870, a task interrupted because of the author’s premature death. However, in 

the preliminary conclusions of his posthumous work, he showed how independence affected the 
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value and size of land transactions but also promoted the expansion of smallholders, tenants, and 

other key players in the Ecuadorian rural world.100     

It is in this context, then, that the GDP estimates of two scholars, Kalmanovitz and Meisel, provide 

two useful roads to the early republican past.101 They, in fact, have crafted the only two available 

estimates of aggregate output in New Granada between 1800 and 1850. Unfortunately, no such 

exercise has been undertaken for Ecuador. Kalmanovitz built upon fiscal revenues and estimates 

of sectoral output to calculate the GDP in 1800 and performed a projection of population growth 

and aggregate output in 1870 to estimate output levels in the 1840s. Meisel, in turn, harnessed 

fiscal data in 1800 and relied upon the economic census of 1846, a very solid arsenal of data, to 

calculate the GDP for that year.102  

In inception and outcome, both estimates offer convergences and divergences. Among the former, 

they concurred in a collapse of government revenues as a percentage of GDP of the order of 5 to 

6 percent. They also agreed in stating that independence did not bring a substantial transformation 

on both the GDP structure and the export/product ratio. The divergences, in turn, are revealing. 

Kalmanovitz’s estimates suggest that GDP per capita declined by 0.2 percent per year between 

1800 and the 1840s.103 The war destruction and the loss of institutional stability caused a huge 

contraction in mining and commercial agriculture that explains the overall decline. Meisel’s 

calculations, in contrast, suggest that per capita GDP remained flat between 1800 and 1846 and, 

therefore, the post-war economy was not as destructive as previously thought.104 The main gap 

between both approaches lies in the calculation of the benchmark data for 1800 (higher in 

Kalmanovitz’s work), and the sectoral composition of GDP, with Meisel assigning to 

manufacturing an important share of 21 percent. In short, while one estimate supports the depiction 

of the period as “lost decades,” the other calls for a more lenient verdict.  
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A study on which of the roads to the early republican economy to follow is beyond the scope of 

this chapter. This exercise would require, in fact, the accumulation of more regional and empirical 

research. However, the discussion in aggregate terms provides some benchmarks to put our 

insights on bullion and trade flows in a proper macroeconomic context. It is important, then, to 

provide some data on the performance of key aggregate indicators. Population growth is a good 

starting point. As stated in Chapter 1, the late colonial period constituted a period of important 

demographic expansion. By 1800, the population of the Northern Andes had likely converged with 

that of the south-central portion of the cordilleras. Independence seems to have seeped up such a 

trend. Even though there is a debate about the reliability of pre-1850 censuses, the movements are 

similar across different sources. Between 1820 and 1850, New Granada’s and Ecuador’s 

populations grew at an annual average rate of 1.81 and 1.65 percent, respectively. These rates 

surpassed those of the other Andean countries, with Bolivia and Peru growing at 0.75 and 1.3 

percent per year, respectively. In the same vein, North Andean rates almost tripled the Mexican 

performance, whose population grew between 0.44 and 0.56 percent annually between the same 

dates.105 What is the meaning of these numbers? Given the preindustrial nature of all these 

economies, where mortality rates were a decreasing and the fertility rate an increasing function of 

per capita income, population growth shows that the economy of the region performed 

comparatively well despite the short-term impact of independence wars and subsequent 

conflicts.106    

Naturally, these rates hide regional patterns. In Ecuador, most of the growth was concentrated on 

the coast, though the north-central Sierra, which has been traditionally seen as a region in 

permanent crisis, kept performing at rates above the Mexican benchmark.107 In New Granada, 

Antioquia and, to a lesser extent Cundinamarca, were regions that experienced rapid growth. The 

former, indeed, grew at rates comparable to those of Argentina, one of the fast-growing economies 

 
105 For a synthesis on population data see Ocampo and Bértola, The Economic Development, 56-

57. For a discussion on Mexico post-war population growth see Sánchez, “Economía y fiscalidad,” 

171-172.  
106 On the relationship between population growth and economic performance in preindustrial 

economies see Clark, A Farewell to Alms, 25-30.  
107 On Ecuadorian rates see: Colmenares, “La Hacienda en la Sierra norte,” 34; Mills, “Economía 

y sociedad,” 131-132.  
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of the continent.108 Yet again, even the areas that were falling behind such as Cauca and the 

Caribbean coast, performed at comparatively high rates. Naturally, these differences reflect the 

regional impact of warfare. The population lost during the sieges across the Caribbean coast, for 

instance, is a well-documented aspect of the region’s economic issues during the early years of the 

republic.109 Unfortunately, there are no systematic studies in this regard. The literature tends to see 

Venezuela as the territory that lost more manpower in relative terms, even though recent research 

has provided nuance to this point.110 A series of monographs on the demographic history of 

northeastern New Granada provide some interesting counterpoints, though. This region, as stated 

above, was one of the most affected by the military policies of both Bolivar and Morillo. The 

analysis of baptisms and burials records of Socorro, San Gil, and Barichara confirms that the 

balance between the two variables collapsed during 1816-1822. This trend, however, was short-

lived and by the end of the 1820s the region had recovered the demographic dynamism of the late 

colonial times.111  

In short, the evidence so far examined suggests that even though the war had important regional 

imprints, the early republican demographic trend was one of recovery. How did the agriculture 

sector behave during this period? As stated in Chapter 1, during the late colonial years the region 

experienced an important export commodity boom, while the non-tradable agricultural sector 

performed at rates above population expansion. Even though the evidence is scarce, the aggregate 

value of non-metallic exports seems to have remained strong throughout the 1830s. According to 

José Antonio Ocampo, who has complied the best statistics on nineteenth-century external trade, 

the export level in 1834-35 and 1837-38 was like that of the late colonial era, with gold accounting 

for 73 percent of exports followed by a wide array of commodities with export shares of less than 

4 percent each.112 In per capita terms, however, the value of overall exports contracted roughly 34 

percent. In Ocampo’s argument, this decline sprang from the poor performance of gold output 

 
108 On New Granada’s rates see Kalmanovitz, “Las consecuencias económicas,” 219; Meisel, “El 

PIB de la república,” 29-30. On Argentina see Gelman, “Crisis postcolonial,” 54-55.   
109 Daza, “La economía de las provincias de Cartagena, Santa Marta y Riohacha,” 220-225; 

Aguilera and Meisel, Tres siglos de historia demográfica, 28-35.   
110 De Corso, “The Bicentennial of a Failure,” 12-16 and Ferrigni, La crisis del régimen económico 

v. 2, 15-19.  
111 Llache, “Bautismos, matrimonios y defunciones,” 150-186 and 205-216.  
112 Ocampo, Colombia y la economía mundial, 65-66.  
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since non-mining exports had surpassed their pre-1810s levels by 1832. As will be shown, 

Ocampo’s estimates on per capita exports should be revisited upwards since he underestimated the 

recovery of gold output during these years. In addition, even though Ocampo’s data are particularly 

strong for the post-1840s period, his numbers for the 1830s, as he himself recognized, relied upon 

disciplined guesswork that specialists have not revisited.113 For instance, the exports via Cúcuta 

and the Pacific ports require further research, given the numerous exemptions they enjoyed. On 

the other hand, the rise of Santa Marta and Barranquilla shows the polycentric character of the 

North Andean gateways to the world economy was still very much alive.  

Be that as it may, with the available data, it is fair to state that commodity exports performed well 

if compared with the colonial levels.  This result is surprising given the downward trend of the 

nominal price of most tropical goods in the aftermath of the Napoleonic wars. If the global 

conditions of supply and demand during the 1780s and 1790s had promoted the expansion of 

commodity exports in the region, it seems that changes in the terms of trade brought by the 

industrial revolution drove the supply of tradable goods in some regions of the globe during the 

1820s. As Findlay and O’Rourke have pointed out, Britain’s gains in productivity and 

organizational structure were meaningfully transmitted to their trade partners via relative prices.114 

Ocampo and Palacios’s data on import prices and net terms of trade support these insights for the 

Northern Andes.115 As a result, even commodities heavily affected by the downward trend in 

nominal prices were still very much part of the export base of the region. New Granada, for 

instance, still exported important quantities of sugar in the 1830s.116 

Naturally, the export base of the region underwent important changes in the 1820s and 1830s, a 

topic that has not attracted much attention from scholars. Nathalie Moreno shows that during the 

1820s the two main changes took place regarding the substitution of cacao for coffee in Cúcuta 

and the growing role of cattle and leather exports in the Caribbean.117 Even though the estimates 

vary, cacao exports from eastern New Granada to Veracruz via Maracaibo contracted roughly 50 

 
113 Ocampo, Colombia y la economía mundial, 66-70 and 431-436.  
114 Findlay and O’Rourke, Power and Plenty, 333-334.  
115 Ocampo, Colombia y la economía mundial, 116-118; Palacios, “Consecuencias económicas,” 

114-115.  
116 Ocampo, Colombia y la economía mundial, 76-77.  
117 Moreno, “El Comercio exterior en la Nueva Granada,” 105-107.  
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percent in the 1820s, a trend that seems to have continued during the 1830s. Indigo and coffee 

seem to have added export value during the 1820s and by the mid-1830s the overall exports of the 

region seem to have achieved the level of pre-1810 values.118 Cattle and leather exports to 

Antillean markets experienced an important expansion and by the 1830s accounted for roughly 6 

percent of the region’s overall exports.  Cotton continued to play an important role (4 percent of 

the exports in the 1830s) despite the loss of the Catalan markets that had fueled growth during the 

1780s and 1790s.119 The main product that experience continuity was the cacao exports through 

Guayaquil. In fact, despite two important lulls in 1812-1815 and 1828-1831, the export of this 

commodity kept growing and constituted an example of a region that weathered the political 

transition well.120 Naturally, not all products performed nicely. The exports of quinine, for 

instance, collapsed during the early republican period and only recovered during the bonanza years 

of the 1850s and the late 1870s.121 To what extent did the revenues from commodity exports flow 

into the domestic economy via linkages and international trade of intermediate goods? Some 

hypotheses on this question are the subject of Chapter 10.   

The performance of non-tradable agricultural produce is a more difficult subject to measure given 

the lack of empirical studies. Brungardt’s unpublished dissertation provides the only data available 

to undertake a quantitative approach. His data on tithe auctions for five regions of central New 

Granada shows that agricultural production contracted 29 percent between 1809-1813 and 1829-

1833. In per capita terms, the contraction was on the order of 43 percent.122 Naturally, this overall 

pattern had regional variants. While in Los Llanos and the Cúcuta Valleys revenues dropped 70 

and 66 percent respectively, the Upper Magdalena Valley  and the western lowlands of the eastern 

cordillera experienced an expansion of 11 and 13 percent. The tithe jurisdictions on Bogotá’s and 

 
118 Brungardt, “Tithe Production,” 87-88. See the thorough estimates of August Gosselman, a 

Swedish agent who prepared a report of external trade in South America. Informes sobre los 

estados suramericanos, 123-127.  See other estimates at “Noticias de Cúcuta”, La Indicación 

(Bogotá), Sept. 7, 1822, Issue 7, 26.   
119 Brazilian and American cotton replaced Colombian produce in Catalonia during the 1820s. See 

Sánchez and Valls, “El mercado de algodón en Barcelona,” 88-89. For cotton and cattle exports 

during the 1830s see Ocampo, Colombia y la economía mundial, 76-77.  
120 Contreras, El sector exportador, 154-155 and Chiriboga, Jornaleros, grandes propietarios y 

exportación cacaotera, 30-32.  
121 Safford, “Commerce and Enterprise in Central Colombia”, 269-270.  
122 Brungardt, “Tithe Production,” 325-326.  
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Socorro’s orbit, in turn, declined 28 and 31 percentual points. These numbers mirror the material 

effort these regions made during the wars. Los Llanos, as noted above, was the headquarters of the 

revolutionaries during the Restoration, while Cúcuta was a military frontier during most of the 

conflict. Socorro and Bogotá, in turn, were the main sources of manpower and resources for the 

war.123 The good performance of the lowlands is a reflection not only of the marginal effects of 

the conflict in the region but also of the migration from the highlands in the 1820s and the 1830s, 

the introduction of new species of grasses that improved the productivity of livestock raising, and 

the heyday of the cacao cycle in the Upper Magdalena Valley, a cycle that started in the 1800s as 

explored in Chapter 2.124   

The aggregate data from the tithes, then, conveys a pessimistic diagnosis of the early republican 

economy. Brungardt concluded that “the massive capital disinvestment and the wartime 

devastation led to a breakdown of much of the former regional specialization so that former 

economies or savings produced by regional divisions of labor no longer operated.”125 The 

following chapters will test to what extent the regional specialization collapsed after the war. For 

now, it is important to remark that the interpretation of agricultural behavior using 1829-1833 as 

the benchmark years tends to underestimate the timing of post-war recovery. These years, as we 

have seen, were ones of military conflict and political crisis. If one takes Brungardt’s data for the 

1826-1828 years, conversely, most of the regions had already started a much striking recovery. In 

the same vein, the tithe exemption enacted in 1824 on new plantations of coffee, indigo, and cacao 

clearly ended up reducing the overall tithe revenue in some regions.126 More research is needed to 

solve this conundrum. Yet, it seems fair to conclude that both tradable and non-tradable 

agricultural outputs were experiencing a process of regional and functional adjustment and, 

perhaps, the aggregate value of the sector was already overperforming the colonial levels in the 

1830s.  

 

 
123 Brungardt, “Tithe Production,” 100-102, 160-165 and 219-220.   
124 See Brungardt, “Tithe Production,” 150-155 and Safford, “Commerce and Enterprise in Central 

Colombia,” 259-260.  
125 Brungardt, “Tithe Production,” 329.  
126 On these exemptions see Bushnell, The Santander Regime, 80-81 and 87-88.  



378 
 

North Andean Mining: Transformations and Hypotheses  

Any discussion of post-war economic conditions should include an analysis of gold mining, the 

“engine” of late colonial economic growth. Even though generations of scholars have discussed 

post-independence gold output levels, surprisingly most of them have relied upon the calculations 

of the nineteenth-century polymath Vicente Restrepo.127  Scholars interested in establishing world 

mining output trends have refined Restrepo’s calculations with those of the German scholar Adolf 

Soetbeer made in 1883 and those of a series of economic reports of the US Bureau of Mines 

presented in the early 1930s.128  In contrast to the colonial period, on which modern scholarship 

has used mining taxes to establish long-term output trends across the region, the data for the 

republican years has not been thoroughly unearthed. At best, some scholars have tried to use 

Bogotá’s minting output while interpolating that of Popayán.129  

In a former work, it has been possible to unearth information on Popayán’s mint between 1820 

and 1840 while relaying upon Guillermo Cespedes’s data for the period 1780-1819.130 Thus, it has 

been possible to present a preliminary assessment of mining performance during the transition era. 

Yet, later research in the archives in Seville and Popayán, made it clear that Cespedes’s data for 

some periods was crudely off the mark. The fielatura logbooks of those years and a report of the 

mint’s director to the Secretaría de Hacienda that compiled coinage from 1800 to 1829 portrays a 

different story.131 Additional discrepancies are found between Cespedes’s data and the AGI’s 

records as well.132 According to Figure 6.1, which compares the trends of the three sources, three 

main divergences emerge. The first is the lag between the all-time peaks of the series in the 1800s. 

Second, while the absolute amount of coinage during the 1790s is comparable in the three sources, 

in the 1800s an important gap of half-million silver pesos exists between Cespedes’s and the AGI’s 

data, on the one hand, and the Secretaría report, on the other. Finally, the former’s data remained 

 
127 Restrepo, Estudio sobre las minas de oro y plata, 211; Ocampo, Colombia y la economía 

mundial, 306-307; Meisel, “El PIB de la república,” 3-4; Tovar, “La Lenta ruptura,” 131-132.  
128 Schmitz, World Non-ferrous Metal Production, 79-80; Ridgway, Summarized Data of Gold 

Production, 7-14 and 35-39; Soetbeer, Edelmetall-Produktion, 91-96.  
129Bushnell, The Santander Regime, 135-136.  Ocampo, Colombia y la economía mundial, 307.  
130 Torres, “La minería neogranadina,” 46-47; Céspedes, Las casas de moneda, 265-268.  
131 AGN-R, Despacho de Hacienda, t. 429, ff. 12-13 and 41-43; ACC, Independencia, Fundición 

y Casa de moneda, Sig. 6198, 6185-6188, 6210-6221, 6191-6193.   
132 AGI, Quito, 565-568, 585-586 and Santa Fe, 830-832.  
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flat during the 1810s while the Secretaría information shows an important recovery during the 

Restoration. In the 1820s, except for some minor differences in the mintage output during the time 

the mint was itinerant (1820-1822), the trends and output levels are similar in the two sources. 

What is to be done? Given that this section’s purpose is to examine broad, decennial trends, 

Cespedes data will be used up to 1810. During the first revolutionary era, the Secretaría data seems 

to be more accurate. The analysis of the fielatura logbooks confirms this for those years that also 

reflect the Restoration’s surge. As for the 1820s and 1830s, the original source from the Secretaría 

and subsequent reports from the same institution -reproduced in my former article- will be 

harnessed.      

 

Figure 6.1 Popayán Gold Mintage According to Available Estimates in Silver Pesos 

Sources: See Footnotes 130-132.  

Naturally, two important questions emerge: to what extent are mintage outputs a good indicator of 

mining activity? How can these records be harnessed to identify shifts in the regional output of 

gold? The first issue has been a privileged topic in the literature on the economic history of Latin 

America since it is related directly to the problem of contraband.133 The consensus, as stated in 

Chapter 3, is that for the late colonial period the mintage records are a good proxy of mining output 

trends since the crown not only deployed a set of incentives such as the establishment of fondos 

 
133 For a broad view on the relationship between mintage and contraband see Romano, Monedas, 

pseudomoneda, 56-65 and Mecanismo y elementos, 168-172.  
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de rescate and the modernization of mill coinage, but also because the worldwide acceptability of 

coins issued in the colonies made the tradeoff between seignorage and coinage an attractive deal. 

In terms of output levels, however, mintage records should be treated with caution, and this is 

particularly true in New Granada’s case. In fact, as it has been shown, in contrast to New Spain, 

the export of gold in the forms of bars was de facto permitted in some areas of the Northern Andes. 

All this structure suffered important changes after 1810. As Irigoin has shown, the collapse of the 

colonial monetary union led to a widespread reduction in the premiums paid for Latin American 

coins in international markets.134 Therefore, the main incentive to take metals into the mints 

suffered a serious setback.  In the same vein, the mints themselves suffered important institutional 

changes that altered the opportunity cost of smuggling. More on this will be provided later in this 

section.  For now, it is important to remark that the post-1810 mintage level clearly underestimates 

the performance of mining output if compared with late colonial trends.  

The second issue, that of the geographical origin of the ores processed in the mints, has attracted 

less attention. After all, the best source to study regional shifts in metal production is the direct 

taxes records (quintos and fundición) that were charged in the mining areas themselves. As stated 

above, however, this information has not been systematically unearthed for the post-independence 

period. The mint’s records, however, offer some figures that, properly complemented with the 

available data from the other mining taxes, will allow us to offer some insights on this issue. The 

extant “purchase logbooks of metals” (libros de compra de metales) provide, in fact, a breakdown 

of the foundries that supplied the gold bought in the mints during key benchmarks.  According to 

these logbooks, in the early 1790s Antioquia’s foundry accounted for 41 percent of the metals 

bought by Bogotá’s mint, followed by the metals of Bogotá’s own foundry (38 percent) -which in 

turn funneled the gold from southwestern Antioquia, the Upper Magdalena River and other minor 

producers in eastern New Granada-, Nóvita (23 percent), and Mompox (1 percent).135  In Popayán, 

the city’s foundry dominated the supply of golds bars for the mint (57 percent), followed by Nóvita 

(35 percent) and Antioquia (8 percent).136  

 
134 Irigoin, “Gresham on Horseback,” 558-559 and “The End of a Silver Era,” 210-214.    
135 Archivo Histórico de la Casa de la Moneda, Biblioteca Luís Ángel Arango (Hereafter AHCM), 

Sa0259.  
136 ACC, Colonia, Fundición y Casa de Moneda, Sig. 11611-11612.  
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The breakdowns so far examined confirm the reports of the viceroys and the mint’s directors in 

the sense that Bogotá absorbed most of the gold from Antioquia and central New Granada while 

Popayán funneled that of the Southwestern portion of the viceroyalty.137  Chocó’s production was 

evenly processed by the two mints, and a few gold bars from Mompox’s foundry flowed into the 

two mints. This geographic pattern suffered some changes after 1810. The main transformation 

was the overwhelming dominance of gold from Antioquia in Bogotá’s mint and the contraction of 

the entries from Chocó’s foundries. In 1826-1827, 1830-1831, and 1837-1838, the gold bought in 

the capital from the latter region accounted for only 3 to 12 percent of total purchases.138 In 

Popayán, mint outputs kept reflecting the gold streams from southwestern New Granada, 

reinforced with the production from Chocó.139  

Once provided these preliminary caveats on the nature of mintage data, Figures 6.2-6.3 depict gold 

output trends in the region during the transition from colonial to republican rule. As the polynomic 

trend in Figure 6.2 shows, the region experienced a broad cycle with an upward trend between 

1780 and 1800, a downward movement up to 1825-26, and a new upward phase until the early 

1840s.  Two main insights spring from these trends. First, it shows that the late colonial mining 

surge was already containing forces that reversed the direction of movement before the 

independence wars. This trend, as explored in Chapters 2-3, confirms the overall contraction in 

bullion and trade flows on the eve of colonial collapse. Second, it suggests that the impact of the 

revolution on mining was not a long-term burden as previously thought. The performance of 

mining during the 1830s speaks of an economy that was rapidly readjusting to the post-war 

conditions. Naturally, this analysis should include the performance of mining in absolute terms 

and Table 6.1 contains an index-number of decennial gold production in tons. These figures 

indicate that mining output during the 1810s declined 42.5 percent with respect to the late colonial 

levels and that by the 1830s the level was still 28.5 percent below. These numbers are not as 

negative if compared with the performance of mining in other countries of the region. In the 1810s, 

Mexico’s and Bolivia’s silver output declined 44 and 38 percent. In the 1830s, production in both 

countries bottomed to 40 and 55 percent below the late colonial levels, respectively. Only Peruvian 

 
137 Caballero, “Relación del estado del Nuevo Reino de Granada,” 436-437; AGN, EOR, Casa de 

Moneda, Box 11, Folder 1, ff. 143; Restrepo, Estudio sobre las minas de oro y plata, 209.    
138 AHCM, Da0038.  
139 ACC, Independencia, Fundición y Casa de Moneda, Sig. 6228 
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silver mining that achieved 75 percent of colonial levels in the 1830s performed in similar lines to 

the North Andean gold production (see Table 6.1).140  

Naturally, to understand the forces behind the number so far unearthed, it is necessary to peruse 

the trends in both temporal and geographical terms. Thus, Table 6.2 contains an index-number of 

mintage levels in Popayán and Bogotá, while Figure 6.4 depicts the OLS time regressions per 

decade in each mint to understand the rhythms of growth/decline. The data confirm the importance 

of the output expansion in the 1780s and 1790s while corroborating the divergence between the 

performance of both mints. In the 1790s, Bogotá’s growth was roughly 5 times stronger than that 

of Popayán, reflecting the ascendancy of gold production in Antioquia. In the 1800s, the slopes of 

both series confirm once again the late-colonial downturn with Popayán suffering a greater decline 

than Bogotá. The 1810s presents an interesting counterpoint. In absolute terms, while the capital’s 

mint did not suffer a huge decline, that of Popayán contracted 66 percent, echoing the different 

ways in which the war affected Antioquia and southwestern New Granada during the first stages 

of the revolution. Yet, the OLS regression shows that Popayán’s performance was positive, 

suggesting that the Restoration partially reversed the negative trend of the Interregnum. By 

contrast, the negative trend in Bogotá’s gold issuances reflects the material impact of Morillo’s 

policies in 1818-1819 in Antioquia and central New Granada. Further research should be done, 

among other things, on the extent to which the peace conditions that enjoyed the Popayán-Quito 

axis during the second half of the 1810s explain this counterpoint.     

 
140 On the importance and scope of the recovery of Peruvian and Bolivian mining during the 1830s 

see Deustúa, The Bewitchment of Silver, 35-36 and Langer, “Bajo la sombra del Cerro Rico,” 78-

79. For Mexico see Tutino, The Mexican Heartland, 178-179.  
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Figure 6.2 Gold Mintage in New Granada in Silver Pesos 

Sources: For Bogotá: Barriga, Historia de la casa de moneda v. 3, 522-523 and Torres, “La minería 

neogranadina,” 48-49. For Popayán up to 1810: Céspedes, Las casas de moneda en los reinos de indias, 

265-268. After 1810: AGN-R, Despacho de Hacienda, t. 429, ff. 12-13 and 41-43 and AGN-R, Ministerio 

de Hacienda t. 221 f. 389-392, t. 237 f. 220-223, t. 242, f. 194-196, t. 250 f. 525-528, t. 257 f. 288-290, 

t.221 f. 389-392, t. 237 f. 220-223, t, 242 f, 194-195, t. 246 f. 763, t. 250 f, 525-528, t. 257 f. 288-290. 

AGN-R, Gobernaciones Popayán, t. 1 f. 536-538 and 606-608, t. 9 f. 202, 345, 589 and 760.     

 

 

Figure 6.3 Gold Mintage in Bogotá and Popayán in Silver Pesos 

Sources: Same as Figure 6.2. 
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Table 6.1 Mining Output in Latin American Countries per Decade in Metric Tons, 

1800s=100 

Decade Bolivia* Index Peru* Index Mexico* Index New 

Granada** 

Index 

1800s 1357 100 1125 100 5538 100 42 100 

1810s 840 62 926 82 3120 56 24 57.25 

1820s 618 46 364 32 2648 48 26 62 

1830s 604 45 846 75 3310 60 30 71.5 

Sources:  For Bolivia, Peru, and Mexico Contreras, “La minería hispanoamericana,” 258. For New 

Granada: own calculations following sources in figure 2. * Silver Output ** Gold output. 

 

Table 6.2 Gold Mintage in Popayán and Bogotá in Silver Pesos, 1800s=100 

Decade Popayán Index Bogotá Index 

1780s 8,880,246 81 9,067,256 67 

1790s 9,470,768 86 11,766,057 87 

1800s 11,038,300 100 13,601,632 100 

1810s 3,705,079 34 10,531,840 78 

1820s 5,815,168 53 9,253,168 68 

1830s 6,292,048 57 11,394,488 84 

Sources: Own calculations following sources in Figure 6.2. 
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Figure 6.4 Coefficients of Significant OLS Time Regressions of Gold Mintage in Popayán 

and Bogotá per Decade in Silver Pesos  

Sources:  Own calculations following sources in Figure 6.2.  

 

The performance of mining during the 1820s again presents regional divergences. Popayán’s gold 

production started to recover from the war years, achieving 53 percent of the late colonial levels. 

Bogotá’s mintage, in contrast, performed poorer than in the 1810s despite a huge all-time peak 

production in 1825-1826.141 What explains this counterpoint? Undoubtedly, Popayán’s impressive 

slope is a case of a “through to peak” measurement since the poor levels of gold processing in 

1821-22 when the mint was relocated due to heavy warfare, exaggerates growth. Yet, the 

cumulative effect of the increase was palpable. According to the mint’s director, Barbacoas 

experienced a small mining boom during these years, explaining the expansion of mintage.142 More 

data will be needed to show if Bogotá’s decline was due to the political turmoil of the late 1820s, 

a temporal lull in Antioquia’s output or if these were the years in which the Chocó’s gold stopped 

flowing to the capital. The 1830s exhibited a reversal of fortune again. Bogotá’s recovery was 

impressive, achieving 84 percent of the colonial levels, while Popayán’s output did grow but at 

modest rates. In terms of slopes, the production of the latter showed a long-term negative trend. 

 
141 This apex in Bogotá’s performance was due to roughly 600,000 silver pesos in gold bars and 

coins imported as part of the London’s “Colombian loan.” See AHCM, Da059. On the logistics of 

this transfer see Martinez, Historia de la República, 347-350.    
142 AGN-R, Ministerio de Hacienda, t. 246, f 733-733v 
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The capital’s take-off during these years, according to the mint’s director, relied upon an 

impressive expansion in Antioquia’s mining performance.143 In contrast, his Popayán colleague 

complained in 1835 that “this province has been the intermittent theater of war since 1810 […] 

and gold extraction has plummeted sensibly.”144 

In short, coinage trends suggest that the war accelerated a shift in the regional distribution of gold 

output. During the late colonial period, Bogotá controlled roughly 55 percent of the coinage and 

this share jumped to 65 percent in the 1830s led by Antioquia’s mining recovery. This structure is 

ratified by an analysis of mining taxes and foundry records. Figures 6.5 and 6.6 provide a 

breakdown of regional gold output in the late colonial period and the late 1830s using those 

records.145 Antioquia’s share jumped from 30 to 58 percent while that of Chocó declined from 30 

to 8 percent. The other two foundries of southwestern New Granada experienced similar relative 

declines. These shifts, which the literature has already emphasized with qualitative evidence, 

should not lead to overestimating the decline of gold output in southwestern New Granada and the 

Littoral Pacific. As the decennial trends show, the region experienced some periods of effloresce 

while the overall performance was one of recovery way up to the 1840s. The caveats take a more 

serious aura once we add to the analysis two problems already announced: evasion and mint 

reforms.  

Like in the colonial period, the problem of contraband has been the subject of widespread 

discussion, most of which, however, is based upon circumstantial sources and corporate 

complaints. Very few microeconomic analyses on the opportunity cost of smuggling are available. 

Such a study, naturally, is beyond the scope of this dissertation. Yet, some considerations are 

needed to distill mining trends from mintage records fully. As stated above, it seems that the 

opportunity cost of smuggling fell after 1810. The collapse of the monetary union and the 

reorganization of mints clearly altered the incentives to evade. In the Northern Andes, the issuance 

of coins with the new stamps of the Colombian republic led to a discount of these coins in 

 
143 AGN-R, Ministerio de Hacienda, t. 257, f. 146-149v.  
144 AGN-R, Monedas, t. 1, f. 15v   
145 Both graphs are not strictly comparable, though. The data for the late colonial period is drawn 

from the quintos while that of the early Republican is drawn from the foundries. Unfortunately, 

there is no analysis of late colonial foundries. Yet, there is no evidence that, in terms of broad 

trends, both taxes differed significantly. For these issues see Henao, “Comercio en las tierras de 

oro,” 44.  



387 
 

international markets during the 1820s. According to José Manuel Restrepo. who acted as Bogotá’s 

director mint in the 1830s, the newly minted Colombian gold coins did not circulate at a premium 

in terms of silver in the Caribbean markets, despite having the same weight and finesse as the old 

Spanish doubloons.146 These coins were traded as bullion up to the early 1830s when they started 

to enjoy broader acceptability at face value. This acceptability, however, was not enjoyed by the 

coins issued in the two mints of the republic. In London, while the discount of Bogotá’s gold coins 

vis-à-vis the old Spanish doubloon was less than 0.75 percent in the early 1830s, those of Popayán 

was roughly 4 percent.147 This divergence in the quality of coins in both mints was confirmed by 

the reports of assayers at the US mint in the same epoch. According to one of those reports, 

Colombian gold coins “present varieties meriting notice,” with Bogotá’s coins having 21 carats 

fine and those of Popayán 20 carats and 2 grain fine or 84.84 and 83.58 fine, respectively.148 

 

 

Figure 6.5  Regional Distribution of Mining Output According to the Quintos in the 1790s 

Sources: McFarlane, Colombia before Independence, 364-367 and Torres, “La minería neogranadina,” 

56-57. 

 

 
146 Restrepo, Memoria sobre amonedación de oro y plata, 7 
147 “Comercio de Colombia,” Constitucional de Cundinamarca (Bogotá), Dec. 18 1831, Issue 13, 

51.  
148 Quoted by Irigoin, “Gresham on Horseback,” 559.  
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Figure 6.6 Regional Distribution of Gold Output According to the Foundries in the late 

1830s 

Sources: Aránzazu, “Exposición que hace el secretario de estado en el despacho de hacienda 1839” and 

“Exposición que hace el secretario de estado en el despacho de hacienda 1840.”  

 

The authorities in Popayán argued that the quality of their coins suffered from a lack of inputs (in 

particular, nitric acid) and the old, war-affected machinery of the mint.149 Authorities in Bogotá 

stated, in turn, that the lack of quality sprang from simple fraud.150 Be that as it may, a more 

important reason why Bogotá’s coins enjoyed better prices was that they contained important 

traces of silver that were ultimately extracted in London and Paris.151 As stated in Chapter 1, the 

metallogenesis of the region had created mining belts with different chemical compositions.  

Antioquia’s gold, despite being of low quality, had subsidiary silver that used to be harnessed by 

the Crown to issue the cuartillos. In colonial times, Bogotá’s mint technology to issue gold coins 

of 21 carats fine consisted of the mixture of low-quality ores (oros agrios) with high-quality ones, 

 
149 AGN-R, Despacho de Hacienda, t. 428, f. 87. “Monedas,” Estado del Ecuador, May. 13 1832, 

Issue 75, 5-6.  
150 AGN-R, Gobernaciones Popayán, t. 1, f. 499-500, “Informe sobre la falta de ley de las monedas 

de Popayán acuñadas entre 1824 y 1829.”  
151 See the thorough report on this subject submitted by the secretary of the treasury in 1838, 

Aranzázu, “Exposición que el secretario 1838,” 19-20. On the pan-European business of smelting 

gold coins with silver content see Flandreau, The Glitter of Gold, 55-60.   
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plus a fraction of copper (liga) and small traces of silver.152 In the 1820s and 1830s, the surge in 

Antioquia’s gold output and the decline in the inflow of high-quality ores from Chocó (oros 

dulces), led to a change in the composition of coins, augmenting the share of silver in each 

doubloon.153 This raised the net return of gold merchants and miners that traded in Antioquia’s 

ores since the mint no longer captured the totality of subsidiary silver. To recover these revenues, 

the authorities deployed casas de apartado in Bogotá and Medellín in 1839 but little is known on 

its operation.154  In Popayán, in contrast, and given the high quality of the ores of southwestern 

New Granada, the composition of gold coins relied upon copper alloys with little or no silver 

added.155 Platinum, the subsidiary metal of some of the mining belts of the Pacific, was separated 

at the state’s foundries but paid monopoly prices well below the international ones.156 This, in 

short, diminished the net return of gold merchants in the area.  

The data so far analyzed suggest that the incentives to export non-coined gold expanded during 

the early republican period but that this framework had regional reverberations. This is even clearer 

in an examination of the institutional changes experienced by the mints during these years. As 

stated above, New Granada did not suffer from mintage fragmentation, despite the attempts to 

create a mint in Medellín. Future research should be done to determine if this was a product of a 

cost-benefit decision. In the 1830s, however, an important schism did take place. In 1832, Quito 

finally succeeded in creating its mint, an establishment that has not attracted the attention of 

 
152 Torres, Minería y moneda en el Nuevo Reino, 132-134.  
153 The lack of oros dulces was first noticed in Bogotá in 1816 and so the request to add the silver 

traces to the coins dates back to that year, at least. AGN, EOR, Casa de Moneda, Box 11, Folder 

1, ff.168-169.  
154 See Aranzázu, “Exposición que el secretario de estado en el despacho de hacienda 1838,” 29.  
155 In the 1820s, the abundance of oros dulces in Popayán led to a surge in the demand for copper, 

shifting the demand for copper from Moniquirá “since here all the gold is dulce and so it is not 

possible to mix them with agrios to obtain the proper alloy” AHCM, Db0026, May 1827. 

According to the report of the secretary of the Treasury, by the 1820s the divergence between the 

methods of both mints had already been authorized. See Aranzázu, “Exposición que el secretario 

de estado en el despacho de hacienda 1838,” 29.  
156 The gap between the monopoly and international price was a common phenomenon in the late 

colonial period. Yet, the republican authorities decided to keep the monopoly without altering 

prices. This, as several reports suggested, made gold miners more averse to take their bullion to 

the foundries and mints see AGN-R, Despacho de Hacienda, t. 386, f. 23-25, AGN-R, Intendencias 

Cauca, t. 1 f. 382 and t. 4, f.147. On the late colonial platinum trade see Lane, “Gone Platinum,” 

76-77.  
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modern scholarship perhaps because of its short life.157 Since the outset, Quito’s mint policy aimed 

to funnel as much gold as possible from southwestern New Granada. Gold inflows to the mint 

were exempted from both quintos and seignorage, eliciting price competition with the mints in the 

north.158  

In New Granada, the mint price (MP) stood at 130 silver pesos per marc up to 1810. During the 

early stages of the revolution, the MP was reduced to 128 silver pesos, raised again to the colonial 

price during the Restoration and stood there until 1831, when it was finally elevated to 132 silver 

pesos.159 Since the mint equivalent (the face value of the sum of coins struck per marc, ME) was 

136 silver pesos, the seignorage ranged from 5.8 to 2.9 percent.160 It was only until the 1840s when 

New Granada decided to raise the MP and adopted a no-seignorage policy.161 Ecuador’s move, 

then, consisted in offering an MP of 138 silver pesos that, adjusted to the weight of the new coins, 

yielded a price of 136 silver pesos per marc.162 For reasons to be discussed later, this policy did 

not lead to a flood of gold from the north. Yet, it was sufficient to create a gap in the flows that 

used to go to Popayán.  As Table 6.3 shows, if Quito’s data is added to the overall mintage levels, 

North Andean gold output had recovered up to 77 percent of the pre-war levels by the 1830s. Not 

only that, but the southwestern contraction would not appear as catastrophic as previously thought.  

 

 
157 See an examination of the relevant legislation on monetary matters in Quito during the 1830s 

in Velasco, “Negociar el poder,” 94-96. 
158 Tamariz, “Memoria que presenta al congreso extraordinario en 1836, el ministro de hacienda,” 

s.f.  
159  For the changes New Granada’s MP see AGN-R, Despacho de Hacienda, t. 428 f, 178-179; 

Barriga, Historia de la casa de moneda v. 2, 186-187; República de Colombia, Acuerdos del 

consejo de gobierno v. 1, 200-201 and 138-139;  
160Mathematically, the relationship between the seignorage (S) an both the MP and the ME is as 

follows:  

𝑀𝑃 = (1 − 𝑆)𝑀𝐸 
161 Restrepo, Memoria sobre la amonedación, 7 
162 “Estado General de las introducciones ejecutadas en esta casa de moneda desde enero de 1833 

a octubre de 1836” in Tamariz, “Memoria que presenta al congreso extraordinario en 1836, el 

ministro de hacienda,” s.f.; “Exposición que presenta el director de la caa de moneda […]desde 

octubre 1838 a octubre de 1840,” in Saá, “Memoria que el ministro de hacienda presenta al 

congreso del Ecuador de 1841,” s.f . The price, 138 silver pesos per marc, was deemed by the New 

Granadian authorities as the most important driver behind the flows of gold to Quito. See: AGN-

R, Despacho de Hacienda, t. 386, f. 142-143.   
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Table 6.3 Gold Mintage in Popayán, Quito, and Bogotá in Silver Pesos and Index of Total 

North Andean Mintage, 1800s=100 

Decade Popayán Quito Bogotá Total Index 

1780s 8,880,246 0 9,067,256 17,947,502 73 

1790s 9,470,768 0 11,766,057 21,236,825 86.25 

1800s 11,038,300 0 13,601,632 24,639,932 100 

1810s 3,705,079 0 10,531,840 14,236,919 57.25 

1820s 5,815,168 0 9,253,168 15,068,336 62 

1830s 6,292,048 1,299,020 11,394,488 18,985,556 77.5 

Sources: Own elaboration following sources in Figure 6.2. For Quito see Saá, “Memoria que el ministro 

de hacienda […] 1841,” chart 12. 

Ecuador’s developments were not the only ones disincentivizing the flow of metals to Popayán 

and Bogotá. The wars, in fact, weakened the institutional foundations of the mints. Not only the 

mint’s machinery, personnel, and infrastructure were affected, but also the purchase funds (fondos 

de compra de metals) had been decimated.163 These funds, as explained in Chapter 1, played a 

vital role in bullion flows by exchanging gold bars for doubloons on sight or short maturity periods. 

However, during the revolution, the purchase funds became one of the most liquids sources to 

finance the war. It was not a new strategy since the viceroys used to use it during wartime as well. 

The difference lay in the incapacity of the republican treasuries to repay such disbursements.164  In 

Bogotá, the pre-war endowment fluctuated between 200,000 to 270,000 silver pesos and shrunk 

to roughly 30,000 in 1816.165 During the Interregnum, merchants had to rescue the fund by lending 

sizeable sums to the treasury in 1812 and 1814.166  The Restoration authorities managed to raise 

the fund to 130,000 silver pesos, an amount that fell again during the 1820s and the 1830s to 49,000 

and 75,000 silver pesos on average, respectively167. Popayán’s case was even more extreme. The 

 
163 See inventories and reports on the operational conditions of both mints at AGN-R, Ministerio 

de Hacienda, t. 224, f. 50-70; AGN-R, Despacho de Hacienda, t. 428 f. 81-82, 90-92, 95-96, 140-

142 and t. 386 f. 70-71, 90-94, and 107-108.  
164 Barriga, Historia de la Casa de Moneda v. 2, 95-96.  
165 Barriga, Historia de la Casa de Moneda v. 2, 135-136.  
166 AGN, SAA1, Empréstitos, t. 1 f. 38-45 and Barriga, Historia de la Casa de Moneda, 139-140.  
167 Montalvo, “Instrucción sobre el estado en que deja el Nuevo Reino,” 300-301; “Sobre la suerte 

que corrieron los caudales de la Casa de Moneda de Santafé” in Ortiz, Colección de documentos, 

v. 2, 246-249; AHCM, Da0213, f. 7-10; Soto, “Exposición que hace al congreso constitucional de 

la Nueva Granada en 1837,” Chart 8.  
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colonial endowment used to be around 100,000 and 150,000 and collapsed to 23,000 silver pesos 

in 1816. During the 1820s, the mint operated some years without a fund at all, while in the 1830s 

it averaged 19,000 silver pesos.168  

Quito’s mint also had to face a deep learning curve in competing with her northern sisters. Their 

staff and equipment faced surmounting challenges, and their coins were not as acceptable 

internationally as the New Granadan coins.169 Quito’s purchase fund was not adequate to compete 

with the north as well. According to the reports of the directors, the fund consisted in 1836 of 4,049 

silver pesos in gold bars and 2,323 in coins.170 In 1839, after a series of loans to the treasury, the 

fund declined to 4,667 silver pesos in gold bars and the director’s mint calculated that at least 

16,000 silver pesos were needed to compete with Popayán’s.171 The North Andean-wide struggles 

to sustain sizable purchase funds had important consequences. The most important one was that 

the exchange of gold bars for coins could now take up to two months. As the next chapter shows, 

this created the milieu for the revival of the pre-Bourbon brokers between mints, gold merchants, 

and miners. These overall changes increased the costs of mintage for those downstream of the 

value chain of gold. Therefore, as has been previously mentioned, the opportunity cost of exporting 

non-coined gold declined.   

How does smuggling affect the measurement of post-war mining recovery? To provide numbers 

in this regard is a hazardous enterprise. England, the most important bullion market of gold, did 

not register the imports of metals and therefore it is difficult to contrast national and European 

sources. Some contemporaneous crafted educated guesses that can serve as guidance. Restrepo, 

for instance, stated that before the revolution “most gold was minted, and only small amounts of 

 
168 “Breve manifiesto de la conducta política y padecimientos de Manuel de Pombo,” AGN, SAAI, 

Guerra y Marina, t. 135, f. 82-94; AGN-R, Despacho de Hacienda, t. 386, f. 107-108; Castillo y 

Rada, “Memoria que el secretario de estado y del despacho de hacienda 1823,” 173; Soto, 

“Exposición que hace al congreso constitucional de la Nueva Granada en 1837,” Chart 8.   
169 Tamariz, “Memoria que presenta al congreso extraordinario en 1836, el ministro de hacienda”, 

s.f. 
170 Tamariz, “Memoria que presenta al congreso extraordinario en 1836, el ministro de hacienda”, 

s.f. 
171 See López, “Memorias que presenta el ministerio de hacienda del gobierno del Ecuador al 

congreso de 1839”, 6; “Exposición que presenta el director de la casa de moneda […]desde octubre 

1838 a octubre de 1840,” in Saá, Luis. “Memoria que el ministro de hacienda presenta al congreso 

del Ecuador de 1841,” Charts-9-12.   
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bars were exported.” In the 1810s, he estimated that smuggling amounted to 272,000 silver pesos 

per year and jumped to roughly 545,000 silver pesos yearly in the 1820s and 1830s.172 William 

Wills, a British merchant who wrote extensively on the economic conditions in the region, 

calculated that 500,000 silver pesos per year were exported in dust and bars in the 1830s.173 August 

Gosselman, a Swedish agent who traversed the country in the 1820s and wrote a solid report on 

the external trade of South America, delivered a somewhat complicated calculation. He observed 

that 500,000 silver pesos were smuggled to the United States and Great Britain and 200,000 to 

Ecuador. Yet, later in his analysis stated that roughly 1.3 silver million pesos were exported as 

gold dust and bars. If the latter is used, then roughly 50 percent of output was extracted illicitly.174 

Other wartime and early republican estimates varied between 30 to 50 percent of gold 

production.175 

Other governmental reports shed light on the nature and hotspots of smuggling activity that will 

be useful for the analysis of bullion flows in the next chapter. The reports from the mining belts in 

the Pacific are particularly illuminating. The ambassador of New Granada to Peru, for instance, 

argued in 1836 that from Buenaventura and Chocó “a considerable amount of gold dust is exported 

to Paita that in turn ends up in Valparaiso, the factory of all the Pacific way up to California.”176 

He calculated that two to three boats per year extracted the amount of 80,000 silver pesos each. 

Other reports from the governors in the Pacific emphasized that gold dust exports fueled a vibrant 

exchange of salt, beef, and cloth with Guayaquil and Peruvian merchants.177 These flows involved 

the bimetallic exchange of gold for Peruvian and even Bolivian febles silver coins.178 These 

exchanges were not new at all, as we have seen in Chapter 4. The interesting point, however, is 

that even though governors denounced the illicit nature of the trade, they pressed the central 

 
172 Restrepo, Memoria sobre amonedación, 11 
173 Wills, Observaciones sobre el comercio, 15.  
174 Gosselman, Informes sobre los estados suramericanos, 123-125.  
175 AGN, EOR, Casa de Moneda, Box 11, Folder 1 ff. 125-126 and 139-141; AGN-R, 

Contrabandos, t. 1, ff. 355-368 and 443-488. Castillo y Rada, “Exposición que hace el secretario 

de hacienda,” 107.   
176AGN-R, Gobernaciones Chocó, t.5, f. 481-482.   
177 AGN-R, Intendencias Cauca, t. 1 f. 144-145 and 1599-600, t. 4 f. 574-575; AGN-R, 

Gobernaciones Popayán, t. 256-259; AGN-R, Gobernaciones Buenaventura, t. 1, 558-560; AGN-

R, Gobernaciones Pasto, t. 1, f. 161-162; AGN-R, Gobernaciones Chocó, t.1, f. 173-174, 466-467 

and 671-672   
178AGN-R, Gobernaciones Chocó, t. 4 f. 362-363, 395-396  
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authorities for deploying foundry facilities in the region while at the same time pressing for the 

authorization of export of gold in bars.179 If gold production of the region was at its nadir, why 

such a widespread dispute on capturing gold revenues from southern merchants?  

In short, these forays into the microeconomic incentives of smuggling and its aggregate 

significance suggest that mintage records in the early republican period tend to overestimate the 

decline of gold output. This statement has also been emphasized by scholars examining the same 

phenomenon in other mining regions of the former Empire. Sánchez, for instance, has shown that 

if post-war exports of silver bars are added to the estimates of mining output in New Spain after 

the revolution, the collapse of the sector drops from 57 to 39 percent of the colonial levels.180 In 

the Northern Andes, even without including any estimate on contraband, the inclusion of Quito’s 

gold inflows into the picture shows that by the 1830s the sector had achieved 78 percent of the 

colonial output levels. This estimate is larger than Vicente Restrepo’s classic estimate of 40 percent 

decline after independence and invites scholars to revisit the crisis of southwestern New Granadan 

mining. What if some contraband estimates are factored in? If one harnesses José Manuel 

Restrepo’s conservative estimates, the exercise suggests that by the late 1830s the sector had 

recovered its late colonial vitality.181 Yet, Restrepo’s numbers underestimate late colonial exports 

of non-coined metals and, therefore, they undervalue the base year of the index number. As noted 

above, the exports of gold bars during the 1790s and 1800s were legal and sizeable. Most likely, a 

lower bound of gold output recovery in the 1830s was in the range of 85 to 95 percent of late 

colonial margins. Naturally, in per capita terms, early republican gold production fell from the 

level reached in the 1800s but was steadily improving throughout the period.  

Why did North Andean mining recover sooner than that of Mexico and the Central Andes? The 

puzzle is even more intriguing given the material effort and institutional instability brought by the 

war across the region. Even though an answer to such a question is beyond the scope of this 

dissertation, some tentative hypotheses can be crafted. The first variable that benefitted the 

region’s mining was gold’s relative appreciation vis-à-vis silver and other commodities in the post-

1820 industrial world. While the international bimetallic ratio stood around 15:1 way up to the 

 
179 AGN-R, Despacho de Hacienda, t. 386, f. 90-94 and 142-143; AGN-R, Gobernaciones 

Buenaventura, t. 2 f. 537-538; AGN-R, Gobernaciones Pasto, t. 2 f. 966-967.  
180 Sánchez, La imperiosa necesidad, 41.  
181 Restrepo, Memoria sobre amonedación, 11.  
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1790s, the relative price of gold surged in the 1790s and kept growing until the bullion crisis of 

the early 1810s. After this break, gold prices resurged, and the bimetallic ratio pegged to 15.75:1 

and 16:1 during the following 30 years.182 In the meantime, the post-Napoleonic world-wide 

deflation led to a rise in the real price of precious metals.183 The extent to which these price changes 

increased the profitability of the new explorations that in turn led to a more elastic supply of gold 

after 1830 and particularly after the rushes of the late 1840s, is a matter of debate among 

scholars.184 However, it is clear, that gold producers benefited, at the margin, from the new 

conditions of global bullion markets.  

The causes and consequences of the post-Napoleonic changes in global metal prices are a matter 

of debate as well. The most recent explanation lay in the demand-driven shifts in bullion markets 

led by the return of Great Britain’s gold convertibility and the decline in China’s net demand for 

silver in the late 1820s.185 France’s metallic reservoir helped to keep the rate of exchange within 

the bullion points of its own bimetallic ratio (15.5:1) while economies that undervalued gold such 

as the United States remained in a de facto silver dominated money supply until 1834 when the 

authorities changed the ratio and bring gold in again.186 Even though more research is needed on 

the insertion of the Northern Andes in the global supply chain of precious metals, their position as 

the world’s larger producer of a metal whose real prices soared no doubt played an important role 

in its relative post-war recovery.     

The second main driver behind New Granada’s post-war performance lay in the structure of gold 

production. As stated in Chapter 1, North Andean landscapes were dominated by placer mines 

 
182 Redish, Bimetallism, 227-228; Flandreau, The Glitter of Gold, 7-10.   
183 On post-Napoleonic deflation see O’Rourke and Williamson, Globalization and History, 82-

85. Unfortunately, very few post-independence price indexes are available for the Northern Andes. 

The time series crafted by Urrutia shows the existence of deflation that lasted in Bogotá up to the 

late 1840s. See “Precios y salarios urbanos,” 25-26. Since the value of gold was the inverse of the 

price level, it is possible that deflation had propelled mining via costs and total income. For this 

mélange between mining and deflation during the colonial period see Torres, Minería y moneda, 

100-105 and Coatsworth, “The Mexican Mining Industry,” 28-30.      
184 Rockoff, “Some evidence on the real price of gold,” 620-621; Eichengreen and McLean, “The 

Supply of Gold,” 288-289. 
185 O’Brien and Palma, “Danger to the Old Lady,” 13-14; Glahn, “The Changing Significance of 

Latin American Silver,” 5-6; Irigoin, “The End of a Silver Era,” 208-209.  
186 Flandreau, The Glitter of Gold, 14-15; Friedman, “Bimetallism Revisited,” 100-101 and 109-

110. 
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worked by independent prospectors (mazamorreros) and slave gangs. This labor-intensive nature 

of Colombian mines made them less vulnerable to war shocks than the hard-rock complexes of 

Mexico and the central Andes. In the latter, flooding and destruction of fixed capital made short-

term recovery a less easy enterprise. In New Granada, naturally, there were some miners who 

undertook important investments in fixed capital such as sluices and dams.187 These were severely 

affected by the conflict. Given the relative size of the post-1819 armies, recruitment was harmful 

as well. Independence brought some positive changes, though. It slowly liberated bullion trade and 

allowed the import of foreign investment and technical change.188 The mining tax burden, in fact, 

was slowly reduced and by 1846 the freedom of bullion exports was finally enacted.189 Even 

though scholars have emphasized the failure of British mining firms in the area, these investments 

not only expanded hard-rock mining but also deployed technical innovations such as heavy stamps 

and mills that had important spillovers in the trade of intermediate goods as it will be shown in 

Chapter 10.190 Finally, it is worth mentioning that given the low mercury requirements in gold 

processing, North Andean mining was not affected by the high prices that characterized 

international quicksilver markets until the 1840s.191   

Naturally, the balance between independence’s costs and benefits had regional variants. In the 

literature, the consensus is that warfare was more destructive in southwestern New Granada than 

in Antioquia. The available estimates on slave recruitment indicate, for instance, that the relative 

 
187 Restrepo, Estudio sobre las minas de oro y plata, 215-219. Bushnell also underlined the fact 

that “mining recovery was fairly rapid after the war”. Yet he insisted in the overall “economic 

stagnation” of the 1830-1850 years. Bushnell, The Making of Modern Colombia, 49-50.    
188 Torres, “La minería neogranadina,” 60-61.  
189 On this piecemeal reduction of the tax burden see Restrepo, Memoria sobre amonedación, 8-9. 

According to Wills’s estimates during the early 1830s, the overall net fiscal burden was below 20 

percent in New Granada. In Mexico and Bolivia, according to Contreras, the burden ranged 

between 20 and 30 percent. See Wills, Memoria sobre el comercio, 11-12 and Contreras, “La 

minería hispanoamericana,” 265-266.     
190 In Antioquia, hard rock mining during colonial period was probably less than 1 percent of the 

overall production. It jumped to 5 percent in the 1820s and was above 30 percent by the early 

1860s. See Brew, El desarrollo económico de Antioquia, 120-121.   
191 As will be explained in Chapter 8, in the 1830s the New Granadan government was even able 

to get sizable revenues from the sales of the mercury stocks accumulated by the Spanish 

authorities. The world-wide increase of mercury prices after the 1810s was driven by the collapse 

of the Spanish supply chain of the liquid metal and the ascendance of the Rothschild international 

monopoly. See “Rothschild’s Strategies,” 725-749 and Parra, “The Rothchild Network,” 5-9.    
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burden of recruitment on the overall slave-work force was 18 percent in Antioquia and 34 percent 

in Chocó.192 Abolition through outright military service or freedom of the wombs, in turn, led to 

institutional adjustments that created regional challenges. In Antioquia, the process was faster, the 

payment to owners was way more liquid, and the availability of a non-slave workforce was more 

elastic than in the Pacific Littoral.193  

It seems that in Chocó, in addition, the abolition of the reparto de mercancías led to a disruption 

of the traditional arrangements that had shaped transportation services in the area.194 Open 

rebellion, finally, also had important resonances in this region.195 Recent scholars, for instance, 

have stated that “by turning mine owing into a risky and ultimately unprofitable business, the black 

communities of the Pacific helped make New Granada’s and Colombia’s dependence on gold 

unsustainable during the nineteenth century.”196 Yet, as the data so far explored has suggested, the 

decline of gold output in the southwestern portion of the new republic should be analyzed with 

caution. Barbacoas, for instance, experienced an early surge of gold output during the 1820s. 

Former and current slaves did not simply turn away from mining. As the next chapter will 

illuminate, an extensive flow of low-denomination coins in the area suggest that small-scale 

prospectors managed to sustain the aggregate production of metals in the region. As in late colonial 

mining, the operation of republican goldfields rested upon a series of incentives and constraints in 

which blacks (free and enslaved) captured an important share of mining revenues, thereby fueling 

local markets for consumption goods.  

North Andean Monetary Developments  

As it has been shown, the centrifugal forces that fragmented the region after 1810 led to a 

competition for fiscal and monetary flows. Even though North Andean mintage did not experience 

 
192 Torres, “La minería neogranadina,” 64.  
193 Tovar and Tovar, El oscuro camino de la libertad, 75-77 and 135-141.  
194 Recent studies on post-emancipation societies in the Pacific Littoral have not paid attention to 

the problem of the reparto de mercancías and his republican abolition. See Leal, Landscapes of 

Freedom, 42-46. In a report on the “industriousness of the Indians after the elimination of tributes”, 

some entrepreneurs of Chocó complained in 1823 about the lack of transportation services since 

“the indians are no longer attached (sujetos) to the corregidores.” AGN-R, Intendencias Cauca, t. 

2 f. 237-254.      
195 Minaudier, “Une région miniere,” 100-101.  
196 Echeverri, Indian and Slave Royalists, 188-189.  
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the regionalization of the Mexican case, monetary experimentation had profound changes in the 

former viceroyalty. By the late 1830s the heterogeneous nature of the money supply had driven up 

transaction costs and facilitated a huge process of counterfeiting from Cuenca to Maracaibo. This 

section will provide a recount of these developments by emphasizing changes in the composition 

of the money supply, in the geography of foundry services, and in the relationship between 

debasement and dishoarding.     

One of the striking features of the monetary history of the revolution and early republican rule is 

that gold coins were not the main target of post-war debasements.197 The mints of the region 

committed to the issuance of coins under the standards of the old Spanish doubloons in terms of 

both finesse and weight. Naturally, as it has been shown, North Andean coins struggled to restore 

their pre-war international reputation and Popayán’s issuances did not follow the Spanish standard 

during some years. Yet, gold debasement was never a vital source of fiscal revenues. Why did the 

authorities avoid gross changes in gold coinage? Most likely, the frequent monitoring of 

international traders deterred any change to a commodity that was the main way to pay for imports. 

Some changes did occur in the names of the coins, though. In 1836, a novice American merchant 

noticed the difference when he was going to pay for a lunch in a lodge nearby Bogotá. “Asking 

for the amount for the bill, the land lady said “un doblón, mi señor”.” In the colonial era, a doubloon 

was worth 16 silver coins or 16 dollars, so the merchant thought that he was being cheated.  After 

some talking, he understood that “the old lady meant a four dollar doubloon instead of a sixteenth 

one; both being frequently designated by one term, although “escudo” is the more proper term for 

all gold coinage of the country while the “onza” refers to the piece of sixteen dollars.”198 In fact, 

since the early 1810s, the designation of the gold coins had slowly shifted from “doubloons” to 

“ounces.” Thus, the denominations of gold coins were now known as ounces (16 silver pesos), 

half ounces (medias onzas or 8 silver pesos), and escudos de a dos (4 silver pesos) or escudos 

sencillos (2 silver pesos).  

Even though the monetary expansion was achieved mainly through the manipulation of silver 

coinage, some changes took place downstream in the supply chain of gold. The most important 

 
197 On the continuity of Spanish ordinances regarding gold coins see Barriga, Historia de la casa 

de la moneda v.3, 8-12 and Restrepo, Memoria sobre amonedación de oro y plata, 7-8.    
198Steuart, Bogotá in 1836, 108.  
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one was the reconfiguration of the region’s foundries. In 1810, the viceroyalty had foundries in 

the following sites: Medellín, Santafé de Antioquia, Nóvita, Popayán, Bogotá, and Mompox.199 

As stated in Chapter 3, these complexes played a vital role in the gold trade since they provided 

the first stage to determine the grade of gold dust, narrowing down the estimates of the expected 

yield of the ores in the mint. The royal stamp was not only a guaranty that taxes had been paid but 

also of the proximate content of gold bars. Therefore, ingots circulated at premium vis-à-vis silver 

coins and were a vital asset in the settlement of regional and inter-imperial balance-of-payments. 

After the revolution, the geography of these establishments experienced three main changes. First, 

two additional foundries were deployed in Antioquia province, one in Rionegro in 1829 and the 

other in Santa Rosa de Osos in 1838.200 This expansion was not only a reflection of the region’s 

burgeoning gold output but also of the political power of the region, a power voiced early in the 

revolution. In 1816, for instance, the restorationist authorities had destroyed non-authorized 

foundries established by Antioquia’s insurgents and, as it has been noticed, stopped the 

construction of the mint in Medellín.201 In the view of Antioquia’s authorities, this decentralization 

was at the core of cost reductions and growing fiscal revenues.202  

The second change in the foundry’s locations involved Antioquia’s interest as well. At some point 

in the 1820s, the Mompox foundry was demolished and, in the 1830s was still inactive. This 

complex, as explained in Chapter 3, funneled the gold production of the northwestern portion of 

Antioquia’s mining belt and the placer fields of the Caribbean provinces. In 1832, Mompox 

authorities strived to reopen the foundry, but the initiative was blocked by Antioquia’s governor.203 

The latter argued that such an establishment would encourage “scandalous gold contraband to the 

coast.” He proposed rather to establish a foundry in Zaragoza itself.204 Since the 1820s the 

 
199 See Henao, “Comercio en las tierras de oro”, 45 and Torres, Minería y moneda, 149-151.    
200 Aranzázu, “Exposición que hace el secretario de estado en el despacho de hacienda 1839” and 

“Exposición que hace el secretario de estado en el despacho de hacienda 1840.”  
201See “On the abolition of gold foundries established by the insurgents in this province” AGN, 

SAAI, Gobierno Civil, t. 29, f. 916-917.  
202 AGN-R, Gobernaciones Varias, t. 1 f. 719-720 and t. 3, f. 56-57; AGN-R, Gobernaciones 

Antioquia, t. 1 f. 3-4 and 458-459.  
203 AGN-R Gobernaciones Mompox, t. 2 f. 467-467v and AGN-R, Gobernaciones Antioquia, t. 1 

f. 538-538v.  
204 See AGN-R, Gobernaciones Antioquia, t. 1. f. 3-5, 541-541v, and 544-544v; AGN-R, 

Gobernaciones Varias, t. 1 f. 957-958.  
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authorities in Bogotá had expressed that only through the reopening of a foundry in Mompox or a 

mint in Cartagena or Panama, the republican authorities could eventually capture some of the gold 

revenues that used to flow legally during the colonial period.205 Such initiatives, however, did not 

find political support and Antioquia’s position prevailed, leading to a change in the magnitude and 

direction of bullion flows in the Republic, as will be shown in the next chapter.   

The final innovation was the construction of new foundries in the Pacific and southwestern New 

Granada. In 1820, the Colombian authorities legalized the one established in Citará during the 

Interregnum and, in the early 1830s, projected a new one in Barbacoas.206 In addition, in 1832, the 

government authorized a British mining conglomerate to establish a private foundry in Supía to 

process the ores of their mines under the condition of paying the taxes in Bogotá’s mint. These 

ores, which used to go to Cartago and Popayán now could be exported in the form of bars directly 

to the capital’s mint.207 These reforms led to a huge resistance from the authorities in Popayán. In 

1832, the mint’s director warned that Barbacoas foundry would nurture Ecuador’s fiscal revenues 

since most of the miners and merchants of that area had connections with Quito merchants.208 

Along the Pacific, in turn, Peruvian and Guayaquil merchants offered high prices for gold bars 

and, therefore, any change in the location of foundries would ultimately affect Popayán’s mint. He 

proposed instead to open a foundry in Guapi, a mining port more connected with Popayán 

merchants.209 After the opening of Quito’s mint, the protests became more adamant since the 

Ecuadorians specialized in the issuance of escudos, the low-denomination gold coins used in the 

mining belts.210  

 
205 República de Colombia, Acuerdos del consejo de gobierno v.1, 138-139. Castillo y Rada, 

“Exposición que hace el secretario de hacienda […]1826,” 56 and “Exposición que hace el 

secretario de hacienda […]1827,” 107.  
206 On Citará see: ACC, Indepedencia, FyC, Sig 85, f. 1-5 and AGN-R, Gobernaciones Chocó, t. 

1, f. 456-457; On Barbacoas see:  AGN-R, Gobernaciones Popayán, t.1 256-257, AGN-R, 

Gobernaciones Pasto, t. 3 f. 161-162 and  Aranzázu, “Exposición que hace el secretario de estado 

en el despacho de hacienda 1839.” 
207 AGN-R, Gobernaciones Popayán, t. 1 f. 364-364v. 
208 AGN-R, Gobernaciones Popayán, t. 1 f. 256-257.  
209 AGN-R, Gobernaciones Popayán, t. 1 f. 257. See also AGN-R, Gobernaciones Popayán, t. 1 f. 

283-284.  
210 AGN-R, Despacho de Hacienda, t. 386, f. 90-94; AGN-R, Gobernaciones Popayán, t. 1 f. 283-

284; See also the support of the Pasto authorities to the opening of the foundry in Barbacoas: AGN-

R, Gobernaciones Pasto, t. 2 f. 161-162.  
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Popayán authorities also argued against the operation of Citará’s foundry. The latter had benefited 

from the reopening of the Atrato in 1831, a conduit of trade that had been restricted to coastal trade 

with Cartagena in the 1820s.211 The new policies led to a surge in the gold trade with Jamaica, so 

the metals that used to go southwards to Nóvita and Popayán now went northwards directly to 

Caribbean markets in the form of bars.212 Even though more research is needed, the 

decentralization of foundry services reflected not only the early recovery of gold output but also 

the polycentric streams that connected the Republic to the new international market networks.  

The changes in the regional configuration of foundries were accompanied by a widespread 

adjustment in the composition of the North Andean money supply. Even though Colombia kept 

bimetallism as her monetary regime, coin debasements, copper coins, and treasury bills affected, 

in fact, the mechanics of the system. This is a topic that has not attracted much attention from 

historians since the period has been portrayed as one of monetary chaos and scarcity of specie.213 

Other scholars have pointed out that the region was on a de facto silver standard before 1870 since 

gold did not circulate internally.214 Thus, in this perspective, the study of gold flows is only of 

interest to establish trends of external trade. Yet, as it will be shown, like in the late colonial period, 

this metal continued to play a vital role in the settlement of interregional trade deficits and the low-

denomination coins of gold circulated widely in some regions of the Republic. Which, then, were 

the main changes in the composition of the money supply in the region?  

As stated above, monetary inflation was one of the most important tools of war finance and, 

therefore, was the main vector through which monetary changes were carried out. Not surprisingly, 

the first regions that resorted to this expedient were those that were affected by the end of the 

 
211 It is not surprising that one of the very first policies enacted from Quito regarding the northern 

provinces during their temporal annexation to Ecuador was precisely the “unrestricted opening of 

the navigation in the Atrato River against the monopoly enjoyed by Cartagena merchants” Estado 

del Ecuador, Aug. 7 1831, Issue 35. Naturally, once these provinces returned to New Granada, the 

authorities of the latter had to grant free trade in the area.  On the 1820s restrictions see Bushnell, 

The Santander Regime, 157. On the discussions about the opening of the Atrato in the early 1830s 

in New Granada see AGN-R, Consejo de Estado, t. 1, f 413-424.  
212AGN-R, Gobernaciones Popayán, t. 1 f. 256v. See also, AGN-R, Gobernaciones Buenaventura, 

t.2, 621-621v.  
213 Safford, “Commerce and Enterprise,” 116-118, “The Emergence of Economic Liberalism in 

Colombia,” 52, and  “Commercial Crisis and Economic Ideology,” 187-188; Mills,  “Economía y 

sociedad,” 142. 
214 Ocampo, Colombia y la economía mundial, 401-402; Rojas, Deuda pública interna, 26-27.  
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network of situados. Cartagena, in fact, issued unbacked paper money and copper coins early in 

1812. By 1815, more than 1 million silver pesos in paper money had been printed.215 Even though 

the total amount of copper coins is not known, they were certainly sizable. Mompox also 

experimented with fiat money while Santa Marta became the mint center of the royalists in the 

region.216 As it has been shown, Viceroy Montalvo established a small mint in the port and 

harnessed Mexican silver to issue debased silver coins known as provincial legítima or simply as 

moneda de Santa Marta. Between 1813 and 1816, the face value of Santa Marta’s emissions was 

322,651 silver pesos in pesetas, reales, and medios.217 The intrinsic value of these coins ranged 

between 6 to 8 dineros (0.416 and 0.538 fine respectively).218 Montalvo, in addition, also 

authorized the minting of copper coins in medios and reales and formed a fund to buy silver in 

jewels and ornaments (alhajas) at 7 silver reals per ounce, a price that was later raised to 8 reals.219 

In the south, Popayán also joined the innovation pattern by issuing 200,000 silver pesos in copper 

coins, mostly in coins of 8 reals and medios, and by issuing silver coins of different intrinsic 

values.220    

In Bogotá, the revolutionary authorities issued neither paper money nor copper. Yet, in 1813, after 

a dispute that included the exile of several functionaries who refused to undertake any change in 

the quality of coins, the president of Cundinamarca opened Pandora’s box of monetary expansion. 

The authorities drove to mint debased silver monies of 7 dineros (0.538 fine) called moneda 

 
215 Meisel, “La crisis fiscal de Cartagena,” 14-16.  
216 Barriga, Historia de la casa de moneda v.2, 127-130.  
217 “Noticia del número de moneda cortada que a imitación de la antigua se acuñó en esta ciudad 

[Santa Marta]” AGN, SAA2, Real Hacienda, Funcionarios t. 7, folder 1, f. 212-222. See also 

Montalvo “Instrucción sobre el estado en que deja el Nuevo Reino,” 272-273. 
218 It seems that debasement affected more the low denomination coinage such as the medios.  See, 

AGN, SAA2, Real Hacienda, Funcionarios t. 7, folder 1, f. 220. Such strategy, that would be 

repeated in the following years in other debasements, shows the conscious drive to affect those 

coins that most likely will remain in circulation at face value. On the importance of segmented 

debasement in Europe see Redish, Bimetallism, 51-53.    
219 AGN, EOR, Casa de Moneda, Box 11, f. 46-53 and 107-110.  
220 On the Popayán’s copper coins see AHCRS, David Mejía Section. Box 29, f. 58-59 and Barriga, 

Barriga, Historia de la casa de moneda v.2, 129. On the circulation of debased coins in the region 

see the 1816 qualitative assessment of a former functionary of the mint. “Breve manifiesto de la 

conducta política y padecimientos de Manuel de Pombo,” AGN, SAAI, Guerra y Marina, t. 135, 

f. 90-94 
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provincial de Cundinamarca or moneda de la China.221 Two sources of silver were used to issue 

these coins: the jewels and ornaments that came from purchases, confiscations, and loans, and the 

recoinage of the old Spanish macuquina. Besides being undertaken under the excuse of 

modernizing the currency, the latter mechanism was highly profitable since, despite their wear and 

weight loss, the macuquinas had higher intrinsic value than the new monedas provinciales. The 

profits were calculated by the authorities of the Restoration at around 20-25 percent.222 Naturally, 

merchants did not rush to take their old coins to the mint. Yet, the macuquinas collected through 

taxes were enough to fuel the monetary expansion. Between 1813 and 1816, 8550 marcs of silver 

with a face value of 90,574 silver pesos were issued. In parallel to the emission of these debased 

coins, the mint kept issuing silver fuertes according to the Spanish ordinances. Most of the plata 

de cimiento and the silver from mines were processed in this manner. Between 1810 and 1816, 

11,250 marcs of this metal were minted with a face value of 95,625 silver pesos.223 The 

Cundinamarca authorities adopted, then, a de facto dual approach to silver mintage that possibly 

helped to constraint the negative effects of monetary expansion.  

The monetary landscape that the restorationist authorities found in 1816, then, was composed of a 

diverse set of coins of different metals. Morillo and Montalvo committed themselves to restoring 

the pre-war monetary regime and proceeded, first, to stop the issuance of debased coins and, 

second, to dismantle Santa Marta’s mint.224 In addition, as it has been shown, they blocked any 

other innovation in terms of the location of mintage facilities and prohibited the issuance of copper 

coins. The uniformization of the money supply, however, proved an insurmountable challenge. 

The restorationists managed to increase the purchase funds of the two mints and restored the 

quality of the new coins to the Spanish ordinances but lacked the resources to undertake a 

viceregal-wide recoinage process.  

The monetary heterogeneity created huge challenges for the Royal Treasuries since they kept the 

old colonial decrees that made them receive coins at face value. Complaints soon started to emerge 

 
221 The following discussion on Cundinamarca coinage relies upon Barriga, Historia de la casa de 

moneda v2, 145-148.  
222 AGN, EOR, Casa de Moneda, Box 11, f. 216-224 and 236.   
223 Barriga, Historia de la casa de moneda v3, 543-545.  
224 See AGN, EOR, Casa de Moneda, Box 11, Folder 2 f. 34-66; Montalvo “Instrucción sobre el 

estado en que deja el Nuevo Reino,” 272-273. 
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when the proceeds from taxes were made in “monedas de muy mala calidad” (coins of extremely 

low quality). In Popayán, for instance, the breakdown of the alcabala revenues deposited in 1818-

1819 was as follows: Macuquina buena (good macuquina) (31 percent), fuertes and buena moneda 

(good coins) (22 percent), Macuquina recortada (clipped macuquinas) (18 percent), pesetas  

recortadas (clipped pesetas) (8 percent) and reales macuquinos (7 percent). The remaining 14 

percent of the coins turned out to be counterfeit.225 In Cartagena, where customs taxes were to be 

paid in fuertes or doubloons, an order that allowed to pay some taxes in other coins if they added 

the current market premium, provided some insights on the currency in circulation.  The 

Subvención de Guerra, for instance, was paid in the following monies in 1817: doubloons (28 

percent), fuertes (21 percent), Zacatecanas (18 percent), macuquinas (15 percent), provinciales (8 

percent). Roughly 10 percent of the coins were deemed as counterfeit.226 Naturally, more research 

should be done to establish these breakdowns in more locations. Yet, the existence of a huge 

variety of macuquinas (good and bad) and the high levels of counterfeiting speaks of a monetary 

system with high transaction costs and uncertainty.227 The co-circulation of fuertes and debased 

coins, in turn, shows that the bad coins did not automatically drive the goods out since there were 

shielded markets for some monies.  As will be shown later, the understanding of the mechanics of 

Gresham’s law requires some caution.   

It is in this context that among the priorities of Juan Sámano, the new viceroy appointed in late 

1818, was to devise a manner to achieve a recoinage without compromising war funds.228 Up to 

then, the strategy had been a piecemeal, expensive recoinage process of those macuquinas that 

were presented at the treasuries in the payment of taxes.229 Urged by commands from Madrid, 

Sámano proceeded to request reports on the aggregate configuration of the Kingdom’s money 

 
225 “Enteros de la administración de Alcabalas,” ACC, Independencia, Alcabalas, Sig.  775.  
226 “Libro auxiliar de la subvención de Guerra,” AGN, SAAI, Guerra y Marina, t. 154, f. 290-622.  
227 These counterfeiting rates suggest that the phenomenon soared heavily during these years if 

compared with the late colonial estimates. In 1802, an assessment of the counterfeit coins found 

in the treasuries of the tobacco and aguardiente monopolies suggested that 0.2% of the coins were 

counterfeit or “2 monedas por millar.” The representatives of Bogotá merchants concurred with 

the latter assessment. AGN-C, Monedas, t. 3, 902-910.    
228 See Madrid’s orders on this regard at AGN, SAA2, Real Hacienda, Funcionarios, Box 7, Folder 

1, f. 212.  
229 See “Libro manual para tomar pronta razón del peso de la moneda mandada a recoger,” AHCM, 

Sa0348.  
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supply. Two assessments in this regard were submitted. The first report, written by Bogotá’s mint 

superintendent, stated that the money supply of the Kingdom was composed of three broad 

categories.230 First, the old macuquina, included coins of Peruvian (peruleras) and Mexican origin 

(mexicanas de cruz). As in the late colonial period, the main issue with these coins was the 

monetary segmentation they created between those receiving them at face value and those who 

traded them only by weight. Second, the “insurgent coins,” included those issued by 

Cundinamarca’s authorities. And finally, the “Santa Marta coins issued by the order of the former 

Viceroy Francisco Montalvo.” The report included the coins introduced by the Expeditionary 

Army from Caracas and Maracaibo in this last category.  

Regarding the macuquina, the report suggested not to undertake a recoinage because the gap 

between the face and intrinsic values was on average roughly 33 percent, a huge amount that the 

treasury was not able to cover. As for the insurgent coins, the report recommended paying them as 

if they were bullion since it was the population’s fault “to have received such illegitimate coins.” 

The monetary reform, then, in the view of the mint’s superintendent, should focus on the third 

category since it is “the most important currency of the kingdom, the cause of a widespread 

counterfeiter activity and the target of foreigner imitations.”231 Building upon the previous report, 

the Tribunal of Accounts calculated the value at face value of the coins to be smelted at more than 

one million silver pesos.232  

The viceroy, then, proceeded to form a “currency committee” (junta de moneda) that advised him 

to establish a direct tax of one percent on the value of all the properties of the kingdom to cover 

the cost of recoinage. As for the macuquina, the junta simply recommended reinforcing the late 

colonial decrees that ordered the circulation of such coins by tale, if the nominal value of the coins 

was still visible.233 The two policies elicited several critiques from provincial authorities. 

According to the authorities of Santa Marta, this measure would “paralyze the commerce of this 

city since these coins are the only ones that circulate among the population of this province.” In 

Cartagena and Mompox similar reports were submitted. The city council of the latter predicted 

 
230 “Informe acerca de la moneda que circula en este Reino” AGN, SAA2, Real Hacienda, 

Funcionarios, Box 6, Folder 3, f. 200-203. 
231 AGN, SAA2, Real Hacienda, Funcionarios, Box 6, Folder 3, f. 202.  
232 AGN, SAA2, Real Hacienda, Funcionarios, Box 6, Folder 3, f. 204.  
233 AGN, SAA1, Historia, t. 25, f. 566-567.  
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that the reform would “have unexpected consequences among the tranquility of these people.”   In 

Honda and Mariquita the authorities reported that both measures “will lead to ubiquitous 

disobedience in the pulperías.”234 In Cartago, the royal officers pointed out that “in this city most 

of the coins that circulate are those from Santa Marta […] any innovation regarding these coins 

will affect the collection of the taxes of your Majesty.”235   

By April 1819, despite these warnings, the Viceroy had made up his mind, and ordered the 

recoinage of the provincial coins and the collection of the direct tax. As stated above, several 

functionaries attributed the fall of colonial rule in central New Granada to this reform. By early 

August 1819, roughly 740,000 silver pesos of these coins, whose intrinsic value was approximately 

412,820 silver pesos, had been funneled to Bogotá’s mint.236 In Popayán, the enforcement of the 

reform was weaker and only 17,819 silver pesos were collected by late August.237 The direct tax, 

in the meantime, failed to yield enough resources to cover the gap between the extrinsic and 

intrinsic value of the currency and therefore the recoinage of the old coins was extremely slow.238 

Even though no data exist to measure the short-term macroeconomic effect of this measure, it is 

likely that the contraction of the money supply in such an amount had important imprints on both 

prices and investments. Be that as it may, when Bolívar entered Bogotá, he seized the coins 

collected and put them in circulation. In addition, he ordered that no innovation should be done in 

monetary matters until the enacting of the constitution.239 

After the failure of the restorationists, the Colombian authorities refrained from undertaking a 

general recoinage. Instead, the new regime renewed monetary expansion to finance the war. 

Between 1819 and 1821, the government minted silver coins under the same standards and stamps 

 
234 The reports of Santa Marta, Cartagena and Mompox are held in AGN, SAA2, Real Hacienda, 

Funcionarios, Box 6, Folder 3, f. 129-135 and those of Honda and Mariquita in f. 193-198.   
235 AGN, EOR, Casa de Moneda, Box 11, Folder 2 f, 64; For other complaints about the reform in 

Popayán see ACC,  Independencia, FyC, Sig. 5869  and AGN-SAAI Gobierno Civil, t. 36, f. 440-

444.  
236 See “Libro real auxiliar en que consta la entrega de la plata mandada a recoger” AHCM, 

SDa002. The figures provided by this logbook, roughly coincide with those provided by José 

Manuel Restrepo, Memoria sobre amoendación, 13. 
237 ACC, Independencia, FyC, Sig. 799.  
238 AGN-C, Monedas, t. 6, f. 799.  
239 See “Sobre la suerte que corrieron los caudales de la Casa de Moneda de Santafé” in Ortiz, 

Colección de documentos, v. 2, 246-249 and Perilla, “Financiamiento de los ejércitos,” 129-130.  
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as those of Cundinamarca and, after the latter year, changed the stamps and slightly raised their 

intrinsic value to 8 dineros (0.66 fine).240 Three more changes altered the monetary demographics 

of the region until the 1830s. First, in 1829, a Bolívar’s decree authorized the circulation of pesetas 

de vellón or provincial Spanish coins, at a discount. A normal peseta was worth 2 silver reals and 

the decree adopted the discount of 1.5 silver reals. It is not clear why Bolívar adopted such a decree, 

but it led to a rapid introduction of such coins since some merchants started to make them circulate 

at par. Here, the problem of monetary segmentation and information asymmetry emerged again.241 

Second, by accepting the payment of import taxes with treasury bills of the internal debt, the 

Colombian government created a monetary demand for these assets.242 The government notes, in 

fact, circulated as a means of payment among merchants who had acquired them at discount either 

directly from the government or domestic holders. As Ángela Rojas and Alexandra Rodríguez 

have pointed out, the emission of treasury bills ended up affecting the size of the money supply, a 

phenomenon that has not attracted enough attention from scholars.243 

Finally, the mints renewed the recoinage of macuquinas as in Cundinamarca times. The aim was 

again to take advantage of the higher intrinsic value of the old coins in relation to the new yet 

debased ones. In contrast to Cundinamarca’s monetary policy, however, that of Colombia stopped 

the issuance of fuertes and instead chose to pay miners a 20 percent bounty in Colombian coins 

when they took their bullion to the mint.244 According to the mint’s staff, this measure allowed 

them to reduce costs since economies of scale were achieved through the processing of large 

amounts of bullion, a method that was not possible to undertake if part of the silver was to be 

separated to issue coins of different qualities.245 Only in 1833, after a mining conglomerate 

 
240 These new coins were known as monedas de la India, because of the Indian woman in the new 

stamp. See Barriga, Historia de la casa de moneda v3, 10-12.   
241 Soto, Francisco. “Exposición que el secretario de estado en el despacho de hacienda […]1833,” 

22; for two broad reports on the circulation of these coins in the early 1830s see “Moneda 

macuquina y española” Estado del Ecuador, Sept. 4 1381, Issue 39, 4-5 and AGN-R, 

Gobernaciones Chocó, t. 1 173-174  
242 Bushnell, The Santander Regime, 106-107 
243 Rojas, Deuda pública interna en Colombia, 26-28 and Rodríguez, The Search for Public Policy, 

76-77.  
244 Barriga, Historia de la casa de moneda v. 3, 27.   
245 AGN-R, Despacho de hacienda, t. 428 f, 90-92 and 140-140v. This was also emphasized by the 

director of Quito’s mint late in the 1830s see “Exposición que presenta el director de la casa de 
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successfully lobbied to get a coin acceptable in international markets, was the mint instructed to 

issue fuertes again.246 

In the south, monetary developments followed a different path. For reasons beyond the scope of 

this dissertation, Quito remained shielded from the circulation of the Santa Marta and 

Cundinamarca coins but experienced new flooding of macuquinas and silver coins of different 

qualities from Popayán. When Melchor Aymerich, the president of the Audiencia, received the 

1819 order to collaborate with the general recoinage of the kingdom, he reported that the main 

problem of the area lay “in the circulation of wasted and sweated reales and pesetas called 

mexicanos.” The flow of such coins, as in the colonial period, had created a monetary segmentation 

with some merchants and workers refusing to receive them at face value. The revolution in the 

north, in addition, had led to a distrust in the value of cordoncillo coins.247  

Aymerich, lacking funds to collaborate with the viceroy’s recoinage, reiterated the orders to force 

the circulation by tale of such coins, a measure that he issued again in 1820 and 1822, on the eve 

of colonial collapse in the region.248 In the 1820s, the Colombian coins gained ground in the area, 

perhaps because of the army expenditures, and by the early 1830s the money supply of the region 

had become even more dissimilar.249 In 1831, the new southern republic proceeded to enact 

monetary legislation that included short-term experimentation with the counter-stamping of 

Colombian coins and the issuance of paper money.250 With the opening of Quito’s mint, the 

authorities adopted the same standards as those of Popayán and issued coins of 8 dineros in the 

denomination of pesetas, reales, and medios. As in the north, the silver that fueled these emissions 

was drawn from the recoinage of macuquinas and alhajas.251 The presence of Quito’s mint, 

however, failed to uniformize the currency of the new country. In the central Sierra, Colombian, 

 

moneda […]desde octubre 1838 a octubre de 1840”, in Saá, “Memoria que el ministro de hacienda 

presenta al congreso del Ecuador de 1841,” s.f 
246 Barriga, Historia de la casa de moneda v. 3, 29.  
247 ANE, Corte Suprema, Gobierno, Box 76 file 13 f. 1-2.  
248 ANE, Corte Suprema, Gobierno, Box 76 file 13 f. 10. 
249 Carbo, Historia monetaria y cambiaria, 21-23. 
250 Carbo, Historia monetaria y cambiaria, 23-24.  
251 Tamariz, “Memoria que presenta al congreso extraordinario en 1836, el ministro de hacienda,” 

s.f.; “Exposición que presenta el director de la casa de moneda […]desde octubre 1838 a octubre 

de 1840,” in Saá, “Memoria que el ministro de hacienda presenta al congreso del Ecuador de 

1841,” s.f. 
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Ecuadorian, and New Granadan coins circulated, while in the south Peruvian and Bolivian coins 

flowed along alongside illegal monies issued in Loja and Cuenca.252 Even though Ecuador’s silver 

emissions were small, they unleashed a set of monetary controversies with New Granada since the 

governments of the two countries accused each other of issuing low-quality coins to flood the 

other’s economy.253  

After 20 years of war, North Andean currency was far from being homogenous. A general 

recoinage was out of the question because of its fiscal and political consequences. Yet, a piecemeal 

policy was adopted in New Granada in 1836 that adopted new stamps to replace the Colombian 

ones. In addition, the reform resumed the issuance of fuertes following the Spanish ordinances and 

improved the quality of the debased coins of 8 dineros.254 These granadinas coins, as they were 

known, enjoyed a better international reputation and, for reasons beyond the scope of this 

dissertation, they started to flow out to Ecuador and Venezuela where they were accepted at face 

value. By the late 1840s, New Granada had become the moneyer of the Northern Andes.255 Despite 

these later improvements, the money supply of the region remained segmented during the 1830s. 

In a report that aimed to assess the cost of a recoinage in 1838, the Bogotá’s mint authorities 

asserted that the money supply of New Granada was composed of macuquinas (mainly cuartillos 

and reales de cruz), reales de cordón de Cundinamarca (Cundinamarca reales), reales de cordón 

Colombianos (Colombian reales), reales de cordon granadinos (Granadan reales), and pesetas de 

vellón (provincial coins). These coins were complemented by small quantities of escudos and 

fuertes.256  

Naturally, this country-wide assessment had regional variants that deserve further research. Table 

6.4 displays a breakdown of the money supply for the Cauca province, a zone at the crossroad 

between eastern and western New Granada in 1838. The data confirms, again, the plethora of coins 

 
252 See Aken, King of Night, 65-66 and Palomeque, Cuenca en el siglo XIX, 28-31.  
253 Tamariz, “Memoria que presenta al congreso extraordinario en 1836, el ministro de hacienda,” 

s.f; Soto, “Exposición que hace al congreso constitucional de la Nueva Granada, en 1834”, 28; 

Aránzazu, “Exposición que el secretario de estado en el despacho de hacienda […]1838,” 34.   
254 Barriga, Historia de la casa de moneda v. 3, 34-35. 
255 Restrepo, Memoria sobre amonedación de oro y plata, 21; On the importance of New Granadan 

coins for Ecuador and Venezuela during the 1840s and 1850s see Colmenares, “La hacienda en la 

sierra norte,” 14-15 and Viamonte, “La búsqueda de un orden monetario,” 127-128.  
256“Registro de los pliegos de oficio que se remiten por la dirección de esta Casa de Moneda” 

AHCM, Da0079, f. 25-29.  
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circulating in the region, most of them issued in the Northern Andes themselves. The important 

presence of fuertes and gold coins suggests, however, that co-circulation and market segmentation 

were important phenomena in the region. As stated above, the mechanics of Gresham’s law should 

be thoroughly analyzed since it seems that bad money did not simply drive the good out. Finally, 

the small amounts of macuquina in circulation are surprising. As the next chapter will show, the 

flow at face value of the granadinas and the operation of bullionage and arbitrage shifted outwards 

the monetary demand for old coins as bullion and not as a mean of payment. The import of 

macuquinas from the Caribbean and other regions in the 1830s should not be interpreted as a 

symptom of monetary chaos but as the rational response of agents to the recoinage of coins and 

their circulation by tale.  

Table 6.4 Estimate of the Size and Composition of Cauca Province’s Money Supply in 

1837* 

Type of coins Value in 

silver pesos 

% 

Reales granadinos 514,800 60 

Spanish pesetas and reales de vellón 128,700 15 

Fuertes 102,960 12 

Pesetas granadinas 72,930 8.5 

Gold in ounces and escudos 25,740 3 

Cuartillos granadinos 4,290 0.5 

Spanish cuartillos 4,290 0.5 

Macuquina 4,290 0.5 

Total 858,000 100 

Sources: AGN-R, Gobernaciones Cauca, t. 3 ff. 61-64. *Include the estimates of the following cantones: 

Buga, Palmira, Tuluá, Supía, Toro and Cartago. 

What conclusions can be drawn from this broad panoramic of early republican monetary 

transformations? First, the period brought key changes to the monetary tools that the government 

held to affect the money supply. Debasement, recoinages, and the partial monetization of treasury 

bills become sources of fiscal and monetary interventions that changed the incentives to hold 

precious metals. These tools, in turn, transformed the monetary demographics of the region since 

a significant portion of its money supply was now composed of coins struck in the Northern Andes 

themselves. As shown in Chapters 1-3, in the colonial period most silver coins came into the 
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viceroyalty from Peru, New Spain, and other regions of the empire through trade and financial 

flows. During the early republican period, these silver flows kept fueling trade, but now they had 

to be, at some point, brokered by the North Andean mints. Future research should be done on the 

way in which the new fiscal and monetary policies affected the mechanics of bimetallism in the 

region.   

Second, the revolution revived the importance of silver mintage in a region hitherto specialized in 

the issuance of gold coins. This fact is further confirmed with the data displayed in Figures 6.7-

6.8, which contain the volume of silver marcs issued in coins of different intrinsic values in 

Popayán and Bogotá. Table 6.5, in turn, presents the data available for Quito during the 1830s.  

The recoinage of macuquinas fueled this argentiferous efflorescence. Yet, silver supply also 

shifted thanks to a little-studied process of dishoarding -the smelting of jewels and ornaments- and 

a revival of silver mining. According to Popayán’s mints director, 75 percent of the silver issued 

between 1810 and 1830 was sourced from people’s ornaments.257 Even though this share was 

probably lower in Bogotá’s and Quito’s mints, the process of dishoarding clearly constituted an 

exogenous force that helped to cope with the war-driven excess demand for money.258   

As for the revival of silver mining in the region, coinage data provide some outlines on its 

significance. In the late colonial period, the supply of silver for Bogotá’s mint was drawn from the 

crown-owned Mariquita mines. In Popayán, the revival of silver coinage in 1805 was propelled by 

the exploitation of hard-rock mines in Quiebralomo, in western New Granada. Yet, on the 

 
257 AGN-R, Despacho de Hacienda, t. 429, ff. 12-13 and 41-43; Popayán also received sizable 

quantities of ornaments from Quito in the 1820s, see: “Correspondencia con la casa de moneda de 

Popayán” AHCM, Da0213, f. 6-8. In 1834 the government ordered to stop issuance coins with 

silver extracted from ornaments in both Bogotá and Popayán. According to the director of the 

latter, “since there are no silver mines in this province, the issuance of this metal in this mint will 

be confined to the recoinage of macuquina that we use to issue cuartillos and medios that are very 

useful for the trade of this province […] the only source (manantial) of silver since 1810 has been 

the ornaments that both the government and particulars bring to the mint. Nowadays [1833], 

however, most of the ornaments left are of very low grade and they do not cover the mintage cost,” 

AGN-R Despacho de Hacienda, t. 428 238-239   
258 On the importance of silver from ornaments in Bogotá before 1834 see “Libro copiador” 

AHCM Da0213, f. 7-9 and AGN-R, Despacho de Hacienda, t. 428, 90-92. Soto, “Exposición que 

hace al congreso constitucional de la Nueva Granada, en 1834,” 27. For Quito see ANE, Corte 

suprema, Gobierno, Box 90, Expediente 11, f. 2-8 and Exposición que presenta el director de la 

casa de moneda […]desde octubre 1838 a octubre de 1840,” in Saá, “Memoria que el ministro de 

hacienda presenta al congreso del Ecuador de 1841,” s.f. 
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aggregate, both sources of bullion were marginal.259 After the revolution, foreign investment 

landed in the sector but with limited results. This pattern changed in the 1830s, when silver mining 

interests, as has been shown, were strong enough to lobby for the reactivation of fuertes emissions 

and the establishment of apartado houses. Between 1833 and 1840 these mines took to Bogotá’s 

mint roughly 25,000 marcs of silver, a sizable amount that speaks of the broader mining revival of 

the 1830s. Further research, then, should look more deeply into the way in which the flow of these 

three sources of silver operated.  

 

Figure 6.7 Silver Coinage in Bogotá, Spanish Marcs  

Source: Barriga, Historia de la casa de la Moneda v. 3, 540-547.   

 
259 Torres, Minería y moneda, 102-103. 
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Figure 6.8 Silver coinage in Popayán, Spanish Marcs 

Sources: AGN-R, Despacho de Hacienda, t. 429, ff. 12-13 and 41-43. 

 

Table 6.5 Quito Silver Coinage 1832-1840 

Denominations Value in Standard 

Silver Pesos 

Medios 14,208 

Reales 81,305 

Pesetas 247,803 

Total 343,316 

Source: Saá, “Memoria que el ministro de hacienda […] 1841,” chart 12. 

 

Third, it seems that the region’s experiment with copper coinage was confined to the early stages 

of the revolution. Even though some copper coins were still in circulation by the late 1810s, their 

role in the money supply of the 1820s and 1830s was marginal. This feature is important because, 

in contrast to Mexico, the North Andean economy remained outside of the fiscal and monetary 

challenges brought by the introduction of a third metal in a bimetallic system.260 Several proposals 

to issue such monies were presented at the congress, but they were always rejected. The domestic 

 
260 Ibarra, El comercio y el poder, 270-271, Covarrubias, “La moneda de cobre en México,” 92-

93, and Torres-Medina, “La ronda de los monederos falsos,” 108-109.  
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price of copper, the lack of proper machinery in the mints, and the fear of further monetary 

uncertainty were among the reasons the authorities argued to avoid the emission of copper coins.261 

The most persuasive argument in favor of the latter, the need for low-denomination coins, was 

never attractive in the region. To cope with shortages of small change, the Colombian authorities 

chose instead to issue debased cuartillos.262 During the early 1810s, the issuance of copper coins 

in Cartagena and Popayán only covered denominations above the medios.263 No copper cuartillos 

were issued as far as the evidence is available. Authorities in both cities were more concerned with 

the establishing of sinking funds to exchange copper for silver, gold, and paper money, rather than 

with the supply of small change.264   

The last insight that springs from the survey is a well-known one: the composition of the region’s 

money supply during the early republican period was more heterogeneous than in the pre-war 

years. This pattern no doubt drove up transaction costs and drove down the opportunity cost of 

counterfeiters. The forces behind the unstable composition of the money supply, however, have 

been poorly understood in the literature. Here, again, the image of monetary chaos and scarcity 

has permeated the analysis of the period. It seems that the revisionist explanation, the one that has 

put the Gresham’s law at the center of analysis, has paved a sound path. Thus, the region’s money 

supply suffered from a lack of quality rather than quantity.265 The post-war monetary legislation 

that aimed to promote the circulation by tale of coins of different intrinsic value made that bad 

coins ended up constituting the lions’ share of the money supply. Yet, the assessments of post-

war’s monetary demographics examined in this section indicate that in some regions there were 

coins serving specific markets, with some of them circulating by tale and others by weight. In other 

words, the mechanics of Gresham’s law in the region requires further research on the information 

 
261 República de Colombia, Acuerdos del consejo de gobierno v.1, 124-125 and Actas del congreso 

de Cúcuta 1821 v. 3, 158-159; For an ill-fated attempt to issue copper coins in the late 1830s see 

Barriga, Historia de la casa de moneda v. 3, 49-50. For the projects to issue copper coins in 

Ecuador see García del Río. “Memoria que presenta el ministro de hacienda del Ecuador […] 

1833,” 19 and Saá, “Memoria que el ministro de hacienda presenta al congreso del Ecuador de 

184,” 5.    
262 AGN-R, Despacho de Hacienda, t. 428, f. 90-92 and 140-140v  
263 For Cartagena see Meisel, “La crisis fiscal de Cartagena,” 16; For Popayán see AHCRS, David 

Mejía Section. Box 29, f. 58-59 
264 On Cartagena see: AGN, EOR, Casa de Moneda, Box 11, Folder 1, f. 45-45v; On Popayán see: 

Popayán see AHCRS, David Mejía Section. Box 29, f. 58-59 
265 Meisel, “El Patrón Metálico,” 25-30 and Irigoin, “Gresham on Horseback,” 553-554.     
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asymmetry in bullion markets, the co-circulation of coins at premiums, and the regional differences 

in the composition of the money supply. Some of these variables will be explored in the next 

chapter. 

Final Remarks  

This chapter aimed to endow the reader with some tentative contours on the North Andean post-

war economic performance. It was a difficult enterprise given the lack of empirical studies on the 

economic history of the period. However, with the existing data, scholars have established two 

roads to the early republican economy: one of decline and the other of resilience. By developing 

new statistical data, contrasting available evidence, and covering some uncharted topics, this 

chapter provided a cautious view of an economy re-organizing itself, finding ways to cope with 

monetary transformations, adapting its export sector to the new conditions of global trade, and 

gradually emerging from the war effort that helped to end colonial rule from Angostura to Potosí.     

The chapter, then, strived to show that revolutionary wars in the Northern Andes constituted not 

only an important process of political change but also a massive material effort that affected the 

region’s economic performance. The evidence suggests, for instance, that the post-war export 

income and sectoral output fell in per capita terms from the levels reached in the early 1800s. 

Fiscal and monetary instability, in turn, clearly affected the allocation of resources by affecting 

investment, transaction costs, and uncertainty. Was this gloomy description an enduring one? 

Population growth, agricultural recovery, and mining revival in the 1830s point out that this was 

instead a period of reorganization and key reforms. It seems that despite the late colonial economic 

downturn, the economic growth of the second half of the eighteenth century provided an economic 

base strong enough not only to provide the resources to take the war deep into the colonial 

strongholds of the Andean world but also to rapidly found ways to grow after the war-time shock. 

The international setting was favorable as well. Better terms of trade and the region’s centrality in 

global bullion markets played an important role in this process of readjustment. Even though these 

phenomena require more research, the partial evidence mobilized in this chapter offered two main 

insights that will be key in the subsequent chapters of this dissertation.  

First, the time series of mintage in Popayán and Quito crafted in this chapter suggest that post-war 

data on mining output should be refined. Gold mining certainly collapsed during the 1810s but 
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was gradually reviving in the late 1820s and kept improving throughout the 1830s. In comparative 

terms, post-war North Andean mining recovered faster than that of Mexico and Bolivia. The new 

evidence suggests, in addition, that the image of a catastrophic contraction in the gold production 

of southwestern New Granada should be reconsidered. It seems, then, that the growing gap among 

the mining belts of the region had to do more with high rates of growth in Antioquia rather than 

with a ubiquitous demise of gold mining in the Pacific.  

If estimates on post-war contraband are factored in, the aggregate performance of North Andean 

gold production had possibly reached the figures achieved in the late colonial years by the early 

1840s. Robust evidence suggests, in fact, that in microeconomic terms the opportunity cost of 

smuggling declined after the war. Therefore, a growing portion of the gold that used to go to the 

mints during colonial times now ceased to flow out to global markets in the form of doubloons. 

What explains this rapid recovery of gold mining? Even though more research should be done on 

this issue, this chapter has provided some hypotheses, some of which will be expanded in later 

chapters. On the demand side of the market, changes in the relative prices of gold and the 

worldwide deflation of the post-Napoleonic wars possibly improved, at the margin, the total 

income of the sector. In the same vein, mining policy reduced costs by slowly liberating bullion 

trade, decentralizing foundry services, and allowing miners and gold merchants to capture a part 

of the silver by-product of their ores. On the supply side, the placer nature of mining in the region 

made it less vulnerable to war destruction. The low sunk costs of the sector and the low barriers to 

entry certainly facilitated the recovery while the introduction of foreign technology spurred the 

revival of hard-rock mining. Finally, the structure of labor incentives, that leaked an important 

share of the profits to the workers themselves, possibly helped to cushion some of the challenging 

aspects of the gradual abolition of slavery.   

Finally, the chapter explored the way in which war and revolution exerted important, lingering 

changes in the monetary history of the Northern Andes. Republican rule certainly inherited a 

monetary regime with fissures since the late colonial currency consisted of a heterogeneous set of 

gold and silver coins with different intrinsic values whose circulation increased transaction costs.  

Protests over coin quality were particularly strong on the eve of colonial collapse. These issues, 

however, were exacerbated by the fragmentation of the Spanish monetary union and the policies 

adopted by the authorities during the different stages of the revolution. Debasements, recoinages, 
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and ill-fated experiments with fiat monies led to important transformations in the nature and 

composition of the region’s money supply. In fact, a mosaic of coins from different ages and 

qualities flowed across the region by the 1830s. What were the microeconomics behind such 

monetary patterns? Even though Gresham’s law provides basic yet powerful tools to understand 

the composition of money supply, this chapter suggests that further research should be done on 

information asymmetry, monetary segmentation, and currency premiums to explain the possible 

co-circulation of coins with different intrinsic values. 

Despite the monetary heterogeneity, the evidence unearthed in this chapter indicates that three 

general features prevailed across the region. First, in contrast to the late colonial pattern, a growing 

portion of the post-war money supply was supplied by coins struck in the mints of the Northern 

Andes themselves. In fact, in similar ways to Potosí’s role as a South-Central Andean moneyer, 

the New Granadan mints proved key in providing currency for Ecuador and Venezuela in the 1840s 

and 1850s. Future research should examine this counterpoint in the two portions of the Andes.266 

Second, the new fiscal and monetary policies promoted a new effloresce of the region’s silver 

coinage driven by a little-known process of dishoarding, a piecemeal process of macuquina 

recoinage, and a mild revival of silver mining. Finally, in contrast to other countries, the region’s 

experiment with paper money and copper coins was short-lived. Only in the second half of the 

nineteenth century will the region be fertile soil for such reforms. Future research should craft time 

series of prices, velocity of circulation, and interest rates to understand the macroeconomic 

consequences of these monetary developments.

 
266 See Mitre, El monedero de los Andes, 47-50.  
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CHAPTER 7. NORTH ANDEAN MONEYERS: BULLION AND MONETARY 

FLOWS DURING EARLY REPUBLICAN RULE (1810-1840) 

 

Introduction 

In the memories of his travels to Colombia in 1823, the American politician William Duane   

recalled his curious crossing of a “revolutionized boundary.” The boundary demarked by the 

Táchira River used to separate the Captaincy of Venezuela and the Viceroyalty of New Granada. 

By the time of Duane’s visit, the boundary did not exist “politically, for, by the new distribution 

of departments, the two sides of the river are no longer under different jurisdictions.” Despite this 

unification, he was amazed he had to exchange his coins since “the silver currency of Venezuela 

would pass on the east side of the Táchira only, and would not be received on the west side.”1 

Duane’s stepson, Richard Bache, who traveled with him and happened to write his memoirs, stated 

that “we had no sooner passed the small stream [the Táchira River] than we found we were in a 

new country.” In fact, “we had to exchange our silver, as the coin of Venezuela is not current in 

Cundinamarca.”2  

In the southern-most region of the new republic, a similar monetary boundary was slowly 

emerging. Bartolomé Salom, the former Jefe superior de los Departamentos del Sur (the chief of 

the southern departments, that is, of the territories of the former Audiencia of Quito), wrote a long 

answer to some lampoons that circulated in Bogotá criticizing his former tenure in 1828. He 

recognized that ruling in Quito was a herculean task since “the south was the contact between 

Colombia and Peru, two globes which cannot move without affecting each other.”3 He was in 

charge of sending resources to sustain the Colombian troops in Peru and, in tandem, recruiting 

men and funds to curb the pastuso revolt in the north. Manpower was difficult to come by, but it 

was even more difficult to assemble the precise set of coins to pay them. The soldiers in the south 

refused to be paid in “Colombian silver coins,” while those in the north “despised the Peruvian 

macuquinas since counterfeiting has become so prevalent in Cuenca and Loja.”4 A region that 

 
1 Duane, A Visit to Colombia, 346-47.  
2 Bache, Notes on Colombia, 201-202.  
3 AGN-EOR, Folletos, Box 72, Folder 263, f. 51-58.  
4 AGN-EOR, Folletos, Box 72, Folder 263, f. 53-54. 
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used to be at the colonial crossroads of silver and gold had become a new area of truncated 

monetary spheres.  

As was common among the observers of the 1820s, both Bache and Salom blamed colonial rule 

for the early republican misfortunes. The former attributed the monetary disjunctions to the 

Spanish regime “that had forbidden any trade among its possessions” while the latter ascribed them 

to the “long-term servile soul of the former system.”5 The revolutionary governments certainly 

inherited a monetary system with fissures. The late colonial money supply consisted of a 

heterogeneous set of gold and silver coins of different intrinsic values, and it seems that the 

viceregal attempt to force the circulation by tale of old coins created fertile soil for the operation 

of Gresham’s law. As we have seen, protests over the quality of coins started to be particularly 

strong on the eve of colonial collapse. Despite this heterogeneity, the Empire’s monetary union 

guaranteed macroeconomic stability and oiled trade flows across the continent. Perhaps for 

political reasons, Duane, Bache, and Salom refrained from recognizing that the monetary 

disintegration was a byproduct of the fiscal and economic transformations of the Independence 

Wars. Yet, they rightly perceived the difficulties of conducting business in the new monetary 

conditions. 

Pathbreaking studies have analyzed how monetary disintegration increased the transaction costs 

of early republican markets and constituted one of the drivers behind the sluggish economic 

performance of the new countries.6 In contrast to the traditional approach to the matter, this 

literature asserts that republican monetary transformations exerted negative effects not only 

through quantity but also through quality. In fact, scholars used to state that early republican 

economies suffered from a scarcity of specie linked to a chronic external drain caused, in turn, by 

a flood of British imports. This excess demand for European goods allegedly instigated a huge 

balance of payments deficit leading to higher domestic interest rates and a contraction in local 

manufacturing.7 New data on prices, money issuance, and import flows suggest, however, that 

 
5 Bache, Notes on Colombia, 202; AGN-EOR, Folletos, Box 72, Folder 263, f. 57.  
6 Irigoin, “Gresham on Horseback,” 551-552 and “The End of the Silver Era,” 210-213; Grafe and 

Irigoin, “The Spanish Empire and its Legacy,” 241-267; Irigoin, and Schmit. “Introducción: la 

desintegración de la economía colonial,” 19-20.   
7 In the Northern Andes, this traditional vision is embodied in the works of Frank Safford and Nick 

Mills. Safford, “Commerce and Enterprise,” 15-21, “Commercial Crisis,” 184-186 and “The 
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scarcity of specie was not a permanent feature of the early republican period.8 According to 

Alejandra Irigoin, the coexistence of coins of different quality and the passing of legislation that 

forced transactors to receive them at face value triggered a new wave of Gresham’s law effects. 

Therefore, the economy suffered from a lack of quality rather than quantity of specie. In Irigoin’s 

argument, the monetary disorder encouraged market fragmentation and fueled political conflicts 

for revenues and seignorage that were only partially solved in some countries at the end of the 

nineteenth century.9  

The shift from quantity to quality in the analysis of early republican monetary history has certainly 

yielded new analytical inroads. However, three points bear mentioning. First, as has been 

suggested in the previous chapter, the negative economic performance before the 1870s seems to 

have been overestimated in the literature. Regional and sectoral studies suggest that the economic 

post-war recovery and readjustment were faster than previously thought. Second, the 

understanding of the negative effects of the changing metallic landscape has suffered from a lack 

of data on the size and composition of the money supply, the velocity of circulation of money, and 

the movement of regional prices. In the same vein, the microeconomic responses to monetary 

changes have not attracted enough empirical assessments, and issues such as the circulation of 

coins at premium remain very much unexplored. Finally, it seems that monetary policies were not 

always detrimental in the long term. In a now classic study, Jaime Jaramillo, Adolfo Meisel, and 

Miguel Urrutia rightly pointed out that the monetary heterogeneity in the former viceroyalty was 

tempered by piecemeal overhauls that paved the way to the mid-century recoinages in New 

Granada.10  

This chapter, then, looks at early republican monetary history without addressing the previous 

issues but providing materials relevant to these issues. By amalgamating similar sources to the 

ones used in our examination of late colonial bullion flows, the chapter provides a cross-sectional 

 

Emergence of Economic Liberalism,” 40-42; Mills, Nick. “Economía y sociedad,” 132-135. For 

Mexico see Ibarra, El comercio y el poder, 264-268.  
8 The pathbreaking study in this regard is the one of Meisel, “El patrón metálico,” 10-12. For the 

central Andes and Argentina see Mitre, El monedero de los Andes, 81-85; Langer, “Espacios 

coloniales,” 140-142; Irigoin, “La fabricación de moneda,” 60-63; Conti, “Circuitos mercantiles,” 

119-121. Llorca, The British Textile Trade, 142-145.  
9 Irigoin, “Gresham on Horseback,” 553-562.  
10 Jaramillo, Meisel, and Urrutia, “Continuities and Discontinuities,” 447-448.  
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approach to the early republican monetary landscape. It explores the transformations in the North 

Andean circuits of bullion and monetary exchange and traces the changing functions of the hubs 

that used to funnel bimetallic flows during the late colonial era. In addition, the chapter provides 

a preliminary assessment of the types of coins that composed the metallic flows that oiled trade 

throughout the region. This empirical attempt at perusing the monetary flows in their bimetallic, 

denominational, and regional composition will help us to craft some preliminary hypotheses on 

the alleged economic disintegration that followed the collapse of colonial rule.  

The chapter proceeds as follows. First, it introduces the scope and nature of the sources available 

to measure aggregate bullion and monetary flows after the revolution. The following two sections 

present inflow-outflow matrices of silver and gold for specific nodes during key conjunctures 

between 1810 and 1840. The chapter then crafts an alternative proxy to measure the volume and 

direction of bimetallic streams by perusing the monetary dynamics of cash loans and import credits 

recorded in notarial transactions. It ends with conclusions.  

Measuring Bullion Flows: The Post Office and Early Republican Disruptions  

The reticular network of mail routes (carreras) that the Spanish crown deployed across the former 

viceroyalty was one of the drivers behind the integration of late colonial bullion markets.  

Relatively low fees, regular delivery schedules, and security guarantees transformed the 

encomiendas into an attractive service that facilitated the inter-city transfers of specie and bullion. 

During the first half of the nineteenth century, the global expansion of mail services had important 

resonances in other regions as well. As recent research on the operation of money markets in Spain 

between 1825 and 1874 shows, even marginal improvements in the efficiency of mail routes 

propelled monetary market integration across the peninsula before the advent of the railroad.11 In 

a similar vein, studies on the early stages of the Californian Gold Rush have revealed how the 

establishment of private mail companies such as Wells Fargo facilitated the transfer of bullion and 

specie and financially transformed the operation of mining in the region.12  

Despite the profound disruptions of war in the Northern Andes, the Post Office (PO) managed to 

recover its reputation relatively quickly. John Steuart, an American merchant who traversed the 

 
11 Nogues-Marco, Herranz, and Aslanidis, “The Making of a National Currency,” 1099-1101.  
12 Holliday, Rush for Riches, 52-59.  
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region and imported goods to Bogotá in 1836, stated that “no country can possibly possess a better-

regulated post service than that of New Granada.”13 This statement is surprising since Steuart was 

critical of almost every single dimension of North Andean commercial and quotidian life. What is 

more, the mail system was perhaps the only institution well-regarded in his memoirs. In the 1820s, 

when the possibility of war disruption was still in the air, other travelers praised the postal system 

as “safe,” “regular,” and “cheap.”14 The preservation of the well-functioning of the Post Office 

was a priority for the secretaries of the treasury of both New Granada and Ecuador, keeping most 

of the precepts of the Spanish ordinances that had governed the system before the war. In 

particular, the PO’s liability in case of parcel loss was reestablished in the 1820s, consolidating 

the population’s confidence in the system.15    

In the 1830s, the PO experienced different paths in both Ecuador and New Granada. In the former, 

several branches were running on deficits. Despite the financial difficulties, however, the secretary 

of the treasury emphasized that “the mail system should be improved and seen as a key service to 

the public and not as a source of revenue.”16 It seems that in the north, the PO operated more 

efficiently and provided important proceeds to some treasuries. New Granada’s secretaries of 

treasury praised the safety of the system and one of them reported in 1837 that “even though the 

PO manages millions of pesos annually, only one theft has been reported in the last five years.”17 

The deployment of new carreras and the consolidation of mail transhipment in the customs 

established at the border towns with Ecuador and Venezuela improved the scope and operation of 

the parcel system.18   

 
13 Steuart, Bogotá in 1836, 121.  
14 Cochrane, Charles, Journal of a Residence volume 2, 47; Gosselman, Viaje por Colombia, 239. 

Mollien, Viaje por la República de Colombia, 231.   
15 Castillo y Rada, “Exposición que hace el secretario de hacienda presentada al congreso de 1826,” 

62-64; Castillo y Rada, “Exposición que hace el secretario de estado en el despacho de hacienda 

[…]1827,” 104-107; Osorio, “Memoria del despacho de Guerra y Hacienda 1820,” 59-61. See also 

Martínez, Historia de la primera República, 185-186 and 368-369.  
16 García del Río “Memoria que presenta el ministro de hacienda del Estados del Ecuador […] 

1833,” 8-10.  
17 Soto, “Exposición que hace al congreso constitucional de la Nueva Granada en 1837,” 42;  
18 Márquez,“Exposición que el ministro de estado en el despacho de hacienda […] 1831,” 19-20; 

Soto, “Exposición que el secretario de estado en el despacho de hacienda […] 1833,” 21-22.  
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The rapid readjustment of the PO defies the fracasomanía that has shaped the analysis of the early 

republican economy. Yet, the wars certainly brought long-lasting changes in some mail routes. 

Even though an institutional analysis of these changes is beyond the scope of this dissertation, 

some forays into the mechanics of the mail flows can help us to isolate the transformations that 

pertain to the fiscal dimension of the encomiendas. In other words, it is important to detect if a 

diversion of a given stream of metals and coins reflects either a change in bullion markets or a 

shift in the logistics of the PO.  

One of the variables that affected the microeconomic decision of transporting metals through the 

encomienda system was that of tariffs. Important changes occurred in this regard during the 

revolution. Authorities in both Cundinamarca and the United Provinces reduced the fees of gold 

transfers from 1 to 0.75 percent. The government of the former regarded the mail routes as “the 

fastest means to encourage the circulation of coins and to facilitate the introduction of gold to the 

mint.”19 The rate cut sought to incentivize the use of parcel services in a context in which the war 

had affected their regularity and safety. Frequent blockades and thefts in the Magdalena River and 

other arteries forced the authorities to provide military escorts to the officials who transported the 

mails and the encomiendas.20 There is no evidence that the North Andean authorities deployed 

taxes such as the convoy tax that fell upon silver transfers in New Spain.21 Yet, despite the 

reduction in tariffs and the absence of new taxes, the decline in remittances was palpable. The 

private correspondence of some merchant houses provides some insights in this regard. The 

company of the Gutiérrez Moreno brothers, which operated between Santa Marta and Bogotá, 

regularly experienced losses, delays, and conflicts with the PO. For instance, during the early 

stages of the revolution, in December 1810, José Gregorio Gutiérrez wrote to his brother from 

Bogotá that “I do not dare to send you your proceeds by mail since it is utterly unsafe.”22 In the 

following year, the company lost 1,000 silver pesos in doubloons after a band of robbers attacked 

 
19 “Providencias del Gobierno.  19 de septiembre de 1812” in Hernández, Archivo Nariño v. 3, 

N.96.     
20 “Crecientes del Río Magdalena, hostigamiento de ladrones a las embarcaciones y motivos del 

retraso del correo. Santafé, 24 de mayo de 1813” in Hernández, Archivo Nariño v. 5, N.56 and 

“Oficio de Antonio Nariño al poder ejecutivo de Cundinamarca. La Mesa 25 de septiembre de 

1813” in Hernández, Archivo Nariño v. 5, N.169.   
21 Sánchez, La imperiosa necesidad, 318-320.  
22 “José Gregorio a Agustín Gutiérrez Moreno, diciembre 19 de 1810” in Vanegas, Dos vidas, una 

revolución, 172.  
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the mail carriers and the PO in Mompox refused to pay for the loss.23   In 1812 and 1813, frequent 

rerouting of the carreras affected the liquidity of the company because of the delays and the change 

in the mail collection points.24   

During the Restoration, the authorities raised the gold transfer fee to the pre-war levels, a policy 

provisionally backpedaled by the Colombian authorities in 1819 when the 0.75 percent rate was 

restored.25 After the 1821 constitutional overhaul, the transfer fees of metals returned to colonial 

levels, experiencing a remarkable continuity thereafter. In fact, the Colombian secretary of the 

treasury recounted in 1827 that the tariff of the main carreras that connected Bogotá with cities 

from Quito to Caracas stabilized at pre-war rates.26 Thus, the transport of metals from Bogotá to 

Popayán, Cúcuta, and Cartagena stood at 1 percent for gold and 2 percent for silver, while 

remittances to Quito and Caracas stood at 2 and 4 percent, respectively. During the 1830s, 

according to the data gathered in Table 7.1, the tariffs remained virtually unaltered, with some 

minor changes in secondary routes. Given the mild deflationary trend during some years before 

the 1850s, the real cost of moving bullion soared, but the commitment to keep nominal rates is 

startling given the frequent fiscal difficulties of early republican governments.27  

 

 

 

 

 
23 “Agustín Gutiérrez Moreno a sus padres, enero 25 de 1811 y febrero 5 de 1811” in Vanegas, 

Dos vidas, una revolución, 181 and 185.  
24See “Agustín Gutiérrez Moreno a sus padres octubre 30 1812” and “Agustín a José Gregorio 

Gutiérrez Moreno mayo 10 1813” in Vanegas, Dos vidas, una revolución, 393 and 396.  
25 Castillo y Rada, “Exposición que hace el secretario de hacienda presentada al congreso de 1826,” 

62-64; Castillo y Rada, “Exposición que hace el secretario de estado en el despacho de hacienda 

[…]1827,” 104.  
26 Castillo y Rada, “Exposición que hace el secretario de hacienda presentada al congreso de 1826,” 

62-64 and 69-70.    
27 On price trends during the early republican years see Urrutia, “Precios y salarios urbanos,” 12-

15.  



425 
 

Table 7.1 Transportation Fees of Gold and Silver Coins through the Post Office ca. 1831-

1834 

Metal Origin Destination Rate Metal Origin Destination Rate 

Gold Bogotá Guaduas 1% Silver Tunja Antioquia 2.00% 

Gold Bogotá Cartagena 1% Gold Tunja Mariquita 0.75% 

Gold Bogotá Santa Marta 1% Gold Tunja Popayán 1.00% 

Silver Bogotá Guaduas 2% Gold Tunja Quito 1.50% 

Silver Bogotá Cartagena 2% Gold Tunja Guayaquil 2.00% 

Silver Bogotá Santa Marta 2% Silver Tunja Mariquita 1.50% 

Gold Bogotá Antioquia 0.75% Silver Tunja Popayán 2.00% 

Gold Bogotá Medellín 0.75% Silver Tunja Quito 3.00% 

Silver Bogotá Antioquia 1.25% Silver Tunja Guayaquil 4.00% 

Silver Bogotá Medellín 1.25% Gold Tunja Neiva 0.75% 

Gold Bogotá Honda 0.50% Gold Tunja Bogotá 0.50% 

Gold Bogotá Mariquita 0.50% Gold Tunja Pamplona 0.75% 

Gold Bogotá Nare 0.50% Silver Tunja Neiva 1.50% 

Silver Bogotá Honda 1% Silver Tunja Bogotá 1.00% 

Silver Bogotá Mariquita 1% Silver Tunja Pamplona 1.50% 

Silver Bogotá Nare 1% Gold Popayán Guayaquil 1.50% 

Gold Bogotá Popayán 1% Gold Popayán Quito 1.00% 

Gold Bogotá Popayán 2% Gold Popayán Buenaventura 0.75% 

Gold Bogotá Quito 1.50% Gold Popayán Cali 0.50% 

Gold Bogotá Quito 3% Gold Popayán Cartago 0.50% 

Gold Bogotá Guayaquil 2% Gold Popayán Antioquia 0.75% 

Silver Bogotá Guayaquil 4% Gold Popayán Bogotá 1.00% 

Gold Bogotá Neiva 0.75% Gold Popayán Tunja 1.00% 

Gold Bogotá Tunja 0.75% Gold Popayán Cartagena 2.00% 

Gold Bogotá Pamplona 0.75% Silver Popayán Guayaquil 3.00% 

Gold Bogotá Socorro 0.75% Silver Popayán Quito 2.00% 

Silver Bogotá Neiva 1.50% Silver Popayán Buenaventura 1.50% 

Silver Bogotá Tunja 1.50% Silver Popayán Cali 1.00% 

Silver Bogotá Pamplona 1.50% Silver Popayán Cartago 1.00% 

Silver Bogotá Socorro 1.50% Silver Popayán Antioquia 1.50% 



426 
 

Table 7.1 (Cont.) 

Metal Origin Destination Rate Metal Origin Destination Rate 

Gold Tunja Cartagena 1.00% Silver Popayán Bogotá 2.00% 

Gold Tunja Antioquia 1.00% Silver Popayán Tunja 2.00% 

Silver Tunja Cartagena 2.00% Silver Popayán Cartagena 4.00% 

Sources: AGN-R, Administración de Correos, Bogotá, t. 1 ff. 1-48 and 320-390. 

Even though war disruptions were not strong enough to cause a rise in tariffs, they created two 

important changes in the operation of the mail system. First, the PO increased the frequency of the 

carrera de Cúcuta, the service that connected New Granada and Venezuela. Colombian authorities 

regarded this change as one of the ways to strengthen the economic and political interaction 

between the two segments of the new republic.28 As it will be shown later, this policy facilitated 

arbitrage transactions across the two markets even after the collapse of Colombia. Second, the 

southern route that linked Bogotá with Quito via Popayán was thoroughly reformed. Since Pasto 

became a de facto military frontier that frequently cut the flow of goods and metals across the area, 

the disruption caused huge financial issues for the branches of the PO in Quito and Popayán.29 In 

a report on the former submitted to the central authorities, the Intendant of the southern department 

reported in 1825 that, due to the frequent conflicts in Pasto and Patía, “the mail rents are in utter 

decadence and the treasury had to support the carriers of both the southern and northern routes.”30  

The solution of the northern branches to cope with the pastuso problem was to divert the 

encomiendas towards Buenaventura, a port located on the Pacific. Early in 1822, the Cauca 

Intendant reported the need to open a new carrera to connect Popayán and Cali with the Pacific, 

avoiding thereby the dangerous overland southern route.31 The following year, an informal route 

was established, linking Popayán with Quito via Buenaventura-Esmeraldas. This route was 

institutionalized in 1824 but clustering in Guayaquil the distribution of mail to the southern 

 
28 Osorio, “Memoria del despacho de Guerra y Hacienda 1820,” 61-62; Castillo y Rada, “Memoria 

que el secretario de estado y del despacho de hacienda […] 1823,” 175-176. Santander, “Mensaje 

del vicepresidente de Colombia […]1824,” 232; Castillo y Rada 1826 “Exposición que hace el 

secretario de hacienda presentada al congreso de 1826,” 69-70.  
29 AGN-R, Intendencias Cauca, t. 1, f. 613-613v, 1822 and t. 2, ff. 890, 1823.   
30AGN-R, Intendencias Ecuador, t. 1, f. 829-830.  
31 AGN-R, Intendencias Cauca, t. 1, f. 613-613v. 
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departments.32 This diversion was supposed to be a short-run expedient to keep the mail flowing 

when the overland route was closed. Yet, as will be studied, the new route increasingly 

strengthened the Cali-Guayaquil connection in detriment to the Popayán-Quito axis.  

In short, despite some continuities, the war created path dependence effects on the operation of 

some of the routes of the mail system. These changes are well reflected in the extant logbooks that 

will provide the empirical fuel for our analysis of bullion flows. Unfortunately, there is not enough 

material to craft a matrix of metallic flows such as the one displayed in Chapter 3 for the late 

colonial period. The extant records are heavily concentrated in both chronological and 

geographical terms. However, the available data do indicate some general contours on the direction 

and magnitude of the streams of silver and gold during and after the Independence Wars. It has 

been possible to collect evidence on three main nodes: Bogotá, Popayán, and Rionegro. The first 

two, as previously shown, constituted the backbone of the late colonial bimetallic streams while 

the latter was an entrepôt that offers insights into the overall pattern of bullion trade in the mining 

belts. No data is available for Quito, so the analysis relies upon the information of northern 

branches to observe changes in the metallic flows across the southern portions of the Northern 

Andes. Fortunately, notarial records allow us to fill in this gap partially.   

Let us start by perusing the metallic landscape in the mining belts. It has been possible to unearth 

data from roughly 199 mail spreadsheets (planillas) that report the breakdown of 1,162 remittances 

of precious metals from Rionegro to different nodes across the Northern Andes between 1810 and 

1831.33 This city was the entrepôt that connected the Antioquia gold belt with most trade routes of 

the country and, therefore, its PO records constitute a good place to examine the movement of 

bullion across the area. The sample has been split into two periods - 1810-1820 and 1821-1831- to 

capture the changing nature of flows during the wars and the Colombian years. The value of metals 

exported in both periods stood at 685,452 and 785,963 silver pesos, respectively. The size of these 

flows gives us confidence in the significance of the sample. Map 7.1, finally, depicts the nodes 

involved in Rionegro’s metallic inflow-outflows. 

 
32 AGN-R, Intendencias Cauca, t. 2, f. 303-304, 501-518, 377-378 and 940-941.  
33 AGN, SAAII, Administración de Correos, Encomiendas, Box 2 folders 1-2; Box 3 Folders 1-3; 

Box 6 Folders 1-2l Box 16 Folder 1-3.   
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Map 7.1 Nodes Involved in Rionegro’s Metallic Flows According to the PO Records, 1810-

1830   

Sources: See text.  
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Figures 7.1-7.2 deploy the destinations of Rionegro’s exports of gold coins. If compared with the 

late colonial patterns, three changes occurred regarding the circulation of auriferous coins. First, 

the revolution deepened the role of Medellín as a regional entrepôt of these monies. As shown in 

previous chapters, a portion of the bullion exports of the mining belts returned in the form of 

doubloons and escudos that passed into local circulation and served to settle regional and 

international trade balances. Yet, Bogotá-based brokers controlled most of the late colonial gold 

transfers from Antioquia to the mint, settling the accounts of the gold merchants with their creditors 

in Mompox and Cartagena. During the revolution, these accounts were more and more handled by 

the gold merchants themselves. The latter, in addition, reinforced their role as the middlemen 

between producers in Chocó and the mint in Bogotá. As explored in Chapter 3, late colonial miners 

in Citará channeled part of their produce through Antioquia’s smelters who, in turn, sent the gold 

bars to the viceregal capital. During independence, these flows intensified, with Rionegro 

merchants exporting roughly 94,500 silver pesos in gold coins to Chocó.   

The increasing centrality of Antioquia’s merchants during the revolution has been widely 

documented in the literature.34 Evidence abounds on the way in which gold flows put antioqueño 

merchants at the vanguard of the new routes that connected the Northern Andes with Jamaica and 

the Atlantic. Our sample, however, shows that the streams of gold found their way to the Atlantic 

throughout different conduits of trade. Indeed, a second transformation brought by the 

revolutionary wars was the increasing decentralization of gold exports. No single port dominated 

the transfers of Antioquia’s yellow metal. Even though remittances to Cartagena remained strong, 

particularly during the 1817-1818 biennium, most gold now flowed out through Santa Marta, 

Barranquilla, Sabanilla, and Soledad. In similar ways to the centrifugal forces that weakened the 

position of the Veracruz-Mexico City silver stream in New Spain, the wars cemented a new 

configuration of gold flows in New Granada.35  

 
34 Brew, El desarrollo económico de Antioquia, 59-67; Safford, “Commerce and Enterprise,” 308-

315; Molina, Empresarios colombianos, 24-39.    
35 On this pattern in Mexico see Sánchez, La imperiosa necesidad, 49-63.  
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Figure 7.1 Geographical Pattern of Rionegro’s Exports of Escudos (Left) and Doubloons 

(Right) during the War Years, 1810-1820 

Sources: AGN, SAAII, Administración de Correos, Encomiendas, Box 2 folders 1-2; Box 3 Folders 1-3; 

Box 6 Folders 1-2l Box 16 Folder 1-3. 

 

The third transformation that took place during the war decade was the growing share of escudos 

in the aggregate flows of gold in the region. During the late colonial period, doubloons accounted 

for 97 percent of the inflows of gold coins to the Antioquia mining belts, with escudos taking the 

remaining share. The latter, however, jumped to 18 percent during the revolution, suggesting that 

the process of market deepening remained strong in the region. This insight is reinforced by the 

fact that these coins irrigated not only the flourishing gold cluster of Medellín but also smaller 

centers across the province. Thus, Santa Rosa, Marinilla, Yolombó, Sonsón, and even Santafé de 

Antioquia were conspicuous receptors of escudos. Later in this section, more insights on the 

importance of small change in the study of bullion flows will be provided. For now, it is important 

to remark that metallic flows during the war not only experienced changes in terms of their 

direction and magnitude but also in terms of their denominational composition.  
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If the analysis shifts to the 1820-1830 years, the points so far unearthed acquired new significance 

(Figure 7.2). For starters, the Colombian decade cemented some of the changes brought by the 

revolution. Cartagena recovered some of the ground lost during the former decade, but the 

polycentric nature of gold exports had been reinforced by the mid-1820s. In fact, Rionegro’s 

exports of doubloons to small ports such as Santa Marta, Barranquilla, and Sabanilla rivaled in 

magnitude those to Cartagena. Medellín, in turn, kept reinforcing its role as the doubloon entrepôt 

of the mining belt. As it will be shown below, Medellín merchants intermingled their increasing 

control over the flow of gold coins with a diversification of their import sources to flood interior 

markets with European wares. Again, these developments have been detected before by the 

literature. Yet, our data highlight the need to integrate the role of gold in the form of coins and not 

only in bars in the broader picture of early republican trade flows.   

 

Figure 7.2 Geographical Pattern of Rionegro’s Exports of Escudos (Left) and Doubloons 

(Right) during the Colombian Years, 1821-1831 

Sources: AGN, SAAII, Administración de Correos, Encomiendas, Box 2 folders 1-2; Box 3 Folders 1-3; 

Box 6 Folders 1-2l Box 16 Folder 1-3. 

 

Secondly, the import of escudos expanded in both relative and absolute terms. These coins now 

accounted for 21 percent of the imports, and they were distributed to a wider geographical setting, 

encompassing new and old outlets across the province such as Abejorral, Anorí, Yarumal, and 
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Sonsón. These transfers reflect the burgeoning nature of these markets. Naturally, not all gold 

coins were distributed from Rionegro towards the Atlantic ports or internal outlets. Rionegro’s 

exports of doubloons and some escudos were also directed to Honda and Ibagué, reflecting the 

role of these coins in the settlement of interregional trade balances, in particular, the payment of 

cacao imports from the Upper Magdalena River as it will be shown in ulterior sections.  

Finally, it is important to remark on two further developments that occurred in the 1820s. First, 

the role of Antioquia merchants as gold brokers between Chocó and Bogotá heavily contracted, 

with the export of doubloons from Rionegro to the Pacific Littoral plummeting to less than 1 

percent of total remittances. Most likely, this contraction reflected the broader retreat of Chocó’s 

gold from Bogotá’s mint. As stated in the previous chapter, changes such as the decentralization 

of foundries in the Pacific Littoral, the disruption of the corregidor system, and the privileges that 

the Cartagena merchants enjoyed in the riverine flows along the Atrato River during the 1820s 

partially explain this diversion. Secondly, the auriferous stream that used to connect Antioquia 

with Mompox withered away in the Colombian years. While in the 1790s the inland port drew 

roughly 16 percent of the exports of doubloons from Antioquia, this share dropped to 3 and 2 

percent in the 1810s and the 1820s, respectively. This shift is even more dramatic if Rionegro’s 

exports of gold bars are examined. As Figure 7.2 shows, Bogotá absorbed 89 percent of the ingots 

that flowed out from Rionegro during the 1810s, followed by Honda (5 percent), Popayán (4 

percent), and Mompox (1 percent). During the 1820s, the remittances to Mompox collapsed to less 

than 1 percent of the overall exports, confirming that either in the form of coins or bars, gold ceased 

to flow out to the inland port. This dramatic shift not only confirms the imprints of the wars that 

severely affected the river town but also the short-term effects of the demolition of its foundry. 

The antioqueño drive to keep the latter closed, as it has been in the previous chapter, further 

undermined any possibility of reestablishing the old auriferous stream during the 1830s.  

Rionegro’s silver flows also experienced important transformations (Figures 7.3-7.4). For starters, 

the relative size of the inflow of this metal increased vis-à-vis- that of gold. In the 1790s, silver 

coins accounted for roughly 16 percent of the overall metallic imports to Antioquia while the 

Rionegro data suggest that this share jumped to 29 percent in the 1810s and 48 percent in the 

1820s. This pattern is even more revealing if the silver flows are broken down into the streams of 

corrientes and fuertes. The share of the latter was marginal during the late eighteen-century but 
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became pivotal after the wars, accounting for one-third of silver imports in the 1810s and roughly 

half in the 1820s. In the last section of this chapter, some hypotheses on the drivers behind these 

changes in both the bimetallic and qualitative composition of the monetary flows will be discussed. 

For now, a geographical focus on Rionegro’s silver exports can help us to put the problem on 

clearer ground. 

 

Figure 7.3 Geographical Pattern of Rionegro’s Exports of Silver Fuerte (Left) and Silver 

Corriente (Right) during the War Years, 1810-1820 

Sources: AGN, SAAII, Administración de Correos, Encomiendas, Box 2 folders 1-2; Box 3 Folders 1-3; 

Box 6 Folders 1-2l Box 16 Folder 1-3. 

 

As Figure 7.3 shows, during the 1810s Medellín became an important sink-node of both corrientes 

and fuertes. There was, however, an important difference in the relative destination of both types 

of coins. While roughly 15 percent of the fuertes flowed out to the Atlantic ports, only 2 percent 

of the corrientes ended in these outlets. In the same vein, a larger proportion of the former was 

transferred to Honda and Ibagué, suggesting that these coins played an important role in 

interregional trade balances. The data also show that the two types of silver penetrated now in a 

reticular manner into a broad set of outlets across Antioquia. In other words, the network of silver 
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flows became thicker after independence. These developments suggest that, in similar ways to the 

broader circulation of escudos, the growing role of silver in the region mirrors the expansion of 

the market economy in the mining belts. The wider role of full-bodied coins, on the other hand, 

may reflect the increasing centrality of Antioquia merchants in international trade since these 

monies were frequently used to settle debts in the Atlantic ports.  

 

 

 

Figure 7.4 Geographical Pattern of Rionegro’s Exports of Silver Fuerte (Left) and Silver 

Corriente (Right) during the Colombian Years, 1821-1831 

Sources: AGN, SAAII, Administración de Correos, Encomiendas, Box 2 folders 1-2; Box 3 Folders 1-3; 

Box 6 Folders 1-2l Box 16 Folder 1-3. 

 

Two further war developments bear mentioning. First, in similar ways to the flows of gold coins, 

Antioquia bridged the flow of silver monies between the eastern regions of the Northern Andes 

and the Chocó mining belt. In this stream, again, the flow of fuertes was more prevalent than that 

of corriente. The fact that Chocó kept absorbing silver coins suggests that despite war disruptions, 
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the region kept fueling its bimetallic connections. Second, the interexchange of silver coins 

between Mompox and Antioquia that characterized late colonial trade flows declined during the 

war. The share of silver remittances to the inland port, in fact, dropped from 20 percent in the 

1790s to 2 percent in the 1810s.  

The silver ties developed in the war years experienced some modifications during the Colombian 

decade. First, as Graph 4 illustrates, the reticular penetration of silver into the province became 

more prevalent. Medellín kept its leading role as a silver entrepôt, but its share dropped to the 

benefit of a wider set of centers across the province. There was a sort of specialization in the 

remittance of silver, with the north and north-east areas of the province taking the lion’s share of 

fuertes and the western and southern areas taking most of the corrientes. Second, even though 

silver exports to the Atlantic ports increased in relative terms, Honda became the most important 

destination of these coins outside the province. Full-bodied coins, in particular, dominated these 

conduits of trade. These changes reflect not only the revitalization of interregional trade, but also 

the fact that different coins were serving different markets, a pattern that we have already 

encountered in the analysis of late colonial monetary flows. Thirdly, in contrast to the 

disappearance of doubloon transfers to Chocó, Antioquia kept exporting silver coins to the Littoral 

during the 1820s. Even though further evidence is needed, it seems that Antioquia-based merchants 

started to participate in the lucrative bimetallic exchanges that used to be the realm of merchants 

in Popayán, Bogotá, and Quito. Finally, the data confirms the shrinkage in the metallic flows that 

connected Mompox with Antioquia. Less than 1 and 2 percent of the silver of the two main types 

found its way to the inland ports during the Colombian years.   

The insights distilled from the former forays into the metallic flows of the Antioquia mining belt 

acquire an even clearer horizon once the analysis shifts to Popayán, a pivotal bullion entrepôt. The 

PO logbooks of this city allow us to take a deeper look into the changes occurring during the 

Colombian years. We have assembled encomienda records for the 1823-1825 and 1827-1831 

years.36 These records, however, comprise an uneven set of data. There are complete registers for 

the outflows of metals (salidas) during the biennium that stretches from June 1823 to July 1825. 

The inflow data (entradas), however, are only available for the second semester of 1823. During 

 
36 ACC, Independencia, Civil, Correos, Sig. 1377, 3308, 3551, 5015, 6181.  
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the biennium that goes from June 1827 to July 1829, the information is complete for both the 

outbound and inbound transfers.  

 

 

Map 7.2 Nodes Involved in Popayán’s Metallic Flows According to the PO Records during 

the 1820s  

Sources: See text.  
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For the 1829-1831 years, only inbound flows are preserved. The nature of the data, naturally, 

constraints the scope of our analysis. Fortunately, the extensiveness of the records for the 1827-

1829 years provides a unique opportunity to assess the post-war changes in the role of Popayán as 

bullion entrepôt. In contrast to the 1824-1826 period that, as we have seen in the previous chapter 

is biased by the gold injections from the London loan, the following biennium is not affected by 

an appreciable, exogenous shock. On the contrary, these years have been regarded as a period in 

which the economic malaises of the new order emerged, announcing the political and economic 

upheavals of the four years that followed the failure of the Ocaña Convention. The counterpoint 

between 1823-1825 and 1829-1831 data will allow us to grasp the hectic monetary disjunctions of 

the late 1820s. Finally, Map 7.2 depicts the nodes involved in Popayán’s metallic inflow-outflows.   

The inflow-outflow matrices depicted in Figures 7.5-7.6 provide a preliminary assessment of gold 

flows in Popayán. Roughly 867,800 silver pesos worth of gold coins were exported from the city 

in 1827-1829 via the PO, 675,890 of which were in doubloons and the remaining in escudos. 

Imports of gold coins, on the other hand, came to 101,711 silver pesos, 98,149 of which were in 

doubloons. This lack of balance is understandable given the role of Popayán’s mint in absorbing 

bullion and releasing coins. More revealing, however, is the increasing share of the escudos in the 

overall size of the bullion trade. Here, again, a comparison with the late colonial patterns is in 

order. As explored in Chapter 3, the low denomination gold coins comprised only 5 percent of 

Popayán’s exports of gold coins in the early 1790s. This share jumped to 22 percent in 1827-1829. 

According to the outflow information for the 1823-1825 biennium, this portion had already 

achieved the 20 percent threshold. In other words, the available data confirms the broader role that 

the low denomination gold coins played during the 1820s. What was the geographical scope of the 

flows of doubloons and escudos? 

As Figure 7.5 shows, Bogotá became the most important sinking node of Popayán’s doubloons. 

The capital, in fact, absorbed around 23 percent of the exports of these coins, followed by Nóvita 

(12%), Cartagena (9%), Quito (9%), and Medellín (6%). This breakdown suggests that the gold 

flow pattern that emerged right before the collapse of colonial rule in 1810, with Bogotá gaining 

ascendance in southwestern markets in detriment to other entrepôts, prevailed during the early 

republican years. Popayán’s connections with Cartagena and Quito contracted if compared with 

the volumes they commanded in the 1790s. However, the growing centrality of the capital should 
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not overshadow the reorganization of Popayán’s exports of doubloons during the 1820s. In fact, 

in contrast to the late colonial pattern, where the top 5 of the nodes claimed roughly 73 percent of 

Popayán’s exports of doubloons, this share dropped to roughly 59 percent in the 1826-1827 

biennium. As Figure 7.5 illuminates, an important share of the outflow of gold coins was directed 

to a wide array of nodes across the Northern Andes. 

 

Figure 7.5 Popayán’s Inflow-Outflow Matrix of Doubloons in 1827-1829 

Sources:  ACC, Independencia, Civil, Correos, Sig. 1377, 3308, 3551, 5015, 6181 

 

If the doubloon export nodes in Figure 7.5 are clustered by regions, it is possible to provide further 

insights. Thus, Bogotá and the other points in northeastern New Granada accounted roughly for 

24 percent of doubloon exports followed by the Chocó’s mining belt (16%), the Cauca Valley 

(15%), the southwestern Pacific mining belt (13%), and Ecuador (13%). The remaining share was 

taken by Atlantic Ports (12%), the Antioquia’s mining belt (7%), and other regions (1%). This 

geographical pattern of gold exports suggests, first, that Popayán’s connection with the global 
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economy acquired a more polycentric and indirect pattern than before the war. The small share 

taken by the Atlantic ports and the growing centrality of Bogotá and the cities in the Cauca Valley 

suggests that Popayán’s merchants became more and more relegated to their role as mintage 

brokers, a hypothesis that will be further perused in the next section.  

Second, Popayán’s weaker ties with the Atlantic were compensated with a growing connection 

with Nóvita and the Chocó mining belt. As shown in previous chapters, this link somewhat 

weakened when the Bogotá’s merchants diverted part of the gold flows of the area during the late 

colonial era. Yet, the expansion of import trade through the Atrato River in the 1800s and the new 

conditions that ruled these waterways in the 1820s seems to have revitalized the ties of Popayán 

with this mining region and, most likely, with the Cartagena merchants who had penetrated the 

area. Finally, the data confirm the pivotal engagement of the gold-bearing regions with the 

monetary streams of the Northern Andes. These regions did not merely exchange bullion for goods 

but also engaged actively in the flow of coins that fueled the trade with entrepôts on the Pacific. 

The expansion of the mining frontier towards Guapi and Micay transformed Barbacoas and 

Iscuandé into pivotal receptors of gold coins. If we put together the outflows of the yellow metal 

to these areas with those that were exported southwards to Ecuador, roughly 42 percent of 

Popayán’s doubloons found the way to the world economy through centers connected to the 

Pacific.   

The changing connections of Popayán with the mining belts and the Pacific entrepôts are further 

illuminated by the import-export pattern of escudos (Figure 7.6). The city released these low-

denomination coins towards a constellation of 30 nodes across the Northern Andes. Yet, despite 

this broad geographical scope, the trade clustered around mining entrepôts, with Nóvita, Quibdó, 

Barbacoas, and Iscuandé becoming the main sinking nodes of Popayán’s transfers of these coins. 

If we aggregate these streams by region, the southwestern Pacific mining belt took roughly 43 

percent of the exports, followed by the mining belt of Chocó (29%) and Antioquia (14%). Nodes 

in the Cauca Valley and other areas of the Northern Andes from Quito to Bogotá absorbed the 

remaining share. This monetary landscape problematizes the so-called “unsustainability” and 

“overall crisis” of gold mining after independence in southwestern New Granada.37  

 
37 See Echeverri, Indian and Slave Royalists, 188-189. Safford and Palacios, Colombia: 

Fragmented Land, 177-178.  
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The aggregate data perused in the former chapter demonstrates that gold production in the area did 

not experience an apocalyptic demise, while the data on escudos exports suggests that the literature 

has overstated the complaints of miners about the negative effects of slave manumission on 

mining. The injections of small denomination gold coins into the mining regions point towards an 

early reactivation of petty trade and small-scale prospecting after the war. In other words, it seems 

that far from retreating to a natural economy, former slaves interweaved new patterns of market 

participation and gold production. This hypothesis is consistent, moreover, with the increasing 

inflows of doubloons to the mining belts region as stated above. This revitalization of bullion trade 

in the region most likely, then, reflects an economy that was both readjusting itself after the effects 

of war and was reasserting its role in new and old conduits of trade. A final piece of evidence in 

this regard is the growing significance of the gold connections between Popayán and Antioquia. 

These ties, of course, existed during the late colonial period, but the growing exports of Popayán’s 

doubloons and escudos northwards, suggests that Antioqueño merchants had already been making 

important inroads in the area creating thereby alternative conduits of trade.   
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Figure 7.6 Popayán’s Inflow-Outflow Matrix of Escudos in 1827-1829 

Sources:  ACC, Independencia, Civil, Correos, Sig. 1377, 3308, 3551, 5015, 6181. 

 

Since Popayán’s logbooks also recorded the in-passing transfers from other PO branches, the 

evidence allows us to offer a less concentric analysis of gold coins in the area. As Figure 7.7 shows, 

Quito was recovering its role as a sinking node of North Andean gold despite the war disruptions. 

Gold transfers from Bogotá, Cali, and the tobacco area of Palmira in the Cauca Valley suggest, in 

fact, that the Ecuadorian connection was still very much active. Most revealing, however, is the 

growing centrality of Cali and the Cauca Valley in the overall gold networks. The thickness of its 

ties with nodes in different directions suggests that the late colonial vitality of bullion flows in the 

Cauca Valley recovered sooner than expected. The Cali transfers of gold coins to the Pacific, via 

Guapi and Buenaventura shows, in particular, the opportunities brought by the new era. 
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Figure 7.7 Popayán’s In-Passing Transfers of Doubloons in 1827-1829 

Sources: ACC, Independencia, Civil, Correos, Sig. 1377, 3308, 3551, 5015, 6181 

 

Silver trade in Popayán also experienced important developments during the 1820s. The city 

imported roughly 78,852 silver pesos in corrientes and macuquinas and 22,655 silver pesos in 

fuertes while exporting 38,455 and 12,655 silver pesos of both coins, respectively. Most likely, 

this surplus was leaked out through other means to transport coinage such as the fiscal and private 

transfers controlled by merchants themselves. In the same vein, despite some improvement in the 

relative share of silver vis-à-vis gold, Popayán did not experience a surge in silver trade like the 

one reported in Rionegro’s data. The presence of the mint perhaps still exerted a gold bias in the 

local registers. Be that as it may, the examination of silver flows provides the input missing to 

understand the bimetallic exchanges across the Northern Andes. As Figure 7.8 shows, Popayán 

drew silver from a broad set of nodes, but certain clusters are clearly dominant.  
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Figure 7.8 Popayán’s Inflow-Outflow Matrix of Silver Corriente in 1827-1829 

Sources: ACC, Independencia, Civil, Correos, Sig. 1377, 3308, 3551, 5015, 6181 

 

Even though nodes in Ecuador released sizeable amounts of silver coins to the north, sustaining 

the old bimetallic exchange between the two areas, Bogotá had become Popayán’s main source of 

the gray metal. In regional terms, in fact, the capital and other nodes of northeastern Colombia 

supplied roughly 47 percent of silver corriente, followed by centers in Ecuador (29%) and the 

Cauca Valley (22%). The remaining silver share was transferred from cities in the Upper 

Magdalena Valley   and the mining belts of the Pacific. This pattern seemed to have consolidated 

during the 1829-1831 years when Bogotá’s private silver transfers soared to 95,621 silver pesos 

annually.  
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Figure 7.9 Popayán’s Inflow-Outflow Matrix of Silver Fuerte in 1827-1829 

Sources: ACC, Independencia, Civil, Correos, Sig. 1377, 3308, 3551, 5015, 6181 

 

The inflow of fuertes followed a different pattern. As Figure 7.9 illuminates, Guayaquil and other 

Ecuadorian nodes supplied the lion’s share of these coins, seconded by Bogotá and nodes in the 

Cauca Valley and the Upper Magdalena. Surprisingly, some fuertes were also injected into the 

region through Iscuandé. If we look at the 1829-1831 data, the import pattern is similar, with the 

Ecuadorian nodes supplying roughly 48 percent of fuertes, followed by Bogotá (26%), the Cauca 

Valley (16%), the Upper Magdalena (6%), and the mining belts (4%). The main change with 

respect to the previous biennium was Quito’s expansion at the expense of Guayaquil’s share. 

Despite this, the Pacific port kept dominating the transfers of these coins, suggesting the slow 

change in the axis of bimetallic exchanges in the region.  

Popayán’s silver outflows reveal important traits of early republican bullion streams as well. As 

the right segment of the network in Figures 7.8-7.9 illustrate, the geographical scope of silver 

exports was narrower than that of gold coins. This pattern is understandable given the tendency of 

paying imports with the more abundant metal, as explored in Chapter 3. Yet, most of these 

outflows were directed towards the southwestern Pacific mining belt, with Barbacoas, Micay, and 
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Iscuandé taking roughly 32 percent of the overall exports of the corrientes. This pattern again 

reinforces the evidence so far perused in this dissertation regarding the importance of coinage in 

these regions. A different pattern emerges if the analysis shifts to the outflows of fuertes. These 

coins, in fact, had a broader scope, irrigating some markets in the northeastern portion of the 

republic and Chocó. This pattern, however, is counterintuitive since there was a sort of intra-silver 

transfers of these coins. Bogotá, for instance, received and exported sizable quantities of these 

coins from and to Popayán. To identify the drivers behind this cross-movement of coins, it is 

necessary to further peruse the composition of the silver supply. The analysis has collapsed silver 

flows into two main categories but, in reality, they were composed of a heterogeneous set of coins 

given the monetary manipulations of the early republican era. Since the debasement targeted coins 

of specific denominations and stamps, the PO was particularly meticulous in registering the exact 

type of coin transferred in the parcels.   

This fact is well reflected in Figures 7.10-7.11, which present a disaggregation of both portions of 

the silver trade. The fuertes portion was composed of full-bodied coins from Colombian, Mexican, 

and Peruvian mints. These coins flowed out to different markets. Thus, while most coins released 

southwards by Popayán were of Colombian making, the Mexican and Peruvian coins flowed out 

northwards to Bogotá and the Upper Magdalena Valley. Most foreign coins imported to Popayán, 

not surprisingly, were supplied by Guayaquil, Cuenca, and Quito. The latter two provided roughly 

88 percent of the Peruvian fuertes while the former supplied 91 percent of the Zacatecanos. The 

remaining portion of these coins flowed into Popayán via Iscuandé and Barbacoas, confirming the 

engagement of these ports with the currents of the Pacific silver trade. Colombian fuertes flowed 

out mainly to the mining belts, particularly to Quibdó. Finally, it is remarkable the presence of old 

Spanish coins (fuertes columnarios) in the silver supply of the region. It seems, then, that these 

coins were not automatically ousted from North Andean markets through a rapid activation of 

Gresham’s law effects during the wars. As will be shown later in this chapter, transaction costs 

and the existence of different spheres of circulation, made the disappearance of these coins a slower 

process than previously thought.  
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Figure 7.10 Breakdown of Silver Flows (Corrientes) in Popayán 1827-1831,  Standard 

Silver Pesos 

Sources: ACC, Independencia, Civil, Correos, Sig. 1377, 3308, 3551, 5015, 6181. 

 

 

Figure 7.11 Breakdown of Silver Flows (Fuerte) in Popayán 1827-1831,  Standard Silver 

Pesos 

Sources: ACC, Independencia, Civil, Correos, Sig. 1377, 3308, 3551, 5015, 6181. 

 

The composition of the corrientes portion of silver flows exhibits a more complex pattern. For 

starters, in contrast to late colonial records, the early republican logbooks specified the 

denominations of these coins, reflecting the consequences of the post-war monetary policy. 

Authorities tended to debase coins according to their denominations, targeting those small-
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denomination coins that most likely circulated by tale. Secondly, the PO officials tended to obscure 

the difference between the macuquinas and the corrientes, putting them together in some transfers 

but clearly distinguishing among them in others. A very few encomiendas provide some hints in 

this regard. In 1828, two parcels specifically referred to the corrientes as corrientes de 

Cundinamarca while another noted that they were corrientes de Santa Marta. A hypothesis, which 

partially finds support in the microeconomic evidence perused in the following chapter, is that as 

one goes deeper into the republican period, the macuquinas came to denote the old, worn Spanish 

coins while the corrientes refer to the low-quality monies struck by the revolutionary and 

republican mints.  

Be that as it may, there was a subtle difference between the source and target of the flows of these 

coins. The Ecuadorian nodes came to supply the lion’s share of the macuquinas (71%) and the 

reales de cruz (93%) while Bogotá dominated the transfers of corrientes (81%) and, in conjunction 

with some nodes in the Upper Magdalena Valley, flooded Popayán with medios and reales. This 

pattern was particularly conspicuous in the 1829-1831 biennium, when roughly 93 percent of the 

latter two monies were transferred to Popayán from the Colombian capital. If Popayán’s silver 

outflows are broken down, a sort of geographical specialization emerges, with Barbacoas and 

Iscuandé taking most of the exports of reales and medios and the Cauca Valley capturing most of 

the corrientes. Even though the macuquinas constituted 38 percent of the inflows, they only 

accounted for 9 percent of the outflows, confirming that an important share of these imports ended 

up in the mint, a pattern explained in the former chapter.  

Further research should be undertaken to provide strong hypotheses to explain the heterogeneous 

circuits of the silver trade so far unearthed. It is clear, however, that different silver coins tended 

to serve specific markets. This configuration, which has already been encountered in the analysis 

of the late colonial period, became more complex as the monetary landscape turned more 

heterogeneous after the war. Later in this dissertation some tentative drivers to explain the new 

monetary geography of the region will be provided.   

Popayán’s PO records allow us, finally, to undertake a brief analysis of the argentiferous flows 

brokered by the city’s mail branch. As Figure 7.12 illuminates, Quito kept its pivotal role as silver 

releaser northwards, but Guayaquil gained important ground in these flows. The ties of this port 

with Cali and Pasto became important conduits of gray metal to the north. Bogotá kept its centrality 
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as the sink of part of the silver released from Ecuador, while the data confirms Cali’s growing role 

in North Andean bullion flows by interweaving links with the mining belts and the main bimetallic 

entrepôts. Finally, the data ratify the importance of both Guapi and Barbacoas as silver nodes by 

receiving coins of this metal from the Cauca Valley, Pasto, and Bogotá. 

 

 

Figure 7.12 Popayán’s In-Passing Transfers of Silver, 1827-1829 

Sources:  ACC, Independencia, Civil, Correos, Sig. 1377, 3308, 3551, 5015, 6181 

 

A North Andean Moneyer: Bogotá and the Flows of Gold and Silver  

After the previous dense tour across Popayán’s metallic landscape, it is necessary to shift the focus 

to Bogotá, the most important bimetallic entrepôt of the Northern Andes. Unfortunately, the data 

on this node is unevenly distributed in both time and space. The extant logbooks and spreadsheets 

of Bogotá’s PO are suitable to construct an inflow-outflow matrix for the biennium that stretches 

from July 1827 to June 1829. Sparse inbound spreadsheets are preserved for the Cartagena carrera 

during the 1830-1834 years, but they are incomplete. In contrast, outflow records are complete for 



449 
 

the 1829-1831, 1832-1834, and 1835-1837 intervals.38 As mentioned for the analysis of Popayán’s 

data, the 1827-1829 interlude is a good laboratory to understand the state of the monetary flows 

before the political turmoil of the late 1820s. In the same vein, a counterpoint between the records 

of the hectic years that led to the collapse of the Colombian experiment (1829-1832) with those of 

the peaceful years of the 1830s (1835-1837), will allow us to understand the changing nature of 

the monetary geography of the Northern Andes. Map 7.3 depicts the nodes involved in Bogotá’s 

metallic inflow-outflows during the 1820s and 1830s.   

The available data, in short, provide sound inputs to examine the metallic flows that revolved 

around the capital during the late 1820s and the 1830s. However, no encomienda records are 

available to grasp the short-term transformations that took place during the war years. To fill this 

gap, an alternative source has been consulted. As mentioned above, no tax was imposed on the 

internal transfer of bullion and coins but both the revolutionary and restorationist authorities forced 

merchants to submit waybills to move coins and bullion across different locations. The specie 

transfers via the PO were exempted from this policy and, therefore, the bullion waybills only offer 

information on the outbound transfers of gold and silver coins transported independently by 

merchants and miners. Despite this limitation, a complete set of waybills preserved for the 1816-

1818 years provides a good proxy to study the short-term consequences of the war on the structure 

of Bogotá’s exports of bullion and monies.39  

Tables 7.2 contains, then, a summation of the value of the bullion waybills issued in the capital. 

The doubloon exports recorded by the 1816-1818 logbooks totaled about 1.65 million silver pesos, 

an important amount if compared with the mintage of these coins that, according to the data 

perused in the previous chapter, came to 2.92 million silver pesos. In other words, the data covers 

roughly 57 percent of the potential doubloon exports of the capital and, therefore, provide a good 

cross-sectional glimpse of the short-term imprints of the war. The sample suggests, in fact, that 

despite the attempts of the restorationist authorities to recreate the pre-1796 trade patterns, the 

revolution deepened the transformations that had already taken place on the eve of colonial 

collapse. The Cartagena-centered flow of gold and fuertes multifurcated now into several ports, 

 
38 AGN, SAAII, Administración de Correos, Encomiendas, Box 2 Folder 2-3; Box 3, Folder 1-2; 

Box 4, Folders 2-3; Box 5 Folder 1-3; Box 15 Folders 1-2,  
39 AGN, SAA III, Real Hacienda Cuentas, 2901-C; 2899-C.   
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with Santa Marta’s role growing significantly. In addition, the direct connections with Jamaica 

were legalized, with authorities in Bogotá issuing direct bullion waybills to the island. The 

efflorescence of New Granadan gold exports via Maracaibo after Trafalgar shrunk but, in a path 

dependence fashion, a portion (roughly 10 percent) of doubloons was still funneled out through 

the Venezuelan port in the 1816-1818 years. As it will be seen, this pattern would survive even 

after the collapse of the Colombian period.  
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Map 7.3 Nodes Involved in Bogotá’s Metallic Inflows during the 1820s and 1830s, 

According to the PO Records  

Sources: See text.  
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Table 7.2 Bogotá's Outflows of Metals in Silver Pesos According to the Waybills Issued in 

the Customs House 

Year Type 

of 

Coin 

Antioqu

ia 

Cartage

na  

Cartagen

a/ 

Santa 

Marta 

Hond

a/ 

Chocó 

Jamaic

a/ 

Santa 

Marta 

Maracai

bo 

Mompo

x 

Santa 

Marta 

1816 D 70,022 105,782 206,500 21,650 28,850 10,000 49,051 79,400 

1817 D 36,325 35,344 169,313 59,852 2,000 9,865 33.789 354,70

5 

1818 D 37,709 21,500 97,000 1,500 4,000 5,892 16,976 207,73

0 

1817 F 
 

2,700 
      

1818 F 
 

4,000 
      

1817 M 10,000 
       

1818 M 12,000 
       

Total Gold 

Coins 

144,056 162,626 472,813 83,002 34,850 25,757 99,816 641,83

5 

Total Silver 

Coins 

22,000 6,700 
      

Sources: AGN, SAA III, Real Hacienda Cuentas, 2901-C and 2899-C. D=Doubloons, F=Fuertes, M=Macuquina. 

 

The bullion waybills also confirm the changing relation of Bogotá with the mining belts of western 

New Granada. Thus, while Antioquia clearly became a pivotal node of gold coins, Chocó’s 

monetary relation with the capital experienced a dramatic reduction. In fact, less than 2 percent of 

Bogotá’s doubloons were exported to the Littoral, a share that faded if compared with the roughly 

23 percent remitted there before the revolution. This counterpoint confirms the increasing 

importance of Popayán and Cartagena in the brokerage of the bullion flows of Chocó and its 

environs. Finally, the waybills also ratify the role of Antioquia as a central destination of 

macuquinas, a blueprint that was also present in the examination of Rionegro’s data.  

The Restoration’s metallic outflow patterns foreshadowed those of the late 1820s. As the inflow-

outflow networks depicted in Figures 7.13-7.15 suggest, Bogotá not only retained its late-colonial 

centrality in North Andean bullion flows but also enhanced its polycentric connection with the 

gateways that connected the region with the world economy. In fact, a huge portion of the gold 

and silver coins flowed out to the provinces and not directly to the ports, a pattern that was already 
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visible in the 1790s. In the same vein, there was clearly a monetary specialization with gold and 

silver flowing in different directions. To further peruse these insights, a brief examination of the 

size and nature of these flows is in order. Let us start by perusing gold data. According to the 1827-

1829 records, the Colombian capital absorbed roughly 398,000 silver pesos in doubloons while 

exporting around 1.3 million silver pesos in the same coins. This deficit, like in Popayán, reflect 

the mint’s services of the city. Interestingly, however, in relative terms to the coins struck during 

those years, the amount of the doubloons exported via the encomiendas is huge. In fact, the mintage 

of gold in 1827-1829 was at its nadir, with the roughly 1.2 million silver pesos issued marking one 

of the lowest levels in the mint’s history. If we put together the imports and mintage of doubloons 

during the biennium, 78 percent of the potential exports of gold coins was now funneled out 

through the PO services. As we have seen, during the late colonial period and the Restoration, the 

share was lower.   

 

Figure 7.13 Bogotá’s Inflow-Outflow Matrix of Gold Coins in 1827-1829 

Sources: AGN, SAAII, Administración de Correos, Encomiendas, Box 2 Folder 2-3; Box 3, Folder 1-2; 

Box 4, Folders 2-3; Box 5 Folder 1-3; Box 15 Folders 1-2. 
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Figure 7.14 Bogotá’s Inflow-Outflow Matrix of Silver Fuerte in 1827-1829 

Sources: AGN, SAAII, Administración de Correos, Encomiendas, Box 2 Folder 2-3; Box 3, Folder 1-2; 

Box 4, Folders 2-3; Box 5 Folder 1-3; Box 15 Folders 1-2. 
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Figure 7.15 Bogotá’s Inflow-Outflow Matrix of Silver Corriente in 1827-1829 

Sources: AGN, SAAII, Administración de Correos, Encomiendas, Box 2 Folder 2-3; Box 3, Folder 1-2; 

Box 4, Folders 2-3; Box 5 Folder 1-3; Box 15 Folders 1-2. 

 

If the sample captures an increasing portion of the bullion flows in both Popayán and Bogotá, an 

important divergence occurred regarding the gold trade in both cities. In the Colombian capital, 

the outflow of escudos was marginal, accounting for only 1.85 percent of the overall export-import 

of auriferous coins during the 1827-1829 biennium, and 1.65 percent of the outflows of these coins 

during the 1830-1837 years. These shares are virtually equal to the ones found for the late colonial 

period in Chapter 3. By way of comparison, as it has been shown, Popayán’s outflows of escudos 

accounted for more than one-fifth of the overall exports of gold coinage during the Colombian 

years. A full explanation of this counterpoint is well beyond the scope of this dissertation. Yet, 

some brief comments on the “the big problem of small change,” as Thomas Sargent and Francois 

Velde called the analysis of monetary denominations in preindustrial economies, are relevant to 

comprehend the nature of early republican bullion flows.40   

 
40 Sargent and Veld, The Big Problem of Small Change, 21-32.  
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In the last 20 years, the denominational structure of colonial mints has attracted a fair amount of 

attention, but the analysis of the early republican developments remains very much neglected.41 

The focus has revolved around debasement rates and mintage volumes and no one has attempted 

to measure the extent to which the provincial mints of post-independence Mexico and the central 

Andes issued specific denominations.42 Our data on the Northern Andes suggests, indeed, that 

specialization in this regard was important. Figures 7.16-7.17 provide a breakdown of gold 

mintage in the region between 1770 and 1840. The evidence illuminates the striking differences in 

both space and time. Bogotá’s mint specialized, since colonial times, in the issuance of 8 escudos 

(doubloons and ounces) with the coins of 1 escudo accounting for only 1 percent of the value of 

gold coins issued. In Popayán, in contrast, the issuances of 1 escudo came to 7 percent of the 

coinage.  

These differences widened in the early republican period, with the emissions of 1 escudo 

accounting for 18 percent of Popayán’s mintage and only 0.3 percent of Bogotá’s. In the latter, the 

issuance of small denominations coins of gold basically disappeared in the 1830s, with some 

attempts to issue medios escudos (half escudos) in specific years but without any meaningful 

resonance. In Popayán, the expansion of 1 escudo emissions was achieved at the expense of the 2 

escudos share, with the relative portion of doubloons remaining approximately at the late colonial 

pattern. These strides toward a larger production of small denomination coins of gold in 

southwestern New Granada possibly explain the strategy followed by Quito’s monetary authorities 

during the 1830s as well. As Figure 7.18 shows, Quito’s mint did not specialize in striking 

doubloons but in producing half ounces (4 escudos) and escudos sencillos. The Ecuadorian mint, 

in fact, adopted an in-between denominational pattern with respect to that of its northern sisters. 

 

 

 

 

 
41 For a review of this literature see Chapter 1.  
42 For mintage data after Independence see: Mitre, El monedero de los Andes, 116-117; Ortiz, “Las 

casas de moneda provinciales,” 150-154.  
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Figure 7.16 Denominational Breakdown of Bogotá’s Issuance of Gold Coins 

Sources: For the colonial period, Torres, “Sencillos y piezas de a ocho,” 191-192. For the post-1810 years 

AHCM, SDa0016 “Cuaderno de rendiciones de oro y plata en moneda,” Da0254 “Libro de cargos y datas 

del fiel de moneda.” SDa0011 “Libro 4to para cargos y datas del fiel.” 

  

 

Figure 7.17 Denominational Breakdown of Popayán’s Issuance of Gold Coins 

Sources: For the colonial period, Torres, “Sencillos y piezas de a ocho,” 191-192. For the post-1810 

years: ACC, Independencia FyC, Sig. 6184, 6185, 6215, 6187, 6216-24. 
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Figure 7.18 Denominational Breakdown of Quito’s Issuance of Gold Coins 

Sources: Saá, “Memoria que el Ministro de Hacienda […] 1841,” Chart 12. 

 

In short, the data available on the structure of gold mintage suggests that an important 

specialization existed in the region, with Popayán and to a lesser extent Quito irrigating the mining 

belts with escudos and Bogotá issuing coins more suitable for interregional and international trade.  

This does not mean, naturally, that the capital had not exported small denomination coins to the 

mining belts. In fact, 86 percent of the outflows of these coins were directed to Medellín and 

Rionegro. Yet, in relative and absolute terms, Bogotá’s escudos were not comparable to those of 

Popayán. Not surprisingly, in 1823, the director of the latter’s mint urged his colleague in the 

capital to send some molds (matrices) to issue escudos, since “they are comfortable (cómodos) for 

mining trade and needed for the interior traffic of the republic.”43  

The former digression, then, suggests that if the analysis focuses on the flow of doubloons, 

Bogotá’s gold flows will be at full display. As Figure 7.13 shows (see above), there was an 

important cross-movement of gold coins from Cuenca to Maracaibo with Bogotá as a pivot. This, 

naturally, reflects the importance of the capital in the service and market structure of the region. 

However, the fact that gold coins flowed into the capital from non-mining regions and that another 

portion flowed out to mining areas confirms that a portion of these coins circulated across the 

Northern Andes in a multilateral way. Naturally, some clusters were prevalent. On the in-flow 

side, the data confirms that Bogotá became an important destination of Popayán’s doubloons. Yet, 

 
43 “Correspondencia del director de la casa de moneda de Popayán con esta casa” AHCM, Db0026, 

f. 6-6v.   
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the aggregate importance of the other sources of doubloons is revealing. If these streams are 

clustered geographically, Popayán accounted for 31 percent of the imports followed by the Cauca 

Valley (28%), the Upper Magdalena Valley (21%), the northeastern section of the republic (18%) 

-nodes from Bogotá’s environs to Maracaibo-, the mining belts (1%) and other regions (1%). In 

other words, roughly 68 percent of the gold inflows came to Bogotá indirectly, from regions that 

had no immediate access to mintage services. This pattern provides a first piece of evidence on the 

way in which the late colonial interregional trade fueled by gold coins managed to survive the 

wars.  

On the outflow side, Cartagena recovered its leading role in this regard, absorbing about half of 

the outflows from the capital. Nonetheless, the evidence confirms the polycentric nature of 

doubloon exports in the new era with Santa Marta and other hidden ports taking 21 percent of the 

doubloons, followed by the mining belts (15%), the northeast (10%), the Upper Magdalena Valley   

(5%), and other regions (1%). In the mining belts, Medellín deepened its centrality while in the 

northeast Cúcuta conserved its role as a gateway of auriferous outflows. What do these numbers 

mean? Given the role of the doubloons in the settlement of the international balance of payment 

of the region, it is not surprising that the links with the Atlantic absorbed most of Bogotá’s 

deliveries of these coins. Nonetheless, the fact that a portion of the doubloons flowed into a wide 

array set of nodes before they ultimately found their way to the world economy, shows the imprint 

that gold coinage exerted in the interconnectedness of the Northern Andes. Ulterior sections will 

allow us to put these statements into a broader perspective.    

If we move forward in time, the pattern so far unearthed becomes more prevalent. In fact, as Figure 

7.19 shows, despite the warfare that prevailed during the 1829-1831 years, the direction of ties 

remained unaltered with Cartagena and Santa Marta taking the lion’s share of the outflows and 

Antioquia and Cúcuta earning a combined export share of roughly 27 percent. Some subtle changes 

did occur, though. First, in terms of volume, the gold transfers soared to 1.4 million silver pesos, 

a 9 percent increase with respect to the former biennium. These numbers and the mintage levels 

perused in Chapter 7 suggest that the political turmoil had a lesser impact on economic 

performance than previously thought. Second, there was a mild revival of doubloon transfers to 

Nóvita, but they remained marginal in the overall structure of gold coin exports from the capital. 

Finally, there was a decentralization of the outflows to the Antioquia’s mining belt, with Santa 



460 
 

Rosa de Osos and Vega de Supía absorbing streams as large as those of Medellín. These patterns 

continued in force during the peaceful years of the mid-1830s. As Figure 7.20 shows, the spoke-

like network remained unaltered during the 1835-1837 biennium. However, the size of the 

outflows jumped to 1.98 silver pesos or 78 percent of the biennial mintage output. The data, then, 

confirms the overall recovery of the gold flows to the capital.      

 

 

Figure 7.19 Geographical Pattern of Bogotá’s Outflows of Doubloons 1830-1832 

Sources:  AGN, SAAII, Administración de Correos, Encomiendas, Box 2 Folder 2-3; Box 3, Folder 1-2; 

Box 4, Folders 2-3; Box 5 Folder 1-3; Box 15 Folders 1-2. 
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Figure 7.20 Geographical Pattern of Bogotá’s Outflows of Doubloons in 1835-1837 

Sources: AGN, SAAII, Administración de Correos, Encomiendas, Box 2 Folder 2-3; Box 3, Folder 1-2; 

Box 4, Folders 2-3; Box 5 Folder 1-3; Box 15 Folders 1-2. 

 

The Independence Wars cemented a network of gold outflows that followed a geographical pattern 

established on the eve of colonial collapse and exerted important changes into the monetary 

demographics of the region. Even though the PO officials kept aggregating the high denomination 

gold coins under the category of ounces/doubloons, they started to differentiate between the coins 

struck in different epochs and mints. In fact, Figure 7.21 provide a counterpoint between the 

composition of Bogotá’s doubloon outflows during the 1827-1829 and 1835-1837 years. The 

growing significance of the Colombia ounces in the overall volume of exports is not surprising 

given the monetary reforms analyzed in Chapter 8. Yet, the fact that the region still exported old 

Spanish doubloons after more than 15 years of monetary derailment suggests that the mechanics 

of the Gresham law in the region should be further explored. The ousting of “good coins” was not 

as rapid as some scholars have suggested since the process was subject to transaction costs as well. 

As Marc Flandreau has stated in his analysis of French bimetallism, the change in the composition 

of monetary supply after a given change in the relative price of coins followed a concentric, 
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geographical pattern with undervalued monies at the bullion centers rapidly depleted while the 

funneling out of those far away in the French took longer.44 This is what seems to have happened 

in the Northern Andes as well. During the 1827-1829 biennium, roughly 39 percent of the gold 

coins imported to the capital from the wide array of nodes described above, were deemed as “old 

Spanish doubloons.” Popayán, not surprisingly, provided newly minted gold coins. 

  

 

Figure 7.21 Composition of Bogotá’s Outflows of Gold Coins in Silver Pesos 

Sources: AGN, SAAII, Administración de Correos, Encomiendas, Box 2 Folder 2-3; Box 3, Folder 1-2; 

Box 4, Folders 2-3; Box 5 Folder 1-3; Box 15 Folders 1-2, 

 

If we move on to the demographics of the mid-1830s displayed in Figure 7.21, similar patterns 

had occurred. Bogotá merchants kept pumping out old Spanish doubloons, and some Colombian 

ounces still circulated in the region. Yet, two transformations emerged. First, the export of the new 

onzas granadinas started to play a larger role in the overall auriferous outflows. Second, and 

perhaps more revealing, the records differentiated between the gold coins struck in Bogotá and 

Popayán. As noted in Chapter 6, from the 1830s onwards, international markets quoted both coins 

separately since those issued in the capital were of higher quality and contained traces of silver 

that increased their value vis-à-vis other gold coins. Was there a difference between the destination 

of the exports of both coins? In relative terms, Popayán’s ounces (onzas payanesas) tended to flow 

 
44 Flandreau, The Glitter of Gold, 182-192.  
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more to Santa Marta (43 percent) than to Cartagena (38 percent). More evidence is needed to 

establish if this pattern was contingent or if it truly reflects different market conditions in the two 

ports. Finally, the small quantities of Chilean and Peruvian gold coins circulating in the region 

suggest the existence of conduits of trade that will be explored later in the next section.  

The silver landscape that emerges from Bogotá’s post office records illuminates the changing 

significance of North Andean coins in interregional trade (Figure 7.14-7.15, above). To grasp these 

transformations, the strategy of dividing silver transfers into two main streams has been followed, 

one encompassing the corrientes and macuquinas, and the other comprising the so-called fuertes. 

Yet, as the case of Popayán has shown, the post-war monetary heterogeneity renders some 

difficulties in interpreting the two sets of monies. Increasingly, the voice fuerte referred to full-

bodied coins while the corrientes not only referred to the well-known macuquinas but also to the 

defective coins struck in the region once the war erupted in 1810.  To avoid further confusion with 

these terms we will proceed, first, to analyze the two groups in an aggregate manner and then, we 

will provide a thorough breakdown of the composition of both streams.  

The first insight that springs from the data is the expansion of argentiferous transfers in both 

relative and absolute terms. The value of silver exports from Bogotá jumped from 0.29 million 

silver pesos in 1827-1829 to 1.1 million silver pesos in 1835-1837. In relative terms, they grew 

from 14 to roughly 35 percent of the overall value of monetary outflows between 1827-29 and 

1835-37. In the same vein, the portion of these flows that was considered as fuerte expanded from 

42 to 79 percent of the total value of silver outflows. In size and composition, these figures contrast 

heavily with those of the late colonial period. As examined in Chapter 3, the relative importance 

of silver transfers was less than 15 percent of the exports of coins from the capital to other North 

Andean nodes, with the fuertes constituting an even more marginal segment of these streams. The 

efflorescence of silver mintage in Bogotá was one of the drivers behind the expansion of 

argentiferous flows. Yet, another important stream reinforced this pattern: the specie transfer of 

the republican treasuries. The records, in fact, show that an increasing value of these transfers was 

channeled through the PO. Fiscal remittances to the regions, in fact, accounted for roughly 33 

percent of Bogotá’s silver outflows during the 1835-1837 biennium. Private remittances 

dominated but, as it will be examined in the following sections, the analysis of public transfers 
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would reveal some insights into the overall transformations of the situado system that used to oil 

the fiscal machinery of colonial rule across the region.  

Once provided these quantitative forays, let us now turn the attention to the geographical scope of 

the argentiferous flows. As depicted in Figures 7.14-7.15 (see above), the capital drew and released 

silver coins across a broad set of North Andean nodes during the Colombian years. However, like 

in the structure of gold flows, the outflow segment of the silver networks tended to be larger than 

the inflow side due to the presence of the mint. If the origin and destination of coins are clustered 

important divergences occur between the streams of corrientes and fuertes. Bogotá sourced 76 

percent of the former from the northeastern portion of the republic with Cúcuta and Pamplona 

supplying roughly half of them. The remaining stream was sourced from the Upper Magdalena 

Valley (18%) and other regions (6%). The capital released these coins, in turn, towards nodes in 

southwestern New Granada (36%), the Antioquia mining belt Atlantic (29%), the Atlantic ports 

(26%), and other regions (9%). Cali and Popayán became two important targets of silver injections 

from Bogotá, while Medellín reinforced its role in this regard. The network of fuertes exhibits 

different patterns. The capital sourced small quantities of these coins almost uniformly from a 

broad set of nodes from Quito to Cúcuta. No region dominated the inflow of this type of silver. On 

the outflow side, in contrast, the most important ties were those that connected the capital with the 

Atlantic ports (43%), southwestern New Granada (28%), and the Antioquia mining belt (21%). 

The remaining share was absorbed by roughly 15 destinations across the Upper Magdalena Valley   

and northeastern New Granada.   

The structure of silver outflows during the mid-1830s confirms the growing centrality of Bogotá 

in the distribution of silver coins across the Northern Andes (Figure 7.22). The capital interwove 

a network of roughly 54 silver ties across the territory of the former Colombian union. Naturally, 

some nodes were more relevant than others. The export of corrientes, a stream that became smaller 

as the issuance of full-bodied coins expanded, was directed towards three main centers: Ambalema 

(29%), Buenaventura (14%), and Medellín (13%). In regional terms, the remittances to the Upper 

Magdalena Valley, that included both Ambalema and Honda, accounted for 39 percent of the 

overall value of the exports, followed by the Antioquia mining belt (21%), southwestern New 

Granada (18%), the Atlantic coast (13%), and the northeast (9%). The surging role of 

Buenaventura and Ambalema reflects the importance of fiscal remittances in the PO records. In 
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fact, the silver exports to the latter are but a revival of the old tobacco situado that used to finance 

the supply chain of this crop during the late colonial years.  

Further research should examine the evolution of these fiscal transfers during the 1810s and the 

1820s. Yet, by the 1830s, the aggregate importance of these transfers is beyond doubt, announcing 

the reorganization of the tobacco business that would put the region at the center of the global 

supply chain of the crop during the 1840s and 1850s. In a similar vein, the role of Buenaventura 

as a silver node reflects the silver injections from Bogotá to propel the development of the port.   

 

 

Figure 7.22 Geographical Pattern of Bogotá’s Outflows of Silver Corriente in 1835-1837 

Sources:  AGN, SAAII, Administración de Correos, Encomiendas, Box 2 Folder 2-3; Box 3, Folder 1-2; 

Box 4, Folders 2-3; Box 5 Folder 1-3; Box 15 Folders 1-2, 

 

The export network of fuertes during the 1830s exhibits a more equilibrated pattern with nodes in 

almost every region of the Northern Andes absorbing these coins (Figure 7.23). The leading area 

of silver absorption was Antioquia (36%), confirming the region’s market dynamism fueled by the 

expansion of gold production. In particular, the mining area of the Vega de Supía became an 

important target of silver transfers from the capital. Southwestern New Granada took roughly one-
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fifth of the silver exports, with Popayán, Pasto, and Palmira taking the lion’s share of the transfers.  

These nodes, as will be explored later in this chapter, became not only the destination of 

contigentes- the republican successors of the colonial situados- but also the entrepôts of monetary 

exchanges carried out by Bogotá merchants. This regional distribution of silver outflows was 

complemented by remittances to the Upper Magdalena Valley (20%), the Atlantic ports (11%), 

and the northeast (8%). Ambalema retained its significance but their injections of fuertes were not 

led by treasury transfers but by remittances from merchants and other private entrepreneurs. This 

pattern, again, reflects the revival and expansion of tobacco production in the area. Finally, a 

limited amount of silver coins (4%) found their way to the Pacific mining belt, suggesting a mild 

reactivation of the late colonial silver ties between the capital and nodes such as Quibdó and 

Nóvita.  

 

Figure 7.23 Geographical Pattern of Bogotá’s Outflows of Silver Fuertes in 1835-1837 

Sources: AGN, SAAII, Administración de Correos, Encomiendas, Box 2 Folder 2-3; Box 3, Folder 1-2; 

Box 4, Folders 2-3; Box 5 Folder 1-3; Box 15 Folders 1-2 
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The former examination of the geographical scope of Bogotá’s silver outflows provided further 

evidence on the readjustment of interregional monetary transfers after the war. However, one 

important innovation of the new era merits further mentioning: the capital was now releasing 

massive amounts of silver to nodes that had traditionally been sources of this metal. For instance, 

the exports of silver coins to Cúcuta and Pasto – that, as it will be shown in the following section, 

ended up in Ecuador and Venezuela- suggest a change in the role of New Granada as the silver 

sink of old Mexican and Peruvian silver coins. In other words, Bogotá’s mint became a North 

Andean moneyer, a pattern that had already emerged in the examination of early republican 

monetary censuses.  The composition of the silver streams during the 1830s reveal further insights 

in this regard. In Figure 7.24, despite the monetary heterogeneity, the dominance of the silver coins 

struck in the region is clear. In fact, at least 71 percent of the monies were struck in North Andean 

mints, a portion that might be higher if the records had offered more information on the origin of 

those coins deemed generically as fuertes or macuquina.  

 

 

Figure 7.24 Composition of Bogotá’s Outflows of Silver Coins 1835-1837, in Silver Pesos 

Sources: AGN, SAAII, Administración de Correos, Encomiendas, Box 2 Folder 2-3; Box 3, Folder 1-2; 

Box 4, Folders 2-3; Box 5 Folder 1-3; Box 15 Folders 1-2 
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Finally, the evidence is robust in suggesting that the exports of some of the silver coins in Figure 

7.24 targeted different circuits. Roughly 73 percent of the fuertes chinos flowed out to the 

Antioquia mining belt, accounting for roughly 63 percent of the overall silver imports of this 

region, followed by reales bogotanos (15 percent) and medios corrientes (12 percent). The 

remaining 10 percent of Antioquia’s silver import from Bogotá was composed of six other types 

of coins. The other portion of Bogotá’s export of fuertes chinos was taken by the Atlantic ports 

(14 percent), the Upper Magdalena Valley (8 percent), and other regions (5 percent). The silver 

flows southwards were dominated by the remittances of reales bogotanos, reales de cordón, and 

medios. Southwestern New Granada took 49 percent of the former two and 29 percent of the latter. 

The two types of reales also flowed out to the northeast, accounting for 87 percent of the metallic 

receptions of this region.   

Besides the southwest, Ambalema and Honda were the main sink nodes of medios, taking together 

roughly 43 percent of Bogotá’s exports of them. The capital’s merchants still were able to pump 

out fuertes columnarios and fuertes españoles, most of which were exported to Cartagena. This, 

again, suggests that the reservoir of these coins was not small enough to have been depleted 

immediately after the monetary derailment of the 1810s and 1820s. In addition to these main 

streams, other transfers, more restricted in nature, reveal interesting insights on the readjustments 

of the early republican landscape. For instance, Bogotá reactivated its late colonial remittances of 

cuartillos to Panama and Maracaibo and the capital still traded small quantities of zacatecanos.45 

In the same vein, despite the corrosive force that some contemporaries gave to the pesetas vellón, 

it seems that their aggregate importance was limited. Be that as it may, the evidence once again 

suggests that there was a regional preference in the transfers of different types of silver coins.   

Merchants and Metals: The Notarial Evidence   

The former section provided materials for the study of a wide array of issues pertaining to the 

nature and scope of bullion and monetary history in the Northern Andes during the early republican 

period. Before we provide some hypothesis to make sense of the data so far collected, we should 

add more aggregate fuel to refine the insights distilled from the PO records. A robust sample of 

 
45 On the late colonial remittances of cuartillos see Torres, “Sencillos y piezas de a ocho,” 189-

190.  



469 
 

credit transactions registered in the notaries of the main North Andean bimetallic entrepôts 

between 1810 and 1840 has been assembled. An in-depth study of merchant credit is beyond the 

scope of this dissertation, so the analysis will focus on the monetary dynamics of these 

transactions. To avoid the bias that sprung from the London loan and the issuing of treasury bills 

during the 1824-1826 years, this biennium has been used as an inflection point between two 

subperiods, 1810-1825 and 1826-1840. This approach will allow us to grasp the changing nature 

of bullion flows during and after the wars. Bogotá’s sample is composed of all cash loans and 

credit purchases recorded in the city’s notaries during this period. A total of 951 transactions have 

been unearthed, a number that contrasts with the 1,441 contracts analyzed for the 1760-1810 

period, 892 of which pertain to the 30 years before the revolution. Even though the sample size for 

the two periods is almost equal, the late colonial data only covered two-thirds of the notaries. 

Therefore, the number of transactions clearly declined during the early republican era, reflecting 

the contraction of the commercial activity during the war years of 1810-1820 as will be shown 

below.  

Quito’s sample encompasses all cash loans and credit purchases registered in the city’s notaries 

during the three decades that followed the 1810 revolution. We have unearthed 476 transactions, 

a larger sample than that obtained for the three decades before the outbreak of the revolutionary 

wars. This sample size difference may perhaps reflect the poor preservation of some notarial 

volumes during the late colonial period. This uncertainty regarding the completeness of Quito’s 

notarial data makes a time-series analysis for the 1780-1840 period a hazardous enterprise. In 

contrast, the evidence lends itself to a cross-sectional comparison of the direction and structure of 

monetary flows before and after the wars.   

Popayán’s records are better preserved, as already mentioned in Chapter 3. For this chapter, all 

extant notarial volumes from 1810 to 1840 have been processed, an exercise that yielded 434 

transactions. If compared with the 612 cash loans and credit purchases unearthed for the even years 

of the 1780-1810 period, the early republican sample indicates an important contraction of the 

commercial activity in the city. Had it not been for the presence of the mint, the pattern would 

have been worst. Historians have highlighted this contraction, most of them following 

circumstantial evidence. Yet, as we have seen so far, the evidence indicates that such a bleak view 

should be taken with a grain of salt. The encomiendas records suggest that a growing portion of 



470 
 

post-war southwestern bullion flows clustered around Cali and the Cauca Valley. To understand 

this shift in the metallic streams of the region, 421 transactions recorded in the notaries of Cali 

between 1795 and 1840 have been collected, 251 of which pertaining to the 1810-1830 period. 

The 1795-1810 data will allow us to give a brief outline of the city's late colonial bullion and 

monetary streams.  

Let us start out with Quito, the southernmost entrepôt of the Northern Andes. As Figure 7.25 

suggests, the aggregate size of the city’s cash loans exhibited some mid-term patterns that defy the 

traditional depiction of the region's economic performance as one of permanent lethargy. For 

starters, the value of these transactions managed to stay at high levels during the 1810s, indicating 

that better trade conditions accompanied the post-1812 loyalist reaction across the former 

Audiencia. The 1820s, in contrast, experienced a 42 percent decline with respect to the former 

decade. This decline could have been deeper had it not included the silver purchases of treasury 

bills during the mid-1820s. In the 1830s, the value of loans exhibited an upward pattern, but the 

overall size of these contracts remained roughly 9 percent below those of the 1810s. These broad 

trends, naturally, hide some short-term distortions. The value of loans, for instance, experienced 

some volatility with peaks in 1817-1818, 1824-1825, and 1837-1839. Large investments in fuertes 

carried out by Quito merchants in the Jamaica trade steered the first peak while purchases of 

discounted treasury bills drove the 1824-1825 conjuncture. The spike of the late 1830s was led, in 

turn, by reactivation of gold trade in the region. Later in the following section we will provide 

more evidence in this regard.  
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Figure 7.25 Value of Cash Loans Recorded in Quito’s Notaries in Silver Pesos 

Sources: ANE, Protocolos, Notarías 1-5, 1810-1840.  

 

Table 7.3 Quito's Credit Market: Cash Loans in Doubloons and Repayment Method, in 

Silver Pesos 

Period N Total Value 

of Loans 

Fuerte

s 

Gold 

Dust/Bar

s 

Doubloons/European 

Wares 

Domestic 

Textiles 

Other 

1810-

1839 

32 94,650 28,787 1,280 59,332 2,000 3,251 

1810-

1825 

8 15,988 0 0 14,737 0 1,251 

1826-

1839 

24 78,662 28,787 1,280 44,595 2,000 2,000 

Sources: ANE, Protocolos, Notarías1-5, 1810-1840. 

 

Table 7.4 Quito's Credit Market: Cash Loans in Fuertes and Repayment Method, in Silver 

Pesos 

Period N Total Value 

of Loans 

Silver Fuertes Gold Dust/Bars 

1810-1839 23 72,717 0 70,717 2,000 

1810-1825 15 66,321 0 66,321 2,000 

1826-1839 8 6,396 0 6,396 0 

Sources:  ANE, Protocolos, Notarías1-6, 1810-1840. 
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Table 7.5 Quito's Credit Market: Cash Loans in Silver Corriente and Repayment Method, 

in Silver Pesos 

Period N Total Value 

of Loans 

Corriente

s 

Fuerte

s 

Gold 

Dust/ 

Bars  

Doubloon

s 

Domestic 

Textiles 

Other 

1810-

1839 

12

9 

248,753 165,169 1,800 44,200 25,500 600 21,484 

1810-

1825 

85 163,277 118,377 1,000 28,700 8,500 600 11,100 

1826-

1839 

44 85,474 46,692 800 15,500 17,000 0 10,482 

Sources: ANE, Protocolos, Notarías1-6, 1810-1840. 

 

Table 7.3-7.5 complements these tentative forays on the volume of silver cash loans by providing 

inputs on the type of coins involved in these transactions and their geographical scope. The first 

insight in this regard is that roughly 38 percent of merchants’ cash loans in silver corriente were 

supposed to be settled in gold dust and gold coins. This share was certainly smaller than the one 

achieved during the 1780-1810 years when 67 percent of silver loans were to be repaid in gold. 

The repayment of silver loans was dominated by coins of the same metal (49%), a pattern like the 

one prevalent during the 1760-1780 period, according to the sample perused in Chapter 3. The 

remaining share of the silver loans granted during the 1810-1840 years (13%) was to be repaid in 

local textiles (8%) and treasury bills (5%). If the numbers are further broken down into the two 

subperiods mentioned above, some interesting contrasts emerge from the data. In absolute terms, 

the repayment in gold was stronger in the war years than afterward. Yet, given the overall decline 

in silver loans during the 1826-1840 interval, the repayment in yellow metal surged in relative 

terms. And here, again, a counterpoint developed, with doubloons dominating repayments in the 

first period and gold dust and bars in the second.  

Thus, three main developments are clear. First, despite the negative impacts of war, the region’s 

bimetallic exchanges managed to stay afloat. The relative importance of gold repayments was not 

as large as before the revolution, but they were comparable to those in the 1760-1780 period. In 

other words, the infusion of silver to the northern auriferous trade was still very much alive. 

Second, it seems that Quito’s northern bimetallic corridor performed well during the 1810s, 

contracted during the 1820s, and recovered during the 1830s. The data suggest that a 

reexamination of the region’s economy during the loyalist arc of 1812-1820 would yield important 
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insights on the contrasting effects of the war in the Northern Andes. Finally, the growing 

importance of gold dust and bars vis-à-vis doubloons in the 1830s, suggest that the revival of the 

incursions of Quito merchants on the gold trade during the 1830s targeted direct connections with 

the mining belts of the southwestern Pacific, dodging the intermediation of Popayán’s mint. Most 

likely, the newly created Quito’s mint provided an important boost in this regard.   

Another feature that emerges from Tables 7.3-7.5 is the increasing importance of fuerte coins in 

the aggregate structure of cash loans in silver, a feature that we have already encountered in the 

PO records of other regions. Unfortunately, the notarial contracts are not detailed enough regarding 

the exact type of monies traded. Yet, some trends in the volume and repayment of these 

transactions are useful to complement the material so far covered. For starters, the loans in these 

coins were more prevalent during the 1810-1825 years than in the following subperiod (1826-

1840). In particular, the surge in the 1817-1818 loans to fund import activities in Jamaica created 

a huge demand for these coins. Most likely, the Peruvian argentiferous ties during the Restoration 

fueled these streams, but this should be explored in future inquires. In the same vein, part of silver 

loans also fueled bimetallic exchanges in the north, with roughly 24 percent of these transactions 

targeting repayments in gold dust and doubloons. This again suggests that Quito-based 

businessmen rushed to reestablish part of the old ties with the gold-bearing regions.  

The structure of cash loans in doubloons experienced some important transformations as well 

(Table 7.3). A huge proportion of these loans (81%) were still invested in the Pacific import trade 

but roughly 90 percent of them were directed to Guayaquil and not to Lima. The latter, as explored 

in Chapter 3, was the maritime depot of Quito’s credits in doubloons recorded in the notaries 

during the 1780-1810 years. The growing connections with Valparaíso further shored up the post-

war centrality of gold trade in Guayaquil. In fact, the Chilean port was mentioned as the ultimate 

target in 43 percent of the gold loans granted to merchants involved in the Guayaquil trade during 

the 1830s. The remaining 19 percent of cash loans in gold coins was supposed to be repaid in gold 

dust (9%), local textiles (7%), and fuertes (3%). The role of doubloons in attracting small quantities 

of gold dust suggests that Quito merchants also remained active in the swapping of bullion for 

coins. The notarial data, then, confirm that North Andean gold kept its importance in Quito’s 

engagement with the broader currents of the Pacific trade.  
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The evidence on mercantile loans in Popayán provides further insights into the post-war 

transformations of the North Andean circuits of exchange. As Figure 7.26 displays, the city 

experienced an important contraction in its role as a business center in southwestern New Granada.  

Cash loans plummeted during the 1810s and 1820s despite some mild surges during the 1817-1818 

and 1824-1825 years. In the 1830s, the city’s merchant credit revived but at lower levels than those 

achieved prior to the revolution. The repayment structure of these loans also underwent some 

transformations. As Tables 7.6-7.7 illuminate, the volume of cash loans in silver was smaller 

compared with the late colonial data. A huge proportion of these advances were now destined to 

fuel livestock purchases. In fact, the relative importance of reimbursements of silver credits in the 

same specie dropped from 47 to 31 percent between 1770-1809 and 1810-1840. Repayments in 

gold fell from 49 to 33 percent during the same intervals. These figures confirm the deterioration 

of the position of Popayán’s merchants in the overall streams of metals in the region. Naturally, 

the presence of the mint still gave them some leverage in this business and a third of silver loans 

was supposed to be settled in gold dust and doubloons. Merchants from Barbacoas and other nodes 

in the southwestern mining belts were still central in this regard, absorbing near 60 percent of these 

loans. 

 

Figure 7.26 Value of Cash Loans Recorded in Popayán’s Notaries in Silver Pesos 

Sources: ACC, Escribanos de Popayán, 1810-1840. 
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Table 7.6 Popayán's Credit Market: Cash Loans in Doubloons and Repayment Method, in 

Silver Pesos 

Period N Total Value 

of Loans 

Gold Dust/Bars Doubloons 

1810-1839 6 18,830 2,000 16,830 

1810-1825 2 11,330 0 11,330 

1826-1839 4 6,700 2,000 4,700 

Sources: ACC, Escribanos de Popayán, 1810-1840. 

 

 

Table 7.7 Popayán's Credit Market: Cash Loans in Silver Coins and Repayment Method, 

in Silver Pesos 

Period N Total 

Value 

of 

Loans 

Silver 

Corrient

e 

Fuerte

s 

Gold 

Dust/Bar

s 

Doubloons Domesti

c 

Textiles 

Livestock

/ 

Other 

1810-39 31 44,881 24,190 0 4,000 850 4,600 11,241 

1810-25 6 6,083 2,700 0 0 0 2,600 3,383 

1826-39 25 38,798 21,490 0 4,000 850 2,000 7,858 

Sources: ACC, Escribanos de Popayán, 1810-1840. 

 

The aggregate importance of livestock trade in the investment of silver funds in Popayán contrasts 

with the decline of credits in doubloons (Table 7.6). Only eight loans in these monies were 

recorded during the 30 years after the revolution, half of them granted to finance import trade 

operations in Bogotá. The remaining four loans in gold coins were granted to local merchants, one 

of which promised payment in gold dust. This marginality of doubloon credits during the early 

republican years further corroborates that local merchants became more and more confined to their 

role as mintage brokers. This role, naturally, was still pivotal as the flows recorded in the PO have 

suggested. Finally, the weak financial position of the city is also reflected in the very few silver 

credits granted to negotiate treasury bills and the marginal role of mercantile loans in fuertes. 

Therefore, in contrast to Quito’s data, these dealings are not reflected in Tables 7.6 and 7.7.            

If the focus shifts to Cali, Popayán’s direct competitor in bullion trade, the notarial records come 

more in line with the trends uncovered in the encomiendas. As has been shown, the Cauca Valley 
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became a powerful entrepôt of silver and gold trade during the 1820s and the 1830s. This role was 

already visible in the analysis of the late colonial years, but it was in the post-war era when the 

overall pattern was further cemented. As Figure 7.27 shows, Cali’s recovery during the late 

Colombian years and the 1830s was deeper than in Quito and Popayán. Moreover, credits in gold 

coins and fuertes became more prevalent in the city during the 1830s.  

 

 

Figure 7.27 Value of Cash Loans Recorded in Cali’s Notaries in Silver Pesos 

Sources: AHC, Notaries 1 and 2, 1795-1840.  

The repayment structure of these transactions is revealing as well. As Tables 7.8-7.10 show, the 

settlement of silver credits during the 1795-1809 years reflects Cali’s specialization in the supply 

(avío) of the mining belts in the Pacific with 76 percent of the overall value of silver loans promised 

to be repaid in gold dust, followed by silver coins (21%), and staples and doubloons (3%). This 

structure changed after the revolution when the gold dust share fell to 59 percent in the 1810-1825 

period and 43 percent in the following 15 years. A growing portion of argentiferous debts was paid 

in coins of the same metal, with merchants hailing from other cities of the Cauca Valley (31%) 

and Popayán (18%) taking most of these credits. Unfortunately, the remaining share of transactions 

does not indicate information about the vecindad of the borrower. The relative decline of gold dust 

in these transactions was not only compensated by a surge in the repayment in the silver but also 

by a surge in the salt trade through the Pacific. In fact, almost 18 percent of merchants borrowing 
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money in silver promised to reimburse the loan in this mineral. This pattern is even clearer if we 

add to the picture the fuertes loans granted during the 1830s (see Table 7.9).  

 

Table 7.8 Cali's Credit Market: Cash Loans in Doubloons and Repayment Method, in 

Silver Pesos 

Period N Total Value 

of Loans 

Domestic 

Goods/Other 

Gold 

Dust/Bars 

Doubloons/European 

Wares 

1795-1839 20 51,250 0 22,900 28,350 

1795-1809 1 600 0 0 600 

1810-1825 3 5,100 0 800 4,300 

1826-1839 16 45,550 0 22,100 23,450 

Sources: AHC, Notaries 1 and 2, 1795-1840 

 

Table 7.9 Cali's Credit Market: Cash Loans in Fuertes and Repayment Method, in Silver 

Pesos 

Period N Total Value 

of Loans 

Silver 

Corriente  

Fuertes Gold 

Dust/Bars 

Other 

1795-1839 7 20,400 0 7,200 600 12,600 

1795-1809 3 4,200 0 4,200 0 0 

1810-1825 0 0 0 0 0 0 

1826-1839 4 16,200 0 3,000 600 12,600 

Sources: AHC, Notaries 1 and 2, 1795-1840 

 

Table 7.10 Cali's Credit Market: Cash Loans in Corrientes and Repayment Method, in 

Silver Pesos 

Period N Total 

Value of 

Loans 

Silver 

Corriente 

Fuert

es 

Gold 

Dust/Bars 

Doublo

ons 

Domestic 

Textiles 

Other 

1795-

1839 

227 250,839 78,714 1500 156,732 3,990 500 9,403 

1795-

1809 

163 177,559 38,704 0 134,975 2,000 0 1,880 

1810-

1825 

15 17,592 3,067 0 4,525 0 0 0 

1826-

1839 

49 55,688 36,943 1500 17,232 1,990 500 7,523 

Sources: AHC, Notaries 1 and 2, 1795-1840 
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The evidence suggests, then, that in the decade following the collapse of the Colombian 

government, Cali’s merchants developed a polyvalent business structure with silver fueling the 

growing connections with the gold-bearing regions, the salt trade in the Pacific, and the flourishing 

trade of the Cauca Valley. Even Popayán merchants started to resort to their colleagues in Cali for 

funds in silver. These argentiferous ties were complemented by a flourishing trade in doubloons 

in the area. In the late colonial period, the cash loans in these coins were marginal but they became 

pivotal as Cali gained ground in the new pattern of trade and bullion flows. As Table 7.8 presents, 

gold coins found three main trade vectors. Roughly 39 percent of cash loans in doubloons were 

invested in the import trade through Bogotá and, to a lesser extent, through Cartagena. As will be 

shown later in this dissertation, Cali displaced Popayán early on as one of the main entrepôt of 

European goods in the southwestern regions of the republic.  

Another 36 percent of the transactions in doubloons were to be settled in gold dust, reflecting the 

involvement of Cali-based merchants in the mining trade with the Pacific. Nearly one-fifth of gold 

loans financed salt imports through Buenaventura. At least 5 companies were formed to undertake 

import schemes of this mineral that, as will be shown, included strong connections with Guayaquil 

and Valparaiso. The remaining 5 percent of cash loans in doubloons were to be repaid in livestock 

and Quito textiles. This polycentric flow of doubloons with Cali as a pivot shows how part of the 

gold streams that used to flow almost solely through the Quito-Popayán corridor found other 

gateways southwards and northwards during the new era.46  

The data on the monetary configuration of Bogotá’s credit market offers a final yet pivotal stage 

in our journey across the notarial registers of the main entrepôts of the region. As Figure 7.28 

shows, the volume of merchant cash loans in the capital exhibited important cycles with a huge 

contraction during the decade that followed the revolution and a surge during the Colombian years. 

A mild downward trend dominated the hectic years that led to the collapse of the Bolivarian union, 

but the market recovered strongly afterwards. The size of merchant loans during the 1830s was, in 

fact, larger than that attained during the ten years before the revolution.  

 
46 These numbers also call into question the alleged economic crisis that the Cauca Valley suffered 

after the wars. The evidence, on the contrary, shows that the region recovered rapidly. For the 

traditional view see: Escorcia, Desarrollo politico, social y economico, 25-29; Colmenares, 

“Popayán. Continuidad y discontinuidad”, 169-172; Díaz “La fuerza de trabajo en el Cauca 

Grande”, 35-39.    
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Figure 7.28 Value of Cash Loans Recorded in Bogotá’s Notaries in Silver Pesos 

Sources: AGN, Notaries 1-3, 1810-1840.  

Given the synergy between money supply and credit in preindustrial economies, the broader 

availability of cash loans reflects the significance of bullion flows in the region during the early 

republican years. This is not to argue, naturally, that the size of merchant credit was only a function 

of the relative abundance of precious metals. Specific studies on the credit market of the Northern 

Andes are needed to peruse other constraints that shaped the sector. Interest rates, for instance, 

should be at the fore of this analysis since it is likely that the spur in cash loans during the late 

1830s was driven by the elimination of usury rates in 1836.47    

Once distilled these broad trends of the volume of monetary flows in the capital, let us move into 

the analysis of the direction of such flows. The repayment structure of silver cash loans provides 

a first glance in this regard. During the late colonial period, as explored in Chapter 3, 56 percent 

of silver credits were invested directly or indirectly in the gold trade. According to Table 7.12, this 

relative significance changed during the three decades that followed the outbreak of the revolution, 

with the repayments in gold accounting for only 35 percent of the overall settlement of silver 

credits. If these figures are further broken down, the contraction of repayments in doubloons was 

 
47 On the elimination of usury rates see Safford, “Commerce and Enterprise,” 298-302.  
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more severe than repayments in gold bars, suggesting the importance of the mint in attracting 

bullion.  

Table 7.11 Bogotá's Credit Market: Cash Loans in Doubloons and Repayment Method, in 

Silver Pesos 

Period N Value of 

Loans 

Silver 

Corriente 

Doubloons/European 

Wares 

Treasury 

Bills 

Domestic 

Goods 

1810-1839 92 443,814 18,600 415,317 9,000 897 

1810-1825 33 149,418 0 148,521 0 897 

1826-1839 59 294,396 18,600 266,796 9,000 0 

Sources: AGN, Notaries 1-3, 1810-1840.  

 

Table 7.12 Bogotá's Credit Market: Cash Loans in Corrientes and Repayment Method, in 

Silver Pesos 

Period N Value 

of 

Loans 

Silver 

Corrientes 

Fuertes Doubloons Gold dust 

/Bars  

Treasury 

Bills 

Domestic 

Goods 

1810-1839 295 890,716 639,099 26,930 36,756 10,681 143,390 33,860 

1810-1825 107 293,951 215,423 7,000 31,756 673 27,939 11,160 

1826-1839 188 596,765 423,676 19,930 5,000 10,008 115,451 22,700 

Sources: AGN, Notaries 1-3, 1810-1840.  

 

Table 7.13 Bogotá's Credit Market: Cash Loans in Fuertes and Repayment Method, in 

Silver Pesos 

Period N Value of 

Loans 

Silver 

Corrientes 

Fuertes Treasury Bills 

1810-1839 40 123,453 5,000 110,223 8,200 

1810-1825 13 31,660 5,000 18,460 8,200 

1826-1839 27 91,793 0 91,763 0 

Sources: AGN, Notaries 1-3, 1810-1840.  

 

The notarial records also suggest that the aggregate retreat of gold in the settlement of silver loans 

was deeper during the war years than during the 1826-1840 interval. Indeed, during the latter, the 

repayment in gold (in both doubloons and bars) came to 46 percent. This readjustment indicates 

the rapid attempt of Bogotá merchants to recover their position in the aggregate flows of the yellow 



481 
 

metal. The evidence on the geographic provenance of the borrowers who promised to pay their 

silver loans in gold bars and doubloons is revealing in this regard. Even though only 31 percent of 

the notarial transactions reported the vecindad of the recipients, none of the traders came from 

Chocó, confirming once again the fading of the ties of this region with the capital. Not surprisingly, 

62 percent of the borrowers that reported their location came from the Antioquia mining belt, 

followed by those hailing from the Cauca Valley (21%) and the Upper Magdalena Valley (17 %).   

The main innovation in terms of the settlement of silver loans during the new era was brought 

about by the extensive use of treasury bills and military bonds (haberes militares). During the mid-

1820s and the late 1830s, the negotiation of these securities heavily distorted Bogotá’s monetary 

markets (Tables 7.11-7.13). An examination of this problem is clearly beyond this dissertation. 

Yet, as Angela Rojas has shown for the post-1840 history of the internal debt, the issuance of 

government securities not only affected the monetary supply of the region but also nourished a 

small clique of merchants that obtained huge rents from their access to liquidity. The data suggest 

that this pattern most likely started right after the birth of the republic.48  

Finally, the settlement of silver loans in cash crops kept its significance after the war. Nonetheless, 

the composition of the crops involved in silver advances experienced important changes, with the 

repayments in livestock, copper, and wheat accounting for roughly 81 percent of the overall 

volume of credits. Producers of cacao from Neiva and Timaná and domestic textiles from Socorro 

captured the remaining share. The loans granted to quinine producers disappeared while those to 

cacao farmers in Cúcuta came to minimal amounts. These numbers suggest, once again, that the 

independence wars cemented some of the locational shifts in the production of some crops during 

the late colonial period.  

The cash loans in doubloons granted in Bogotá were predominantly settled in the same specie 

(56%) followed by gold bars (15%), cash crops (12%), and treasury bills (9%) (Table 7.11). This 

configuration exhibits both continuities and discontinuities if compared with the late colonial 

patterns. Among the former, the significance of the repayment in the same specie reflects the 

importance of auriferous coins in the import trade through Cartagena and Santa Marta. In other 

words, the structure of gold credits confirms that the capital kept its centrality in the monetary 

 
48 Rojas, Deuda Pública interna en Colombia, 23-25. For Mexico see Ibarra, El comercio y el 

poder, 69-70 and Tenenbaum, The Politics of Penury, 168-172.    
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arrangements of the region’s import trade. The main discontinuity, in turn, was the reduction in 

the relative importance of repayments in gold bars, a pattern that contrasts with the significance of 

these ingots in the settlement of silver loans. In the late colonial period, as explained in detail in 

Chapter 3, cash loans in gold financed merchants and miners who promised payments in bullion, 

yielding to the lender the difference between the price of the gold bars and their value at the mint 

(rendimiento). Most likely, the centrality of Antioquia merchants in post-war import trade allowed 

them to control a larger share of the financial operations behind bullion trading. This hypothesis, 

naturally, requires further research. In the same vein, as will be explored later, the increasing 

importance of silver injections across the region created a bias towards financing a growing part 

of bullion trade with silver and not with gold coins.   

The importance of treasury bills in gold credits confirms, once more, the centrality of Bogotá in 

the financial dealings of the new republic. Yet, in both absolute and relative terms, silver was the 

metal of choice to settle these transactions. A similar pattern emerges if we peruse the gold credits 

that were supposed to be settled in cash crops. Here, in contrast to silver loans, most of the 

borrowers (81%) promised to settle their debts in cacao from the Upper Magdalena Valley. The 

remaining borrowers were to reimburse the credits in livestock from the same region (14%), and 

coffee and indigo from Cúcuta and Pamplona (5%). The main takeaway from these numbers is 

clear:  there was a regional preference in the type of metal loaned, as gold and silver tended to 

dominate different credit circuits.  

The Monetary Structure of Import and Domestic Trade 

The analysis of the monetary arrangements of notarial transactions pertaining to the sale on credit 

of European wares constitutes a complementary venue to grasp the direction and volume of 

bimetallic flows. What can the notary records tell us about the volume of import trade in the main 

North Andean entrepôts? Was the settlement of import trade dominated by gold coins? Did 

different coins serve specific import circuits? The series deployed in Figures 7.29 and 7.30 

introduce the discussion. The series ratified the divergent paths followed by the North Andean 

entrepôts during the transition to republican rule. Cali became an important entrepôt of European 

goods while Popayán’s role in this regard heavily contracted. Quito’s import levels exhibited a 

distinct pattern, with a rather flat trend during the 30 years that followed the revolution. The size 

of the Bogotá import trade confirms the contraction of the 1810s and the reactivation of the 1830s.  
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Despite these different patterns, an important commonality is salient: the peak in import trade 

during the mid-1820s, a conjuncture led by the short-term bonanza brought by the London loans. 

These insights will be put into a broader perspective with data from customs revenues in the 

following chapter. In the meantime, it is clear that the reconfiguration of monetary flows was also 

accompanied by important shifts in the geographical redistribution of import trade and that the 

mid-1820s constitutes a good turning point to split the analysis into the two-subperiods so far 

harnessed. Let us, then, examine the repayment structure of notarial transactions. 

 

Figure 7.29 Value of European Goods sold on Credit According to the Notaries in the 

Three North Andean Entrepôts,  in Silver Pesos 

Sources: ANE, Protocolos, Notarías 1-5, 1810-1840; ACC, Escribanos de Popayán, 1810-1840, AGN, 

Notaries 1-3, 1810-1840.  

0

50,000

100,000

150,000

200,000

250,000

1
8

1
0

1
8

1
1

1
8

1
2

1
8

1
3

1
8

1
4

1
8

1
5

1
8

1
6

1
8

1
7

1
8

1
8

1
8

1
9

1
8

2
0

1
8

2
1

1
8

2
2

1
8

2
3

1
8

2
4

1
8

2
5

1
8

2
6

1
8

2
7

1
8

2
8

1
8

2
9

1
8

3
0

1
8

3
1

1
8

3
2

1
8

3
3

1
8

3
4

1
8

3
5

1
8

3
6

1
8

3
7

1
8

3
8

1
8

3
9

Quito Popayán Bogotá



484 
 

 

Figure 7.30 Value of European Goods Sold on Credit According to the Notaries in Cali, in 

Silver Pesos 

Sources: AHC, Notaries 1 and 2, 1795-1840 

Quito’s records of European goods purchased on credit shows that the reimbursement of these 

transactions was settled mostly with silver coins (62 % in corrientes and 12 % in fuertes), followed 

by domestic textiles (16%) and raw and coined gold (7%) (Table 7.14). The share of doubloons in 

these transactions surged during the 1830s, but silver remained as the metal of choice to pay for 

European wares. The repayment structure of domestic textiles purchased on credit was different 

(Table 7.15). Here, gold played a larger role, with both gold dust and doubloons accounting for 42 

percent of the repayments and silver standing slightly ahead with 44 percent. The remaining 14 

percent was to be settled with other domestic wares, with salt and wheat providing the lion’s share 

of the payments. As in the late colonial period, this counterpoint between gold and silver reflects 

the different markets they served. The vecindad of the borrowers can help us again to get a sense 

in this regard.    

Table 7.14 Quito's Credit Market: European Goods Sold on Credit and Repayment 

Method, in Silver Pesos 

Period N Total Value of 

Loans 

Silver Fuertes Doubloons Domestic 

Textiles 

Other 

1810-1839 34 79,406 54,832 12,857 3,300 8,000 417 

1810-1825 21 54,936 47,056 7,880 0 0 0 

1826-1839 13 24,470 7,776 4,977 3,300 8,000 417 

Sources: ANE, Protocolos, Notarías 1-6, 1810-1840. 
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Table 7.15 Quito's Credit Market: Domestic Textiles Sold on Credit and Repayment 

Method, in Silver Pesos 

Period  N Total Value of Loans Silver Fuertes Gold 

Dust/Bars 

Doubloons 

1810-1839 34 71,311 36,358 9,486 12,590 12,877 

1810-1825 20 43,878 21,702 9,486 7,590 5,100 

1826-1839 14 27,433 14,656 0 5,000 7,777 

Sources: ANE, Protocolos, Notarías 1-6, 1810-1840. 

Roughly 72 percent of the merchants who bought European goods on credit hailed from locations 

across the northern Sierra, with Ambato, Ibarra, and Latacunga being particularly active in these 

transactions. Only 5 percent of the borrowers came from Barbacoas and Pasto, in the north. 

Merchants operating in Quito itself took the remaining share. As expected, the borrowers from the 

northern mining belts were more prominent in the commerce of domestic textiles, accounting for 

63 percent of the transactions for which the vecindad of the merchant is known. Popayán 

merchants, though still present, lost ground vis-à-vis merchants from Iscuandé, Pasto, and 

Barbacoas. The latter became particularly dominant, absorbing roughly half of the domestic 

textiles sold on credit. The remaining share of textile sales was absorbed by dealers operating in 

the northern Sierra and Quito. This continuity in the monetary structure of sales on credit from 

colonial to republican rule reflects the endurance of the old links that keep the counterflows of the 

two metals between Quito and southwestern New Granada. The most important innovation, 

however, was that these dealing became more restricted to the mining belts, with the connections 

with Popayán withering slowly away.         

The monetary settlement of import credits in Popayán experienced important transformations 

during the early republican period (Table 7.16). Roughly half of the sales of foreign wares on credit 

were supposed to be settled in doubloons in contrast to the 20 percent the commanded during the 

late colonial period. Silver payments (in both corrientes and fuertes) came to 40 percent, followed 

by domestic textiles (9%). Gold centrality also increased in the settlement of domestic textiles. As 

Table 7.17 shows, gold dust and doubloons accounted for 79 percent of these settlements, 

overshadowing the late colonial dominance of silver in this trade. What can the origin of borrowers 

tell us about these shifting monetary currents? Roughly 44 percent of the European goods were 

bought by local merchants, followed by merchants in the southwestern mining belts (35%), Pasto 
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(10%), and the Cauca Valley (4%). Quito merchants, who used to absorb an important stream of 

these wares in Popayán, retreated from this market, accounting only for 5 percent of the purchases. 

The geographical origin of the buyers of domestic textiles who reported their vecindad also 

changed, with merchants from Chocó acquiring 43 percent of domestic textiles, followed by those 

hailing from the Cauca Valley (26%), the Upper Magdalena Valley (19%), and local deaers (12%). 

These patterns suggest, first, that Popayán’s role as a distributor of European goods was now more 

restricted to the mining belts, with European wares flowing out southward to Barbacoas and 

domestic textiles flowing northward to Chocó. Popayán, then, lost ground as entrepôt for 

merchants hailing from Quito and the Cauca Valley. Therefore, the city lost part of the repayment 

in silver that these regions used to supply.  

 

Table 7.16 Popayán’ Credit Market: European Goods Sold on Credit and Repayment 

Method, in Silver Pesos 

Period N Value 

of 

Loans 

Silver 

Corriente 

Fuertes Gold 

Dust/Bars  

Doubloons Domestic 

Textiles 

Other 

1810-1839 169 911,626 258,633 103,108 1,300 465,146 81,739 1,700 

1810-1825 23 286,874 4,666 25,178 0 252,834 2,490 1,700 

1826-1839 146 624,752 253,967 77,930 1,300 212,312 79,249 0 

Sources: ACC, Escribanos de Popayán, 1810-1840. 

 

Table 7.17 Popayán’ Credit Market: Domestic Textiles Sold on Credit and Repayment 

Method, in Silver Pesos 

Period N Value of 

Loans 

Silver 

Corriente 

Fuertes Gold 

Dust/Bars 

Doubloons 

1810-1839 11 39322 5413 2700 19400 11809 

1810-1825 6 37710 0 2700 19400 8610 

1826-1839 5 1612 5413 0 0 3199 

Sources: ACC, Escribanos de Popayán, 1810-1840. 

 

The monetary patterns behind Cali merchant’s sales on credit unfolded in a different manner than 

in Quito and Popayán. As mentioned before, Cali was a newcomer entrepôt in the overall structure 

of import trade. During the late colonial period and the war years that followed the revolution, 
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very few sales of European goods were recorded in the notarial records. This does not mean, 

naturally, that the city had not been an important consumer of these goods before the revolution. 

The notarial evidence simply suggests that Cali merchants were not as central in the overall 

marketing chain of these wares as those hailing from other entrepôts such as Popayán. In the 1830s, 

a reversal of fortune had clearly taken place, and the Cauca Valley had become a central node in 

the marketing of goods of European provenance. The structure of repayments contained in Tables 

7.18-7.19, further illuminates this pattern. Cali’s import credits during the 1830s were supposed to 

be settled mostly in silver, with an important presence of fuertes. Doubloons and gold dust, 

however, accounted for over a third of the reimbursements. The markets served by these sales 

explain this breakdown. Roughly 40 percent of European wares sold on credit were taken by local 

merchants and dealers operating across the Cauca Valley, followed by merchants hailing from the 

mining belts (31%) and Popayán (29%). This balanced geographical scope of Cali’s distribution 

of wares allowed its merchants to acquire a bimetallic combination of coins to cement their 

position in the import circuits of southwestern New Granada.   

Table 7.18 Cali’s Credit Market: European Goods Sold on Credit and Repayment Method, 

in Silver Pesos 

Period N Value of 

Loans 

Silver 

Corriente 

Fuertes Gold 

Dust/Bars 

Doubloons Domestic 

Textiles 

Other 

1795-39 112 371,298 176,993 87,331 834 87,926 14,400 9,814 

1795-09 12 12,545 4,105 0 0 8,440 0 0 

1810-25 4 16,430 5,606 0 0 10,824 0 0 

1826-39 96 342,323 160,082 87,331 834 69,862 14,400 9,814 

Sources: AHC, Notaries 1 and 2, 1795-1840 

 

Table 7.19 Cali’s Credit Market: Livestock Sold on Credit and Repayment Method, in 

Silver Pesos 

Period N Value 

of 

Loans 

Silver 

Corriente 

Fuertes Gold 

Dust/Bars 

Doubloons Domestic 

Textiles 

Other 

1795-39 52 40,517 13,899 5,600 3,237 15,781 0 2,000 

1795-09 22 15,704 8,415 0 2,807 4,482 0 0 

1810-25 3 2,160 0 0 430 1,730 0 0 

1826-39 27 22,653 5,484 5,600 0 9,569 0 2,000 

Sources: AHC, Notaries 1 and 2, 1795-1840 
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Finally, the data on the repayment of credit sales of European commodities in Bogotá provides a 

pivotal piece in the overall structure of the monetary flows so far unearthed. The capital’s centrality 

in the import trade was one of the most important continuities from colonial to republican rule. 

However, some important diversions took place in the streams that converged in the city. The 

notarial records reflect the monetary ramifications of these changes. As Table 7.20 illustrates, 

doubloons dominated the overall repayment of imports sold on credit. During the 1826-1840 

period, the issuance of fuertes also surged in absolute terms, but their relative importance did not 

challenge the hegemony of gold in this regard. Again, this result is not surprising given the role of 

the yellow metal in the settlement of the international balance-of-payment of the region. The 

analysis of the geographical distribution of the wares yields, however, important insights on the 

regional structure of monetary payments. Here, again, the main guide is the vecindad reported by 

the borrowers in the notarial transactions. Roughly 37 percent of the borrowers came from the 

Cauca Valley and Popayán, followed by those from the Upper Magdalena Valley (31%) and north-

eastern New Granada (28%). Merchants from the mining belts took the remaining 4 percent. There 

were, then, three main vectors of import distribution, with the mining belts fulfilling a secondary 

role in Bogotá’s import credits. Each vector tended to settle their import in different metals. Thus, 

the merchants from the Cauca Valley and Popayán promised to reimburse their purchases in 

doubloons (79%), silver (18%) and treasury bills (3%), while those from northeastern New 

Granada committed to pay in silver (59%), domestic wares (21%), doubloons (16%), and treasury 

bills (4%). Merchants from the Upper Magdalena Valley adopted an in-between pattern, promising 

to pay in doubloons (38%), silver coins (31%), and domestic wares (27%).  

 

Table 7.20 Bogotá's Credit Market: European Goods Sold on Credit and Repayment 

Method, in Silver Pesos 

Period N Total 

Value 

of 

Loans 

Silver 

Corriente

s 

Fuerte

s 

Doubloons Gold 

dust/Bar

s 

Treasur

y Bills 

Domesti

c Goods 

1810-39 175 935,510 290,479 29,900 592,524 1,841 5,220 15,546 

1810-25 68 366,736 114,619 4,100 239,906 1,841 4,950 960 

1826-39 107 568,774 175,860 25,800 352,618 0 270 14,586 

Sources: AGN, Notaries 1-3, 1810-1840.  
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Two takeaways, then, emerge from Bogotá’s data. First, it is clear the overall retreat of merchants 

hailing from Antioquia and Chocó. As it has been seen, the former managed to enhance their 

position in the Atlantic trade, skipping middlemen in the capital while it seems that the latter 

reinforced the ties with Cartagena merchants and the Popayán’s mint. Second, the capital made up 

for this loss by absorbing metals via import trade with a broad set of nodes that had indirect access 

to raw and coined gold. In other words, the evidence is strong in showing that the multilateral trade 

between regions survived the wars, with non-mining regions acquiring gold to settle their deficits 

in Bogotá.  

Final Remarks  

This chapter has embarked the reader into a very descriptive journey across a seemingly dark 

statistical age. Very few scholars, indeed, have attempted to develop the numerical data to test 

some of the opinions that have pervaded our knowledge of the early republican years in the 

Northern Andes. Most historians have relied upon circumstantial evidence to depict the monetary 

landscape of this period as one of “chaos,” “prevalent scarcity,” and “crisis.” By providing an 

aggregate approach to the direction, magnitude, and fluctuation of gold and silver transfers across 

the Northern Andes, this chapter has attempted to infuse some nuance into prevalent views. 

Naturally, the sources to undertake such a goal are scarcer than those available for the late colonial 

period and the second half of the nineteenth century. However, the chapter mined the available 

data and provided an empirical, mostly descriptive approach to the structure of post-war bimetallic 

streams. Let us, then, sort out the main insights of the exercise. 

The evidence suggests that the multilateral nature of bullion flows across the region, a pattern 

developed during the late colonial period, survived the disruptions of war and political instability.  

Precious metals did not simply flow out the region from the mines to the world economy in an 

enclave-like pattern and both gold and silver were pivotal in the settlement of interregional trade 

balances. The links of the region with the global economy conserved their polycentric pattern with 

cross-directional flows of gold and silver leaking through different nodes on the Pacific and the 

Atlantic. However, these broader continuities were permeated by important changes in the volume 

and direction of some streams. Three main developments are apparent.  
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First, the late colonial bimetallic backbone that revolved around the three main North Andean 

entrepôts experienced important adjustments. In the south, the Quito-Popayán axis faced growing 

competition from old and new conduits of trade that connected the Northern Andes with the 

Pacific. The Ecuadorian capital kept its role as a bimetallic gear, releasing silver northwards and 

gold southwards, but the geographical scope of these streams shrunk to an arc that stretched from 

Guayaquil to the mining belts of southwestern New Granada. Popayán’s role as bimetallic entrepôt 

suffered important setbacks, with its merchants handling smaller volumes of precious metals and 

losing financial centrality. The city’s mint, however, was still an important agent in the supply 

chain of both gold and silver and, therefore, Popayán preserved part of the old streams of the metals 

that moved across Quito and central New Granada. In the north, Bogotá’s links with the mining 

belts on the Pacific Littoral dwindled but the city enhanced its bimetallic centrality by absorbing 

raw and coined gold from the Cauca Valley and Antioquia and by drawing an increasing amount 

of old silver coins from nodes across the republic, fueling an efflorescence of argentiferous 

mintage in the region. Bogotá’s specie outflows reflect, in turn, the polycentric connections of the 

region with the world economy. During the 1820s and the 1830s, the ties with Cartagena regained 

some of the ground lost during the Atlantic and Independence Wars but the new conduits of trade 

remained strong, with Santa Marta, Barranquilla, and Maracaibo constituting important gateways 

to global markets. In addition, an important share of gold exports from the capital did not travel 

directly to the ports but was distributed to regional markets where they fulfilled further exchange 

services before finally entering the international circuits of trade.  

Secondly, the post-war monetary conditions enhanced the ascendance of three important clusters 

of bullion and coin trade. Cali consolidated its position as a bimetallic entrepôt, interweaving 

multiple ties with the Pacific via Buenaventura, to the Atlantic via the Atrato River, and to central 

New Granada via Bogotá. Guayaquil cemented its centrality in the auriferous streams that linked 

the Northern Andes with Lima and Valparaiso while conserving its role as a distribution center of 

silver of Mexican and Andean provenance. Medellín’s emergence as a pivotal economic center 

rested not only upon its growing gold exports to the Antilles but also upon its centrality in the 

crossflows of silver and gold coins, strengthening its connections with Bogotá and keeping its 

multiple connections with various ports on the Atlantic.  
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Thirdly, the wars brought important changes in the denominational structure of the coins that 

circulated across the region. Regarding gold coinage, North Andean mints specialized in specific 

denominations, with Popayán issuing an increasing number of escudos and Bogotá minting high 

denomination doubloons. Quito adopted an in-between pattern, specializing in both escudos and 

half-ounces. As for silver, the region kept its vocation in issuing most of their coins in 

denominations that ranged from the cuartillos to the reales. This denominational structure reflects 

the importance of mining and market reactivation in the early republican years. The reticular 

injection of low denomination coins across the mining belts of southwestern New Granada 

suggests that the post-war trade in the region reactivated sooner and more effectively than 

previously thought while the infusion of these coins across a wide array set of towns in Antioquia 

indicates that the region was experiencing an important process of market deepening.  

Finally, the monetary demographics of the region experienced important changes during the early 

republican years. The evidence unearthed in this chapter confirms the ubiquitous monetary 

heterogeneity of the period, but it also highlights some features that had not been sufficiently 

addressed by scholars. For starters, the new regime had a more intricate monetary geography, with 

specific coins tending to serve specific markets. Market-oriented clusters such as the tobacco and 

mining producing areas required a metallic portfolio different from that demanded by more 

inward-looking agricultural areas. In the same vein, merchants trading in specific commodities 

such as salt and European wares had preferences for distinct means of payments. The evidence 

also shows that the dislodgment of the good, old Spanish coins took longer than expected and had 

regional variants. Even during the late 1830s, North Andean merchants were pumping out these 

monies to the world economy. Secondly, despite this intermixture of monetary specimens, the data 

shows that a growing portion of the region’s money supply was composed of coins struck in the 

Northern Andes themselves. Bogotá’s silver coins, in particular, penetrated in nodes that used to 

supply argentiferous monies in previous periods. For instance, the trade circuits that revolved 

around Pasto-Quito and Cúcuta-Maracaibo started to receive a growing stream of silver coins from 

Bogotá. These developments clearly shaped the North Andean monetary systems of exchange 

during the new era. To these systems, we now turn in the following chapter.  
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CHAPTER 8. THE CONDUITS OF BIMETALLISM: MERCHANTS, 

TREASURERS, AND THE MECHANICS OF NORTH ANDEAN TRADE (1810-

1840)   

Introduction  

North Andean monetary history has attracted frequent practitioners since the early days of the 

revolution. José Manuel Restrepo, a nineteenth-century polymath and one of Bolívar’s faithful 

ministers during the Colombian years, wrote in 1860 what was perhaps the first systematic attempt 

to trace the monetary developments of the region since colonial times. Overshadowed by the scope 

and breadth of other of Restrepo’s historiographical pieces, the “Chronicles on the mintage of gold 

and silver in New Granada” constitutes nonetheless a solid input to understand the metallic 

landscape of the early years of the republic.1 By amalgamating his own experience as the director 

of Bogotá’s mint and by carefully unearthing archival sources, Restrepo provided important 

insights to study early mintage policies in the region. One of those insights was the positive stance 

that Restrepo took regarding the composition of the monetary supply during the 1850s. He asserted 

that despite the currency disorder that followed the revolution, piecemeal monetary reforms and 

different contingencies had helped the authorities to provide a more consistent set of coins for 

domestic transactions.2 He summed up his argument as follows:  

“The volume of debased coins issued in New Granada during the wars and afterward was sizable, and if they had 

remained in circulation, it would have been impossible to recoin them. However, since 1821, those coins have followed 

two opposite paths. A huge portion went to Venezuela as the government remitted funds to sustain the troops. Also, 

to the same destination, a vast stream flowed out through the trade in the New Granadan valleys of Cúcuta. Another 

huge share, and perhaps the largest one, went to Ecuador due to the frequent transfers to sustain the troops in Popayán 

and Pasto.”3  

Political and military transfers, though important, were not the only way in which New Granadan 

coins flooded the other North Andean territories. “New Granadan coins,” added Restrepo, “have 

been well estimated in Quito, and they now are the ones used to sustain the trade between the two 

 
1 Restrepo, Memoria sobre amonedación, 10-19. Restrepo wrote, among other pieces, the multi-

volume, authoritative history of independence in Colombia. On his works see Mejía, La revolución 

en letras, 10-29.  
2 On the monetary reforms of the 1840s see Jaramillo, Meisel and Urrutia, “Continuities and 

discontinuities,” 448-449; Helguera, “The First Mosquera Administration,” 109-126.  
3 Restrepo, Memoria sobre amonedación, 21.  
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countries because New Granada imports huge quantities of Ecuadorian wares.”4 The secretaries of 

the treasury in both Ecuador and Venezuela echoed Restrepo’s point. Francisco Icaza, the 

Ecuadorian secretary, complained in 1857 about the dominance of New Granadan coins in the 

country and criticized the Secretary of the Treasury of New Granada who allegedly stated that “a 

providential and cheaper way to get rid of our debased coins was their continuous flow of the coins 

to Ecuador and Venezuela, where they circulate profusely (ventajosamente).”5  

The previous chapter provided evidence on the size and direction of aggregate bimetallic flows 

across the Northern Andes after the revolution, supporting Restrepo’s point. However, the more 

one digs into the metallic streams of the period the more questions arise.  Why did some ties wither 

away while others flourished? Why did gold and silver flow out in different directions in some 

regions while moving in tandem in others? Why did specific types of coins tend to serve specific 

circuits of trade? Why did Bogotá’s silver coinage end up penetrating deep into markets hitherto 

dominated by Peruvian and Mexican coins? Why did the New Granadan mints become North 

Andean moneyers? An analysis of arbitrage transactions and the monetary settlement of trade 

balances -the two levelers of bimetallism-, can help us to craft hypotheses to study some of these 

issues. This chapter, then, harnesses early republican arbitrated parities as an empirical venue to 

explain the direction and volume of metallic streams. By combining private correspondence, 

merchant logbooks, and official reports it provides insights into the mechanics of direct and 

indirect arbitrage in early republican bullion markets. In other words, the chapter seeks to peruse 

the microeconomic foundations of the aggregate bimetallic flows so far unearthed.  

The chapter proceeds as follows. The next section introduces the empirical difficulties of assessing 

arbitrated parities in the post-war monetary landscape. Then, the chapter crafts a geography of gold 

prices and peruse notarial records to understand the mechanics of trade in the early republican era. 

The following two sections analyze the microeconomic behavior of merchants and treasurers to 

further understand the direction and volume of bullion flows across the region. Finally, it 

concludes.   

 
4 Restrepo, Memoria sobre amonedación, 21. 
5 Icaza, “Exposición que el ministro de hacienda,” 19-20; For Venezuela see Viamonte, “La 

búsqueda de un orden monetario,” 127-128.  
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Arbitrated Parities in a New Era: Empirical Issues   

As explored in Chapter 3, the empirical examination of late colonial arbitrated parities relied upon 

price quotations of doubloons in different markets across the Spanish Empire, with the standard 

silver peso acting as the numeraire. These quotations, which reflected the premiums of gold coins 

over silver macuquinas, were a function of the relative stocks of silver and gold, transaction costs, 

and mint legal ratios. It also has been shown how merchants monitored market conditions in distant 

cities to settle debts in the metal commanding the highest price in the place of payment. The 

monetary disjunctions that followed the revolution, however, make the analysis of North Andean 

intercity doubloon prices a riskier exercise. A proliferation of silver coins of different intrinsic 

values created ambiguity regarding the type of coins on which premiums were being quoted. The 

macuquinas ceased to be the only species that transactors deemed as “bad coins” as the monetary 

landscape varied across space and time.6 Let us introduce these empirical issues with a diverse set 

of reports about the state of local currency.    

One of the earliest assessments of the relative market prices of the coins issued after the revolution 

was the one written by the Viceroy Francisco Montalvo in 1818.7 As studied in former chapters, 

Montalvo was the mastermind behind the issuance of debased coins harnessing the raw and coined 

silver that flowed into the Caribbean from western New Spain via the burgeoning Panama trade. 

These coins, known as provinciales or monedas de Santa Marta, flooded the region and fueled the 

loyalist attempt to smash the first revolutionary wave in the Andean interior. Despite the risks 

associated with such policy, the viceroy recognized the transformative forces of these coins in the 

economy of the region. He pointed out that “everyone feared that the macuquinas coined in Santa 

Marta during the hard times already recounted, would create obstacles for the prosperity of the 

province.” “However,” continued Montalvo, “the new coins have been well received by everyone 

 
6 The difficulty in examining the meaning and scope of gold premiums in bullion markets is an 

empirical conundrum hat has shaped the discussion on the mechanics of bimetallism and 

Gresham’s law in other preindustrial regions of the Atlantic. See Greenfield and Rockoff, 

“Gresham’s Law in Nineteenth-Century America,” 1090-1091; Rolnick and Weber, “Gresham’s 

Law or Gresham’s Fallacy,” 189-190.   

7 Montalvo, “Instrucción sobre el estado,” 270-272 and 325-326.  
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and they sometimes circulate at par with the gold ounces and frequently at par with the full-bodied 

silver coins (plata de cordón or fuertes).”8   

The viceroy, naturally, was papering over his responsibility in a sensitive issue that, as studied in 

Chapter 6, led his successor to an ill-fated monetary reform. Thus, it is highly unlikely that given 

the different intrinsic content of the coins and given the bimetallic divergences from city to city, 

the new coins had circulated at par. Some lines later, Montalvo himself clarified the point and 

added that “the coins [from Santa Marta] circulate with a discount of half-real per peso [6.25%] 

with respect to the cordón coins and 12 or 18 and rarely at 20 percent with respect to the gold 

ounces. This happens as well with the coins introduced [from Venezuela] by the Expeditionary 

Army that circulates in conjunction with those of Santa Marta.”9 Several insights emerged from 

this assessment. First, Montalvo’s wording is key. He refers to the Santa Marta coins as 

“macuquinas” and subsumed them, in conjunction with the caraqueñas, under the same umbrella 

of debased coins. As explored in the previous chapter, this approach was followed by other 

authorities who informed about the state of the currency after the wars and by the PO officials who 

recorded coin remittances in the Colombian years. It seems, then, that the population tended to 

trade these three types of coins at similar prices. Second, like in late colonial markets, gold coins 

circulated at a premium in terms of both the new coins and the silver fuertes or cordoncillo. In 

terms of the former, they traded at a premium of 12-20 percent and in terms of the latter at a 

premium of 5-11.25 percent. However, were these premiums reflecting prices in bullion markets 

or ordinary transactions? This query is part of the broader debate on the mechanics of Gresham’s 

law in historical perspective. In the same vein, did bad coins drive out the good ones or did they 

drive them to a premium? Did bad coins circulate by weight or by tale? Montalvo’s ambivalence 

regarding the last point mirrors the complexity of the problem.  

The treasury officials of Cartagena confronted these issues straightforwardly, submiting a 

thorough report to the viceroy in 1817. They pointed out that they were running out of funds to 

meet military expenses and that the only available resources were those collected from different 

excises charged at the customs house. These revenues totaled 10,000 silver pesos in “gold and 

 
8 Montalvo, “Instrucción sobre el estado,” 271-272.  
9 Montalvo, “Instrucción sobre el estado,” 272.  



496 
 

fuertes.”10 The problem consisted of these funds being deemed as a “ramo ajeno” (revenues whose 

proceeds were not available to current expenses) since they were charged in full-bodied coins of 

the two metals. The officials, then, requested authorization to pay soldiers in these coins “since the 

amount of macuquinas is only enough to pay the first two weeks of this month’s expenses.”11 They 

proposed either exchanging the coins for macuquinas or provinciales at the current market price 

or paying the soldiers directly in gold and fuertes, discounting the current premium. The Viceroy 

considered that the use of “ramos ajenos” should be considered only as a last resort and, therefore, 

he ordered to pay a portion of the wages and the remnant when more “funds arrive.” Yet, the 

Viceroy added that “if the macuquinas are not enough even to pay that portion of the prest (military 

wage), proceed to exchange the gold coins at the higher possible premium offered by the merchants 

of the port [Cartagena], Panama, or Santa Marta.” The following month the officials reported that 

they had exchanged the coins at a premium of 7 percent for the fuertes and 13.25 percent for the 

doubloons.12     

The officials in Santa Marta faced similar issues. In 1815 an audit found that the Royal Treasury 

was again short of provinciales to pay expenses. The available funds consisted of more than 10,000 

silver pesos in fuertes zacatecanos. The officials recommended exchanging these coins for 

macuquinas in Maracaibo, where “they circulate at a higher premium than in this city.”13 

Unfortunately, the file is not complete to know the outcome of the proposal. Four years later, Santa 

Marta bureaucrats found themselves in a similar situation, this time compounded by the negative 

consequences of the ongoing viceregal monetary reform.14 They undertook the collection of 

provinciales but, fearing popular unrest, they put in circulation 5,600 in copper coins in cuartillos 

as a temporal measure while they got enough funds in macuquina buena or moneda de barra 

antigua. They, moreover, authorized merchants to pay customs taxes not in gold or fuertes but in 

“good” macuquinas. As the governor responded, however, these measures were risky not only for 

 
10 AGN, SAAI, Guerra y Marina, t. 150, ff. 201-205.  
11 AGN, SAAI, Guerra y Marina, t. 150, ff. 201v-202 
12 AGN, SAAI, Guerra y Marina, t. 150, ff. 202-202v.  
13 AGN, SAAII, Real Hacienda, Actas de Visita, Box 1, Folder 1, 141-151.  
14 AGN, EOR, Numismática, Box 183, Folder 163, f. 176-180.    
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the “flooding of the counterfeit copper coins from the foreign colonies” but also because the King 

was to lose “the premium at which gold and cordón coins circulated in terms of the macuquinas.”15  

The reports of the administrators in both Cartagena and Santa Marta reflect the difficulty of 

navigating the new monetary landscape. Yet, the concrete financial operations they carried out, 

put Montalvo’s insights on the price of coins in circulation into a broader perspective. For starters, 

if the wording of Gresham’s law is employed, some quantities of good coins remained in 

circulation at premiums in sheltered markets. In fact, the mandatory payment of duties in gold and 

fuertes and the disbursement of wages in these coins created a demand for these coins among 

businessmen and officials. Second, it seems that provinciales and caraqueñas had gained broad 

acceptance in ordinary transactions and the population seems to have received them at similar 

prices to those assigned to the old macuquinas. This probably explains Montalvo’s optimism 

regarding the circulation at par of these coins. If future research confirms this aspect, the 

Independence deepened the late colonial monetary segmentation, with some coins circulating by 

tale in some markets and by weight in others. Finally, the evidence suggests that, like their pre-

revolutionary predecessors, the officials of the Restoration kept monitoring bullion markets across 

the Caribbean to allocate their bimetallic stocks in a profitable manner. Gold coins tended to 

command higher prices in some ports than in others. Caution, however, should be exerted in 

evaluating if those premiums refer to gold/fuertes ratios or quotations in terms of debased silver 

coins circulating in the area.  

Early republican authorities had to adapt their financial maneuvers to the new monetary landscape. 

Given the issuance of new silver specimens, their reports on coin market prices became more 

intricate. In 1832, for instance, the chamber of trade of Mompox reported to the secretary of the 

treasury in Bogotá that “from the ounce to the cuartillo, that is, from the highest to the lowest 

denomination of our coins, there is a variation as to the value of each of them that even experts in 

these matters should examine their daily value.”16 This issue was intensified by the fact that “some 

coins such as the caraqueña are current in the Magdalena province and nearby areas, but are not 

received in the interior of the Republic […]  therefore, it is not clear among the public what coins 

 
15 AGN, EOR, Numismática, Box 183, Folder 163, f. 177.    

 
16 AGN-R, Gobernaciones Mompox, t. 2, f. 754.  
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to receive and at what prices.”17 This panorama elicited important debates among contemporaries 

that have attracted the attention of the literature.18 Unfortunately, historians have focused on the 

political economy behind those discussions, without paying attention to the concrete mechanics of 

monetary transactions in the new era. The introduction of two new silver coins in the late 1820s 

and early 1830s constitutes a good opportunity to understand the problem of arbitrated parities 

after the collapse of the Colombian union. These specimens were the peseta de vellón and the 

issuance of Popayán reales in the newly established mint in Quito.  

The reales payaneses, as they became increasingly known across the new republic, elicited 

complaints because they were debased imitations of the silver coins issued in Popayán. As the 

governor of Bogotá pointed out in 1833, “the introduction of these coins from Ecuador, have 

created huge disputes in the commerce of this province since the pueblo bajo (the poor population) 

is not able to distinguish between the lawful payaneses and the counterfeit ones.”19 Similar 

complaints sprung from the authorities in Cartagena, Pamplona, Cauca, and Pasto.20 Popayán’s 

authorities, naturally, were also concerned by these developments and they denounced in 1833 that 

“the coins of this city have fallen in disgrace in the territories outside the territory of the former 

Colombia because those struck in Quito are imitating our stamps.”21  

A wide variety of measures were crafted to cope with the monetary derailment caused by the 

Ecuadorian coins. The governor ordered to oversee the encomiendas that came from Tulcán (the 

Ecuadorian border town) and prohibited the introduction of the reales through Buenaventura and 

Chocó to avoid gold purchases in these coins.22 Market forces, however, are difficult to tame. A 

report from Iscuandé made this clear. In 1834, the treasurer of the mining port denounced that 

 
17 AGN-R, Gobernaciones Mompox, t. 2, f. 754v. For additional insights into the circulation of 

specific coins in some Caribbean areas of New Granada see the brief report submitted by the 

director of Bogotá’s mint to the Secretary of the Treasury in 1833. AGN-R, Despacho de Hacienda, 

t. 428, 50-52.  
18 See Safford, “Commerce and Enterprise,” 15-21, “Commercial Crisis and Economic Ideology,” 

184-186 and “The Emergence of Economic Liberalism,” 40-42 
19 AGN-R, Despacho de Hacienda, t. 782, f. 10-11.  
20 For Cartagena see: AGN-R, Despacho de Hacienda, t. 482, f. 5-6; For Pasto see: AGN-R, 

Gobernaciones Pasto, t. 1, f. 104-121; For Cauca see: AGN-R Gobernacioens Cauca, t. 3 ff. 61-

64; For Pamplona see: AGN-R, Gobernaciones Pamplona, t.4 f 41-44.    
21 AGN-R, Gobernaciones Popayán, t. 1, ff. 264-264v.    
22 AGN-R, Gobernaciones Popayán, t. 1, ff. 260-266; Gobernaciones Buenaventura, t. 1 ff. 496-

498.   
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before the appearance of the payaneses, the gold ounces were usually traded at prices fluctuating 

between 16 and 16.25 silver pesos in terms of silver reales. In other words, they circulated at par 

or at a premium of 1.5 percent.23  

The new coins disrupted the market because gold ounces traded at 17 and even 19 silver pesos, 

and “merchants fixed their prices according to the type of coin consumers and miners were to pay 

them. If they pay them in coins that they deem as good, that is, in Spanish silver coins or doubloons, 

they get good prices; but if they pay them in the bad ones, namely, our reales nacionales, they get 

horrible, high prices.”24  Since paying customs duties and servicing debts in some trade ports in 

the Pacific required gold coins, this monetary volatility created further problems for both 

merchants and treasurers. The latter deplored that “the population of this city only pays their taxes 

in reales payaneses.” Local authorities called for price controls until the counterfeit coins were 

collected, but authorities in Bogotá enacted that “freedom should reign in the private 

transactions.”25 Needless to say, this order did not work out and, most likely, the later decision to 

stop the issuance of reales in Popayán reflects the failure to reestablish the confidence of 

transactors on these coins.26  

The circulation of pesetas vellón, as explained in the previous chapter, constitutes one of the least 

studied episodes of economic policy during the waning years of Colombian rule. According to one 

decree enacted by Bolívar in 1829, these coins were supposed to circulate not at their face value 

(2 reales) but at a value of 1.5 reales. For reasons to be the subject of further research, these coins 

started to circulate at face value, triggering a new wave of distortions in the spirit of Gresham’s 

law. These developments forced the regional treasuries to adapt their financial operations 

accordingly. For instance, the governor of Chocó, after receiving a detailed report from the tobacco 

administrator of San Juan, informed that the Palmira factory refused to receive the pesetas vellón 

as payment for the crop. At best, they were willing to receive the former at 1.5 reales “despite the 

 
23 Gobernaciones Buenaventura, t. 1 ff. 496v.    
24 Gobernaciones Buenaventura, t. 1 ff. 497-498.    
25 Gobernaciones Buenaventura, t. 1 ff. 499.    
26 In 1833, the authorities in both Bogotá and Popayán enacted a temporal suspension of the 

issuance of reales in Popayán. See the correspondence of the directors of both mints to the 

Secretary of the Treasury at AGN-R, Despacho de Hacienda, t. 428, ff. 90-92 and 140-145. See 

also the report of Popayán’s governor in this regard: AGN-R, Gobernaciones Popayán, t. 1 f. 583-

584.  
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fact that in this province these monies were traded at the putative value of their stamp.”27 As it has 

been shown through the PO records, Palmira was an important node in North Andean bullion flows 

given its centrality in tobacco production. Therefore, any variation regarding the coins acceptable 

there had profound consequences in nearby regions. The Chocó governor, then, pointed out that 

the doubloon, whose circulation used to be at par (16 silver pesos) started to command premiums 

of 3.5 to 6 percent since most traders were getting rid of their stocks of pesetas vellón. “If the 

policy of the Palmira factory and the authorities in Popayán is not curbed, we will be soon devoid 

of doubloons and flooded with bad coins from nearby provinces.”28  

This brief examination of the monetary imprints left behind by the introduction of two specimens 

of silver coins shows the difficulties of studying arbitrated parities amid such monetary 

heterogeneity. The reports may have exaggerated the negative distortions brought by the 

introduction of debased coins, but the officials would not likely have misinterpreted the facts of 

interest here, namely, whether the price of gold coins varied or not in terms of different silver coins 

concurrent in the market and whether these coins circulated by weight or by tale. Here the evidence 

is like the one we unearthed from the reports written during the Restoration. The monetary 

geography of the republic experienced important variants, with some coins traded by weight in 

some regions and by tale in others. The pesetas vellón, for instance, tended to circulate by the 

former in the Cauca Valley and by the latter in Chocó. The caraqueñas, in turn, were more 

prevalent in Caribbean Colombia, while it seems that the reales payaneses had a country-wide 

acceptance by tale before the incursion of the Ecuadorian imitations. This, naturally, affected both 

the monetary settlement of trade balances and the quotations of gold coins in terms of macuquinas, 

since any shift in the demand for other silver coins ended up affecting the coins that most people 

considered the “good ones.”  The price of gold coins was also a function of the relative stock of 

silver and gold across the region. In the mining regions it was normal the ounces circulated at par 

(16 silver pesos per ounce/doubloon) and, given their importance for servicing specific markets 

and paying customs duties, a sheltered market remained active for these coins. The key, then, is to 

 
27 AGN-R, Gobernaciones Chocó, t. 1, f. 175.  The governor, in addition, submitted an assessment 

of the prevalence of these coins in southwestern New Granada. See AGN-R, Gobernaciones 

Chocó, t.1, f. 170-174. 
28 AGN-R, Gobernaciones Chocó, t. 1, f. 175v-176.  
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scrutinize the historical record to distill the price of gold coins in terms of macuquina or corriente 

that was the quotation best suited for inter-city comparisons.   

Bullion Flows and the Mechanics of Early Republican Trade  

The former section introduced the empirical and analytical issues that revolved around the 

examination of arbitrated parities after the collapse of the Spanish monetary union. In particular, 

the section showed how gold prices allow us to study features of the early republican monetary 

geography and the aggregate bimetallic flows unearthed from the PO and the notaries records. Let 

us now craft a broad canvas of bimetallic ratios across the former Spanish Empire and other key 

Atlantic markets. This approach will provide inputs to study the way in which those ratios affected 

arbitrage transactions and the monetary settlement of trade balances.  

A good starting point to a joruney across bullion markets was the one elaborated in the mid-1830s 

by the Swedish merchant and diplomat August Gosselman. He documented the price at which gold 

ounces circulated in different South American countries and provided quotations of bills of 

exchange drawn on London.29 He started his analysis in Chile, whose ports “were the trade centers 

of the entire west coast of the former Spanish Empire.”30 There, gold ounces traded at 17.25 silver 

pesos since they tended to circulate at a premium of 8 percent. This high price of gold coins 

reflected the surge in Chilean silver mining during the 1830s, the growing flow of Bolivian silver, 

and, as Manuel Lorca has pointed out, the demand for auriferous monies to settle international 

trade balances in Valparaiso.31 Gold coins, in fact, commanded lower transport costs than the silver 

ones. If the analysis moves northwards, Gosselman reported that in the Peru-Bolivian 

Confederation, “the premium of gold over silver is not as high as in Chile since each doubloon or 

ounce is exchanged here for 17 silver pesos.” Further to the north, in Ecuador, “the auriferous 

coins worth the same as in Peru or 17 silver pesos per doubloon” while in New Granada, “the 

doubloons do not have a higher value than that stamped in the mint, namely, 16 silver pesos which 

is explained by the fact that here silver is scarcer than gold.” 32   

 
29 Gosselman, Informes sobre los estados suramericanos, 15-39.   
30 Gosselman, Informes sobre los estados suramericanos, 58.  
31 See Llorca, The British Textile Trade, 142-143 and 154-156.  
32 Gosselman, Informes sobre los estados suramericanos, 75, 102 and 121.   
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Gosselman’s assessment of the bimetallic conditions in Venezuela was more intricate. He pointed 

out that “since the closure of Caracas mint in 1830 there has not been national coinage (moneda 

propia) but a mix of coins from other countries.” He added that “both the gold coins and the silver 

duros are worth 25 percent more than small denomination silver coins. Therefore, one doubloon 

is exchanged here for 20 silver pesos in reales.”33 His emphasis on the type of coins he used as 

numeraire is key since, as noted above, Venezuelan coins were more depreciated and were not 

legal in New Granada and other markets. William Duane, the American businessman whose 

comments we used to open the former chapter, further clarifies the issue by calculating the price 

of ounces in terms of macuquinas:  “In Caracas, the doubloon varies in exchange for silver from 

17 to 18 dollars and a half; though there is some knavery in this variation of the relation between 

the two kinds of money as the true relation is 16 to 1 of 22 cartas fine.”34 In contrast to 

Gosselman’s, Duane’s estimates on depreciation were of the order of 6.25-12.5 percent rather than 

the 25 percent obtained by using the Venezuelan coins as a benchmark.    

This outline from Valparaiso to Caracas provided a comprehensive approach to early republican 

bimetallic market ratios. But what about other South American locations? According to Alejandra 

Irigoin, the official bimetallic ratio of Buenos Aires shifted from 16:1 in late colonial times to 17:1 

after the revolution.35  This policy was the response to changes in market relative prices since gold 

ounces were already being traded at 17 silver pesos in the interior of the former viceroyalty of the 

Rio de la Plata. It seems, therefore, that there was a relative abundance of silver in these regions. 

These developments are key since late colonial Buenos Aires merchants monitored doubloon 

prices in markets as far away as Lima and they continued to do so during the early republican 

years. The evidence, indeed, suggests that British merchants considered the importation of 

doubloons from Europe given the prevalent overvaluation of the yellow metal in Buenos Aires 

during the 1830s.36    

This constellation of doubloon quotations reflects the relative stocks of gold and silver across the 

continent. Along the Pacific, gold coins were traded at increasingly lower prices the closer the 

 
33 Gosselman, Informes sobre los estados suramericanos,147-148.  
34 Duane, A Visit to Colombia, 347. 
35 Irigoin, “La fabricación de moneda,” 65-66.   
36 Llorca, The British Textile Trade, 141-143.  
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market proximity to the Northern Andes, a region that continued pouring currents gold into a sea 

of silver. Naturally, the bimetallic price gaps reveal high transaction costs in continental-wide 

arbitrage transactions. Therefore, price differences did not instigate large-scale bimetallic 

counterflows, a fact that our aggregate data tends to support. However, as John Munro and Jacques 

Melitz have emphasized in two separate papers on bullion flows in different regions of the early 

modern world, price wedges were powerful in determining the metal of choice in the settlement of 

trade balances between markets.37. In other words, if trade in third goods is available, opportunities 

for indirect arbitrage are open, exchanging metals for goods and ultimately goods for metals. These 

transactions explain why Colombian gold coins played an important role in some southern 

markets. Viviana Conti, for instance, has shown how Buenos Aires merchants acquired both 

Bolivian and Colombian gold coins from Salta landowners who, in turn, obtained them from their 

sales of mules and livestock to Bolivia and Peru.38 Most likely these coins found their way to the 

Central Andes through coastal and overland trade with Guayaquil and Quito.  

If North Andean gold coins traveled southwards, the structure of import trade in the Atlantic 

guaranteed their continuous flow northwards as well. And here again arbitrated parities provide 

some preliminary insights into the drivers behind these flows. Gosselman’s Venezuelan prices 

suggest that the overvaluation of gold already present in some late colonial markets in the 

Caribbean continued after the revolution. This upward trend mirrored in turn the global 

appreciation of the yellow metal from the beginning of the Atlantic wars in the early 1790s to the 

gold rushes of the late 1840s. As explored in previous chapters, the bimetallic international market 

ratio -measured through the market of Hamburg- stood at 15:1 until the early 1790s, slowly 

growing afterward and achieving a level of 16:1 on the eve of the British bullion crisis of 1809-

1812.39 After the latter slump, gold appreciated again and fluctuated within a band of 15.5:1 and 

15.75 during the following four decades, resembling closely the bimetallic ratio of France, the 

pivot of international bimetallism.40 This appreciation of gold perhaps also explains the 

comparative high terms of trade enjoyed by the Northern Andes during this period as well as their 

 
37 Munro, “Bullion Flows and Monetary Contraction,” 112; Melitz, “Some Doubts about the 

Economic Analysis,” 121-122.  
38 Conti, “Circuitos mercantiles,” 122-123.  
39 Redish, Bimetallism, 226-227.  
40 See, again, Flandreau, The Glitter of Gold, 50-53.  
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centrality in the British export trade through the Antilles.41 According to Ocampo, in fact, “the 

trade with Jamaica was reciprocally important. The countries of the former Gran Colombia 

received 62.4% of the value of exports of the British Antilles in the 1830s and 71.4% in the 

1840s.”42 

How did the worldwide overvaluation of gold affect Atlantic markets? A series of reports written 

by different officials of the US Treasury Department submitted to the US Congress in 1830 can 

walk us through some possible answers to this question.43 The monetary history of the United 

States before the Civil War was permeated by the debates about the suitability and effectiveness 

of bimetallism, with the 1830 reports springing from these discussions. In 1792, as it is well known, 

the US Congress followed Alexander Hamilton’s recommendations and adopted a mint ratio of 

15:1, a ratio that happened to be close enough to the one current in international markets.44 The 

subsequent appreciation of gold, however, led to a dramatic disappearance of auriferous monies in 

the US until 1834 when the ratio was adjusted to 16:1. This adjustment  undervalued silver and 

increased the role of gold in the domestic monetary supply. These changes in mint ratios had 

important imprints in far-flung markets given the growing role of US merchants in bullion global 

flows.45 Despite the undervaluation of gold, in fact, the US mint kept issuing coins in this metal 

since merchants found the US stamps attractive for some markets. How did the US authorities 

interpret the overvaluation of gold? Where did the gold coins go between 1792 and 1834?  

According to the cashier of the US Bank, the appreciation of gold sprung from “the important 

diminution in the demand for [silver] in India and China; while the disappearance of our gold coins 

is altogether attributable to the reformation of the currency in England, which created an 

unprecedented demand of twenty million pounds sterling.”46 These developments drove both 

doubloons and US coins to premiums that ranged from 4.5 to 8 percent in US markets.47 The 

 
41 Ocampo, Colombia y la economía mundial, 74; Palacios, “Las consecuencias económicas,” 114-

115. 
42 Ocampo, Colombia y la economía mundial, 134.  

43 U.S. Congress, Senate. “Report from the Secretary of the Treasury, Respecting the Relative 

Value of Gold and Silver”, 1-62.  
44 Friedman, “Bimetallism Revisited,” 130-132; Redish, Bimetallism, 224-228.   
45 Greenfield and Rockoff, “Gresham’s Law in Nineteenth-Century America,” 1092-1093.  
46 U.S. Congress, Senate. “Report from the Secretary of the Treasury,” 73.  
47 U.S. Congress, Senate. “Report from the Secretary of the Treasury,” 69.  
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growth of other regions that overvalued gold also shifted outwards the demand for auriferous coins.  

Samuel Moore, the director of the US Mint, pointed out that gold remittances in 1828-1829 to 

Cuba were larger than those to Liverpool and  he went into explaining that “the doubloons are in 

constant demand for export to the West Indies, especially to Cuba, and varying in price from 15 to 

16 dollars; their ordinary real value, estimated in our gold coins is 14.62 dollars.”48 Albert Gallatin, 

the former secretary of the treasury also underlined the importance of Latin American outlets for 

US merchants: the relative value of of the two metals “is exclusively due to the varying demand 

for the Havana and South American markets where, by internal regulations the doubloon is rated 

never less than 16 and generally at 17 dollars. This arbitrary order drives of course, silver of the 

market, and without raising, actually, gold to that rate, has nevertheless, a considerable effect on 

the price of that particular coin.”49  

Angela Reddish has confirmed the premiums quoted in the 1830 reports by unearthing coins prices 

in commercial newspapers from New York, Baltimore, and Philadelphia. In these markets Spanish 

silver dollars circulated at a premium for the China trade while the doubloons traded at premium 

for the British and West Indies outlets.50 The overvaluation of gold in Havana was not only 

perceived by US merchants. José Manuel Restrepo used Cuban quotations to measure the discount 

of Colombian coins vis-a-vis the old Spanish coins.51 William Wills, a British merchant that settled 

down in Bogotá, wrote extensively on the quality of North Andean gold coins and their prices in 

different markets. He proposed to the New Granadan government a scheme to exchange gold coins 

in Havana or Veracruz for Mexican silver since in those markets “the doubloons traded at a 

premium exceeding 8 percent.”52 In Wills’s scheme, the proceeds in silver from this operation 

could be minted back in Bogotá in moneda de Cundinamarca. The Atlantic evidence suggests, 

then, that in similar ways to the configuration of arbitrated parities in the Pacific, the gaps in the 

bimetallic market ratios determined which of the two metals would predominate in a region’s trade 

receipts and expenditures vis-à-vis other markets. The overvaluation of gold in some Caribbean 

locations transformed them into sink nodes of doubloons from different directions.   

 
48 U.S. Congress, Senate. “Report from the Secretary of the Treasury,” 49.  
49 U.S. Congress, Senate. “Report from the Secretary of the Treasury,” 35.  
50 Redish, Bimetallism, 228-229.  
51 Restrepo, Memoria sobre amonedación, 7-8.  
52 Wills, “Estados de la moneda y la minería de plata,” 93.  
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What can the microeconomic behavior of merchants tell us about the impact of arbitrated parities 

on the geographical pattern of metallic flows? The notarial transactions provide, once again, the 

empirical fuel to understand the bimetallic canvas so far depicted. Let us start in Quito, a hub that 

despite the post-war trade diversions remained a central node in the far-flung networks of bullion 

exchange. As explained in the aggregate analysis of the previous chapter, most of the gold loans 

and transactions carried out in the city’s notaries were directed towards the Guayaquil trade, a 

venue that increasingly replaced the overland Lima-Piura route as Ecuador’s southern auriferous 

entrepôt. A closer examination of a small sample of these transactions shows how market 

bimetallic ratios shaped these developments. In 1813, Esteban Aguilar, a merchant hailing from 

Guayaquil, borrowed from a local merchant “16 gold ounces plus 8 percent, which is the ongoing 

premium in Guayaquil over silver.” The loan, therefore, was to be repaid in 2,760 silver pesos, 

indicating a price of 17,25 silver pesos per ounce.53  In the same year, Manuela Castillo, a free 

parda invested 1,000 silver pesos in gold coins in a company with two merchants from Guayaquil. 

The company was to purchase European goods in the port and the proceeds from the sales of these 

wares in Quito were to be divided up, including the “premiums of the ounces in Guayaquil.”54  

A similar contract was signed in 1825 between Antonio Falconi and his son, José, who was 

supposed to invest (emplear) 2,300 silver pesos in gold in the Guayaquil trade, dividing the 

proceeds of “both the sales and the premiums of the ounces.” The contract authorized the young 

Falconi to swap their ounces for monedas de cordon if the European merchandise offered in the 

port was not suitable for Quito’s market.55 The following year, Joaquín Gutiérrez loaned 1,000 

silver pesos in Colombian ounces to Antonio Brison who was to invest them in the Guayaquil 

trade, “sharing up to 30 percent of the profits and the premiums of these coins in the 

aforementioned port.”56  Roughly six years after, the merchant Antonio Morillo borrowed from 

Manuel Muñoz 8,400 silver pesos in gold coins to invest them in import trade. If the mercantile 

adventure were to fail, Morillo promised to give back the “ounces plus an interest rate of 6% per 

year. If he were to pay in other specie different from gold monies (oro sellado), he is to pay the 

 
53 ANE, N. 1, t. 469, 1813, ff. 62v-63.   
54 ANE, N. 1, t. 472, 1813, ff. 33-33v.  
55 ANE, N. 1, t. 482, 1825, f. 146v-147. See also other contracts of Falconi in ANE, N1, t. 482, 

1826, 206-206v.   
56 ANE, N. 3, t. 83, 1826, f. 28-28v. Gutiérrez loaned 1,530 silver pesos in ounces more under 

similar conditions to Brison see ANE, N. 6, t. 126,1826, 57v-58.  
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premium at which these coins were being traded in this city [Quito].”57 Morillo also financed his 

business with 850 silver pesos in gold in a promissory note drawn by a widow in Quito on a 

merchant house in Lima.58   

Two facts emerged from these transactions. First, the overvaluation of doubloons in Guayaquil 

transformed these coins into the specie of choice to settle European imports. Even though not all 

notarial records reported the current quotation of gold coins in Guayaquil, Table 8.1 shows that 

during the three decades that followed the revolution, the available rates fluctuated between 6.25 

to 9.5 percent. This pattern was not new at all. During the colonial period, as explored in Chapter 

3, gold coins traded sometimes at a premium in Guayaquil, but the bullion market of the port 

clearly consolidated after independence. Second, most transactions contemplated indirect arbitrage 

transactions. The old exchange of silver for gold was still present but it was the triangulation with 

European wares the driver behind the outflow of gold to the port. But, from where and how did 

Quito merchants obtain the auriferous coins? The aggregate approach to notarial records has 

already provided part of the answer: it was the trade to the north that keep infusing gold to Quito. 

The mechanics of this stream, however, requires a further perusal of specific transactions. In 1817, 

José Vivanco, a Quito-based merchant, sold 3,100 silver pesos in domestic textiles on credit to 

Pascacio Herrera, a merchant from Ipiales, a small town nearby Pasto. Herrera was supposed to 

settle its debt in onzas selladas (gold ounces) but if he were to pay in silver corriente, “he would 

have to add the premium at which they were being traded in Popayán.”59  

In 1825, Mariano Maldonado and Carlos Demarquet established a company to purchase European 

goods in Jamaica. Maldonado, as was customary in mercantile companies, put up the capital and 

Demarquet contributed his expertise. A clause of the company stated that if Demarquet “finds in 

his journey to the north an attractive and profitable opportunity to invest the capital in gold trade 

(negociación de oros) he is allowed to do so, using the proceeds of the ounces to buy the 

aforementioned [European] goods in Jamaica.”60 A year before, the lawyer Ignacio Cárdenas and 

a merchant from Cuenca had established a company to invest 10,400 silver pesos in the Barbacoas 

 
57 ANE, N. 2, t. 12, 1830, f. 193-193v.  
58 ANE, N.2, t. 12, 1830, 125v-126.  
59 ANE, N.1, t. 475, 1817, ff. 15-16.  
60 ANE, N. 6, t. 124, 1825, ff. 36-37.  
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trade. Naturally, the returns of the investment were to be obtained in gold ounces. It seems, 

however, that the Cuenca merchant had failed to acquire the entire sum and he was to pay 4,900 

silver pesos plus “the premiums of the ounces in this city [Quito].”61  

Table 8.1 Premiums of Ounces in Guayaquil: Quotations in Cash Loans Recorded in 

Quito's Notaries 

Year Value of the Loan (Silver 

Pesos) 

Premium Price in Silver Pesos per 

Ounce 

1813 2,097 8% 17.25  

1822 2,000 9.5% 17.5  

1827 2,000 6.25% 17  

1833 2,000 6.25% 17   

1834 1,800 8% 17.25  

1836 9,960 6.25% 17 

1839 6,000 8% 17.25  

Sources: ANE, N.1 t. 469, 1813, ff. 62v-63; N.1 t. 481, 1822, ff. 23-23v; N. 2, t. 9, 1827, ff.76-76v; N. 3, 

1834 t. 87 13v and 27; N. 2, t. 17, 1836, ff. 31-32; N. 3 t. 88,1 839. f. 370-373v. 

The structure of gold transactions points again towards the importance of bimetallic price gaps 

between two markets (Popayán and Quito) as a driver of metallic flows. In the same vein, a 

combination of direct and indirect arbitrage transactions shaped the northern trade. Quito 

merchants exchanged domestic textiles and silver coins for northern gold and, in turn, swapped 

this gold for silver and European goods in the Pacific ports. A case study helps us to further 

examine this scheme. Table 8.2 contains a summation of the notarial transactions carried out by 

Manuel Bonilla, an important entrepreneur who survived the transition from colonial to republican 

rule.62 Besides his dealings in import-export trade, Bonilla was an important money lender and 

later diversified his investment by acquiring the famous hacienda-obraje Guachalá. Columns 6-8 

show the data of relevance here, namely, the monetary side of his business. He allocated his 

bimetallic portfolio according to the relative price of coins in different markets. In 1817-1818, for 

instance, he invested heavily in the Panama trade. These deals were mainly settled in fuertes. One 

of these transactions explicitly stated that the custom duties of the introduction of these coins were 

to be supplied by Bonilla but that he was also entitled to “get the premiums of those coins in that 

 
61ANE, N.3, t. 82, 1824, ff.217-218.   
62 According to Restrepo, Bonilla lost up to 50,000 silver pesos in the 1809-1810 revolts. See 

Historia de la revolución v.1, 65-66.  
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plaza (port).”63 During the Colombian years, he also used fuertes to fund gold purchases in 

Barbacoas. Most silver corrientes were loaned to merchants, bureaucrats, and landowners across 

the northern Sierra who were to reimburse Bonilla with sugar and textiles. He sourced these coins, 

in turn, from the distribution of European imports and the sales of wheat and livestock from his 

estate.  

The sales of domestic textiles were pivotal in acquiring gold coinage from the north. In 1828, for 

instance, he partnered with a Popayán merchant, Mariano Rodriguez, to sell 200 cabos of woolens 

and coarse cottons (bayetas, jergas, and lienzos). In the following year, Rodriguez was supposed 

to take 6,000 silver pesos in these textiles every 6 months for 6 years “unless the political 

conditions (las cosas politicas) impede the trade with the north.”64 In 1834, Bonilla signed a similar 

contract with a Pasto merchant to whom he sold on credit 400 cabos of woolens and 1,000 varas 

of coarse cottons to repay in gold ounces at “Popayán prices, namely, at 16 silver per ounce.” In 

addition, the contract included a credit of 2,000 silver pesos in silver corriente to be invested in 

the gold trade.65 Bonilla’s business circled back with the investment of gold ounces in the Pacific 

trade. In 1827 and 1828, for instance, he funded two merchants, Francisco Javier Guzmán and José 

Ávila, to undertake travels to Guayaquil, Lima, and Valparaiso to import merchandise. Guzmán’s 

loans totaled 3,000 silver pesos in gold ounces and 3,650 silver pesos in woolens. He was to target 

purchases of Spanish and British iron and the “profits are to be divided up equally, adding the 

premiums of the ounces in Guayaquil or any other port in which the trade was to be conducted.”66  

Ávila signed a similar contract for 2,000 silver pesos in ounces. In 1836 he and Bonilla partnered 

again, the latter providing 9,600 silver pesos in ounces to purchase global wares in Valparaiso.67     

 

 

 
63 ANE, N. 2, t. 4, 1817, ff. 76-76v. 
64 ANE, N.2, t. 10, 1828, ff. 220v-222. 
65 ANE, N. 2, t. 16, 1834, ff. 23-24 
66 ANE, N. 2, t. 9, ff. 138-139 and 140-142.  
67 ANE, N. 2, t. 17, 1836, ff. 31-32. 
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Table 8.2 Cash Loans and Goods Sold in Coin by Manuel Bonilla According to Quito 

Notaries, 1811-1839 

Yea

r 

Borrower Status City of 

Residenc

e 

Amoun

t 

(Silver 

Pesos) 

Type of 

Coin/Good

s 

Maturit

y 

(Years) 

Repaymen

t 

1811 Joaquín y Agustín 

Duque 

Vecino Puembo 2,500 Fuertes 1 Fuertes 

1811 Valentina Preciado Vecino Quito 2,000 Corrientes 1 Corrientes 

1817 Justo Arellano Vecino Quito 250 Corrientes 1 Corrientes 

1817 José María 

Maldonado 

Merchant Resident 34,000 Corrientes 2.5 European 

Goods 

1817 José Terán y 

Manuela Costa 

Merchant Panama 6,000 Fuertes 2 European 

Goods 

1818 Juan Ante y 

Valencia 

Vecino Quito 2,000 Corrientes 0.5 Corrientes 

1820 Antonio Morillo Merchant Quito 2,000 Corrientes 0.75 Corrientes 

1826 José Barona and 

Tomás España 

Merchant Quito 3,833 Domestic 

Textiles 

0.75 Ounces 

1826 José Barona and 

Tomás España 

Merchant Quito 2,000 Corrientes 0.75 Corrientes 

1826 Francisco Javier 

Guzmán  

Merchant Quito 1,000 Ounces - European 

Goods 

1826 Manuel Chávez Vecino Los 

Pastos 

4,700 Domestic 

Textiles 

0.5 Corrientes 

1827 Francisco Javier 

Guzmán  

Merchant Quito 3,650 Domestic 

Textiles 

0.75 Ounces 

1827 Francisco Javier 

Guzmán  

Merchant Quito 2,000 Ounces 0.75 European 

Goods 

1828 José Avila Merchant Quito 2,000 Ounces 0.375 European 

Goods 

1828 Fernando Grijalva Vecino Imbabura 2,500 Corrientes 1 Sugar 

1828 Mariano Rodríguez 

Gil 

Merchant Popayán 6,000 Domestic 

Textiles 

1 Ounces 

1834 Ramón Luna Merchant Pasto 2,450 Domestic 

Textiles 

1.25 Ounces 

1834 Ramón Luna Merchant Pasto 2,000 Corrientes 1.25 Ounces 

1835 José Cornejo Merchant Quito 2,125 Ounces 1 Ounces 

1835 José Javier 

Valdivieso 

Lawyer Quito 3,200 Livestock 1 Corrientes 

1837 José Herrera Vecino Quito 900 Corrientes 1 Corrientes 

1837 Ignacia de la Cruz Vecina Quito 2,099 Wheat 2 Corrientes 

1837 Casimiro Montoria Indigenou

s 

Quito 2,136 Livestock - Corrientes 

Sources:  ANE, N. 4, t. 118, ff. 505v-507; N. 4, t. 118, ff. 586v-587; N1, 475, ff. 67-67v; N2, t. 4, ff. 1-1v; 

N. 2, t. 4 76-76v; N2, t. 4, ff. 157v-158; N. 2 t. 5, ff. 104-104v; N. 2, t. 9, ff. 18-19; N. 2, t. 9 ff. 47-48; N. 

2, t. 9, ff. 76-76v; N. 2 t. 9, ff. 138-139; N. 2 t. 9, ff. 138-140; N. 2 t. 10, ff. 57-57v; N. 2 t. 10 ff. 185v-
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186v; N. 2 t. 10 ff. 220v-222; N. 2, t. 16, ff. 23-24;  N. 2, t. 16, ff. 23-25; N. 2, t. 16, ff. 143-143v; N. 2, t. 

16 ff. 184v-185; N. 2, t. 17, ff 95-96; N. 2, t. 17, ff 110v-111; N. 2, t. 17, ff. 125-125v.  

 

If we move northwards, the notarial records of Popayán also provide insights into the role of 

arbitrated parities in the direction of bimetallic flows. As we have seen, this city lost its centrality 

in the bullion networks of the new republic, but the presence of the mint helped local merchants 

to stay afloat. In the 1820s, indeed, some of them established “casas de consignaciones” or 

consignment houses to handle bullion, facilitate mintage services, and settle accounts.68 In 

addition, these institutions offered to trade European and domestic goods on consignment at 

different rates.69  Let us, then, examine some specific transactions carried out in the city. In 1819, 

Isodoro Cordovez purchased on credit European wares worth 2,890 silver pesos. The seller, Mateo 

Molina, a merchant hailing from Antioquia, requested the payment in two installments of four 

months each, in doubloons “even if at the time of the payment they are traded at premium.”70  

As had been the case before the revolution, it seems that doubloons in Popayán tended to trade at 

par or at low premiums given the relative abundance of gold. Three additional contracts illustrate 

this pattern. In 1831 Pedro Portillo and Antonio de las Cajigas formed a company to “exchange 

(trocar) gold across the [Pacific] coast and Barbacoas.” The initial capital of the company was set 

at 4,000 silver pesos in macuquinas. The partners were to split profits and reinvest a third of the 

proceeds, an amount that could be increased only if “the doubloons were being sold at premiums 

in this plaza [Popayán].”71 The following year, the merchant Nicolás Balcázar bought 8,780 silver 

pesos in European wares, promising the payment in doubloon within 14 months. If he were to pay 

in other specie, he should add the “premium of 1.5% which is the current premium of the 

doubloons here.”72 Finally, in 1839, Pedro Charria a merchant from Quilichao, purchased 1,100 

silver pesos in European goods, whose value should be reimbursed in ounces within 14 months.  

 
68 These businesses are frequently named in the Post Office records of both Rionegro and Popayán. 

See, for instance, the remittances of gold bars from Rionegro to the “consignment house of 

Arboleda, Pombo & Co.” in Popayán. AGN, SAAII, Administración de Correos, Encomiendas, 

Box 6, Folder 2, Parcels of July 1824 and ACC, Civil, Correos, Sig. 1757 Parcels of January 1824. 
69 See: “Aviso comercial” El Fósforo (Popayán), Issue 6. Mar. 6, 1823. I want to thank Daniel 

Gutiérrez for sharing this reference with me.   
70 ACC, Escribanos de Popayán, 1819, ff. 20v-21.  
71 ACC, Escribanos de Popayán, 1831, ff. 95v-97. 
72 ACC, Escribanos de Popayán, 1832, ff. 107v-108v.  
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Like in the other contracts, Charria was supposed to pay the premium at which the doubloons were 

trading by the due date.73   

The importance of gold prices in shaping merchant profits was also prevalent in the trade to 

markets further to the south, a region whose merchants settled their accounts in silver and domestic 

textiles. In 1826, for instance, Pedro Vela, a trader from Pasto, bought from a local trader 9,650 

silver pesos in European wares. He was to pay in capisayos (wool cloaks) at a price of 15 silver 

pesos per dozen. In essence, the two dealers were bartering European for domestic textiles but a 

clause of the contract added a monetary nuance:  “if  Vela was not able to pay in the aforementioned 

capisayos he is to pay in silver corriente, plus the premiums as if the import wares would have 

been exchanged for doubloons.”74 In 1836, a Quito merchant bought 6,400 silver pesos worth of 

European goods on credit and promised to repay in woolens and coarse textiles from Ibarra plus 

2,000 silver pesos in macuquinas and “not in other specie of silver.”75 Popayán’s notarial records 

show, in short, how merchants adjusted their business to the relative prices of gold across different 

markets. Like in the colonial period, the doubloons in Popayán traded at par or low premiums if 

compared with those current in silver-rich entrepôts.    

In Cali, the assortment of coins employed to settle accounts also tended to be a function of the 

geographical distribution of arbitrated parities. This is clear if we focus on the notarial transactions 

pertaining to gold and salt trade. As it has been shown, the latter experienced an important boom 

during the 1830s, driven by imports from the Pacific via Buenaventura. These flows were not new 

at all, for before the revolution Guayaquil and Piura merchants supplied the mineral to the mining 

belts on the Littoral. What changed, however, was the penetration of this produce deep into the 

Cauca Valley, with Cali merchants importing mixed cargos of salt and European wares.76  It seems 

 
73 ACC, Escribanos de Popayán, 1839, ff. 18v-19.  
74 ACC, Escribanos de Popayán, 1826, ff. 166v-167.  
75 ACC, Escribanos de Popayán, 1836, ff. 471-472 
76 For the post-1820 companies formed to import salt and contracts related to this trade see. AHC, 

Escribanos, N.1, t. 88, 1838, ff. 197-197v; t. 89, 1838, ff. 94v-98v; N. 2, t. 46, 1826, 175v-176; t. 

48, 1823, ff. 92-92v; t. 49, 1824 ff.206v-207. t. 60, 1836, ff. 159-159v; t. 61, 1837, 142v-143; t. 

62, 1838, ff. 102v-103; t. 63, 1839, ff. 181-183.  
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that the reduction of import duties in Buenaventura for both Ecuadorian and Peruvian salt imports 

encouraged merchants to invest in the sector.77  

Be that as it may, the monetary proceeds of these imports are revealing. For instance, in 1824, 

Manuel Escarpeta bought 10,600 silver pesos worth of salt stored in Buenaventura from José 

Antonio Muñoz, promising to repay in fuertes and ounces within 5 months.78 In 1836, Vicente 

Borrero and José Leocadio Lloba (sic) established a company to import 6,000 hundredweights of 

salt from Punta Helena, in coastal Ecuador, at a price of 6.25 silver pesos per hundredweight. The 

salt was to be repaid in two halves, one in silver corrientes and the other in ounces at “16 silver 

pesos per ounce.”79  Chilean merchants also entered this market. In 1838, for instance, Domingo 

Alcalá as representative of the Valparaiso-based company owned by Francisco Valdivia, received 

11,238 silver pesos in ounces at 16 silver pesos from two Cali merchants, Enrique Isaacs and Pio 

Rengifo, to settle down the import of European wares and salt.80  

The emphasis on the value of the ounces reflects, once more, the importance of these coins to settle 

trade deficits with suppliers in the Pacific since their value increased as they went southwards from 

Buenaventura to Guayaquil, Lima, and Valparaiso. And here, again, auriferous streams are not 

necessarily instigated by direct exchanges for silver but by indirect arbitrage transactions, through 

trade in third goods. The monetary imprints of the overland southern trade followed similar 

patterns. In 1836, for instance, Ramón Sanchez and Tomás Sañudo formed a company to send to 

Pasto 5,000 silver pesos worth of European textiles and exchange them for silver, mules, or 

domestic textiles.81 Both the silver coins and the goods were to be forwarded to Antioquia where, 

naturally, they were to be swapped for gold bars. The contract did not mention the destination of 

the gold bars. Since Sánchez was an import merchant with connections to Bogotá, most likely part 

of the proceeds was to settle accounts with merchants in the capital. The point, once more, is that 

divergent bimetallic market prices intersected the crossflows of European and domestic goods in 

the region.  

 
77 On these developments see the reports of Buenaventura’s Governor to the Secretary of the 

Treasury in 1833: AGN-R, Gobernaciones Buenaventura, t. 1 ff. 54-60 and 93-200.  
78 AHC, Escribanos, N.2, t. 49, ff. 206v-207.  
79 AHC, Escribanos, N. 2, t. 60, ff. 159-159v.  
80 AHC, Escribanos, N.1, t.89,1838, ff. 93-94v; N. 2, t. 63, 1839, ff. 71-73.   
81 AHC, Escribanos, N. 1, t. 84, 1836, ff. 220-221v.  
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The monetary landscape of Bogotá’s notarial transactions provides a last glimpse into the way in 

which arbitrated parties shaped North Andean trade. Let us begin with some contracts pertaining 

to import business. In 1823, the Philadelphia-based merchant Christian Buerkle distributed a 

sizable cargo of European and Asian wares to local merchants, trading in treasury bills and gold 

coins.82 In one of those dealings, Buerkle sold 26,680 silver pesos worth of foreign goods on credit 

to Isodoro Cordovez, who promised to pay in doubloons within 6 months. Yet, “if Cordovez 

chooses not to pay in doubloons, he is to pay only in old Spanish coins with the stamp of the kings 

(españoles viejos con la estampa de los reyes) adding 1% of the premium of the aforementioned 

doubloons.”83 In a similar contract, Enrique Gaviria, an import merchant from Antioquia, sold 

29,137 silver pesos in European wares to Alejandro Carrasquilla with special monetary conditions. 

First, Carrasquilla was to pay 6,000 silver pesos with a bill of exchange drawn on Jamaica with a 

maturity of one month, and “if the bill is protested, he is to pay the full premium of the doubloons 

in Jamaica plus the foregone interest due to the delay.” The remaining share was to be paid in 

Bogotá in ounces within 6 months, “reimbursing their premiums if he chooses to pay in other 

coins.”84   

In the 1830s, import contracts followed similar outlines. In 1836, for instance, the entrepreneurs 

Luciano Laverde and José María Salas received 12,000 silver pesos in European cottons and 9,000 

silver pesos in gold ounces from two French merchants. They were supposed to repay the credit 

within 9 months in 200,000 silver pesos of government bonds redeemable at port customs.85 As is 

well known, the government bonds were heavily discounted but a further monetary clause of the 

contract is informative: if Laverde and Salas did not get  to pay the full amount in securities they 

were to pay on gold ounces but at the “highest prices they command  in Santa Marta, Cartagena or 

other ports of the republic.” The following year, finally, Luís María Montoya borrowed from Pedro 

Nolasco Casís 2,400 silver pesos in a bill of exchange drawn in Jamaica, to be paid in onzas 

republicanas at an interest rate of 1% per month. And, again, if he were not to pay in this coin, he 

 
82 AGN, N.1, 1822, t. 242, ff. 5v-6, 10v-12v,18v-19, 47-48, 100-101v, 104-104v, 105v-106, 107v-

108 and 111v-117.   
83 AGN, N.1, 1822, t. 242 ff. 5v-6 and 47-48.   
84 AGN, N.1, t. 245, 1825, ff. 710v-710.  
85 AGN, N.3, t. 386, 1836, ff. 455v-456.  



515 
 

was supposed to reimburse not only the interest rate but also “the prices of doubloons in that Island 

[Jamaica].”86 

The cash advances to producers of domestic goods reflected the importance of regional arbitrated 

parities as well. In 1824, for instance, a local merchant loaned 960 silver pesos in ounces and 400 

silver pesos in imported metalware to a dealer hailing from Timaná. The latter was supposed to 

repay the credit in cacao at a fixed price of 32 silver pesos per muleload. The contract also 

contemplated that if he were to reimburse in coins, he was to pay the foregone interest rate of the 

amount loaned.87 In a similar contract, Isidro Gaitán, a dealer from Villavieja, received from Juan 

José Róvira 812 pesos, half of which in ounces and the remaining half in silver coins, to repay in 

cacao at 32.5 silver pesos per muleload. In this case, however, Gaitán promised to transport the 

cacao until Honda where he would receive instructions from Róvira to forward the cacao to 

Antioquia, with Gaitán “further paid a commission in ounces for the remittance downriver.”88 A 

further example shows the importance of gold loans in domestic trade. In 1825, two petty 

entrepreneurs established a small company to buy livestock and other goods to sell in Bogotá. 

Francisco Díaz, one of the partners, put 3,000 silver pesos in ounces and José Quevedo contributed 

his expertise (industria). They should settle accounts every six months, with Quevedo “informing 

the premiums at which the ounces were traded here [Bogotá] or in the market where he happened 

to do business.”89  

If the analysis shifts to contracts covering only cash loans, further facts emerge. In 1828, Benedicto 

Domínguez borrowed from María Urisarri 2,300 silver pesos in Spanish and Colombian fuertes 

and in oro del cuño nuevo (ounces with the new republican stamps). Unfortunately, the contract 

did not break down the share loaned in each coin, yet it explicitly mentioned that Domínguez was 

liable to pay “the premiums of the species if he happens to pay in other coins.”90 Four years later, 

the import merchants Antonio and José de Leiva received from José Antonio Licht 9,000 silver 

pesos in onzas bogotanas  to be repaid either in the same specie or in onzas viejas (old ounces), 

 
86 AGN, N.3 t. 391, 1837, ff. 249-250v.  
87 AGN, N. 1, t. 244, 1824, ff. 73v-74.  
88 AGN, N.1, t. 244, 1824, ff. 103v-104.  
89 AGN, N.1, t. 245, 1825, ff. 2v-3.  
90 AGN, N.1, t. 250, 1828, ff. 415.  
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“adding 1% if they pay in onzas payanesas.”91 The very same year, the trader José María Ruiz was 

granted a loan of 1,000 silver pesos in old ounces (onzas de oro viejo) to repay them in in the same 

specie or “in silver at a premium of 6% or 1% of paid in gold coins of other cuño (stamp).”92  

As we move deeper into the 1830s, these monetary clauses became more specific. For instance, in 

1837 Carlos Sarrete borrowed from Santiago Bourdon 100,000 silver pesos in 5-percent-bearing 

government securities and 5,000 in macuquinas. Sarrete promised to reimburse the loan in gold 

ounces discounting “3% that is the current premium of gold coins over silver.”93 The following 

year, José Asunción Silva loaned to Mariano and José María Calvo 6.000 silver pesos, 4,000 of 

which in reales macuquinos corrientes and 2,000 silver pesos in granadino ounces at a monthly 

interest rate of 1.5%. The repayment was promised in macuquinas buenas, reimbursing the 

premiums of the ounces.94  

Three main insights emerge from this rough survey across Bogotá’s notarial contracts. First, like 

in the late colonial era, Bogotá’s gold prices tended to fluctuate at levels in-between those 

commanded in gold-rich regions such as Popayán, where doubloons traded at par or at premiums 

below 1.5%, and those of the Atlantic and Pacific markets where they commanded premiums that 

could reach levels well above 6%. This in-between pattern, as it has been shown in the aggregate 

analysis, reflects the role of the capital as bimetallic gear between regions with different stocks of 

the two metals. Second, the notarial records confirm that an important share of merchant profits 

was a function of the arbitrated parities across a far-flung series of markets in the Atlantic and the 

Northern Andes. Merchants acted as indirect arbitrageurs, by settling the accounts of their trade in 

domestic and European goods according to the relative prices of gold and silver. Finally, 

independence introduced important innovations such as the negotiation of government bonds and 

a more heterogeneous monetary supply. Here we can do no more than to touch upon these matters. 

Yet, it is clear that traders increasingly quoted the premiums of ounces and doubloons not only in 

terms of macuquinas but also in terms of other coins of both gold and silver. In the same vein, 

even during the 1830s, merchants still were busy pumping out old Spanish coins of both gold and 

 
91 AGN, N. 1, t. 261, 1832, ff. 161-161v.  
92 AGN, N. 2, t. 236, 1832, ff. 516-516v.  
93 AGN, N. 1, t. 280, 1837, ff. 320v-321. See also AGN, N.3, t.389, 1837, ff.  416v-417.  
94 AGN, N.1, t. 283, 1838, ff. 95-95v.  
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silver from other provinces, suggesting once more that the mechanics of Gresham’s law was 

constrained geographically and took longer than usually stated by the literature.  

Micro-level Responses: The World of Merchants  

In June 1832, Juan Antonio Arroyo, a member of one of the aristocratic families of Popayán, wrote 

an extensive letter to the Bogotá-based merchant José María Cárdenas. “I received information 

that in Bogotá,” commented Arroyo, “the ounces are traded at premiums as high as 5% and that 

the discounts in macuquina have increased dramatically. If this is correct, we can undertake a very 

profitable business.”95 The proposal consisted in sending macuquinas from Bogotá to Popayán, 

selling them to the mint to get reales corrientes, and exchanging them for ounces that were to be 

returned back to Bogotá: “thus, we will win the utilidad (mark-up) of the doubloons and the 

macuquinas,” concluded Arroyo. This arbitrage scheme provides a unique laboratory to 

understand the micro-level responses to the monetary changes experienced during the early 

republican period. Fortunately, Arroyo was not the only one joining Cárdenas in these operations. 

The latter acted as a pivot of the merchant networks that moved metals and coins throughout the 

Northern Andes. This section, then, will peruse the communications that some dealers remitted to 

Cárdenas to engage in different financial and monetary speculations.   

The earliest existing letter addressed to Cárdenas was the one dispatched from Popayán by Rafael 

Arboleda in July 1827.96 The latter was a polyvalent entrepreneur who combined slave-based 

mining and agriculture with import activities. Foreshadowing the drive for slave abolition, 

Arboleda contemplated the movement of 200 slaves to Panama where he was to allocate them to 

a sugar plantation.97 His incursion into import trade and the trading of government securities led 

him to establish a commercial partnership with Cárdenas whose letters cover the period that 

stretched from July 1827 to December 1829. For reasons not mentioned in the correspondence, 

Arboleda was entitled to trade bonds from the internal Colombian debt and Cárdenas oversaw their 

liquidation, using the proceeds to settle accounts with other import merchants in Bogotá. In an 

 
95 AGN, Colecciones, Camilo Torres, Box 6, Folder 13, f. 82 J.A Arroyo to J. M Cárdenas, June 

22 1832.  
96 The correspondence between Arboleda and Cárdenas is at AGN, Colecciones, Camilo Torres, 

Box 8, Folder 21, ff. 133-168. Hereafter, AGN-Correspondence A&C.  
97 AGN-Correspondence A&C Arboleda to Cárdenas, Popayán, June 2 and 2 July 1829, f. 146-

150.  
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opposite direction, Cárdenas remitted to Arboleda bills of exchange drawn on the treasuries of 

Guayaquil and Azuay (Cuenca) by the authorities in Bogotá.98  

In one of the letters, Arboleda informed that he had sold at a low discount one of those bills to a 

Quito merchant while receiving in macuquina the proceeds of another trader. They also 

administered part of the remittances that from Chocó and Barbacoas were supposed to fund the 

Colombian troops in the south. In one missive, Arboleda mentioned that his agent in Chocó 

“should exchange for gold all the monies he receives from the treasury and send the gold to the 

consignment house of Arboleda and Pombo and drawn a bill of exchange on them payable to the 

agent of the Office of Internal Debt (crédito publico).”99 In similar ways to the late colonial 

situados, early republican fiscal flows allowed some groups to undertake profitable bimetallic 

exchanges in the mining belt.100  

Naturally, the partnership’s forays into the trading of government securities were intersected by 

operations of import trade and monetary transfers. Arboleda remitted gold ounces to Cárdenas to 

settle their accounts with Bogotá-based import merchants who supplied him with European wares 

that he subsequently distributed in Popayán and other markets en route such as Neiva.101 He also 

paid a portion of the imports with silver coins obtained in Bogotá from the selling of government 

bonds to import merchants who, in turn, redeemed them at the customs houses. Yet, most of the 

 
98 AGN-Correspondence A&C Arboleda to Cárdenas, Popayán, November 13 and December 20 

1827, f. 133-135. Perhaps, Mosquera’s access to bills drawn on southern treasuries had to do with 

his political connections there. Tomás Cipriano de Mosquera, for instance, was Intendant of 

Guayaquil while Rafael and his cousin Joaquín Mosquera were part of the diplomatic delegation 

of Colombia to Peru. See Universidad de la Sabana, Cartas del sur, 86. I want to thank Daniel 

Gutiérrez for sharing this source with me.  
99 AGN-Correspondence A&C Arboleda to Cárdenas, Popayán, November 13 1827, f. 136.  
100 It is not clear when the voice contingente started to replace the old term of situado. Both terms 

were used during the colonial period, but they referred to two different types of reimburses. In 

1817, the lieutenant governor of Chocó reported to the viceroy that “in order to send resources to 

cover the expenses of the troops in Popayán, it has been collected again the insurgent duty known 

as subisidio y contingente.” AGN, SAAI, Guerra y Marina, t. 150, f. 205-206. Future research 

should establish when and how the contingentes started to refer to the inter-treasury transfers. In 

the meantime, it is bare mentioning that in the Northern Andes this concept should not be confused 

with the Mexican contingente, a transfer from the states to the federal government in that country. 

On the latter see Jáuregui and Marichal. “Paradojas fiscales y financieras,” 130-133.  

101 AGN-Correspondence A&C Arboleda to Cárdenas, Popayán, November 19 and 27 1827, f. 

137-138.  
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silver was transferred to Popayán by mail. There, Arboleda used them to fund his livestock trade, 

“currently the best speculation in the region.”102 The counterflows of gold and silver between 

Bogotá and Popayán echoed those of the late colonial period. Yet, a monetary nuance was now 

prevalent. In December 1827, Arboleda reported to Cárdenas that he owed 1,000 silver pesos in 

macuquinas to Camilo Ordoñez, a Bogotá-based trader whose brother was currently operating in 

Popayán. The problem was that the metallic stock of Arboleda in Cárdenas’s accounts was not in 

macuquinas but corrientes. Ordoñez refused to receive the payment in the latter.103  

Was the macuquina considered a better coin than the other silver coins? The answer seems to be a 

qualified yes. In fact, in July 1829 Arroyo remitted a parcel in ounces and instructed Cárdenas to 

pay 2,000 silver pesos to another import merchant, Sigismund Leidesdorff, “but settle the debt in 

corrientes since he yielded in my favor the premiums of the macuquina.”104 In other words, a 

triangulation between gold and two types of silver coins was to be conducted since the macuquinas 

commanded a premium over the corrientes. This is why, as we have seen in the Post Office records, 

the oficials increasingly distinguished between the two coins in transfering the econmiendas. 

Another letter written by Arboleda in August 1829 confirms the point. On this occasion, he asked 

Cárdenas to send him the proceeds of the government debts either in bills of exchange “to reduce 

the cost of moving the coins” or in macuquinas “only if you can find them for corrientes below 

3%.”105 In a final missive, Cárdenas was informed about the fact that some of the coins remitted 

to Popayán were not macuquinas buenas, and therefore, Arboleda was entitled to get “the 

premium, since they are as bad coins as the corrientes.”106   

The literature has stated that the macuquinas were one of the main sources of monetary distortions 

during early republican rule.107 They were subject of wide counterfeiting and became the origin of 

disputes that affected trade conditions in the region. According to Frank Safford, these coins 

became so predominant because “they could be bought at a discount in Jamaica and sold in central 

Colombia for a 25 percent profit.”108 As we have seen, however, some nuances should be 

 
102 AGN-Correspondence A&C Arboleda to Cárdenas, Popayán, December 6 1827, f. 146-147.   
103 AGN-Correspondence A&C Arboleda to Cárdenas, Popayán, December 20 1827, f. 133-135.   
104 AGN-Correspondence A&C Arboleda to Cárdenas, Japío, July 2 1829, f. 150-152.    
105 AGN-Correspondence A&C Arboleda to Cárdenas, Japío, Agust 25 6 1829, f. 156-158.    
106 AGN-Correspondence A&C Arboleda to Cárdenas, Japío, July 28 1829, f. 152-153.    
107 Irigoin, “Gresham on Horseback,” 553-554; Meisel, “El Patrón Metálico,” 10-15.  
108 Safford, “Commerce and Enterprise,” 116.  
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introduced in this narrative. The growing distinction between  good and bad macuquinas and the 

premiums that the former had over the corrientes  shows that there was a truncated demand for 

these coins. In addition, there were clearly regional variants in this regard. If we get back to the 

Arroyo-Cárdenas partnership with which opened this section, we can provide more insights into 

these issues.   

As mentioned above, Arroyo developed a straightforward arbitrage scheme since the gap of the 

relative price of gold coins between the two markets became large enough to cover the expenses 

of transporting the coins of the two metals in the opposite direction.109 In addition, the business 

was enhanced by the fact that Arroyo happened to be the temporary director of Popayán’s mint, a 

position he was to hold for four months in 1832. This aspect was key since the purchase fund of 

the mint, as discussed in the previous chapter, shrunk and therefore gold merchants had to wait 

weeks to get their bullion back in the form of coins. As the mint’s director, Arroyo processed his 

metals second only to those of the public treasuries.110  

Cárdenas sent at least nine encomiendas worth 19,629 silver pesos of macuquinas from Bogotá to 

Popayán between July 1832 to June 1833. The first remittance totaled 1,010 silver pesos, and 

Arroyo celebrated since “here macuquinas are no longer available, circulating only monedas 

cortadas viejas de Bogotá (old, worn coins from Bogotá) and the new provinciales.”111 Cárdenas 

asked about the silver from the southern trade, but Arroyo retorted that “from Ecuador used to 

come buenas macuquinas but nowadays they only trade with medios and macuquinas malas.” In 

addition, he refrained from engaging in any speculation in the south “because of the pending 

military conflict” and, as he remarked later, “I do not want to be called Ecuadorian.”112  

Temporarily, then, Bogotá was the only source of coins for the partnership. As soon as he got the 

encomienda, Arroyo proceeded to introduce the coins to the mint for recoinage. He added that 

“since the purchase fund of this mint is exhausted, I put 1,000 silver pesos in ounces out of my 

pocket to avoid any delay. This amount, plus 10 silver pesos of the mail fee, completes the 1,010 

 
109 The correspondence between Arroyo and Cárdenas is at AGN, Colecciones, Camilo Torres, 

Box 6, Folder 13, ff. 133-168. Hereafter, AGN-Correspondence Arr&C.  
110 AGN-Correspondence Arr&C. Arroyo to Cárdenas, Popayán June 22 and July 22, 1832, ff. 82- 

84.  
111 AGN-Correspondence Arr&C. Arroyo to Cárdenas, Popayán June 22, 1832, ff. 82.  
112 AGN-Correspondence Arr&C. Arroyo to Cárdenas, Popayán July 22, 1832, ff. 84-84v.  
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silver pesos that you had sent me.” He compelled Cárdenas to “take ounces there [Bogotá], draw 

a bill of exchange on me and we will save 1% of the mail fee to transport the ounces from here 

[Popayán] to Bogotá. Moreover, we will save time since the coming of the macuquinas and the 

journey back of the ounces to Bogotá took one month.”113  

A week later, Arroyo confirmed the receipt of another parcel of macuquinas. This time he added 

three instructions. First, he insisted on procuring bills of exchange, since the Bogotá treasury was 

sending sizable resources to the southern army and therefore is likely that such instruments were 

available. Arroyo, however, added that “do not issue the bills of exchange payable on sight but 

within four days. This will give me time to get the doubloons while the mint gives me back the 

coins.” Second, the prices of the doubloons have started to climb “since everyone is looking for 

them, and they only can be found at a premium of 2%. I will continue to put my doubloons, but I 

fear that soon we will need to procure them at a premium.” Finally, Arroyo commented that “do 

not send me medios. These coins are only received in the mint from the treasuries and not from 

private merchants since they contain less silver than the other macuquinas and therefore the mint 

gets losses in their recoinage.” Arroyo concluded his report with an assessment of the monetary 

landscape of the region: “here the only coins that circulate among the public are the provinciales. 

The medios are used to pay taxes and the macuquinas are only traded among merchants for 

recoinage.”114     

By September and October, new developments had occurred. The doubloons were traded at 4 and 

5 percent and “sometimes are impossible to find them here.”115 Cárdenas augmented his 

macuquina remittances, including now monies on behalf of other merchants in Bogotá. Arroyo 

warned him not to “overreach,” since “this mint does not have the capacity to recast all the 

macuquinas that both the treasuries and the merchants are introducing.”116 In addition, “given the 

scarcity of doubloons, I am afraid that soon this business will not be lucrative.” The latter assertion 

was met with skepticism by Cárdenas, who stated to Arroyo that the treasuries were getting 

 
113 AGN-Correspondence Arr&C. Arroyo to Cárdenas, Popayán July 22 and July 29, 1832, ff. 84-

84v 
114 AGN-Correspondence Arr&C. Arroyo to Cárdenas, Popayán July 22 and July 29, ff. 84v and 

86-86v.  
115 AGN-Correspondence Arr&C. Arroyo to Cárdenas, Popayán August 6 and September 22, 

1832, ff. 88-89 and 94-95. 
116 AGN-Correspondence Arr&C. Arroyo to Cárdenas, Popayán October 24, 1832, ff 98. 
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“unbelievable” profits. Arroyo went into explaining that “those comments are but a chimera. Last 

month the treasuries introduced to the mint 7,000 silver pesos in macuquina, most of them of bad 

quality and some medios. They yielded in cordón approximately 8,000 silver pesos and the 

expenses in copper, wages, and coal came to 700 silver pesos. What a meager profit!”117      

By late November, Arroyo was no longer the director of the mint, but he continued his arbitrage 

transactions with Cárdenas. His wages as director were payable in Bogotá and asked his partner to 

“charge them in macuquinas or diablos viejos (old devils) and send them to me by mail.”118 

Cárdenas also started to transfer by mail reales de cordón de Bogotá to be swapped directly for 

ounces. These remittances totaled 3,125 silver pesos and lasted for two months. By January, the 

gap in the premiums did not cover direct arbitrage between the two coins since “the doubloons are 

scarce, and their price is prohibitive.”119 The macuquina speculation was also yielding smaller 

returns not only because of the increasing premiums of the gold coins in Popayán but also because 

the “good” macuquinas had become scarce in Bogotá. Then they developed a scheme to import 

these coins and pesetas de vellón from Cartagena and Santa Marta, partnering with a member of 

the Amador family, a mercantile dynasty that had operated in Cartagena since the late colonial 

period.120 In late December, Arroyo received 1,226 pesos in pesetas and reales buenos 

macuquinos. Once he got the coins, he introduced them to the mint and exchange the recoined 

silver for doubloons as he had done before.121  

He reported that once discounted the mail fees, the premiums of doubloons, and the interest rate 

of the waiting for the recoinage, the net return was of the order of 20%, “and most likely this yield 

will decrease because the growing premium of the doubloons and the interest I have to pay for the 

delay in the mint.”122  Arroyo was more cautious regarding the speculation with the pesetas vellón. 

 
117 AGN-Correspondence Arr&C. Arroyo to Cárdenas, Popayán September 22 and 29 1832, ff. 

94-94v and 95-95v.  
118 AGN-Correspondence Arr&C. Arroyo to Cárdenas, Popayán November 6 and November 22, 

1832, ff. 100-103. 
119 AGN-Correspondence Arr&C. Arroyo to Cárdenas, Popayán November 22, December 6, 

December 22, 1832 and January 22, 1833.  ff. 103, 107-108 and 112 
120 On the Amador family see Meisel, “Entre Cadiz y Cartagena,” 15-19.  
121 AGN-Correspondence Arr&C. Arroyo to Cárdenas, Popayán January 22 and 29, April 13 and 

13 and July 22, 1833 ff. 112, 114-120 
122 AGN-Correspondence Arr&C. Arroyo to Cárdenas, Popayán January 22 and 29 1833, ff. 112-

113 
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He stated that “I do not think that the government would be as naïve (dormido) as to allow those 

coins to circulate here at 2 reales. Some of them are like laticas (worn nickels) from the times of 

Philip V.” In another missive, he stated that “even if the government allows such irresponsibility, 

I have heard that in the northern provinces they do not circulate well.”123 It seems that Cárdenas 

obeyed his partner since there is no evidence in the correspondence of dealings in these coins.  

Once laid out this very descriptive canvas of the Arroyo-Cárdenas partnership, let us sort out some 

key elements to understand the nature of North Andean bullion flows. First, merchants clearly 

monitored opportunities to undertake arbitrage transactions. In other words, they clearly perceived 

when relative prices of coins in two cities surpassed the “specie point” or the ratio between those 

prices in two cities plus/minus the costs of moving the metals between the two cities.124 These 

costs embodied mainly the transportation costs of the round trip of the two metals, the interest rates 

forgone in the whole process, and the commissions paid when parties in third cities were involved. 

The use of bills of exchange, a topic that should be perused in future research, was key in offsetting 

these costs and here, naturally, the participation of merchants in the fiscal transfers from Bogotá 

southwards was pivotal.  

Second, the Arroyo-Cárdenas partnership included two main types of transactions. One was the 

inter-city exchange of silver coins for ounces and the other was the triangulation between the 

exchange of reales corrientes for macuquinas in Bogotá, the recoinage of those macuquinas in 

Popayán, and the subsequent exchange of reales de cordón for ounces. The short window during 

which the first type of arbitrage was available suggests that the bullion markets of the two cities 

were relatively well integrated. In fact, the rush of reales from the capital drove up the relative 

price of the doubloons, playing out the arbitrage profits of Arroyo and Cárdenas. They remained 

in business, however, thanks to the second type of arbitrage. It seems that the profits from 

recoinage sprung from the monetary segmentation of the region, with the new reales and cuartillos 

issued by the North Andean mints circulating by tale and the good macuquinas increasingly traded 

by weight in sheltered markets.  

 
123 AGN-Correspondence Arr&C. Arroyo to Cárdenas, Popayán December 29 1832 and January 

29 1833, ff. 100-103.  
124 On the mechanics of arbitrage and the importance of bullion points see Nogues-Marco, 

“Competing Bimetallic Ratios,” 449-452 and The Microeconomics of Bullionism 12-14.  
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As stated in Chapter 6, both treasurers and merchants took advantage of the gap between the high 

silver intrinsic content of the old Spanish coins and the face value of the new monies to create an 

efflorescence of silver mintage in the region. Again, future research should explain the reason why 

a portion of the population of New Granada and later in Ecuador and Venezuela accepted the coins 

at face value. For now, it is clear that recoinage shifted the demand for macuquinas and they started 

to circulate at premiums in some markets and disappeared altogether in others. The depletion of 

these coins in New Granada led merchants to further draw silver coins from the Caribbean. This 

operation, echoed in Safford’s work, was not necessarily to pass the macuquinas into circulation 

but rather to recast them into North Andean coins. The macuquinas that remained in the market 

were those deemed as “bad ones,” particularly the medios whose intrinsic content tended to be 

below the face value of the provinciales and therefore their recoinage did not cover the mint 

expenses. Yet, the medios were accepted in the mint on behalf of the treasury, creating again a 

sheltered market for these coins.  

Finally, the premiums of doubloons mentioned in the correspondence reflect the geographical 

configuration of bimetallic stocks across the region. Despite the country-wide drive towards higher 

doubloon prices, Popayán’s prices remained lower than those of Bogotá. The gap was only 

temporary outside the bullion points but, as we also saw in Cárdenas dealings with Arboleda, the 

settlement of interregional trade was extremely sensitive to the relative prices of gold across trade 

centers even if direct arbitrage opportunities were not prevalent. Naturally, the regional diversity 

of the silver landscape affected doubloon quaotations in different locations. Caution, then, should 

be exercised in interpreting the meanings of “premiums” in historical records.  

These insights drawn from Cárdenas’s southern connections provide an interesting counterpoint 

with those we can distill from his ties with Cúcuta and Maracaibo. Cárdenas was one of the agents 

who managed the revenue flows of the hacienda Estanques, a cacao estate located in Mérida whose 

owners had resided in Bogotá since the 1750s.125 The available correspondence of the agents in 

the capital with the hacienda’s overseers in Mérida portrays a rural state that had suffered 

intermittent disruptions during the 1810s and that by the 1820s was coping with the post-war 

 
125 Torres, Minería y moneda, 114-116.  
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readjustments, the crisis of slavery, and  the withering away of the Veracruz market.126 During 

colonial times, the revenues from the hacienda were transferred to Bogotá in the form of Mexican 

coins or bills of exchange, with the latter being sometimes negotiated across different markets of 

the Caribbean and the Northern Andes.127 The war, naturally, disrupted circuits of exchange and 

the flow of investments and revenues between Bogotá and Cúcuta. Bills of exchange, naturally, 

were the preferred means to transfer revenues given the importance of the imports trade from 

Maracaibo via Cúcuta and the fiscal revenues that sustained the troops stationed in this town and 

Pamplona.128 Yet, the availability of such instruments was limited, and the contraction of the 

Mexican trade had reduced the supply of silver fuertes. In a missive written in 1828, one of the 

agents in Bogotá informed the overseer that  

“I have received 1,233 silver pesos, 232 of which in corrientes and the rest in chimbos and awfully bad coins, most of 

them reales and pesetas caraqueñas that do not circulate here. Therefore, to buy mules in Vélez, I had to procure old 

Spanish coins (monedas fuertes del cuño antiguo) at a premium and get them to the mint where I got the corrientes. 

This was the only strategy that I came up to cover the losses from those coins. I urge you not to send those monies 

here. I have 1,500 in caraqueñas from your previous remittance that I have not been able to exchange.”129  

This letter illuminates at least three developments. First, it confirms the monetary fragmentation 

between Venezuela and New Granada. This, naturally, created important transaction costs since 

there were important trade streams such as the mule trade that required a monetary settlement in 

coins. Second, the mechanics of recoinage and the conditions regarding the face value of new 

species created opportunities for bullionage. Thirdly these opportunities for bullionage faced 

quantity and price constraints, with premiums and stocks determining the capacity of merchants 

to profit from gaps in intrinsic and extrinsic values of different coins. In the early 1830s, the 

challenges of monetary transfers continued and the political instability demanded further 

precautions. In November 1831, Cárdenas was able to get a bill of exchange on Cúcuta with a 

maturity of 30 days, instructing the overseer to pay the bill and send in corrientes the remaining 

surplus of the hacienda by mail. He pointed out “the silver that you cannot exchange for corrientes 

 
126 The portion of the correspondence of interest here is at AHJ, Camilo Torres, Folder 1 f. 1-40, 

Folder 6, ff 1-13, Folder 7 f. 5-10, Folder 10, ff. 2-10 and 80-94. (Hereafter AHJ-CT)  
127 See AHJ-CT, Folder 1 f. 1-10 and 27-40 
128 AHJ-CT, Folder 1, f. 27-33.   
129 AHJ-CT, Folder 1, f. 23.  
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in Mérida, send it to Cúcuta and ask a merchant of your acquiescence to exchange them at the 

lowest premium possible, preferable at 2%.”130    

The trading in gold coins, naturally, introduced further complications to the monetary transfers 

between Bogotá and Venezuela. Two gold streams converged in western Venezuela: one that came 

to settle the exports of coffee and cacao in Maracaibo and the other that settle the re-exports from 

Maracaibo to Cúcuta and New Granada. In November 1834, Cárdenas wrote an extensive letter 

explaining to the overseer the mechanics of gold and silver trade between Bogotá and Maracaibo: 

“In your letter of November 7, you informed that José Ignacio Baralt [the factor of the hacienda in Maracaibo] did not 

find a bill of exchange on Cúcuta or the Valleys, so he remitted the proceeds of the cacao in ounces, and you got them 

at 20 silver pesos per ounce, according to the rates current in Venezuela.”  

The overseer was about to send the ounces to Bogotá in order “to save the mail fee which is higher 

in silver.” Yet, Cárdenas warned that such operation would bring losses to the hacienda since:  

“You should exchange the ounces for corrientes in those valleys [Cúcuta and Mérida] or Maracaibo, and only then 

you can transfer them to Bogotá. You can also exchange the ounces for macuquinas at the highest price possible and 

send me these species by mail. If do not get the proceeds in these coins, exchange the ounces for macuquinas 

venezolanas (I understand for these coins the silver specie that is only current among the Venezuelans) and then, if 

the premium is moderate, exchange them for corrientes acceptable in New Granada. That premium should not exceed 

3%. In Maracaibo, you can exchange the ounces for caraqueñas at 20 silver pesos. Please pay all your expenses in 

these coins and transfer here [Bogotá] only the surplus in corrientes. Do not send the ounces here, since here the 

premiums are not more than 3% […] Look all this ink that you have made me waste because of your lack of 

understanding of these matters!”131 

Cárdenas’s irritation made him write his letter as explicitly as possible, giving us the opportunity 

to understand the mechanics of money transfers in a straightforward manner. The letter confirms 

that a careful assessment of inter-city arbitrated parities shaped the microeconomics of money 

transfers and settlements. Bogotá’s higher relative abundance of gold coins vis-à-vis Venezuela, 

reflected in lower premiums for ounces and, therefore, any surplus in favor of the former wa to be 

settled predominantly in silver. Naturally, merchants identified the bands within which direct 

arbitrage transactions were not profitable. Thus, Cárdenas emphasized the rates of exchange for 

which the triangulation between ounces, caraqueñas, and corrientes was lucrative. The missives 

 
130 AHJ-CT, Folder 1, f. 30-32; Folder 6, f. 10-12.  
131 AHJ-CT, Folder 1, f. 40-42.  
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during the following years show that the overseer followed Cárdenas’s instructions. In 1835, one 

remittance was composed of 32 silver pesos in cordon, 6 silver pesos in buenas macuquinas, 59 

silver pesos in colombianos, 50 pesos in reales de cordon and an illegible amount in medios. The 

expenses of the transfer were 5.25%, 3% of which were transport costs, 1.25% the rate of exchange 

between caraqueñas and corrientes, and a commission of 1%.132 Another remittance of 260 silver 

pesos in the same year was composed of a wide array variety of silver coins acceptable in New 

Granada and the overseers pointed out that the ounces acquired from the cacao sales in Maracaibo 

were exchanged directly for these coins at a rate of 18.5 silver pesos per ounce.133 This rate was 

enough to cover both the commission and mail fee plus the opportunity cost of the gold coins in 

Bogotá.  

The overvaluation of gold in Venezuela vis-à-vis New Granada shaped, then, the bimetallic 

settlement of trade surpluses between the two regions. As we have seen in our aggregate data, an 

important stream of gold that sprung from New Granada passed through Cúcuta and Maracaibo en 

route to Atlantic markets. The correspondence of the Hacienda Estanques indicates that during 

some episodes, direct arbitrage opportunities were also available. On February1835, the overseer 

reported back to Bogotá that “since months ago the premiums of gold in Cúcuta have remained at 

6 and 8 percent.”134 In the following month, some ounces were traded at 10%, which triggered 

remittances of gold from Bogotá and a counterflow of silver. As Cárdenas reported to the factor in 

Maracaibo: “This is a good business. We managed to exchange the ounces for caraqueñas at 10%, 

and the premium of macuquinas over the latter are low. Please let me know the premiums at which 

the macuquinas are quoted in Maracaibo, so we can send further ounces there.”135  Unfortunately, 

the correspondence does not give information on the driver behind this surge in gold prices. Yet, 

the evidence is strong in pointing to the eagerness of merchants to get bimetallic arbitrage profits 

across integrated markets.  

 

 

 
132 AHJ-CT, Folder 10, ff. 80-81.  
133AHJ-CT, Folder 10, f. 96-96v.  
134 AHJ-CT, Folder 7, f. 8-9.  
135 AHJ-CT, Folder 7, f. 10-11 and 51-51v.  
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Micro-level Responses: The World of Treasurers  

The former analysis of the microeconomic behavior of merchants showed how the relative prices 

of gold and silver affected the direction and volume of bullion and monetary flows during the early 

republican years. The evidence perused also suggests that metallic streams controlled by merchants 

were sometimes intersected by those of the republican treasuries. The availability of bills of 

exchange was frequently connected to fiscal transfers, while the movement of different specimens 

of silver and gold coins created opportunities for profits to merchants well connected politically. 

This pattern, naturally, was not new at all. As studied in Chapter 3, the situados system functioned 

in similar ways, oiling the fiscal machinery of the Spanish Empire, and shoring up interregional 

trade flows. The literature, however, has not analyzed the way in which the situado system was 

transformed after the war. There is an implicit tendency in thinking that fiscal flows ceased to have 

the resonance they had before the revolution. The literature, in fact, has limited itself to describing 

the institutional disputes between the centralization and decentralization of treasury revenues 

across the region.136 A quantitative assessment of post-war fiscal transformations is beyond the 

scope of this dissertation. Yet, some forays into the direction and composition of fiscal streams 

during the early republican period can help us to get a sense of the way in which treasurers 

interacted with bullion markets and, therefore, can help us to distill further hypotheses on the 

microeconomics behind the aggregate flows so far studied.  

The main post-war change in treasury flows was the collapse of the fiscal ties that connected Quito, 

Bogotá, and Cartagena. As it has seen studied in the previous chapters, problems had already 

surfaced before the revolution, with the transport of the 1809 Quito situado ending up in disarray. 

The authorities of the Restoration attempted to restore Quito’s colonial fiscal links and a transfer 

worth 34,884 silver pesos was sent northwards in 1817.137 This amount was composed of 183 

silver pesos in plata de cruz, 125 silver pesos in counterfeit pesetas, 318 silver pesos in gold dust 

from Zaruma, and 34,256 in fuertes de cordoncillo. Not surprisingly, the transfer conserved the 

argentiferous composition it had before the revolution, while the growing presence of fuertes 

reflects the important presence of Peruvian flows during these years. However, the 

 
136 Bushnell, The Santander Regime, 107-115; Safford, “Commerce and Enterprise,” 127-135; 

Jaramillo, Meisel and Urrutia, “Continuities and Discontinuities,” 420-425; Pinto, Entre colonia y 

república, 226-230.  
137 ANE, N.6, t. 120, 1817, ff. 164v-1666, 166v-167 and 172-172v.  
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counterrevolutionary efforts had created a profound breach in the fiscal capacity of local treasuries 

and in 1819 the authorities in Quito reported to the viceroy that the lack of surpluses from 

Guayaquil and Cuenca had impeded the collection of further remittable funds.138 The authorities, 

however, managed to send what was probably the last royalist situado in 1819. The transfer was 

assembled in woolens and cottons, a reminder that the nominal transfers had ultimately a real 

counterpart.139  

Quito’s outflows to the north continued during the Colombian years albeit at a more restrictive 

scope. In fact, the region was to collect an annual fiscal contingente worth roughly 100,000 silver 

pesos in silver to support the Colombian troops stationed in Pasto.140  In addition, Bogotá’s treasury 

drew bills of exchange on the treasuries of Guayaquil and Azuay (Cuenca), establishing an 

additional source of silver for the northern provinces.141 Pasto was to receive another contingente 

from Antioquia and Chocó similar in size to that of Quito’s.142 These remittances were supposed 

to be delivered in gold, reinforcing the bimetallic mélange of the region. The point of interest here 

is that, as we have seen, merchants developed schemes of bimetallic swaps and bills of exchange 

to take advantage of the gaps between the prices of two metals in different locations. This scheme 

constituted, in certain ways, a continuity regarding the mechanics of these transfers during the late 

colonial period but it seems that the infusion of resources that were previously absorbed by 

Cartagena changed the dynamics of bullion markets in the region.  

The Colombian years strengthened the fiscal links between Bogotá and Maracaibo as well. Since 

around 1822 the northeastern provinces of Cundinamarca were to send an annual cargo of domestic 

textiles and leathers to supply the troops in Pamplona and Maracaibo plus a yearly contingente of 

84,000 silver pesos.143 The evidence suggests that most of these transfers were in the form of gold. 

In 1824, 50,000 silver pesos in ounces were transported while the transfer of 1826 was composed 

 
138 See “Aymerich to Sámano, June 1819” AGN, SAAI, Guerra y Marina, t. 165, ff. 183-185.  
139 “Aymerich to Sámano, June 1819” AGN, SAAI, Guerra y Marina, t. 165, ff. 184-184v.  
140 AGN-R, Intendencia Ecuador, t. 1 ff. 850-874; For the political and fiscal impacts of the 

contingentes see Martínez, Historia dela primera República, 210-214.    
141 A portion of these bills of exchange was also used to fund the tobacco production in the Cauca 

Valley. See AGN-R, Intendencias Cauca, t. 2, ff. 839-840.  
142 AGN-R, Intendencias Cauca, t. 4 f. 147-152; AGN-R, Gobernaciones Varias, t. 1 ff. 424-426, 

t. 2 ff. 15-16 and 719-720.  
143 AGN-R, Intendencias Boyacá, t. 1, ff. 242-243.  
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of 30,100 silver pesos in old ounces, 2,666 silver pesos in new ounces, 12,494 in fuertes viejos 

(old fuertes), and 7,000 silver pesos in macuquina gastada (worn macuquinas). There is evidence 

of two further remittances in 1828 worth 29,000 silver pesos, both in ounces.144 Bogotá’s transfers 

to Popayán and Pasto, in turn, were dominated by silver coins when bills of exchange were not 

available. By allocating their bimetallic stocks in this manner, the treasurers of the capital acted 

rationally. Gold was the metal of choice to deliver the transfers to Maracaibo because of its 

overvaluation in Venezuela while silver flowed out in the opposite direction, settling fiscal 

payments in southwestern New Granada.   

The collapse of the Colombian union in 1830 led to a new reconfiguration of fiscal transfers. The 

old links with Ecuador and Venezuela withered away but the flow of metals across the treasuries 

in New Granada remained very much directed toward Cúcuta and Pasto-Popayán. In fact, 

Antioquia, Chocó, and Bogotá kept sending their contingentes during the 1830s and here, again, 

the inter-city arbitrated parities of gold were pivotal in selecting the metal of choice to cover the 

remittances.145 In 1833, the governor of Antioquia, requested authorization to send the Cauca 

contingente either in gold bars or doubloons: “I am informed that these expenditures should be 

done in silver coins, some of which can be profitably recoined in the mint of that city [Popayán].” 

He reported, however, that the repayment of a 10,000 silver pesos loan to the merchants of the 

province “left without silver specie the treasuries of the province.” He added that “the payment in 

gold bars can offset this loss by compensating in favor of that treasury [Popayán] the valorization 

(aumento) of the gold bars or even the small premium at which the doubloons trade in that 

province.”146  It is not clear if the central authorities authorized the payment under these conditions. 

The episode, however, illuminates the way in which calculations regarding the conditions of 

bullion trade shaped the microeconomic behavior of the treasurers.  

The intersection between bullion markets and fiscal remittances also shaped the connections 

between treasuries and the mints. In 1833, the secretary of the treasury informed the director of 

Bogotá’s mint that “in order to promote silver mining in the republic, miners should be entitled to 

 
144 AGN-R, Intendencias Boyacá, t. 1, ff. 191-193, 242-243 and 562-563, t. 3. F. 638-639, t.4 ff. 

623-624, t. 6, ff. 104-105 and 280.  
145 AGN-R, Gobernaciones Antioquia, t. 1 ff. 369-372; AGN-R, Gobernaciones Popayán, t.1, ff. 

560-562, 580-583, 928-928v, t. 2 894-896.  
146 AGN-R, Gobernaciones Varias, t. 2 ff. 891-897.  



531 
 

sell their bars to the mint  either in silver fuertes or gold coins.”147 The  director warned, however, 

that “silver miners will request their payments in doubloons, profiting from the premiums at which 

these coins are traded in this city and creating delays for gold miners and merchants since the 

purchase fund of this metal would run out shortly.” In addition, “those treasuries that send to this 

mint their proceeds in silver bars would also request the payment in doubloons and, therefore, will 

gain profits at the expense of this mint.”148 Another unintended consequence of this policy, 

according to the director, pertained to the recoinage of the macuquinas. Since most of the silver to 

issue reales and cuartillos was sourced from the recoinage of old coins, “private merchants will 

cast privately these coins, getting silver bars and selling them to this mint as if they were silver 

extracted from the mines.” The secretary of the treasury retorted that the director’s fears were not 

well funded since:  

 “the amounts of silver mined in this Republic are not sizeable enough to flood the mint while the revenues from the 

treasuries that depend on silver quintos are not particularly relevant. Besides, current reports on the price of gold coins 

in foreign markets point out that the premiums of our gold are not as big as during the former years and therefore I do 

not think all silver miners will rush to exchange their produce for gold.”149  

Further research should be conducted to figure out if this policy was enforced or not. Nonetheless, 

the counterpoint between the authorities of both the mint and the treasury shows the importance 

of gold prices, recoinage costs, and bimetallic exchanges in the structure and allocation of fiscal 

revenues across the republic.  

If some financial operations in regional treasuries are perused, the sensibility of fiscal revenues 

vis-à-vis the movement of inter-city bimetallic ratios emerges in a more straightforward way. Like 

in the colonial period, there was a segmentation of the treasury’s revenues and expenses in terms 

of the types of coins in which the officials were to receive and disburse them, respectively. 

Therefore, the treasurers participated in bullion markets to obtain the precise set of coins to meet 

their payments. In 1834, for instance, the treasury of Cartagena found itself short of macuquinas 

to undertake its recurrent disbursements. The stocks of the treasury consisted of 3,000 silver pesos 

in doubloons and a non-disclosed amount of fuertes sourced from import taxes.150 The treasury 

 
147 AGN-R, Despacho de Hacienda, t. 428 ff. 90-90v.  
148 AGN-R, Despacho de Hacienda, t. 428 ff. 91. 
149 AGN-R, Despacho de Hacienda, t. 428 ff. 93-94.  
150 AGN-R, Gobernaciones Cartagena, t. 21, ff. 600-609.  
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officials informed the governor that they would proceed to sell the gold coins and requested quotes 

from the port’s merchants. They received information from four merchants, but the rates were 

abnormally low with some merchants suggesting that ‘the macuquinas have been scarce for several 

months now.” Therefore, most of the quotes ranged from 3 to 6%, with the merchants offering to 

exchange amounts no larger than 1,000 silver pesos. These rates, as the official reported “were 

well below the premiums that are usually offered by the ounces here.”151 Most likely, the price of 

gold coins in Cartagena fluctuated around 8%, a rate that as we have seen was common as in other 

ports of the continent.  

The governor ordered to put off payments for some weeks “until the arrival of new vessels drives 

up the price of gold.” After roughly one month of their first communication, the officials got to 

exchange their doubloons for macuquinas at the following rates: 60 silver pesos at 8%, 400 silver 

pesos at 6.5%, and 2540 silver pesos at 6.25%. They concluded that “it was impossible to get them 

at better prices, covering the deficit with some fuertes.”152  It is not clear if the deficit referred to 

the opportunity cost of not having been able to exchange the gold coins at a higher rate or if it 

referred, simply, to the overall size of the incomes vis-à-vis the expenses. A similar conjuncture 

took place in Tumaco in 1837. The governor of Pasto reported to Bogotá, in fact, that “due to the 

war between Chile and Peru, customs revenues plummeted and the merchants of New Granada 

that used to go to Peru to exchange their gold do no dare to visit that republic in the present 

conditions.” Since the custom duties were the main source of gold coins for the treasury, the 

governor requested permission to buy some ounces to meet the payments promised in these 

monies. It is not clear if the central authorities approved the request.153 All in all, the conditions of 

bullion markets clearly affected the financial operations of treasuries.     

Bimetallic flows not only affected fiscal revenues through prices but also through quantities. This 

is particularly true for the profits of the Post Office (PO). According to the Secretary of the 

Treasury, the consolidation during the 1830s of a system of bills of exchange to transfer fiscal 

flows had diminished the demand for parcel services and, therefore, had led to an important decline 

in the PO’s revenues. He celebrated the overall savings brought by the availability of financial 

 
151 AGN-R, Gobernaciones Cartagena, t. 21, ff. 601-601v.  
152 AGN-R, Gobernaciones Cartagena, t. 21, ff. 979-980. 
153 AGN-R, Gobernaciones Pasto, t. 2 ff. 966-968. For the coins circulating in the province in 1837 

and 1838 see AGN-R, Gobernaciones Pasto, t.3 ff. 92-93.  
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instruments. Yet, he called for the PO to start issuing bills of exchange on their different branches 

as a mean to offset the decline in encomienda revenues and to compete with merchants in this 

business.154 The bimetallic composition of flows mattered as well. In 1838, a new deterioration of 

the incomes of the mail system sprung from a shift in Bogotá’s bullion transfers with Antioquia. 

The secretary reported that “most of the proceeds of the gold bars that come to this city [Bogotá] 

from Antioquia used to return to that province in silver coins. Now, Antioquia merchants are 

asking for their returns in ounces. Since the latter’s fee is lower, the PO is losing some revenues.”155 

Five years before, another swing in the bimetallic composition of the encomiendas between 

Popayán and Barbacoas, with more gold coins flowing southwards, had led to a similar contraction 

in the profits of the southern branches of the PO.156 Unfortunately, we do not have data to explain 

these short-term changes in the composition of interregional metallic flows. Yet, such changes 

reverberated clearly in the finances of the PO across the region.  

Finally, the quality of coins affected the microeconomic behavior of the region’s treasuries. 

Complaints about the composition of the inter-city fiscal transfers are abundant. In 1834, for 

example, the treasurer of Buenaventura reported that  

“the 2,000 silver pesos that regularly are sent from Bogotá for the common expenses of this province, were not 

submitted in the same coins in which they were remitted. The mail voucher states that the coins were sent in reales 

and pesetas de cordón but the Post Office gave me several silver coins, among them, 31 silver pesos in counterfeit 

reales and several pesos in old Mexican coins that are no longer admitted by merchants.”157   

The plethora of coins in which the treasurer got the coins caused him further expenses since most 

of them traded at a discount vis-à-vis other means of payments. Some expenses in doubloons, for 

instance, had to be settled in gold dust from the quintos since merchants were asking for 

“prohibitive premiums.”158 This situation sparked a huge judicial fight between the treasury and 

the Post Office, the results of which, sadly, are not preserved.    

Naturally, the recipients of the treasury expenses were also concerned when the circumstances did 

not allow the fiscal authorities to provide the payment in the correct assortment of coins. This was 

 
154 Soto, “Exposición que hace al congreso constitucional de la Nueva Granada en 1837,” 42-43.  
155 Aránzazu, “Exposición que el secretario de estado en el despacho de hacienda […]1838,” 18. 
156 AGN-R, Administración de Correos, Barbacoas, t. 1 59-89.  
157 AGN-R, Gobernaciones Buenaventura, t. 1, ff. 685-685v.   
158 AGN-R, Gobernaciones Buenaventura, t. 1, ff. 686-686v.   
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particularly prevalent during the war years. In 1817, during the Restoration’s heyday, a huge 

political conflict erupted between the city council of Buga, the troops stationed in the city, and the 

treasurers of Popayán. The population of the former had been ordered to pay a contigente to sustain 

the troops and to send the surpluses to Popayán. The city council collected the amount in 

macuquinas, but both the commander of the troops and the treasurers refused to accept the payment 

in these coins. According to the city council, “the inhabitants of this city do not have other coins 

at their disposal and the premiums at which the cordoncillo coins traded among merchants are very 

elevated. Any attempt to pay in the latter would cause a further burden to this town.”159 The council 

added that “if the macuquinas are not counterfeit, they should be received for everyone […] and 

if they force us to look for other coins, we will have to sell our livestock and slaves to pay for the 

troops.” The commander of the troops, Luís Urdaneta, retorted that:  

“It was clearly a mistake to recall the payments in cordoncillo but the coins that the city council delivered were 

extremely bad ones, most of them very worn and clipped. We are asking for good macuquinas or coins that are 

acceptable in different provinces. As soldiers, we should traverse different territories and therefore we should be 

compensated in good coins […] I am a soldier of the King and I deserve respect in these matters. If they do not change 

the coins for better ones, I will even extract the rations from their homes if necessary.”160      

Threats like these, as we have seen in the previous chapter, undermined the legitimacy of the 

loyalist cause. Popayán’s treasurers, though less aggressive, denounced the payment in bad coins 

since “the trade with the south [Quito?], that is traditionally the source (manantial) of good coins. 

has been restored.”161 The issue at stake was, at the end of the day, who was going to pay for the 

discount of the bad coins. The file did not provide a clue on the way in which the conflict ended. 

In one of the last recounts, the city council defended its right to pay with coins whose circulation 

had not been legally prohibited and claimed that contrary to the treasures’ argument that “the trade 

of this town is exhausted, and the circulation of silver here has become more and more scarce.”162 

These contrasting views were obviously permeated by the political stance of each of the parties in 

conflict. It is clear, however, that quality also affected the direction of metallic flows, with regional 

 
159 AGN, SAAI, Guerra y Marina, t. 152, 1817, ff. 753-754.  
160 AGN, SAAI, Guerra y Marina, t. 152, 1817, ff. 755v. 
161 AGN, SAAI, Guerra y Marina, t. 152, 1817, ff. 757.  
162 AGN, SAAI, Guerra y Marina, t. 152, 1817, ff. 758.  
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preferences for specific types of coins affecting the microeconomic calculation of merchants, 

treasurers, and the military.  

Final Remarks  

This chapter explored the micro-level responses of North Andean merchants and treasurers to the 

changing conditions of domestic and international bimetallic markets. By perusing notarial 

records, private correspondence, and official reports the chapter examined the mechanics of 

bullion trade, crafting relevant hypotheses to explain the aggregate flows of gold and silver across 

the region and beyond. Why did gold and silver flow in opposite directions in some areas while in 

tandem in others? Were the networks of bullion trade strong enough to sustain far-flung exchanges 

after the wars? How did early republican monetary policies transform the composition of the 

metallic streams that traversed North Andean markets? Future studies of monetary history will 

surely provide new fuel to fully address these issues, but the data at hand allowed us to distill at 

least four main points.  

First, the late eighteenth-century worldwide overvaluation of gold continued during the three 

decades that followed the end of the Napoleonic wars. The growing demand for auriferous stocks 

in Great Britain and the transformation of China into a net exporter of silver in the late 1820s, 

pegged the international market bimetallic ratio to the upper band of the bullion points of the 

French ratio. The latter, as the literature has shown, became the pivot of international bullion 

streams. This global canvas of gold overvaluation intersected with local metallic stocks and mint 

ratios to produce different bimetallic geographies across the Americas. The main indicator of these 

geographies was the various prices at which gold coins traded in different entrepôts. North Andean 

merchants monitored closely the conditions in far-flung markets and took advantage of their 

centrality in the supply chain of gold, with the latter trading at increasingly higher prices the closer 

the market proximity to Valparaiso and Buenos Aires in the south and Jamaica and Havana in the 

north.  

Second, price gaps were not large enough to instigate direct arbitrage transactions across south 

American markets, but they heavily shaped the bimetallic composition of the interregional trade 

balances. Merchants, in fact, tended to settle their debts in the coins that commanded higher prices 

in the location of payment. Indirect transactions tended to shape the net returns of traders, with the 
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latter exchanging metals for goods and ultimately goods for metals. Given the polycentric nature 

of North Andean connections with the global economy, these exchanges involved different 

combinations of goods. To the south, the auriferous streams found their way to Valparaiso through 

the salt and import trade brokered by Guayaquil and Lima merchants. Large volumes also passed 

southwards through the traditional overland route that connected the domestic textile trade of Quito 

with the northern mining belts. To the north, gold traversed first to settle interregional trade 

balances inside New Granada and then moved across a wide array of ports from Cartagena to 

Maracaibo to their end-markets in the Antilles.  

Third, a portion of gold outflows was also matched by an inflow of silver coins from the same 

entrepôts in the Pacific and the Atlantic. Some of these coins passed directly into circulation but 

an important portion of them found their ways to North Andean mints where they fueled an 

important process of mintage silverization. Both merchants and treasurers took advantage of the 

gap between the intrinsic content of the old macuquinas and the circulation by face value of the 

new coins to get bullionage profits. These operations, naturally, entailed important costs and were 

constrained by the availability of macuquinas in different locations. Popayán-based merchants 

followed a concentric approach to get the old coins by first playing out the stocks of the region’s 

environs, then absorbing them from Bogotá, and finally importing them from the Antilles. The 

evidence suggests that these flows were highly competitive, with merchants from different regions 

competing for stocks and reducing bullionage profits. In the same vein, recoinage operations 

entailed important risks given the heterogeneous monetary landscape, with macuquinas of 

different qualities and denominations determining the size of profits.   

Finally, the crossflows of metals and goods had important transaction costs. The evidence suggests 

that merchants developed extensive networks to monitor closely the availability of bills of 

exchange to minimize costs. Traders, in fact, combined bill and bullion markets to facilitate the 

movement of capital and surpluses across the region. In addition, the inter-city transfers of coins 

demanded important expertise in understanding the different circuits of exchange of specific coins 

in different areas. Fiscal transfers also operated under these constraints, with treasurers measuring 

the impact on revenues of any change in the bimetallic composition of the receipts and 

expenditures. Information was key, moreover, because external shocks opened short-term 

opportunities for direct arbitrage between North Andean markets. The available evidence, 
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however, shows that competition quickly reduced any prices gaps to the bullion point margins. 

This suggests that despite the negative effects of wars and post-war political conflicts, bullion 

markets across New Granada were relatively well integrated.   
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CHAPTER 9. INTERNATIONAL TRADE FLOWS IN THE EARLY INDUSTRIAL 

WORLD: NORTH ANDEAN COUNTERPOINTS (1810-1840) 

 

Introduction 

The Spanish American transition from imperial to republican rule was embedded in the broader, 

two-way interaction between the political revolutions that dotted the Atlantic world and the global 

reverberations of the Industrial Revolution. Even though this interaction was on the agenda of the 

early practitioners of the history of the so-called Age of Revolutions, the political focus ended up 

absorbing most of the attention.1 Recent researchers have aimed at integrating market, fiscal, and 

industrial transformations into the broader canvas of political change but the schism between the 

two streams is still prevalent.2 For the contemporaries, this separation of economic and political 

currents was but an artificial one. The recounts of foreign observers, for instance, were permeated 

by the interconnections between trade and politics or, more specifically, between textiles and 

revolution. In his memories of his travels across Colombia in 1823-1824, the British sailor Charles 

Stuart Cochrane condensed the dichotomy in a conversation he had with the wife of the mayor of 

a little town in the mining belt of the Pacific Littoral:  

“I enquired of the old lady what advantage the revolution had been to her? And why she was not as well off under the 

Spanish Government as under the republic? Her reply was: “oh! I can now procure English goods at one-third the 

price at which they could be purchased during the dominion of the Spaniards.” The same reply was invariably given 

to me, on making the enquiry of many of the natives.”
3  

 
1 See Hobsbawm, Eric. The Age of Revolution, 25-35 and, most recently, Osterhammel, The 

Transformation of the World, 325-326; For a sweeping analysis of the literature on the two 

traditions in the Americas see Tutino, “Revolutions, Nations, and a New Industrial World,” 4-6 

and “The Americas in the Rise of Industrial Capitalism,” 35-39.  
2 Two good examples of this approach in Sánchez Santiró, La imperiosa necesidad, 52-63 and 

Amaral, “Guerra, empréstitos, debates,” 350–355. For New Granada: Rosenthal, Salt and the 

Colombian State, 6-15. Historians of political culture insist on analyzing elusive concepts such as 

modernity and republicanism without including discussions about taxation, trade policy, and 

institutional change. See for, instance, Sanders, The Vanguard of the Atlantic World, 9-17 and 

Breña, “The Cádiz Liberal Revolution,” 80-85. 
3 Cochrane, Journal of a Residence and Travels in Colombia, v.2, 428.  
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This somewhat exaggerated depiction of the post-revolutionary trade opportunities was not only 

confined to the peripheries of the newly created republic. Foreigners, in fact, described the size, 

structure, and composition of the North Andean demand for global goods in the 1820s. Amazed 

by the variety and dynamics of the stock of foreign articles in Quito, the British explorer William 

Stevenson pointed out that “like the Lima market, the articles should be of good quality and of the 

newest fashion.” He went into specifying that “the European manufactures most in demand are 

English broadcloths, kerseymeres, colored broad flannels, calicoes, plain and printed dimities, 

muslins, stockings, velveteens; Irish linens in imitation of German platillas; fine, in imitation of 

French lawn.”  Moreover, Stevenson remarked that the end of Spanish restrictions had nourished 

a buoyant demand for “all kind of hardware and cutlery, and foreign silk velvets, satins, and silks.”4   

Similar assessments were provided about Bogotá’s role as an outlet for imported goods. In 1836 

the American merchant John Steuart who, as shown in previous chapters was critical of the North 

Andean life and patterns of trade, expressed that “no market, being such a distance from the coast, 

can boast of a richer or a greater variety than is found here.”5 His countryman, William Duane, 

provided an even more detailed description of Bogotá’s market in 1824:   

Here are seen the manufactured products of all parts of the globe, Japan and China, India, Persia, France, England, 

Germany, Italy, and Holland; and, though last, not least, the United States, or their favorite America del Norte. On 

different platforms, apportioned out by proper officers, or clerks of the market, or deputies of the alcaldes, are seen 

piles of every kind of cotton, woolen, silk, and linen manufactures; calicoes of India and England, the silks of Asia, 

Italy, and France; the coarse linen fabrics of Russia, Saxony, Silesia, Swabia, and Holland; the finer linens of England, 

Ireland, France, and Holland; the broad coarse stripes and checks of Germany, and their English successful imitations.
6
 

In the eyes of some contemporaries, then, the region was already well connected to global supply 

chains, with the revolution yielding important benefits to the region in the form of better terms of 

trade and broader consumer choices. Generations of scholars have perused the insights of early 

republican observers. For some historians, the recounts reflected the promising opportunities that 

Colombian outlets offered to merchants hailing from the industrial clusters of the North Atlantic.7 

 
4 Stevenson, Historical and Descriptive Narrative, v. 2, 319-320.  
5 Steuart, Bogotá in 1836, 149.  
6 Duane, A Visit to Colombia, 474-475.  
7 Bushnell, The Santander Regime, 128-132; Otero-Cleves, “This Mixed Species of Population,” 

750-754 and “Foreign Machetes and Cheap Cotton Cloth,” 430-432; Earle, “Two Pairs of Pink 

Satin Shoes,” 176-180.    
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Other specialists state that foreigners crafted an optimistic and idealistic perspective of the early 

republican years that withered away once the region fell into a “big depression that lasted until 

1845.”8 Thus, the newcomers who traversed the region in the late 1830s and the 1840s simply 

realized the limited size of North Andean markets, the chronic balance-of payment deficits, and 

the adverse economic milieu of the new countries.9  

Surprisingly enough, very few scholars have attempted to provide hard data regarding the way in 

which the revolution changed the structure of the aggregate flow or European wares across the 

Northern Andes. Qualitative research abounds on the incursion of local merchants into the 

Antillean outlets and the role of foreign merchants in flooding the region with British textiles, 

allegedly shirking local manufacturing and draining the region of specie.10 A more quantitative 

approach has tested some of the hypotheses found in the contemporaries’ comments by crafting 

time series of imports through the main ports of the region, emphasizing the improvement in the 

terms of trade as the prices of European textiles continuously declined after Independence.11 Yet, 

the marketing chain of the imports, once they cleared the customs houses in the ports, remains the 

realm of anecdotal evidence.  

The data unearthed so far in this dissertation suggest that early republican travelers witnessed not 

the beginning but the transformation of a process that predated the revolution. North Andean 

markets were already well-connected with global supply chains on the eve of imperial collapse. A 

coalescence of political and economic conditions led to the expansion of imports in real terms, the 

efflorescence of merchant competition, and the dramatic increase in the variety of goods traded 

between 1780 and 1796. The wars of 1796-1810 transformed the process by diverting trade flows 

and consolidating the polycentric connections of the region with world markets. The conflicts 

certainly retracted imports in real terms and contracted the variety available at the market but they 

forced the authorities to liberalize trade routes, with an arc of ports from Maracaibo to Guayaquil 

 
8 Safford, “Commerce and Enterprise,” 148-50.  
9 Safford, “Commercial Crisis and Economic Ideology,” 183-187, “The Emergence of Economic 

Liberalism,” 43-44 and “Commerce and Enterprise,” 39-45; Palacios, “Las consecuencias 

económicas,” 104-109; Melo, “La evolución económica de Colombia,” 140-145.      
10 Ospina, Industria y protección, 124-135; Palacios, “Las consecuencias económicas,” 112-114; 

Safford, “Commerce and Enterprise,” 278-290; Molina, Empresarios colombianos, 52-63.  
11 See the solid work of Ocampo, Colombia y la economía mundial, 98-102 and, most recently, 

Moreno, “El comercio exterior de la Nueva Granada,” 100-105. 
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competing to serve outlets in the North Andean interior. Did the triumph of republican rule cement 

the patterns of import trade prevailing on the eve of the imperial collapse? Or, on the contrary, did 

the process of political change bring further innovations on the way in which global good traversed 

the Northern Andes? Did the dramatic shifts in relative prices due to the Industrial Revolution 

change the way in which the flow of domestic and European wares interacted? Did the transition 

to republican rule bring further novelties in terms of varieties marketed and patterns of 

consumption? 

This chapter seeks to provide materials to understand these issues by perusing data of the customs 

houses of Bogotá, Quito, and Popayán during the three decades that followed the outbreak of the 

revolution in 1809-1810. The chapter tracks the flow of global goods as they reached their nodes 

of internal distribution and end-markets in the Northern Andes, complementing the literature that 

has analyzed import trade at the customs houses of the seaports. The chapter adds important 

nuances to the traditional and still prevalent view that portrays Spanish American markets during 

the early republican years as shallow, stagnant, and depressed. Rather, it follows recent literature 

in emphasizing the positive effects of the variations in the geographical and structural patterns of 

internal distribution of foreign goods, the augmentation of consumer choice, and the sectoral 

changes associated with changes in relative prices.  

Thus, in line with Ocampo’s classic work, the chapter asserts that the decline of the prices of 

European wares led to an expansion of imports in real per capita terms, creating important income 

effects across the outlets of the region.12 The largest price declines were experienced in the textile 

sector but also the price levels of iron and paper were lower in the 1830s than in the 1790s. Though 

dropping after the wars, wine prices did not reach the low levels of the early 1790s, suggesting 

that the recovery of some supply chains (particularly those centered in the Iberian Peninsula) took 

longer in recovering. The expansion of the consumption of global goods was accompanied by a 

dramatic expansion in the number of merchants involved in import trade as well as by an increase 

in the variety of goods traded. The most important change regarding the composition of imports 

was the definitive displacement of linens by cottons. The first victims of the expansion of industrial 

output and the trade circuits of the wars were not the domestic North Andean producers, but the 

 
12 Ocampo, Colombia y la economía mundial, 122-123.  
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Central European and French producers of bretañas and platillas that used to dominate Spanish 

American markets in the late colonial period.  

Finally, the chapter identifies the main changes regarding the direction and geographical 

distribution of European wares across the region. Bogotá kept its polycentric connections with the 

currents of world trade and deepened its role as the most important entrepôt of domestic goods in 

the Northern Andes. Popayán, in turn, witnessed a huge contraction of its direct ties with the global 

economy, with its merchants increasingly depending on the circuits controlled by merchants based 

in Bogotá and the Cauca Valley. The latter cemented its role as an important node in the 

distribution of imports by sourcing them from different routes well connected through the 

Magdalena, the Atrato, and the Dagua rivers. The old flow of foreign goods through the Popayán-

Quito corridor suffered important setbacks. Quito’s connections to the global currents of trade 

became once again dominated by Guayaquil, but the ties with the ports in southwestern New 

Granada constituted important, well-connected conduits of commerce.  

The chapter proceeds as follows. First, it discusses the sources and methods to measure trade flows 

during the early republican period. Second, the chapter lays out the time series of the nominal 

value of aggregate imports in the three entrepôts. Then, the discussion shifts toward the 

geographical patterns of trade. In the following two sections, the chapter studies data on prices and 

quantities and the composition and structure of import trade. Finally, it provides some insights into 

the redistribution of European wares across the region.    

Problems of Measurement: The Alcabalas from Bourbon to Bolivarian Rule  

On the morning of May 10, 1835, the Constitucional de Cundinamarca, the official newspaper of 

the provincial government that included the capital of the New Granadan Republic, published an 

editorial whose title struck several of its readers: “Sudden Death of the Alcabala Menor.” The 

piece stated that a couple of days before, the congress had suppressed the “hated, colonial tax 

reinstated by the dictator [Bolívar] in 1826.”13  The editorial found surprising two aspects of this 

process. First, the rapid settlement, in one night, of a matter that had attracted debates since “the 

early beginnings of our revolution.” Secondly the fact “that nobody dared to mention the deficit 

 
13 “Muerte repentina de la alcabala menor.” El Constitucional de Cundinamarca (Bogotá), May. 

17, 1835, Issue 191, 85. 
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that such a measure would cause to the treasury.”14 The editorial did not mention that the bill also 

reformed the sales tax that fell upon real estate (alcabala de bienes raíces) and imported goods 

(alcabala de bienes de ultramar). The latter was replaced with a 7% surcharge that was to be 

charged in the ports, eliminating thereby their collection in the customs houses of the interior.15 In 

neighboring Venezuela and Ecuador, the 1830s also marked a watershed in the restructuring and 

ulterior elimination of the alcabalas from the fiscal system of the North Andean republics.16  

The overhaul and elimination of sales taxes during the early republican years constituted an 

important chapter in the history of the region that remains to be written. It shows that the early 

republican governments undertook important fiscal innovations that have been overshadowed by 

the liberal reforms of the mid-nineteenth century. In comparative terms, the demise of the North 

Andean sales taxes is even more intriguing. Peru was perhaps the only republic that rapidly 

abolished the alcabalas but most of the other regions did not dare to do it before the liberal drive 

of the 1850s.17 In Mexico, for instance, the alcabalas not only were preserved deep into the 

nineteenth century but became one of the pillars of the fiscal revenues of both the states and the 

federal government, particularly after the latter took over the proceeds of Mexico City’s customs 

house in 1826.18 The Mexican government modernized the network of customs houses inherited 

from the colonial period by adjusting the old alcabala jurisdictions (suelos alcabalatorios) to the 

new political geography of the states, by favoring direct administration over tax farming, and by 

unifying rates across the country.19  

 
14 “Muerte repentina de la alcabala menor.” El Constitucional de Cundinamarca (Bogotá), May. 

17, 1835, Issue 191, 86. President Santander, who as vicepresident had supported the abolition of 

the alcabala in the 1820s, vetoed the bill arguing fiscal stringencies, but he was defeated by the 

Congress. See Bushnell, The Making of Modern Colombia, 87.   
15 See the Law of May 14, 1835, enacted by the Congress of New Granada in Ospina, Industria y 

protección,183.   
16 Aken, The King of the Night, 72-73; Velasco, “Negociar el poder,” 85-86; Banko, “Pugnas 

económicas y tensiones político-sociales,” 18-19. For an analysis of the legislation on this and 

other taxes in the three republics during the 1830s see Pinto, Entre colonia y república, 316-330.  
17 Jacobsen, “Taxation in Early Republican Peru,” 322-323. In Buenos Aires there was also an 

early overhaul of the tax. See, Halperin, Revolución y guerra, 72-74.  
18 Sánchez, Las alcabalas mexicanas, 17-25 and 125-130; Ibarra, “De la alcabala colonial,” 328-

329  
19 Las alcabalas mexicanas, 35-39, 150-165 and 205-209.   
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Why, then, did the Northern Andes diverge from the experience of the other regions? A full 

treatment of this important question is beyond the scope of this dissertation. One can hypothesize 

that the long-run hostility of the region against sales taxes facilitated the liberal-minded reformers 

of the early republican period. This animosity, however, seemed to have a necessary but not 

sufficient condition to undermine unpopular excises. In the 1820s, when the alcabalas were 

abolished in 1821 and reestablished in 1826, the political debate in the press regarding the matter 

shows that the dilemma was a contentious one. On the one hand, most commentators concurred 

with late colonial critics in labeling the sales taxes as “barbarous,” “despotic” and “against the 

well-known precepts of economics as a science.”20 But on the other hand, the same commentators 

recognized that the dire situation of the republican treasury and the failure of direct taxes that were 

supposed to replace the alcabala, transformed the latter into a necessary evil. It seems that as the 

1830s unfolded and the political noise of the Colombian years waned, fiscal conditions improved, 

paving the way to eliminate the sales taxes.21 As one of the members of the executive council 

(Consejo de Estado) reported to the secretary of the treasury in 1831, 

 “the alcabala is the tax that every economist is against. It is a punishment to the industriousness of the people, and it 

elevates the prices of foodstuffs. This tax was abolished by the Colombian authorities, but when the constitutional 

regime fell, the dictatorship reestablished it, without fulfilling the promises of improving the state of our treasuries. I 

agree that the need for revenues is dire but the present state of the alcabala administration shows that the people had 

ceased to pay their duties as they used to do before the revolution.”
22

  

 
20 See, for instance, “Rentas públicas” El Insurgente (Bogotá), Sep. 5, 1822, Issue 5 and Nov. 5, 

1822, Issue 12; “Proyecto de ley sobre contribuciones.”  El Reconcilador (Bogotá), May. 13, 1827, 

Issue 2; “Alcabalas y contribución directa” El Colombiano del Ecuador (Quito), Nov. 2, 1825, 

Issue 16.  On the animosity of late colonial commentators against the alcabalas see Nariño, 

“Ensayo sobre un nuevo plan de administración [1797]” In Hernández, Archivo Nariño v. 2, N.87; 

Pombo, “Informe del Real Consulado de Cartagena de Indias,” 230-231.    
21 In the early 1830s, the alcabalas provided up to 10 percent of the revenues of the central treasury. 

It seems that the sale of 1.45 million silver pesos in quicksilver that had been deposited for decades 

in Mariquita helped to improved fiscal conditions in 1834-1836. See Soto, “Exposición que el 

secretario de estado [1833],” 29, “Exposición que el secretario de estado [1834],” 39, “Exposición 

que el secretario de estado [1836],” 15. In Ecuador, the impact of the abolition of the alcabalas in 

the treasury’s revenue was underlined by several Secretaries. See García del Río,  “Memoria que 

presenta el ministro de Hacienda,” 11. According to Rosenthal, the 1830s also witnessed an 

important overhaul of salt monopoly in New Granada. Salt and the Colombian state, 26-28.  
22 AGN-R, Consejo de Estado, t. 1 f. 464.  
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Further research should be conducted to fully understand the political economy of the abolition of 

sales taxes. For the purposes of this chapter, it is necessary to examine how the institutional 

transformations unleashed after 1810 disturbed the extent to which the records of the alcabalas 

administration can be used as a proxy of trade flows. In fact, even though the elimination unfolded 

in the 1830s, by then the architecture inherited from the late colonial period had suffered important 

transformations.  

During the Interregnum, both the loyalist and revolutionary governments did not undertake a 

thorough overhaul of the alcabala system. Yet, two measures affected the latter in indirect ways. 

First, in some provinces, the new authorities eliminated the royal monopolies on tobacco and cane 

brandy production and marketing, making the sales of these wares liable to pay the alcabala.23 

This policy led to an upsurge in revenues that some historians have wrongly confused with a real 

increase in trade activity. Second, in the regions in which Indigenous tribute was abolished, the 

natives were liable to pay the sales taxes. Since this policy affected the revenues of the customs 

houses that fell upon domestic goods, these innovations will be treated in the following chapter. 

In some areas, early revolutionary policies affected the way in which officials recorded the 

revenues from taxing imports as well. As shown in Chapter 5, in Quito the customs house used to 

register the sales of Peruvian and coastal goods in the tax category of “foreign goods” (Efectos de 

Castilla). Consequently, the decision to tax tobacco sales from the Guayas area and grape brandy 

from Peru inflated the revenues recorded as “foreign goods.”24 The import of Peruvian brandy, 

prohibited during the late colonial period, was actively encouraged during the post-1812 

Restoration with the presidents of the Audiencia granting special licenses to merchants linked to 

 
23 This expedient was not totally new since in the early days of the monopolies in the 1760s and 

1770s, there was a tradeoff that finally exempted tobacco and aguardiente from sales taxes in most 

of the administrations. See Muñoz, “Independencia y actividad económica,” 20-27 and “Estructura 

del gasto y del ingreso en la Caja Real de Santafé,” 50-53; Pinto and Torres, “Guerra y fisco en la 

Nueva Granada,” 180-184; Torres and Henao, “Connecting the Northern Andes,” 480-485.  For 

an example of the way in which provincial authorities understood the tradeoff between the 

elimination of the tobacco monopoly and the sales taxes see “Providencias dictadas por el congreso 

provincial de Antioquia” El Argos Americano (Cartagena). Oct. 29, 1810, Issue 7, 27-29.   
24 The logbooks even reinstated a separate category called “alcabala on tobacco” and “alcabala 

on grape brandy” that had existed before the reforms of the 1780s. See ANE, Alcabalas, Box 29, 

Logbook 3, Box 30, Logbook 5, and Box 31 Logbook 4. On these categories during the colonial 

era see Fernández, La alcabala en la Audiencia de Quito, 49-56.      
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the Lima trade.25 These imports, then, should be subtracted since they were logged in the tax 

category of foreign goods.     

The most important effect of the early years of the revolution upon the structure of sales taxes was 

the dislocation of the revenue flow between main and subaltern customs houses. As Edwin Muñoz 

has pointed out, the political fragmentation led to the suspension of the remittances from subaltern 

branches to the Aduana in Bogotá.26 In Popayán, the center of the other main branch, officers also 

witnessed a decline in transfers, with some of the subaltern branches of the Cauca Valley stopping 

remittances as early as 1811.27 In Quito, the revenue flow was not affected as in Bogotá and 

Popayán since subaltern branches did not send their revenues to the main branch but directly to 

the treasury on the capital.28 Yet, in all three North Andean capitals the dislocation of the 

administrations affected the way in which the customs houses taxed foreign goods and tracked 

their movement from the ports to the interior.   

A more far-reaching effect of the revolution was the de facto reform of the aumentos (surcharge) 

system. As noted in Chapter 4, pair-wise comparisons of the value of imports in the logbooks and 

the waybills alert us that the calculation of the value of imports was affected by those entrances 

that recorded direct imports from the Peninsula and those entrances that recorded redistribution of 

wares to regional markets.  This system worked well because it was conceived as a well-articulated 

network of customs houses in the seaports and the interior outlets. This framework radically 

changed in the early 1810s. The customs houses in the interior started to charge the tax on the full 

amount value of the merchandise, disregarding the payments done in the seaports as part of the 

 
25 The impact of the authorization of the imports of these wares during the 1810s should be the 

subject of future research. According to Contreras, the late colonial restriction on the flow of 

Peruvian wine into the Audiencia of Quito severely affected the ties between the two economies. 

Yet, he did not offer hard data on this matter. See Contreras, “La crisis de la Sierra central,” 28-

30. The licenses to import wine are quoted in the waybills of the goods that cleared customs in 

Quito. See: ANE, Box 30, Logbook 1 and Box 31, Logbook 2. It seems that the granting of these 

licenses was not doubt part of the lenient policies adopted by the restorationists in the region during 

the tenure of president Toribio Montes. See Gutiérrez, “La trayectoria política de Toribio Montes,” 

110-112.   
26 Muñoz, “Independencia y actividad económica,” 23.  
27 See ACC, Independencia, Alcabalas y Aduanas, Sig. 76 and 160,  
28 As it has been explored in Chapter 2, this practice was used in the late 1780s.  
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aumento. In addition, the notion of “direct Peninsular trade” withered away. The import trade 

through the Antilles, now fully legalized, crowded out the old Spanish circuits.29  

In Quito, the issue became more prevalent when the tax privileges granted by the loyalists to 

Panama revitalized the Isthmus’s role as a powerful entrepôt that connected western New Spain, 

the Pacific ports, and the currents of Caribbean trade. As will be shown, between roughly 1812 

and 1818 merchants hailing from Panama flooded the Sierra with wares introduced via Barbacoas, 

Esmeraldas, Tumaco, and other small ports in southwestern New Granada. The traders took 

advantage of the fiscal privileges enjoyed by these ports and, in conjunction with the special status 

of Panama, managed to gain important tax exemptions for some of their cargos.30 In fact, by 

clearing customs in some of these ports, the wares of some merchants were declared “libres” (duty- 

free), and therefore the alcabala records underestimate the aggregate value of Quito’s imports 

during these years.   

The authorities of the Restoration failed to rebuild the pre-1810 alcabala system. As Jeremy 

Adelman has pointed out, despite the lobby of the Cádiz merchants, the old system with the 

Peninsular intermediation as a pivot never recovered from the blow of the Atlantic Wars.31 The 

connections with Jamaica, Saint Thomas, and Curaçao were de facto accepted by the 

Restorationists.  This further undermined the aumento system, with the authorities focusing instead 

on crafting a new tariff for the import taxes in the seaports.   

In one regard, however, the authorities of the post-1816 regime profoundly altered the system: for 

the very first time, the Spanish authorities dared to increase the rates of sales taxes. Across New 

Granada, the customs houses were to collect the 2 percent of the alcabala and 3 percent of a 

surcharge called Raciones del Ejército Expedicionario or Impuesto Temporal de Guerra.32 In 

Quito, the rates stood at 3 and 2 percent, respectively.33 Across the Northern Andes, then, sales 

 
29 On the regulations that lifted Spanish restrictions on international trade during the early 1810s 

see Moreno, “El comercio exterior de la Nueva Granada,” 96-99.  
30 These prerogatives, naturally, elicited important debates between merchants and fiscal agents. 

See, for instance, “Expediente iniciado por el administrador de alcabalas para el cese de derechos 

que se cobran en los puertos de Tumaco, Iscuande y Esmeraldas” in ANE, Alcabalas, Box 17, File 

6, f. 1-35.  
31 Adelman, Sovereignty and Revolution, 294-297.  
32 Muñoz, “Independencia y actividad económica,” 16-18.  
33 ANE, Alcabalas, Box 31, Logbook 3.  
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taxes came to 5 percent. In some regions, however, the rates were used to punish former 

revolutionaries. In Popayán, for instance, Sámano ordered to charge 6 percent to those who 

introduced their wares with waybills issued by customs that were under the control of the 

“rebellious government.”34 Even though these increases were not as high as those faced by 

merchants and consumers in New Spain where the alcabalas reached rates of 16 percent, these 

marginal changes were enough to agitate the popular opposition to the regime.35 These changes in 

rates force us to look closely at the daily logbooks to identify the value of imports. Since between 

1817 and 1820 the old alcabala and the surcharge were registered in different logbooks, caution 

should be exercised to avoid double-counting the value of the merchandise.  

The victory of the revolutionaries in Boyacá, and the slow expansion of the republican regime 

across the Northern Andes created a new wave of dislocations and adaptations. The revolutionary 

government adopted a policy of “not altering the fiscal norms up to then observed.”36 However, 

by 1820, some changes were carried out. First, in administrative terms, most of the customs houses 

unified the sales taxes and recorded the revenues as a single duty of 5%.37 Second, and most 

importantly, the early Colombian authorities decided to farm out several subaltern branches to get 

liquid funds. Even though the authorities of the Interregnum and the Restoration also resorted to 

this expedient, it was in 1820 when the drive for tax farming severely dismantled the network of 

direct administration of the late colonial period.38 This, naturally, weakened the capacity of the 

system to track the flow of goods and to keep evasion under control. It is in this context that the 

Congress of Cúcuta, despite the debates regarding the need for funds, cemented the opinion 

towards eliminating the sales taxes. In late 1821, the Colombian authorities abolished the portion 

of the alcabala that fell upon domestic goods and reduced the rate that taxed foreign merchandise 

 
34 AGN, SAA2, Administración de Alcabalas, Cuentas Generales, Box 30, File 1.  
35 Sánchez, Las alcabalas mexicanas, 36-37.   
36 Osorio, “Memoria del despacho de Guerra y Hacienda 1820,” 49-50.  
37 For Bogotá see Muñoz, “Independencia y actividad económica,” 25; For Popayán ACC, 

Independencia, Alcabalas y Aduanas, sig. 1212.  
38 Here I follow the meticulous reports of the Intendant of Cundinamarca on the revenues and 

administrative structure of the alcabalas before and after the revolution: “Quinquenio del producto 

de alcabalas en este departamento desde el año de 1806 hasta el de 1810, de 1817 hasta 1821 y lo 

que ha producido la contribución directa dese que principio a cobrar hasta junio de 1824” AGN-

R, MH, t. 294 f. 223-230; On regional complaints about tax farming see AGN-R, Gobernaciones 

Bogotá y Casanare, f. 218-220, AGN-R, MH, t. 267, f. 234-275 and 303-310.  
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to 2.5%. In 1824, it abolished the latter by charging a single consumption tax payable at the 

seaports. Therefore, the customs houses of the interior of the region were only to collect the 

alcabalas on real estate sales and other minor duties.39   

Much debate ensued among contemporaries regarding the effectiveness of this fiscal overhaul of 

colonial taxes. Most historians have also echoed these debates and no data have been unearthed to 

check if this reduction fulfilled the promise of incentivizing market expansion. In fiscal terms, the 

reduction had negative consequences on fiscal revenues, in a context in which the North Andean 

treasuries were sustaining the war in the southern portion of the Andes and other enclaves of 

loyalist power.40  After the crisis of 1826, that has been detailed in Chapter 6, Bolívar ordered a 

partial revival of the colonial fiscal structure to increase revenues. The old network of customs 

houses was supposed to be reestablished “to the same footing in which it was before 1821,” 

following the precepts of the 1781 ordinances but adjusting the rates to a new tariff for domestic 

products and to an ad valorem rate of 4 percent on imported goods.41 Between 1828 and 1829, 

Bolívar enacted further innovations, granting exemptions to machinery for mines and 

manufactures and authorizing tax farming in those regions in which the establishment of direct 

administration was deemed not profitable enough.42  

Bolivar’s move to rearticulate the system of customs houses faced important obstacles. Politically, 

it revived the simmering debates regarding the nature of the tax and, administratively, the policy 

overestimated the willingness of the population to return to the pre-1810 system. The 

administrators of the customs houses complained about the lack of expertise of their staff and the 

 
39 On the Alcabala legislation that emanated from the Congress of Cúcuta and the Santander 

Administration before 1826 see Bushnell, The Santander Regime, 79-83; Ospina, Industria y 

protección, 123-124; Pinto, Entre colonia y república, 240-249.  
40 The debate was examined by early historians. Restrepo, for instance, wrote in the 1850s that the 

abolition of the alcabalas in 1821 was an “imprudent measure” given the fiscal deficit of the 

country. He, by the way, was part of the executive cabinet during the 1820s. See Historia de la 

Revolución, v.3 248. See, moreover, Bushnell, The Santander Regime, 138-145; Pinto, Entre 

Colonia y República, 229-235 and Martínez, Historia de la primera República, 259-262.  
41 Bushnell, The Santander Regime, 342-346; Ospina, Industria y protección, 128-131 and 149-

169; Martínez, Historia de la primera República, 396-402.  
42 See Ospina, Industria y protección, 135-136 and Márquez, “Exposición que el ministro de estado 

en el despacho de hacienda presenta a la convención […] 1831,” 29-39. 
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general hostility they faced in the marketplace.43 In addition, the 1821 constitution enacted some 

laws that contradicted some precepts of the ordinances of 1781 such as the judicial power of the 

administrators in smuggling cases. In Quito, the ambivalence was more profound since the New 

Granadan ordinances were never applied there, as shown in Chapter 2. Thus, the intendant of the 

city pointed out to the secretary of the treasury in 1827 that “it has been impossible to establish 

with brevity the alcabala administration […] here these taxes in the time of the Spaniards were 

ruled by a wide array set of decrees and norms (cédulas and ordenes) that have changed during 

the years of the revolution.”44 Despite the difficulties, the extant logbooks in the archives of both 

Colombia and Ecuador suggest that the structure centered on the administrations of Bogotá, 

Popayán, and Quito slowly reemerged in the fiscal years of 1827-1828 and 1828-1829. For those 

years, the logbooks and some waybills of both main and subaltern branches are well preserved and 

revenues from the alcabalas were again flowing to the treasuries. After 1829, the process 

experienced a new change when a drive toward tax farming was felt across the region.45 This 

policy continued with some interruptions in both Ecuador and New Granada during the 1830s until 

the final elimination of the tax.46  

Effective or not, Bolivar’s reforms endow historians with the only way to craft time series of trade 

flows during the transition from colonial to republican rule in the Northern Andes. Given the 

preservation of the 1781 ordinances, the accounting structure of the early republican logbooks was 

like the one recorded during the late colonial period. This is particularly true for the case of the 

alcabala that fell upon imported goods. Changes in the alcabala rates, the variation in the tax 

calendar, and shifts in the geographical scope of the different customs houses force us to use the 

daily logbooks rather than the sumarios generales to craft the time series. The former provides the 

breakdown, transaction by transaction, of the taxes paid by each merchant. When the daily ledgers 

were not available, the waybill logbooks helped us to fill in the lacunae in terms of the aggregate 

 
43 AGN, MH, t. 298 ff. 414-415, 435-436, 471-481, 613-618; t. 300 ff. 643-644, 717-718, 760-

768, 799-800.   
44 AGN-R, MH, t. 294, ff. 390-392v.  
45 On this process see Soto, “Exposición que el secretario de estado 1833,” 27-28.  
46 AGN-R, Gobernaciones varias, t. 2, f. 624-625 and 693-695. Gobernaciones Antioquia, t. 1, f. 

3-10, 445-452, 694-696, t, 4 f, 5-9 and 14-20. Gobernaciones Neiva, t. 1, f. 20-32 and 259-262. 

Gobernaciones Pamplona, t. 1, f. 119-125 and 306-310. Gobernaciones Popayán, t. 1, f. 57-59 and 

t. 2, f. 207-216. Gobernaciones Socorro, t. 1, f. 52-55, f 106-109 and 352-356. Gobernaciones 

Tunja, t. 2, f 133-138.  



551 
 

value of imports. On the other hand, this pair-wise comparison allows us to identify the 

significance of the imported wares that enjoyed tax exemptions during some benchmark years.   

As Assadourian and Palomeque pointed out years ago in a classic study of trade flows in Córdoba, 

Argentina during the period here examined, “the most serious problem” that face studies that aim 

to trespass political periods “is the understanding of the mechanics of the fiscal systems before and 

after the revolution.”47 This probably explains the reason why very few scholars have undertaken 

such an enterprise for other regions of the former Spanish Empire. Not only do the extant logbooks 

tend to be scarcer for the 1820-1840 period, but also the available literature on the fiscal history of 

those years is small if compared to that produced for the late colonial period. Silvia Palomeque 

undertook what is perhaps the only study in this vein for the Northern Andes. By perusing the 

existing alcabalas logbooks of Cuenca, Palomeque was able to identify changes in the structure, 

direction, and volumes of trade flows that converged in the city, emphasizing the reduction in 

textile exports to Lima and Chile and the growing dominance of import trade by merchants 

connected with Guayaquil.48 This chapter follows Assadourian and Palomeque’s lead but diverges 

from them in one sensible issue: although the alcabala records for the republican period are a good 

indicator of the direction of flows, their usefulness to study volumes is less effective. The 

Bolivarian alcabalas, in fact, did not have the same capacity to monitor flows as the old colonial 

network of customs houses given the disarticulation of local customs houses. Most likely, then, 

the rate of evasion was higher in the 1830s than in the 1790s, underestimating thereby the size of 

trade flows after the wars.  Unfortunately, the available sources are not sufficient to calculate 

evasion rates, but any comparison of trade flows before and after the revolution should be aware 

of this issue. Let us see what we can do with the data at hand.  

The Flow of Global Goods: Nominal Values  

Few scholars have trespassed the chronological boundaries that separate the colonial and 

republican rule. The time series of external trade, for instance, tend to end in the late 1790s and 

begin again in the 1830s. This pattern has led to a truncated view of the early republican past that 

relies heavily upon comparisons with the performance of the region after the 1870s when the 

 
47 Assadourian and Palomeque. “Las relaciones mercantiles de Córdoba,” 206.  
48 Palomeque “Continuidad y cambio,” 239-242.  
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region started to experience a new wave of export-led growth. In this vein, the analysis of the 

insertion of the region into the world economy during the early republican rule has revolved around 

two rough positions. One, highly connected to the so-called Platt school, states that the region 

experienced a flooding of British wares in the 1820s and a two-decade-long stagnation afterward.  

The early glutting of Latin American outlets reflected the shallowness of local markets and the 

overall economic stagnation of the region associated with a chronic deficit in the balance of 

payment.49 A second position, based on a more extensive archival research, has stated that nominal 

imports certainly stagnated during the 1830s and 1840s at levels like those of the late colonial 

period but, in real terms, there was a significant expansion driven by the imprints of the Industrial 

Revolution on relative prices. According to Ocampo, between 1820-1824 and 1850-54, real per 

capita imports in New Granada expanded at a staggering rate of 3.2% per year.50   

The evidence laid out throughout this dissertation tends to support Ocampo’s argument, 

emphasizing the readjustment of the North Andean economy and the more rapid recovery of the 

destruction of the wars. Some caveats, however, are in order. Our data on gold production suggests 

that mining in the 1830s performed better than in Ocampo’s study and, therefore, it seems that 

nominal imports were not as stationary as previously thought. In addition, the available statistics 

for the two decades that followed independence suffer from several imperfections, some of which 

have been perused in Chapter 6. Be that as it may, the aggregate evidence regarding imports is 

strong in showing that real imports expanded after the wars. In recent research, Manuel Llorca has 

found that the early republican period also experienced a dramatic expansion in the per capita 

consumption of European imports in the economies of the Southern Cone (Chile, Argentina, and 

Uruguay).51  The openness of the economies of the Southern Cone was larger than in the Northern 

Andes, though. The annual per capita import of British cottons in the latter jumped from 5.5 yards 

in the 1820s to 9.2 in the 1830s and 11.6 in the 1840s while in the Southern Cone they grew from 

 
49 Platt, Latin America and British Trade, 45-39. Safford, “Commercial Crisis and Economic 

Ideology,” 183-187, “The Emergence of Economic Liberalism,” 43-44 and “Commerce and 

Enterprise,” 39-45; Palacios, “Las consecuencias económicas,” 104-109 
50 Ocampo, Colombia y la economía mundial, 123-124. See also Ospina, Industria y protección, 

149-162.  
51 Llorca, The British Textile Trade in South America, 39-42. 
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9.2 in the 1820s to 17.6 and 20.7 yards in the 1830s and 1840s, respectively.52 In the next chapter, 

these differences will be explored.53 For now, the data in the two regions clearly contradicts the 

view of the so-called “lost decades” hypothesis. What can the data from the interior customs tell 

us about North Andean markets for global goods? How did imports flow across regions? Did the 

polycentric connections of the new countries wither away?  

A good starting point to provide some answers to these issues is examining the aggregate nominal 

value of global goods traded in the North Andean entrepôts. Figure 9.1 displays the available data 

for Bogotá during the 60 years covered in this dissertation. The records of the customs houses 

provide two series to measure import trade, one reported in the sumarios generales and the other 

contained in the waybills. As explained in Chapter 4, the gap between the two series is driven by 

the aumentos system and the exemptions granted by the authorities, with the information from the 

waybills providing the best estimate of the value of imports. Between 1782 and 1795, the gap was 

particularly large since a significant amount of the imports consisted of consignments of merchants 

with direct ties with the Peninsula, while the period 1796-1810 saw a decline in this type of trade. 

On the eve of colonial collapse, Bogotá’s ties with Spain withered away but a polycentric 

connection with different ports from Maracaibo to Cartagena allowed its merchants to attract an 

increasing proportion of wares imported from the Antilles and the United States. Given the 

growing role of the capital as entrepôt of foreign goods and the high volume of resales to provincial 

merchants, the value of the sumarios tended to be higher than that reported in the waybills.  

 

 
52 Calculations following Ocampo, Colombia y la economía mundial, 388-389 and Llorca, The 

British Textile Trade in South America, 33.  
53 The relative consumption of cottons in both areas was not only a function of the openness of 

their external sector. The Northern Andes, in fact, had a larger domestic production of coarse 

cottons than the southern cone, as will be explored in the next chapter. 
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Figure 9.1 Total Value of Bogotá's Foreign Imports in Current Silver Pesos 

Source:  Appendix A. 

 

After the revolution, the opening of trade reinforced the convergence between the two series, but 

the special licenses granted by local authorities had the opposite effect. The waybills for 1813 and 

1817 allow us to comprehend this process. In these two years, 78 and 71 percent of the permits 

issued in the seaports and submitted to Bogotá’s customs house reported the Atlantic outlet from 

which the wares were introduced. The remaining waybills reported that the goods were bought in 

the stores of New Granada’s seaports (12 and 18 percent) or did not report the provenance at all 

(10 and 9 percent). In 1813, 88 percent of the waybills for which we know the provenance, came 

from the Antilles with Jamaica, Saint Thomas, and Curacao accounting for 71 percent, followed 

by the Spanish Caribbean (Panama, Puerto Rico, Spanish Santo Domingo, and Havana) with 20 

percent and by the United States with 9 percent. Only 12 percent of the registers came from Spain. 

The latter share jumped to 26 percent during the Restoration, but the hegemony of the imports 

through the Antilles was cemented. This pattern, well-known in the literature, eroded the aumentos 

system.54 In 1827 and 1833, only 2 and 0.8% of the value of the waybills were issued in Spain. 

 
54 On the provenance of imports during these years see Moreno, “El comercio exterior de la Nueva 

Granada,” 100-102.  
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During the 1820s and 1830s, import merchants tried to reengineer the system by paying the sales 

taxes only on the surcharge when the imports were directly brought from Europe and not from the 

Antilles.55 They got some prerogatives in the import tariffs collected at the seaports but there is no 

evidence that they managed to get further discounts in the customs houses of the interior. As a 

matter of fact, in the waybills of 1833, only 14.5% of the value of imports came directly from 

European ports, with the lion’s share hailing from Jamaica and other Antilles (62.5%), the United 

States (17%), and the Spanish Caribbean (6%).  

The exemption granted to some import merchants in specific conjunctures also widened the gap 

between the data from the sumarios and the waybills. During the Interregnum and the Restoration, 

the changing policies regarding the ports and duties among the different belligerents created a 

fertile soil for merchants with good political connections to get discounts. During the Colombian 

years and the 1830s, foreign merchants such as those linked to the London merchant bankers 

Graham, Powles & Co, obtained alcabala discounts as suppliers or owners of mining companies 

and holders of the Colombian debentures.56 Research on the political connections that sustained 

these prerogatives would yield important insights into the way some mercantile elites weathered 

the regime transition. For the purposes of this dissertation, however, the important point is that 

since the waybills capture both the goods liable and exempted, their aggregate value tends to be 

higher than that of the sumarios. In other words, like in the late colonial records, the waybills 

capture in a more comprehensive manner the total value of imports.  

Despite their differences, however, the two series complement each other. The series are highly 

correlated in terms of trends, with a Pearson Correlation Coefficient of 0.89 suggesting an 

important association between them. Since the number of years for which complete waybills are 

available during the 1810-1835 years is small, the sumarios offer a good proxy to import 

movements. The waybills, on the other hand, will provide a better sense of the import levels.  Thus, 

two main insights spring from the polynomic trends in Figure 9.1. First, the trading of foreign 

 
55 See “Miguel Amaya y otros vecinos del comercio de esta [Bogotá] protestan los aforos injustos 

a que son sometidos por la Aduana y proponen un sistema para su cobro […] 1823.” AGN, SAA2, 

Alcabalas, Box 103, File, 1.  
56 These companies, in fact, enjoyed sales tax exemptions for mining inputs, machinery, and 

personal cargos up to 200 silver pesos. AGN, SAA2, Alcabalas, Box 193, File, 1.  
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goods in Bogotá experienced a boom-and-bust cycle, plateauing at high levels on the eve of 

colonial collapse, contracting during the Independence wars, and resurging again during the 

Colombian years and the 1830s. Second, import trade was very volatile during the independence 

wars, achieving smoother variation patterns as republican rule unfolded. What do these insights 

mean?  

As shown in Chapter 2, despite the negative effects of the wars of 1796-1808, Bogotá enjoyed a 

growing role as an entrepôt of global goods thanks to its fruitful adaptation to the trade diversion 

process. The annual nominal value of imports averaged roughly one million silver pesos in the 

decade before the revolution, achieving all-time peaks in 1801 and 1803 of almost 1.4 million 

silver pesos. The data suggest that trade disruptions associated with the Independence wars 

overweighted the benefits of trade opening. Between 1810 and 1822, imports dropped 50%, 

fluctuating around a yearly average of approximately 0.5 million silver pesos. Import trade 

recovered during the Colombian years and achieved the colonial levels in the early 1830s, 

suggesting that the region rapidly grasped the benefits of open markets as soon as the wars ceased 

to impede trade. The data also show that the bonanza driven by foreign exchange access from the 

British loans did not oversupply the markets permanently. In the so-called crisis of the 1828-1830 

biennium, imports surpassed the 0.6 million silver pesos threshold and hovered at over one million 

silver pesos during the early 1830s. In nominal terms, then, Bogotá’s import levels in the 1830s 

recovered the late colonial level. In real terms, as will be shown later, and in line with Ocampo’s 

argument, imports expanded firmly during the early republican years.  

How did this performance compare to other inland markets of the former Spanish Empire? During 

the late colonial period, the import sector of the viceregal capital performed better than other inland 

markets of the empire such as Guadalajara and Potosí. For the early republican period, it is more 

difficult to undertake comparisons since the literature is scarce. According to Langer, Potosí 

imported 569,000 silver pesos, quicksilver included, in the early 1840s.57 Even though the Cerro 

Rico experienced a huge contraction during the Wars of Independence, the region’s silver 

production revived during the 1830s and Potosí was still then the largest entrepôt of foreign goods 

 
57 Langer, “A la sombra del Cerro Rico,” 83.  
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in Bolivia.58 Again, future research should attempt comparisons in real terms, but the fact that 

Bogotá’s volume of trade doubled in nominal terms that of Potosi is revealing. After all, the North 

Andean capital did not enjoy direct access to a key export commodity to interact with the world 

economy. However, as this dissertation has shown, the linkages of gold mining and the 

particularities of resource allocation in the northern portion of the Andes conspired to produce 

such an outcome, a process that continued after Independence.   

The variation of import trade in Bogotá reveals important aspects of the transition from colonial 

to republican rule. Table 9.1 displays the coefficient of variation (CV) of the time series during 

four periods, providing a more precise manner to measure volatility through time. First, the data 

suggest that import trade experienced higher volatility during the peaceful period that followed the 

Anglo-Spanish War of 1779-1783 than during the wars of 1796-1810. This counterintuitive result 

confirms the capacity of Bogotá to draw imports from a polycentric set of nodes, dodging the 

negative effects of the wars and gaining market shares vis-à-vis other North Andean outlets. The 

ascendance of the hidden ports in the Magdalena Delta, Santa Marta, and Maracaibo gave Bogotá’s 

merchants the capacity to maintain a high and relatively constant flow of foreign goods in nominal 

terms during the Atlantic warfare.   

 

Table 9.1 Average Value of Bogotá's Foreign Imports per Year in Current Silver Pesos and 

its Statistical Dispersion 

Period Mean Standard 

Deviation 

Coefficient of 

Variation. 

1782-1795 424,666.1 216,215.7 50.91 

1796-1809 996,876.7 357,867.7 35.03 

1810-1821 560,699.4 377,178.9 67.26 

1822-1835 976,035.7 352,551.9 36.24 

Source:  Appendix A. 

However, when the conflict shifted from the sea to the interior of the region during the Wars of 

Independence, such capacity suffered important setbacks. The CV skyrocketed, with years of 

 
58 Langer, “Espacios coloniales,” 139-140 and “Bajo la sombra del Cerro Rico,” 80-81; Platt, “The 

Alchemy of Modernity,” 32-34.  
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import droughts followed by years of flooding. The frequent blockades of the arteries of trade 

along the Magdalena River and Cúcuta, proved highly disruptive. The nadir of this process was 

achieved in 1821-1822 when the Bolivarian wars shifted to the ports from Cartagena to Maracaibo, 

reducing the connections of Bogotá with the world economy dramatically. The reduction of the 

CV during the Colombian and New Granadan years suggests that not only the value of trade 

recovered but also was that it was less vulnerable to sharp interruptions. In fact, the revolts and 

warfare of the late 1820s and the early 1830s did not exert dramatic effects on the value of imports 

in the capital. In addition, it is worth mentioning that the region did not suffer extensively from 

the gunboat diplomacy that affected other countries of the former Spanish Empire during the 1820s 

and 1830s.59  

If the analysis moves southwards, import trade behaves differently. Figures 9.2-9.3 display the 

data pertaining to the value of imports in Popayán and Quito, relying upon the sumarios generales 

since the extant waybill logbooks are less abundant than in Bogotá. Nonetheless, as shown in 

Chapter 2, the gap between the two types of sources had a lesser impact in Popayán since direct 

import trade here was not as pivotal as in the viceregal capital. In Quito, the presence of direct 

trade was more robust and, therefore, the sumarios tend to undervalue imports. During the 1810s, 

when some waybill logbooks are available for Quito, the data shows that peninsular trade withered 

away but here, like in Bogotá, the tax exemptions clearly created a wedge with the information in 

the sumarios. In other words, the data presented here reflect a lower bound that should be analyzed 

with caution.  

In Popayán, the collapse of import trade was dramatic, confirming the insights distilled from the 

notarial records examined in previous chapters. In the ten years before the outbreak of the war with 

Great Britain in 1796, the value of foreign goods traded in the city averaged 166,000 silver pesos 

per year, jumping in the following decade to 200,000 silver pesos, driven by the surge in the re-

exports of wares to the southern Andes in 1802-1804. In the first decade of the revolution, import 

levels dropped 80%, averaging roughly 18,950 silver pesos per year despite a mild resurgence 

during the Restoration. The value of foreign goods traded surged slightly in the Colombian years 

 
59 For other regions see Llorca, The British Textile Trade, 248-249; Ibarra, El comercio y el poder 

en México, 60-65.  For some episodes in New Granada see Aranzazu, “Exposición que el secretario 

de estado,” 6-7.   
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fueled by the 1824 conjuncture. The recovery continued during the late 1820s, with imports 

fluctuating within a band of 60,000 to 120,000 silver pesos between 1828 and 1834. Despite this 

positive trend, import values remained well below the late colonial figures.  

 

 

Figure 9.2 Total Value of Quito's Foreign Imports in Current Silver Pesos 

Sources:  Appendix C 
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Figure 9.3 Total Value of Popayán's Foreign Imports in Current Silver Pesos 

Source:  Appendix B.  

Quito’s trends diverged from those of the other two North Andean entrepôts in several aspects. 

First, the pre-1810 import level exhibited two cycles driven by the surge in imports in 1785 and 

1803-1804, the first led by the lagging effect of the end of the Anglo Spanish War of 1779-1783 

while the second was driven by the re-export of foreign wares southwards. The import level during 

the two cycles stood at roughly 320,000 silver pesos per year. These numbers contracted 55% 

during the 1810-1822 years, stagnating at 155.000 silver pesos per year in the Colombian period 

and the early 1830s. The evidence suggests, then, that in Quito the contraction associated with the 

wars was not as severe as in Popayán. Yet, the region’s recovery during the Colombian years was 

slow, diverging from the strong expansion of Bogotá and the moderate resurgence of Popayán.  

The following section will provide some hypotheses to explain these patterns. For now, another 

aspect that deserves mentioning is the peculiar behavior of Quito’s trends in terms of their 

volatility. Like in Bogotá, Quito’s capacity to draw goods from different streams allowed it to keep 

a stable level of imports during the Atlantic wars. The Wars of Independence, naturally, brought 

huge disruptions and the 1821-1822 biennium proved to be disastrous in terms of the flow of global 

wares given the closure of the bifocal connection with Popayán and Guayaquil. Yet, the volatility 

was lower than in Bogotá, reflecting the success of the 1812-1820 Restoration in guaranteeing the 

flow of goods. During the early republican period, the volatility further declined but remained 

slightly above the levels of the pre-1810 order.   

0

50,000

100,000

150,000

200,000

250,000

300,000

350,000

400,000

450,000

500,000



561 
 

Table 9.2 Average Value of Quito's Foreign Imports per Year in Current Silver Pesos and 

its Statistical Dispersion 

Period Mean Standard 

Deviation 

Coefficient of 

Variation 

1783-1795 341,135 98,366 28.83 

1796-1808 316,666 104,913 33.13 

1810-1822 144,977 87,719 60.50 

1823-1834 158,180 67,368 42.58 

Source:  Appendix C. 

This tour across the import levels of the North Andean entrepôts shows the diverging patterns of 

trade as one follows the imports once they leave the ports. Bogotá weathered the transition, 

strengthening its role as an entrepôt of global goods while Popayán lost its centrality in the flow 

of these wares. Quito exhibited an in-between trend, losing ground during the wars and mildly 

recovering afterwards. If one adds Palomeque’s data on Cuenca, where nominal import levels in 

1830-1837 declined 30 percent respecting those of the pre-1810 era, the evidence confirms that 

markets in present-day Ecuador suffered setbacks but not in the same magnitude as those of 

Popayán.60  The notarial records perused in Chapter 7, however, alert us that trade diversion after 

the wars was important, shifting away commerce streams from the traditional North Andean 

entrepôts. For instance, Cali’s centrality as a distributional center of global goods boomed after 

the 1820s. What can the alcabalas tell us about these thriving centers? Crafting time series of 

import trade in other outlets is a herculean task clearly beyond our present purposes. Besides, in 

late 1829, the authorities farmed out several alcabala administrations, among them several of those 

located in the Cauca Valley.61 Yet, the available data for the 1827-1828 and 1828-1829 fiscal years 

are suggestive. In those years, the logbooks of Cali and Buga reported that the value of foreign 

goods traded in both centers stood at 139,800 silver pesos per year.62 In other words, the two hubs 

had surpassed the aggregate importance of Popayán, reinforcing the more positive view distilled 

 
60 Palomeque, “Continuidad y cambio”, 254-255. For reasons that Palomeque does not explain, 

her figures in this article differs from those she displayed in a previous work where the decline 

was of the order of just 20% between the 1790s and the 1830s. See Cuenca en el siglo XIX, 24.  
61 AGN-R, Gobernaciones Popayán, t. 2, ff. 207-216 
62 ACC, Independencia, Alcabalas y Aduanas, Sig. 3521, 3745, 3786.  
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from the notarial records. Let us now further understand these issues by perusing the geography 

and structure of trade flows.  

Corridors of Trade: Changes and Continuities  

The opening of Latin American ports to non-Spanish vessels and merchants after independence 

has been a well-trodden terrain in the literature. The Atlantic wars imprinted important changes to 

the post-1778 imperial trade system, but it was the institutional drive of the early republican period 

that eliminated the last vestiges of the colonial constraints on external trade. Recent researchers 

have emphasized that trade liberalization not only benefitted the region in terms of better terms of 

trade and access to new markets, but also in terms of spurring competition in the internal 

distribution of foreign goods, consolidating polycentric conduits of trade. In Mexico, for instance, 

the revolution further decimated the centrality of Mexico City and its traditional bifocal connection 

with Acapulco and Veracruz, expanding the importance of late colonial entrepôts such as Tampico 

and San Blas.63 The early republican years witnessed a thriving of multiple streams of foreign 

goods with inland distributions such as San Luis Potosí and Guadalajara benefiting from the 

resurgence of small ports and the decentralization of mintage. In the South-Central Andes, 

Independence nurtured the development of old and new ports in the south such as Arica, Islay, and 

Cobija. These small outlets, geared by strong connections with Valparaíso, managed to redirect a 

portion of the flows that connected the old silver-based economies with the world economy. It is 

not surprising, then, that the trade policy that governed these ports was an important element in 

the conflicts that involved Chile, Peru, and Bolivia.64  

In the Northern Andes, the literature has emphasized the way in which the revolution strengthened 

the connections that the region developed with the distributional entrepôts of the Antilles and the 

growing importance of British and American merchants that replaced the old Spanish importers.65 

In the same vein, some scholars have studied the changing function of the different ports in the 

 
63 Ibarra, El comercio y el poder en México, 293-298 and 385-386; Sánchez, “Economía y 

fiscalidad en la guerra de Independencia,” 170-172; Ibarra, “De la alcabala colonial,” 325-327.  
64 Langer and Conti. “Circuitos comerciales tradicionales,” 95-100; Conti, “Circuitos mercantiles,” 

120-125; Mazzeo, “Los vínculos económicos entre Callao, Arica y Valparaíso,” 103-105.  
65 Safford, “Commerce and Enterprise,” 191-200; Brew, El desarrollo económico de Antioquia, 

39-45; Ocampo, Colombia y la economía mundial, 134-139; Palacios, “Las consecuencias 

económicas,” 110-115.   
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region, with Santa Marta replacing Cartagena as the main entrepôt during the early republican 

years.66 Yet, quantitative assessments on the regional distribution of European wares and aggregate 

insights on the structure of import trade remain uncharted terrain.  The alcabala data, then, provide 

some insights on these issues.  

Figure 9.4 provides an outline of the changing nature of Bogotá’s connections with the hubs of 

international trade. The Independence consolidated the polycentric links inherited from the late 

colonial period, with the capital drawing wares from a broad set of import venues. This process, 

naturally, experienced several stages. During the Interregnum, Cartagena managed to have the 

upper hand over Santa Marta in terms of the aggregate value of imports remitted to the capital. 

Nonetheless, the changing control of the Magdalena River allowed Santa Marta and small ports 

such as Sabanilla to supply roughly 33% of the imports during these years.67 The data also suggest 

that it was at this conjecture that Antioquia merchants became active middlemen in connecting 

Bogotá with the seaports. The main change in the immediate years that followed the 1810 

revolution was the abrupt end of the Venezuelan connection. Part of this change was driven by the 

opening of the ports in Coastal New Granada, but perhaps most importantly was the negative effect 

of the military campaigns in the Cúcuta corridor that, as explained in Chapter 5, was one of the 

most active war theaters.  

 
66 Safford, “Commerce and Enterprise,” 334-336; Ocampo, Colombia y la economía mundial, 134-

139. Laffite, La costa Caribe colombiana, 45-69.  
67 It seems, that Cartagena’s privateers were effective in diverting part of the trade from other ports 

before 1815. See Pérez, No Limits to Their Sway, 62-64 and Sourdis, Cartagena de Indias, 45-50.  
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Figure 9.4 Origin of Bogotá’s Imports of Global Goods during the Early Republican Years 

Source:  Appendix A.  

 

The Restoration cemented the pattern that was to govern the connections of the North Andean 

capital with the world economy within the following two decades. The data confirms the 

dominance of Santa Marta, but this dominance was far from absolute. Cartagena still supplied 20 

to 25 percent of the wares traded in Bogotá up to the mid-1830s, while the old “hidden ports” in 

the Magdalena Delta such as Barranquilla and Sabanilla -that now engaged openly in import trade- 

accounted for 20 percent of the goods that flowed into the capital. As it is well known in the 

literature, these small ports dominated external trade in the second half of the nineteenth century 

and became the cradle of industrial experiments.68 Although at lower levels than during the 1805-

1809 years, the Venezuelan connection revived during the Restoration and the early republican 

regime. In fact, roughly 10 percent of the global wares sold in Bogotá had cleared customs in 

Cúcuta in the early 1830s.  Why did this polycentric pattern of trade survive the revolution? Was 

this an optimum arrangement in terms of the industrial organization of the import sector?  

An answer to these issues demands research on the economics of ports that is beyond this 

dissertation. Yet, some hypotheses can be advanced. First, it is likely, that the dispersion of import 

 
68 See Solano, “Comercio, transporte y sociedad en Barranquilla,” 25-33, “De bogas a navegantes,” 

60-62 and  “De ciudad portuaria,” 20-23. 
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activities had led to losses in terms of economies of scale. Economic historians, in fact, have shown 

that most of the productivity gains in the trade industry before the 1850s were associated with 

improvements in packing procedures and warehousing infrastructure.69 These improvements, in 

turn, benefited from wider volumes of trade. However, it is also likely that these losses from lack 

of concentration were partially offset by gains in competition and augmentation of consumer 

choice. As shown later in this chapter, the competition in variety and prices reinforced Bogotá’s 

merchants' drive to diversify their sources of imports.  

Factor and natural endowments were also important in gearing the polycentric pattern of trade. 

According to Safford, Bogotá merchants favored Santa Marta over Cartagena because of the 

former’s better connection with the Magdalena River. This advantage also explains the reason why 

it was Santa Marta merchants, in conjunction with Antioquia entrepreneurs, who managed to 

dominate fluvial transportation, eventually introducing steamship vessels on the river in the late 

1830s and the 1840s.70 It seems, however, that a good connection to the fluvial arteries was a 

necessary but not sufficient condition to dominate trade. Other ports, particularly those located in 

the Magdalena delta, had similar access to fluvial trade, but their early success was reinforced by 

prerogatives from the Colombian and New Granadan authorities and by the revival of their 

traditional marketing networks with Mompox.71 Cartagena, despite its locational disadvantages, 

enjoyed better connections with Chocó via the Atrato River than Santa Marta. As business 

historians have shown, during the early republican years several Cartagena merchants entered 

effectively in these markets and managed to channel gold flows that were pivotal in oiling trade 

networks.72 In other words, each port offered advantages in some segments of trade, suggesting 

that rather than thinking the problem as a zero-sum-game between entrepôts, a venue that explores 

complementarities can help scholars to understand the structure of trade in coastal New Granada.   

The revival of the Venezuelan connection after the Restoration suggests that it was cost-effective 

for Bogotá merchants to draw some imports overland via Cúcuta. It is not surprising, then, that 

 
69 See a review of this literature in Findlay and O’Rourke, Power and Plenty, 378-385. For data 

on these variables in Latin American markets see Llorca, The British Textile Trade in South 

America, 196-200 
70 Safford, “Commerce and Enterprise,” 339-350; Ocampo, Colombia y la economía mundial, 98-

103.  
71 Laffite, La costa Caribe Colombiana, 46-59.  
72 Molina, Empresarios colombianos, 32-53.  
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among the issues in contention after the collapse of the Colombian union was precisely the taxation 

of the trade between Maracaibo and northeastern New Granada. The two countries achieved a 

consensus when Maracaibo was declared “puerto de depósito” or transit port and a customs house 

was permanently set up in Cúcuta in 1832.73 In this arrangement, import taxes were to be paid in 

Cúcuta and not in Maracaibo. This connection accounted for roughly 10% of the merchandise 

traded in Bogotá, suggesting that some entrepreneurs restored the networks cut during the wars. 

The importance of these ties is also palpable if measured with Maracaibo sources. In the words of 

historian German Cardozo, the Maracaibo-Cúcuta trade “surged despite the pessimistic milieu that 

followed the disintegration of Colombia.” In the 1830s, according to his numbers, over 100.000 

silver pesos were flowing out from Maracaibo to the interior of New Granada per year.74   

The Quito-Popayán trade corridor also suffered important transformations after the revolution. 

Figures 9.5-9.6 show that the corridor’s capacity to draw imports from different streams varied 

over time. During the 1813-1815 years, Quito’s purchases of foreign goods relied upon remittances 

from Guayaquil and the small ports of southwestern New Granada. The wars in the north heavily 

undermined the movement of goods through Popayán, reaffirming the centrality of Guayaquil as 

Quito’s main source of global wares. However, the revolutionary conjuncture fueled the 

connection of the Sierra with the ports that surrounded the mining belts of Barbacoas. In fact, the 

flow of goods through Iscuandé, Esmeraldas, Tumaco, and Barbacoas, constituted an important 

alternative to the Guayaquil-Lima axis, providing a connection with the buoyant trade controlled 

by Panama merchants. In fact, 82.5% of the waybills issued by those ports reported that the goods 

had cleared customs in the Isthmus. This decentralization deepened during the 1817-1818 years 

when the Restoration in the north reopened the Popayán corridor. In this biennium, Quito drew 

goods from the southwestern New Granadan ports (38%), followed by Guayaquil (31%), and the 

Popayán-Bogotá axis (23%), with the remaining share imported from small remittances from 

Cuenca, Loja, and Piura.  A staggering amount of 589,000 silver pesos was reported in the waybills 

of those years, with ports such as Esmeraldas, Iscuandé, and Barbacoas supplying up to 30% of 

the imports traded in Quito. In the north, Popayán was the single most important source of foreign 

 
73 For these discussions see: AGN-R, Gobernaciones Pamplona, t. 1 ff. 631-639 and t. 2 ff. 2-12. 

See also Soto, “Exposición que hace el secretario en el despacho de hacienda […]1833,” 9-10.  
74 Cardozo, “Maracaibo: de la aldea colonial,”159-160.  
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goods but direct remittances from Bogotá and Cali consistently expanded during these years. It 

seems that the wars severely cut the connections of Quito merchants with Cartagena and Santa 

Marta, with less than 2% of the trade coming directly from those ports.  

 

Figure 9.5 Origin of Quito’s Imports of Global Goods during the Early Republican Years 

Source:  Appendix C.  

 

The data pertaining to the late Colombian years confirms the lingering effects of the patterns so 

far discussed. Guayaquil regained once again the central place as Quito’s main source of global 

goods, but the flows from the mining belts and the northern route still accounted for a significant 

portion of the market. The collapse of the Colombian union and the wars that followed clearly 

undermined the Popayán corridor but, surprisingly, the connection with Barbacoas and Iscuandé 

remained strong. In a similar vein to the regulations regarding the commerce via Cúcuta and 

Maracaibo, this explains that the establishment of the border between Ecuador and New Granada 

included discussions on the taxes that were to fall upon the re-exports of European wares overland. 

Thus, the creation of customs houses on the border contemplated heavy discounts on those goods 

that had previously cleared customs in Tumaco, Iscuandé, and Barbacoas.75 Available quantitative 

 
75 AGN-R, Gobernaciones Pasto, t. 1, ff. 35-40 and 102-106, t.3, ff. 163-170.  Gobernaciones 

Buenaventura t.1, ff.  1 95-100.  See also Soto, “Exposición que hace el secretario en el despacho 

de hacienda […] 1833,” 10-11.  
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assessments for the 1840s and 1850s show that the northern connections were still pivotal for Quito 

merchants, constituting an important complement -and, perhaps, a counterbalance in some 

branches of trade- to the flows from the Guayas basin.76 Naturally, those relations were more and 

more restricted to the mining belts of New Granada, weakening the old trade networks with 

Popayán.    

Quito’s capacity to preserve some of its ties with the northern entrepôts contrasts with the growing 

dependence of Cuenca on Guayaquil merchants. According to Palomeque, the city attracted 

imports from Guayaquil, Quito, and Piura-Lima during the late colonial period. During the 

Colombian years and the 1830s, imports from Guayaquil accounted for nearly 95% of the overall 

goods traded in the city.77 Further research should be done on the patterns of trade during the 1830s 

and the 1840s. It is clear, however, that despite the shrinkage of the import capacity of the 

Ecuadorian highlands in nominal terms, the preservation of early republican connections with New 

Granada gave Quito an important asset vis-à-vis its connections with Cuenca and Guayaquil. 

Perhaps the border effects on the north were not as strong as in the new border with Peru.     

Popayán’s declining role as an entrepôt of European goods contrasts with the buoyancy of Bogotá 

and the resilience of Quito. However, a geographical analysis of the outlets that supplied Popayán 

reveals the profound readjustments cemented during the early republican years. As Figure 9.6 

shows, the merchants of the provincial capital drew their goods from a wide array of inland 

entrepôts, with direct connections with Cartagena and Santa Marta suffering a dramatic setback. 

The city nurtured alternative streams of Atlantic imports such as the one that via the Atrato River 

connected Quibdó and Cartagena. But the aggregate importance of these streams accounted for 

less than 20 percent of the goods traded during the Restoration and the Colombian period.  

 
76 Villavicencio, Geografía de la República del Ecuador, 160-162; The best analysis of this issue 

is that of Sosa, “Redes comerciales en las provincias suroccidentales,”100-104.  
77 Palomeque, “Continuidad y cambio,” 255-256. 
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Figure 9.6 Origin of Popayán’s Imports of Global Goods during the Early Republican 

Years 

Source:  Appendix B.  

 

Besides confirming the decline of Popayán’s direct Atlantic imports, the data displays the 

consolidation of Bogotá as a source of imports for southwestern outlets. This pattern, which 

surfaced during the late colonial period, was accompanied by two important innovations that have 

been already encountered in the analysis of notarial records: the emerging role of the towns in the 

Cauca Valley as entrepôts of global goods and the incursion of merchants hailing from Antioquia 

in the area. The importers from these two regions dominated roughly 48% of the value of goods 

marketed in Popayán, with those from the Cauca Valley leading during the Restoration and those 

from Antioquia resurging during the Colombian years. Antioquia’s centrality in import trade, 

geared by their access to gold production, has been a classical topic in the literature.78 The role of 

the merchants of the Cauca Valley, however, have not received attention with most scholars 

emphasizing changes in land tenure and the alleged economic crisis that hovered in the region 

during the early republican years. The alcabala data, for now, suggests that import merchants in 

 
78 Brew, El desarrollo económico de Antioquia, 59-65; Safford, “Commerce and Enterprise,” 259-

285.   
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both Cali and Buga hold diversified access to global goods. The 1827-1828 logbooks of the two 

markets report that the region developed a bifocal connection with the world economy, drawing 

imports from the Atlantic through Bogotá, Santa Marta, and Cartagena, and from the Pacific 

through Buenaventura.79  

The Structure of Import of Trade  

The aggregate data so far perused reveals that the geographical pattern of internal distribution of 

imports in the early republican Northern Andes was a hybrid of the innovations brought by the 

wars of 1796-1810 and the trade diversion process that took place during the Wars of 

Independence. An analysis of the structure of import trade can help us to look deeper at these 

aggregate insights. As explored in Chapter 6, the late colonial import trade was highly competitive, 

with merchants competing in prices and varieties. Therefore, concepts such as monopoly and cartel 

have been used hastily by some historians. The wars of 1796-1810 mildly altered the pattern with 

some businessmen gaining market power due to the volatile context of the wars. These episodes, 

however, were short-lived since the polycentric nature of trade routes guaranteed that competitors 

could not be efficiently driven out of markets on a permanent basis. Figure 9.7 illuminates the 

variations that accompanied the revolution. For starters, the number of merchants involved in 

import trade declined during the Interregnum and the Restoration but experienced an important 

expansion during the 1828-1834 conjuncture. The number of importers who submitted waybills in 

Bogotá’s customs house averaged 74 during the 1785-1795 years, dropped to 65 during the wars 

of 1796-1810 and reached a nadir in the Interregnum of 54 traders. The Restoration witnessed a 

new wave of importers, a process that continued in the early republican years. During the late 

Colombian period, the city had 94 importers, jumping to 118 through the 1832-1834 years. 

Naturally, below these businessmen, a group of local and regional resellers complemented the 

mercantile community that will be central later in this chapter.   

Since the nominal value of aggregate imports remained at the late colonial level, the increase in 

the group of importers led to a decline in the average market share of each trader, suggesting 

broader competition. In terms of concentration metrics, however, the story is more complicated.  

 
79 ACC, Independencia, Alcabalas y Aduanas, Sig. 3521, 3745, 3786. Bogotá’s waybills accounted 

for roughly 42% of the imports in the two markets during these years, with the other nodes 

(Cartagena, Buenaventura, Santa Marta and Quibdó) supplying shares that ranged from 15 to 29%.  
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According to the HHI index, calculated harnessing market shares of the aggregate value of imports 

that cleared customs, the market remained competitive, but during some years there was evidence 

of moderate concentration.80 These preliminary results alert us once again that competition does 

not mean equality. Let us explore these caveats by perusing the information available in the 

waybills.  

 

Figure 9.7 Market Structure of Import Trade in Bogotá. Number of Merchants Involved 

(Right Axis) and HHI (Left Axis) 

Source:  Appendix A.  

 

As Figure 9.8 shows, the Interregnum exhibits a distribution skewed to the right, with most 

merchants handling goods whose values ranged from 112 to 7,500 silver pesos. Then came a robust 

set of mid-size merchants who imported over 15,000 silver pesos worth of foreign goods. If 

compared with the pre-1810 structure, the most salient innovation of the Interregnum was the small 

gap between the leader and the followers of the import sector. In fact, the top importers handled 

small market shares, a pattern well reflected in a low HHI index. This competitive milieu acquires 

further significance if we briefly examine the background of the top importers. The top merchant 

in 1813, for instance, was Manuel Arrubla, a member of a merchant family hailing from Antioquia 

 
80 Naturally, as we explained in chapter 6, the HHI should be calculated using a definition of 

market as specific as possible (e.g the market share of textile sales).   
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who had entered the Bogotá trade a few years before the 1810 revolt.81 His immediate followers, 

Francisco Camacho, Jose Casamayor, Pedro Nolasco Casís, and Pedro Antorveza were either 

newcomers or mid-size merchants on the eve of the revolution. A similar structure springs from 

the 1815 data, with the late colonial wholesalers suffering significant setbacks during the 

Interregnum. This renovation of the body of merchants is a subject that should be analyzed in 

future inquiries. Yet, the spatial patterns followed by the new importers put the aggregate numbers 

into a micro-level setting.  

 

 

Figure 9.8 Frequency Distribution of Import Trade in Bogotá: Sales per Merchant in 

Thousands of Silver Pesos, 1813 

Source:  Appendix A.  

 

Arrubla, for instance, set out from Cartagena in March 1813 with a cargo of over 41,000 silver 

pesos worth of goods originally purchased in Jamaica. After selling part of the cargo in Nare and 

Honda, he arrived at Bogotá, receiving from Mompox another cargo remitted by a partner who 

 
81 On the role of merchants from Antioquia in Bogotá see Molina, Empresarios Colombianos, 95-

126.   
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had drawn the wares from Saint Thomas via Sabanilla. Later in that year, Arrubla requested a 

drawback on his alcabala payment since he had forwarded part of the cargo to Cartago, in 

southwestern New Granada. Big merchants were not the only ones benefitting from the de facto 

legalization of trade routes. Itinerant merchants such as José Barberi introduced from Jamaica 

9,500 silver pesos worth of goods via Cartagena. In Mompox he purchased 1,250 silver pesos more 

in European wares, selling part of the cargo in Nare and Honda. He got to Bogotá in late 1815, 

selling roughly half of his cargo and requesting a waybill to continue his journey to “La Plata, 

Popayán, and Pasto.”82  

When conflict diminished during the Restoration, some features of the late colonial pattern of trade 

resurfaced. As Figure 9.9 displays, the distribution remained skewed with most merchants 

handling goods in the range of 115-6,500 silver pesos and a robust set of roughly 26 mid-size 

merchants. However, the leader-follower framework was again prevalent at the top of the sector. 

The leader, Manuel Fuenmayor, imported a cargo of 71,125 silver pesos, followed by Pascual 

Róvira, Antonio Leiva, Andrés Urquionaona, and Juan Nepomuceno Contreras who handled 

imports whose value ranged from 32,000 to 42,000 silver pesos. Three of these merchants belong 

to the late colonial wholesalers while the other two were mid-size merchants now carving shares 

in the upper echelons of the sector. In 1818, Urquinaona became the leader with goods that came 

to 69,850 pesos followed by three other merchants whose cargos averaged 36,682 silver pesos. 

Fuenmayor kept importing, but during 1818 his business was on a mid-size level with sales of 

21,800 pesos of global goods.  

 
82 These trajectories were crafted with the waybills contained in AGN, SAA2, Alcabalas, Box 87, 

Folder 1 and the logbooks at AGN, SAA3, Real Hacienda Cuentas, 1379-R, 1118-R, and 2901-c.  
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Figure 9.9 Frequency Distribution of Import Trade in Bogotá: Sales per Merchant in 

Thousands of Silver Pesos, 1817 

Source:  Appendix A.   

 

Fuenmayor’s trajectory illuminates the way in which the polycentric connections interwoven 

around the capital enhanced the capacity of its merchants to expand their role in the North Andean 

flow of global goods. As Chapter 6 showed, Fuenmayor was a mid-size import trader hailing from 

Catalonia who migrated to Bogotá in the 1790s. His career took off when his connections with 

Maracaibo and Mompox allowed him to expand his business to serve the markets of Popayán and 

Quito during the wars of 1796-1802. On the eve of colonial collapse, he was one of Bogotá’s 

leading importers, distributing wares to Bogotá and Popayán via Maracaibo and Barinas. During 

the Interregnum, it seems that he weathered the political conflict and still was a prominent 

merchant drawing imports from Cartagena. By 1817, the structure of his import business mirrored 

that of the aggregate flows so far perused. Thus, he fueled his commerce by introducing in late 

1816 a sizable cargo from Jamaica via Santa Marta. This operation was followed by two more 

remittances, one from his son Victor who resided in Maracaibo and other from José Martínez 

Aparicio from Cartagena. Later that year he received two cargos more, one from Victor, now 

dispatching from Santa Marta, and other from Sabanilla delivered by José Reyes via Mompox. All 

these consignments hailed in turn from a wide array set of outlets in the Antilles such as Jamaica, 

Saint Thomas, and Spanish Santo Domingo. Only one remittance, the one forwarded by Aparicio, 
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had come from Barcelona. This polyvalent approach to import trade, adjusting the consignments 

to different routes and outlets, was an essential part of the engagement of Bogotá merchants with 

the world economy after the revolution.83  

As the new regime unfolded, the polycentric structure of import trade in the Colombian capital 

consolidated but some innovations affected the configuration of the sector. For starter, the city was 

now the operational base of an important set of British merchants, some of them acting on behalf 

of London and Liverpool-based companies while others acting as independent consigners and 

“free standing” merchants. American and French entrepreneurs also entered the mercantile 

community of the city, but they were not as numerous as the British. The alcabala records report 

that only 26 of the 118 importers were foreigners, but they controlled up to 41% of the imports.84 

Foreign trading companies did not monopolize the flow of global goods as some historians have 

asserted. Yet, these entrepreneurs played a pivotal role in connecting the region to the expanding 

waves of the industrial world. 

 

 

Figure 9.10 Frequency Distribution of Import Trade in Bogotá: Sales per Merchant in 

Thousands of Silver Pesos, 1832-33 

Source:  Appendix A.  

 
83 The sketch of Fuenmayor’s activities has been crafted with the waybills and transactions 

contained at AGN, SAA2, Adminsitración de Alcabalas, Cuentas Generales, Box 38, Folder 1; 

AGN, SAA3, Real Hacienda Cuentas, 2299-R, 826-R and 2901-c.  
84 AGN, SAA2, Alcabalas, Box 193 Folders 1 and 2.  
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Figure 9.10 provides some insights into the structure of import trade in the 1830s. As was the case 

in the previous periods, the distribution was skewed, with most merchants handling goods whose 

values ranged from 425 to 7,500 silver pesos. Then a robust set of mid-size merchants filled in the 

central segments of the distribution trading cargos of up to 60,000 silver pesos. The top importers 

managed a larger amount than their late colonial predecessors, with the leader now commanding 

a huge breach respecting his immediate followers. The dominant firm, Powles, Illingworth, Wills 

& Co, imported a staggering amount of 299,533 silver pesos in goods, driving up the HHI index 

as seen in Figure 9.7 above. The immediate followers consisted of two native merchants, 

Rudencindo Galvis and Raimundo Santamaría and two foreign companies McDuvall, Atkinson & 

Co, and Haffender, Fouler & Co. These companies handled goods that ranged between 80,000 and 

100,000 silver pesos in value. The following year, the leader was Bunch & Co, followed by the 

native entrepreneurs Francisco Valenzuela, Antonio Leiva and McDuvall, Atkinson & Co. The 

imports of Powles, Illingworth, Wills & Co continued to be sizable, but they were closer to the 

average imported by all merchants.   

The waybills of 1832-1833 show how British and local entrepreneurs kept drawing imports from 

a diversified set of outlets in New Granada and Venezuela. The dominant firm, that of Powles, 

Illingworth, Wills & Co was an offshoot of the British-based Herring, Graham & Powles that had 

floated one of the Colombian loans in the early 1820s.85 The company submitted to the customs 

house of the capital six waybills in 1832-1833 and two in 1833-1834. Roughly 54% of the value 

of their cargos was imported from the Atlantic via Santa Marta, followed by Cartagena (21%), 

Mompox (13%), and Cúcuta (12%). In each of these hubs the company had agents and partners 

who forwarded the goods remitted from the Antilles and London. Raimundo Santamaría’s waybills 

suggest that he followed a similar pattern. He submitted paperwork of four cargos, 48 percent of 

 
85 The central entrepreneur here was John Powles, a British merchant banker who invested heavily 

in mining, trading, and agricultural enterprises across Latin America. He weathered the 1825 crisis 

and in the 1830s he was on the board of mining and trade companies in New Granada, Venezuela, 

and Brazil. William Wills who had been sent from London to administer some of the company's 

investments became soon an active merchant in Bogotá and developed strong links with local 

politics and society. The profuse connections of the company with the government and the wide 

networks of its parent branch in London, seem to explain the size and success of its import business 

in Bogotá. See, Liehr, “La deuda exterior de la Gran Colombia,” 484-485; Safford, “Commerce 

and Enterprise,” 124-134; Deas, Vida y opiniones de Mr. William Wills vol 1, 10-15; Eakin, A 

British Enterprise in Brazil, 25-31.  
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which was drawn from Santa Marta, 29 percent from Mompox, and the remaining share from 

Cartagena. In addition, the waybills reported that he sold 24% of the value of his cargo en route in 

Nare and Honda. Mid-size merchants such as Tiburcio Pieschacón also had a diversified source of 

imports with Cartagena-bound waybills dominating his trade (58%), followed by remittances from 

Sabanilla and Santa Marta.86  

The structure of trade along the Popayán-Quito axis diverged in several aspects from the patterns 

so far perused in Bogotá. As shown in Chapter 3, the late colonial trade was split between 

wholesalers connected to the global and viceregal currents of international goods and a numerous 

set of itinerant traders backed by merchants in the seaports and Bogotá who traversed the different 

outlets of the region with sizable cargos. As previously seen, however, the trade corridor suffered 

important interruptions during the wars, reinforcing Quito’s connections with Guayaquil and the 

small ports in southwestern New Granada.  

In Popayán, the decline of the import trade was accompanied by a notable reduction in the number 

of importers. During the Restoration, on average 13 individuals traded foreign goods, each one 

handling cargos worth roughly 2,650 silver pesos per year. There was no dominant firm, with most 

traders controlling small market shares, driving down the HHI to 428 in 1817.87 Most importers 

acted as itinerant dealers who took advantage of the opening of trade with Pasto and Quito. The 

alcabala logbooks recorded, in fact, the re-export of roughly 82,650 silver pesos southwards, a 

quantity that surpassed the cargos that were traded in the city and were subject to the tax. This 

mild revival of the late colonial trade patterns paved the ground for new merchants well connected 

to the wholesalers of Bogotá and Medellín. The two leader importers of the 1817-1818 biennium, 

for instance, were traders that despite lacking connections with the Atlantic ports thrived thanks to 

the re-export trade to the south. The Chilean Isidoro Cordovez, for instance, received from the 

Antioquia-based dealer Mateo Molina two cargos of 16,562 silver pesos, half of which he resold 

to Quito-bound merchants. Camilo Ordoñez, on the other hand, received from his brother 

Francisco foreign wares from Bogotá some of which he sold en route in Neiva and La Plata while 

 
86 The sketch of these import models has been distilled from the waybills and transactions at: AGN, 

SAA2, Alcabalas, Box, 190, Folders 3-4; AGN, SAA3, Real Hacienda Cuentas, 844-R.  
87 These calculations followed the information in the following logbooks AGN, SAA3, Real 

Hacienda Cuentas, 868-R, AGN, SAA2, Administración de Alcabalas, Cuentas Generales, Box 

30, Folder 1; AGN, SAA2, Alcabalas, Box 98, Folder 3.  
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forwarding the remnants to Quito. Itinerant merchants from Panama were pivotal as well during 

these years. Traders such as Andrés Simo and Manuel Neto introduced a sizable consignment of 

goods from Panama via Buenaventura, with Quito acting as end-market.88  

The mild revival of Popayán’s import trade during the late 1820s and the early 1830s was 

accompanied by an increase in the number of importers but, in contrast to Bogotá, the presence of 

British agents was minimal. Some members of the traditional land-owning families such as the 

Mosqueras and the Arboledas engaged in import trade, but roughly 83% of the wares traded were 

handled by what we may consider full-time traders.89  Merchant houses like the ones of Ordoñez 

and Cordovez competed with itinerant traders hailing from Antioquia and the Cauca Valley who 

traversed the region down to Quito.  During the Colombian years, the logbooks recorded re-exports 

to southern outlets of the order of 42,000 silver pesos with 24 importers paying taxes in Popayán. 

During the early 1830s, the logbooks ceased to record these transfers, reflecting the negative 

impact of the wars and the border effects of the 1830-1833 years. Future research should study 

how the border effect shaped commerce during the late 1830s and the 1840s.  

The structure of import trade in Quito exhibited continuities and discontinuities respecting the late 

colonial period. For starters, the number of merchants involved in import trade declined during the 

early years of the revolution but rapidly resumed the late colonial levels in the late 1810s. In the 

1814-1815 biennium, for instance, 49 importers paid taxes in the city, dropping 39% from the 

average number of traders during the 1800-1810 years.90 In the 1817-1818 conjuncture, the number 

of merchants regained the late colonial heights of 80-85 individuals, despite the overall decline in 

the value of imports. Therefore, the average cargo imported by each entrepreneur shrunk, driving 

down the HHI index to 342.91 This pattern continued during the late Colombian years and the early 

beginnings of Ecuadorian rule, with the HHI index fluctuating between 412 and 685 points despite 

the mild expansion of the overall value of imports.92  

 
88 See AGN, SAA2, Administración de Alcabalas, Cuentas Generales, Box 30, Folder 1 
89 The logbooks and waybills for the late 1820s and 1830s are contained in AGN, SAA2, Box 126, 

Folder, 2 and Box 133, Folders 2-3; ACC, Independencia, Alcabalas y Aduanas, 3310.  
90 Own calculations following 1814-1815 waybills at ANE, Alcabalas, Box 30, Logbook 1.  
91 Own calculations following 1817-1818 waybills at ANE, Alcabalas, Box 31, Logbook 2.   
92 There are no waybills available for these years, so we have undertaken the calculations based 

on the taxes paid by each importer in the following logbooks: ANE, Alcabalas, Box 33, Logbooks 

1 and 4.   
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These preliminary insights into the number of importers in the city suggest that independence 

opened venues for new merchants. In similar ways to Popayán, Quito’s late colonial import 

structure was dominated by local wholesalers and a set of itinerant merchants connected to the 

northern and southern routes. In the 1814-1815 biennium, the leading importers, José Zalumbide 

and José Buce, were two merchants connected to the Guayaquil-Lima trade. Yet, their immediate 

followers encompassed a varied group of new itinerant merchants hailing from Panama who 

imported wares via Barbacoas and Tumaco.93 The opening of the northern route via Popayán in 

1816, as it has been shown, cemented a three-tier system of imports with Quito once again 

achieving a polycentric approach to its sources of global goods. In 1817, for instance, the import 

leadership was temporarily held by Francisco Camacho, a Bogotá-based merchant with strong 

connections with the Panamanian trade. His immediate followers included wholesalers connected 

to Guayaquil such as Antonio Morillo and José Vicente Solis while other merchants such as Diego 

Lopez and Joaquín Jaramillo had strong links to New Granada and Panama.94   

The structure of Camacho imports during the Restoration illuminates the way in which the 

independence wars altered the geography of trade in the region. In partnership with Pedro Nolasco 

Casís and other merchants of the viceregal capital, Camacho imported in 1816 a significant cargo 

of foreign goods from Jamaica and Saint Thomas. Joaquín de Mier and Tomás Hurtado, two Santa 

Marta-based merchants, forwarded the merchandise to the interior and the waybills reported that 

part of the cargo was handed to Camacho’s associates in Honda and Nare. After selling a 

substantial part of the cargo, Camacho moved southwards to Popayán via La Plata, where he 

carried out more sales to local businessmen such as José María Mosquera and Isodoro Cordovez. 

By late 1817, he had reached Quito where he received an additional consignment of over 100,000 

silver pesos in foreign goods from Panama via Esmeraldas. There, he continued receiving goods 

from Bogotá and Barbacoas up to early 1819. When he returned to the now Colombian capital in 

the early 1820s, Camacho continued financing merchants willing to forward goods southwards to 

Cali, Popayán, and Quito.95   

 
93 For the waybills of the followers and the leaders see: ANE, Alcabalas, Box 30, Logbook 1. 
94 ANE, Alcabalas, Box 31, Logbook 2.   
95 This sketch of Camacho’s activities from Cartagena to Quito via Bogotá is based on AGN, 

SAA2, Alcabalas, Box 86, Folder 3, AGN, SAA2, Administración de Alcabalas, Cuentas 

Generales, Box 38, Folder 1; AGN, SAA3, Real Hacienda Cuentas, 2299-R, 826-R, and 2901-c; 
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The political conjuncture of the late Colombian years and the border effects associated with the 

separation of New Granada and Ecuador, as it has been shown, severely affected the flow of goods 

through the Popayán-Quito corridor. Businessmen such as Camacho hailing from the north found 

a milieu much more adverse than those merchants connected to the Guayaquil-Valparaiso axis. 

Thus, in the late 1820s, Guayaquil merchants once again led the sector, with traders such as José 

Buce, Alberto Salazar, and Jose Maria Ugarte clearing customs of goods worth over 10,000 silver 

pesos per year.96 Itinerant merchants linked to merchant houses of Popayán still occupied a mid-

size niche in the market, but they lost their grasp during the early 1830s. A different pattern 

followed those importers connected with Tumaco, Iscuandé, and Barbacoas such as Manuel de 

Oses and Jose Joaquín de la Peña. As will be explored in the following chapter, these traders 

thrived during the early 1830s by complementing gold trade with the flow of domestic and 

European wares. According to Guillermo Sosa, who studied trade networks in southwestern New 

Granada after the 1840s, the trade flows that connected the northern Ecuadorian market with 

Panama via Tumaco and Barbacoas kept growing and experienced a new bonanza after the 

construction of the Panama railroad in the 1850s.97 As this section has shown, the Independence 

clearly witnessed the beginnings of this process of trade diversion.  

Quantity and Prices in North Andean Markets  

The previous sections have provided evidence on the patterns of import trade in three North 

Andean capitals. These entrepôts exhibited diverging trends with Bogotá recovering the late 

colonial import levels by the 1830s while Popayán experiencing a severe decline in the value of 

global goods handled by its merchants. Quito experienced an in-between trajectory, with the 

aggregate value of imports declining but not at the severe rates of Popayán. These insights, 

however, have relied upon an analysis in nominal terms. To what extent do these nominal values 

change once price movements are factored in? One of the most important contributions of the 

literature about New Granada’s external trade has been the crafting of times series of CIF prices 

 

ANE, Alcabalas, Box 31, Logbook 2; AGN, N 1, t. 233, ff. 161-161v (1815), N1, t. 234, ff. 234-

235 (1816), and N1, t. 482, ff. 63-63v (1824).    
96 ANE, Alcabalas, Box 33, Logbook 1. Box 34 Logbooks 4-5.    
97 Sosa, “Redes comerciales en las provincias suroccidentales,” 105-109.  
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of British textiles imported to the region.98 There is not an equivalent dataset for Ecuador, yet the 

sources employed to distill New Granada’s CIF prices put together the prices destined for the 

countries of the former Colombian Union. Therefore, it is likely, that prices of imports in the 

Ecuadorian markets followed similar trends to those in the north. As Figure 9.11 shows the main 

insight emerging from the data is the dramatic decline in the price of British cottons after the 1820s. 

The region, therefore, experienced an overall improvement of the terms of trade, a process 

reinforced by the high price of gold during the 1820s as explored in previous chapters.  

 

 

Figure 9.11 CIF Prices of British Cottons Imported to Colombia (Including New Granada, 

Venezuela, and Ecuador), 1822=100 

Source: Palacios, “Las consecuencias económicas,” 114. 

 

According to Ocampo, declining import prices led to an overall increase of the value of imports in 

real terms of the order of 33% between the late colonial period and the 1830s, despite the stagnation 

of imports in nominal terms. This process continued throughout the nineteenth century, with real 

per capita consumption of foreign wares growing at rates above 2.5% up to the 1870s.99 Llorca 

Jaña has detected a similar trend in the Southern Cone, pointing out that textile prices dropped 

 
98 Ocampo, Colombia y la economía mundial, 118-119; Palacios, “Las consecuencias 

económicas,” 114. 
99 Ocampo, Colombia y la economía mundial, 123.  
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consistently during the early republic years and that real per-capita imports soared between 1820 

and 1850.100 This continental-wide process was part of the global transformations led by the 

Industrial Revolution. As Findlay and O’Rourke have stated, price trends confirm the way in which 

the productivity gains associated with the technological innovation were shared with global 

markets via deterioration of British terms of trade until the 1850s.101 The consequences of these 

changes will be further analyzed later in this dissertation. For now, price data help us to put the 

aggregate nominal values distilled in the previous section into a more consistent ground. Thus, if 

deflated using Ocampo’s estimates, Bogotá’s real import capacity in the 1830s was 30% larger 

than that of the late colonial level, while in Quito and Popayán the same measure was roughly 10 

and 30% lower. The southern markets were heavily affected by the wars, but in real terms, the 

panorama was not as catastrophic as portrayed in the literature. Moreover, given the expansion of 

import trade in Cali and the Cauca Valley, it is fair to state that the import trade in the region 

recovered some of the late colonial vitality.  

These preliminary caveats, however, raise at least two broad issues. First, the price data available 

before the 1850s is overwhelmingly reliant on cottons prices. Only after the 1840s Ocampo 

provides a price-weighted index of other imports. This strategy is understandable given the 

dramatic expansion of cotton fabrics in the overall size of imports. In the late 1830s, for instance, 

81% of the imports from the United Kingdom and the Antilles to the territories of the former 

Colombian countries consisted of textiles, with cottons accounting for 55% of them.102 Yet, if the 

goal is to understand the transition from late colonial to early republican markets the panorama is 

not straightforward. As shown in Chapter 4, linens dominated imports in the Northern Andes and 

most Latin American markets. Even during the wars of 1796-1810, when the linen supply chain 

suffered important setbacks, cottons struggled to widen their market share. This transition from 

linen to cottons has not attracted the attention of scholars since most of them have focused on the 

impact of British cottons on the domestic industry.       

Second, the focus on cottons has overshadowed the analysis of the market of other key goods such 

as wine, iron, and paper. In addition, it is incorrect to treat “cotton textiles” as homogenous 

 
100 Llorca, The British Textile Trade in South America, 38-42.  
101 Findlay and O’Rourke, Power and Plenty, 332-333 
102 Ocampo, Colombia y la economía mundial, 126-129.  
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commodities. As Llorca has shown for the southern cone, British traders faced a deep learning 

curve in understanding the consumption patterns of the region. Some cottons such as calicoes and 

madapolams were not regarded as substitutes for other fabrics of the same fiber such as nankeens 

and muslins.103 Colors, motives, and decorations were sometimes more important than quality in 

selecting the cargos. How did Independence change the variety at the disposal of North Andean 

consumers? How did prices shape the market for different goods? This section, then, seeks to 

provide some materials to understand these issues.  

A good starting point is the behavior of prices of specific goods and the quantities traded. Figure 

9.12 shows how prices in Bogotá declined during the 1785-1795 decade, surging in the following 

15 years due to the Atlantic Wars. The quotations remained high during the decade that followed 

the 1810 Revolution despite some respite during the Restoration. The Colombian period and the 

following decade witnessed a downward trend in prices, with most goods traded at levels like those 

of the early 1790s. In Quito, the extant waybill logbooks only offer information for the 1810s. 

Therefore, we can only grasp the beginnings of the price history of the post-1810 period (See Table 

9.3). As in Bogotá, prices remained relatively high during the Wars of Independence, achieving 

important reductions during the 1817-1818 years when the northern merchants flooded the region 

with European wares.      

Naturally, specific goods followed different patterns. The prices of linens, for instance, fluctuated 

in Bogotá within a band of 14 to 32 percent above the 1790s levels during the independence wars, 

suggesting that the global supply chain of linens recovered somewhat from the Napoleonic wars. 

Linens became cheaper as the Colombian years unfolded, achieving a nadir in the 1830s when the 

price of the Bretaña was 10% lower than during the 1790s. In Quito, linens traded at prices mildly 

above in the 1817-1818 biennium than in the 1780s, suggesting a rapid adjustment of the supply 

of these wares.  

 

 
103 Llorca, The British Textile Trade, 201-205.  
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Figure 9.12 Index of Import Prices in Bogotá 1785=100  

Source:  Appendix A.  

Table 9.3 Price Movements in Quito According to the Extant Waybills 

Year Bretaña 

(Silver Pesos 

per Piece) 

Bretaña de 

Algodón. 

(Silver Pesos 

per Piece) 

Wine (Silver 

Pesos per 

Jug) 

Iron (Silver 

Pesos per 

hundredweight) 

Paper 

(Silver Pesos 

per Ream) 

1788 5.5 
 

25 17 3.5 

1809 4.75 3.75 35 54 10 

1814 5 2.25 40 28 10 

1815 5 2.5 35 28 
 

1816 
     

1817 4 1.5 35 20 6 

1818 3.75 1.25 30 16 6 

1819 
     

1820 4.25 1.25 35 20 7 

Source:  Appendix C. 
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The mild decline in the price of linens contrasts heavily with the consistent downtrend experienced 

by cottons, as previously shown. Figure 9.13 confirms this point by examining the price of cotton 

imitations of European linens. According to Walker, who wrote in the 1820s a “selection of a cargo 

suited on a general scale for the Spanish settlements in America,” these imitations were in high 

demand since “the creoles have always given a preference to German and Silesian piece-goods 

from these being of linen, but now they have habitude to wear cotton.” He concluded that the “the 

more the [fabrics] imitate German goods the better, as to the latter a strong preference is given.”104 

The Bretañas and Platillas made of cotton were rarely marketed in both Quito and Bogotá during 

the 1790s and they commanded prices slightly lower than those made of linens. In the viceregal 

capital, they started to gain a consistent market share after 1805, when the defeat in Trafalgar 

attested a blow to the supply chains of the textiles that emanated from continental Europe, exerting 

important changes on the relative prices of textiles. This process continued after the revolution, 

with cotton imitations being traded at values 60% cheaper than in the 1790s, commanding now a 

significant price advantage over the legitimate fabrics made of linen. In Quito, the same wedge 

between cottons and linens started to be noticeable in the 1810s (See Table 9.3).105   

 
104 Walker, Colombia: Being a Geographical, Statistical, Agricultural, Commercial, vol. 2, 221-

222.  
105 In Mexico, the business model of German merchants stopped revolving around linen imports, 

shifting to metalware and chemical trade during the early republican years. Ibarra, El comercio y 

el poder, 162-164.   
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Figure 9.13 Price Movement in Bogotá of Linens and their Cottons Imitations, in Silver 

Pesos per Piece 

Source:  Appendix A.  

The price movements of wine diverged heavily from those of textiles. During the 1785-1795 years, 

the price of a jug of this beverage averaged 7 silver pesos in Bogotá, jumping to 17 silver pesos 

per jug in the wars of 1796-1810. The immediate years following Trafalgar were particularly ones 

of high prices of wine, a pattern that was partially curbed during the revolution with prices 

fluctuating between 9 to 12 silver pesos per jug. The Colombian years did not experience a wave 

of cheap prices for wine and the prices of the beverage remained at an average of 10 silver pesos 

until the 1830s. In Quito, the prices of wine stood at around 25 silver pesos during the late 1780s, 

fluctuating at 30 and 40 silver pesos during the revolution. In both markets, then, the readjustment 

of wine prices was slower than those of textiles. This divergence is likely explained by the fact 

that wine production is one of the few sectors in which Spain commanded a comparative advantage 

over her European rivals. The discriminatory tariffs that Spanish goods suffered in the North 

Andean republics during the 1820s and the 1830s, and the incapacity of the British and French to 

reengineer the supply chains of wine, are two drivers behind price movements as it will be shown 

later in this section.106  

 
106 The best treatment of the marketing networks of wine is the one of Trujillo, “Exportación 

vitícola española,” 123-130; In Mexico, consular reports also documented the way in which Iberian 

products lost ground after Independence see Ibarra, El comercio y el poder, 153-155. On the tariffs 
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For reasons that should be scrutinized in further research, the price of paper suffered a dramatic 

increase during the Wars of Independence in both Quito and Bogotá. In contrast to textiles and 

wine, in fact, paper was more expensive during the 1810s than during the wars of 1796-1810. 

North Andean newspapers complained abundantly about the high prices of their inputs, with some 

of them even closing arguing high costs while others indexing the value of their subscription to 

the price of paper.107 Yet, the latter experienced a vertiginous decline during the 1820s and the 

1830s, with the ream of paper traded at 40% the value commanded during the 1790s. Iron prices 

followed a somewhat similar trend. In Bogotá, the hundredweight of iron traded at 11 silver pesos 

in the early 1790s, climbing to 18 and 26 silver pesos during the wars of 1796-1802 and 1804-

1809, respectively. After the revolution, the waybills quoted iron at 16 silver pesos on average per 

hundredweight, declining to 13 and 10 silver pesos during the late 1820s and early 1830s, 

respectively. In Quito, iron prices jumped from 17 silver pesos per hundredweight, climbing to 50 

silver pesos on the eve of colonial collapse. During the 1810s, the price fluctuated within a band 

of 16 to 26 silver pesos, reflecting once again a better supply than the one experienced during the 

Atlantic wars.   

How did price movements affect the quantities traded? As shown in Chapter 4, the log-log 

regression analysis suggests that most textiles were price elastic, while other goods such as iron, 

wine, and paper were less elastic to prices given their marketing and production structure. Sadly, 

the econometric approach cannot be replicated for the post-1810 period since the information on 

quantities is not as abundant due to the lack of complete waybills. However, the data are consistent 

enough to get a sense of the changes that unfolded during the early republican period. Figure 9.14 

provides a good starting point by presenting the contrast between the cottons and linens traded in 

Bogotá. The Figure describes what can fairly be called the rise and fall of linen sales in the 

Northern Andes. In the 1790s, as perused in Chapter 4, the Bretaña was the single most important 

 

in New Granada, see Márquez, “Exposición del ministro de Estado 1831,” 13. The import of 

Spanish wine was only permitted after 1828 but in non-Spanish vessels.   
107 “Prospecto” Diario Político de Santa Fe de Bogotá, Aug. 27, 1810, Issue 1 and “Nota de los 

editores” Oct. 26, 1810, Issue 19; “Artes” Gazeta Ministerial de Cundinamarca, Oct.13, 1811, 

Issue3; “Los sujetos residentes en la Provincia de Santafé” Gazeta de Santa Fe Capital del N.R de 

Granada, Jun. 13, 1816, Issue 1; “Aumento del precio del papel” Gazeta de la Ciudad de Bogotá 

, Jan. 23, 1820, Issue 26.    
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fabric sold in the region and the Spanish Empire, a position increasingly eroded by the wars of 

1796-1808.  

In Bogotá, then, imports averaged roughly 6,500 pieces per year during the early 1790s, declining 

to 2,500 in the ten years that preceded the colonial collapse.108 After the 1810 Revolution, imports 

kept declining but grew during the Restoration to 4,000 pieces per year. This revival was short-

lived and the 1820s and 1830s witnessed a sharp decline in the consumption of Bretañas to 1,000 

pieces per year. In other words, it appears that linens ceased to be price elastic since a reduction of 

10% in prices led to a dramatic decrease of more than 80% in quantities traded. Clearly, 

substitution and income effects were behind this pattern. The cotton imitations, on the other hand, 

expanded greatly, with the import of bretañas de algodón jumping from 76 pieces in the 1790s to 

339 in the immediate years that followed Trafalgar. During the 1810s 690 pieces were imported, 

a number that came to 1,125 and 2,152 during the late 1820s and early 1830s, respectively.  By 

this time, the import of cotton imitations doubled those of the original products made of linen. This 

pattern, as it will be shown, is even more dramatic if the volumes of increasing popular cottons 

such as madapolams, fulas, and liencillo inglés are considered. Quito’s data also reflects the 

ascendance of cotton imitations during the 1810s. In the late 1780s less than 10 pieces of bretañas 

de algodón were traded per year in the city, a number that jumped to 450 and 850 pieces in the 

1813-1815 and 1817-1818 years, respectively (see Table 9.4).  

 

 
108 As stated in Chapter 4, the precise equivalence of pieces (piezas) in meters is not clear. 

Approximately, each pieza had 64 varas and each vara had about 0.83 meters. See Muñoz, 

“Circulación de textiles,” 10-12.  
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Figure 9.14 Pieces of Bretañas and Imitations Imported to Bogotá 

Source:  Appendix A.  

The times series of paper and iron imports reveal the opportunities that sprung from the collapse 

of the Spanish Empire. As Figures 9.15-9.16 show, the import of the two goods dramatically 

expanded during the early republican years. Iron sales stood at 419 hundredweights per year in the 

early 1790s, declining to 268 hundredweights annually during the Atlantic wars but reviving to 

510 hundredweights in the Restoration. This expansion continued as the republican regime 

unfolded, achieving figures of roughly 900 and 1,300 hundredweights during the late 1820s and 

early 1830s, respectively. It is likely that the iron market had adopted a more price-elastic pattern 

since quantities expanded 300% while price levels declined only 20% between the 1790s and 

1830s. As for paper, imports expanded from 658 rams in the 1790s to 1853 rams in 1817, 

fluctuating within a band of 2,800 and 3,200 rams during the 1828-1835 years. Paper was highly 

inelastic to prices during the late colonial period, but it seems that some price effects became 

pivotal during the early republican period. In Quito, a similar process took place with the quantities 

of both iron and paper expanding in the 1810s with respect to the levels of the late 1780s. 
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Table 9.4 Quantities of Key Imports Traded in Quito 

Year Bretaña 

(Pieces) 

Bretaña de 

algodón 

(Pieces) 

Wine 

(Jugs) 

Paper 

(Reams) 

Iron 

(Hundredweights) 

1788 886 
 

951 746 238 

1809 543 4 198 631 83 

1814 77 10 73 843 93 

1815 129 35 173 955 158 

1817 4,006 875 415 1,437 495 

1818 568 340 132 686 187 

1820 98 18 315 98 151 

Source:  Appendix C 

 

 

Figure 9.15 Iron Imported to Bogotá in Hundredweights 

Source:  Appendix A.  
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Figure 9.16 Paper Imported to Bogotá in Reams 

Source:  Appendix A.  

 

In addition to price effects, the sales of both commodities benefited from the end of the Spanish 

restrictions by allowing North Andean merchants to draw imports from different outlets in the 

Atlantic. The virtual monopoly held by Basque iron producers in the imperial years was now 

challenged by growing imports from Sweden and Britain, with the latter two accounting for 38% 

of the metal imported to Bogotá in the 1830s. Basque iron catered for 31% of the market while the 

remaining share did not report the provenance. A similar pattern developed in the market for paper, 

with high-quality paper (papel florete) from France and Britain displacing the old types coming 

from Barcelona. Future research should peruse the impact of this broader availability of two 

commodities that served as inputs in a wide array set of economic activities. However, these 

numbers put the explanations on the early attempts of industrialization in a different setting.  

In the 1830s, native and foreign entrepreneurs set up factories of textiles, iron, porcelain, paper, 

and other wares in Bogotá. Very few of them succeeded, but the ironworks performed 

exceptionally well, gaining a broad market share in the country by the early 1840s.109 Safford, who 

provided the classic study on the matter, stated that the early industrialization in Bogotá emerged 

as a response to the economic crisis of 1828-1830 while most factories failed because of the lack 

 
109 Ocampo, Industria y protección, 139-152; Safford, “Commerce and Enterprise,” 72-80; 

Ocampo, Colombia y la economía mundial, 390-395.  
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of markets due to geographic fragmentation.110 Elber Berdugo has added some nuance to this 

perspective, highlighting the positive linkages of the factories that managed to survive.111 This, 

again, is a debate that should be the subject of future inquires. Yet, the volumes of iron and paper 

traded after independence suggest that the market for the two goods expanded consistently, 

probably generating the incentives to undertake the incipient process of import-substitution.  

The import of wine, finally, followed a different path from the other commodities so far perused. 

As Figure 9.17 shows, Bogotá’s import of the beverage boomed in the 1790s during the heyday of 

the connections of the region with the Spanish economy. During those years, the consumption of 

wine averaged roughly 1,650 jugs per year. The Atlantic wars severely disrupted the marketing 

chain of the commodity, reducing the quantities traded by more than 60%. The market recovered 

modestly during the Restoration when 1,150 jugs cleared customs in Bogotá. Quito sales of wine 

hovered at roughly 1,000 jugs per year during the late 1780s, while contracting heavily on the eve 

of colonial collapse to 198 jugs. The wars severely affected the sales of Spanish wine, averaging 

269 jugs per year in the 1813-1818 years. This collapse was partially mitigated by the authorization 

to import wine and other alcoholic beverages from Peru and the growth in the consumption of low-

quality Iberian wine known as carlón. The two flows, however, only managed to add roughly 200 

jugs more per year.  

 

 
110 Safford, “Commerce and Enterprise,” 72-80 
111 Berdugo, La industrialización en Bogotá, 25-30.  
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Figure 9.17 Wine Imports to Bogotá in Jugs 

Source:  Appendix A.  

The modest performance of wine sales continued during the early republican period according to 

the Bogotá data. In fact, in the early 1830s, consumption stood at 16% below the sales of the 1790s. 

Given the expansion of the city’s population, per capita consumption was consequently lower. The 

evidence suggests that wine consumption was still heavily reliant on Spanish production and 

therefore, these imports suffered important barriers in terms of tariffs and political pressure.112 In 

the 1830s, the Spanish variants (common Spanish wine and those from Málaga and San Lucas) 

accounted for 78% of the sales, followed by the wine from Bordeaux. The presence of the latter 

no doubt created hope for competition, but still was not enough to compensate for the reduction of 

the flows from the Iberian Peninsula. Future research should be done on the way in which local 

producers of alcoholic beverages (particularly of cane brandy) reacted to the contraction of wine 

imports and how importers resorted to other Atlantic beverages such as rum and whiskey.113  

From Linens to Cottons: Varieties and Composition of Import Trade  

The former analysis of prices and quantities of specific commodities provided inputs to further 

understand the composition of North Andean imports during the early republican years. Figures 

 
112 On the restrictions on Spanish trade during the 1820s see Ospina, Industria y protección, 152-

159 and Laffite, La Costa Caribe, 52-56.   
113 On this trade see Soto, “Exposición que hace al congreso constitucional […] 1835,” 21  
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9.18-9.20 provide the breakdown of the aggregate value of sales of foreign goods according to the 

categories defined in Chapter 4. Three main insights emerge from the data. First, like in the late 

colonial period, Bogotá’s imports were dominated by consumer goods, with capital goods and 

inputs playing an ancillary role.114  In Quito, consumer goods were dominant as well but here the 

category of chemicals and inputs had larger relative importance given the flow of Guatemalan 

indigo, New Granadan redwood, and other dyes (See Figures 9.21-9.22). These, naturally, were 

not European goods but were pivotal inputs that Ecuadorian markets had to draw from far-flung 

markets. Interestingly enough, the share of these inputs in the overall value of imports remained 

high during the 1813-1818 years, suggesting that despite the negative effects of the wars and the 

alleged demise of textile production in the highlands, the demand for inputs remained strong in the 

aggregate external trade of the region.115  

Second, there was a significant change in the relative importance of each category in the overall 

value of Bogotá’s import trade. Textiles and apparel gained ground at the expense of foodstuffs, 

while the relative importance of iron/steel and accessories/tableware varied mildly. The share of 

textiles jumped from 57% in the 1790s to 63% on the eve of colonial collapse, hovering at 65% 

during the 1810s. By the time the republic consolidated in the 1830s, the fabrics’ share had come 

to 68% of imports. The portion of global goods deemed as “apparel” gained roughly four 

percentage points between the late 1790s and the 1810s, a margin that widened two percentage 

points more in the 1830s. The import of foodstuffs heavily contracted in both relative and absolute 

terms. As has been shown, the flow of wine dropped significantly during the entire period here 

studied. This trend was accompanied by a dramatic reduction in the import of olive oil, vinegar, 

pasta, and other products from the Iberian Peninsula. The Mediterranean diet, sustained by the 

wealthy Spanish elite in the late colonial period, clearly waned as the republic unfolded. 

 
114 It seems that the import of guns and munitions were not entirely subject to the waybill system. 

In both Quito and Bogotá, the imports of these wares by private merchants remained low. Most 

likely, these purchases were undertaken by the treasuries and were exempted from sales taxes.    
115 This, naturally, refers to the tendencies in relative terms. In absolute terms, as happened with 

the overall value of imports, chemicals and dyes imports contracted. The next chapter will peruse 

the domestic textile sector during these years.  
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Figure 9.18 Breakdown of Bogotá’s Imports by Categories, 1813 

Source:  Appendix A.  

 

 

Figure 9.19 Breakdown of Bogotá’s Imports by Categories, 1817 

Source:  Appendix A.  
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Figure 9.20 Breakdown of Bogotá’s Imports by Categories, 1832-1833 

Source:  Appendix A.  

 

In Quito, the breakdown of imports varied from that of Bogotá. In the southern entrepôt, textiles 

lost ground in favor of other categories such as apparel and tableware/accessories during the 1810s. 

In fact, the share of textiles dropped from 62% in the late 1780s to 57% during the biennium of 

1813-1815 and 1817-1818. Most other categories gained importance in relative terms, with 

foodstuffs being the only category that suffered from a significant drop in this regard.  Here, again, 

the contraction in the consumption of wine and other Iberian products had an important resonance 

in the composition of trade.    

Accessories/Tableware

7%

Apparel

15%

Chemicals/Metalware

2%

Foodstuffs

5%

Iron/Steel

3%Textiles

68%



597 
 

 

Figure 9.21 Breakdown of Quito’s Imports by Categories, 1814-1815 

Source:  Appendix C.  

 

 

Figure 9.22 Breakdown of Quito’s Imports by Categories, 1817-1818 

Source:  Appendix C.  
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most added-value activities undertaken in the Northern Andes themselves. The import of textiles, 

like in the colonial period, did not consist of ready-to-wear garments but of fabrics that were 

transformed into finished goods by local artisans and households. In the same vein, the import of 

raw iron and steel surpassed the flow of tools and ready-to-use utensils. In Quito, which relied 

heavily on tin, copper, and lead imports from Peru and Chile, most of these imports came in the 

form of raw metals. This continuity in the structure of imports help to explain an aspect of early 

republican tariffs that has not attracted enough attention from scholars: they were relatively low 

for textiles but were high and in some case prohibitive, for ready-made garments.116  

Further search should undertake sectoral analysis to peruse the performance of specific wares and 

markets in the different categories we have used to understand imports. A deeper analysis of 

textiles can help us to illuminate the transformations that followed the collapse of the Spanish 

Empire.  Figures 9.23-9.25 confirm one aspect that has lurked throughout this chapter: the rise of 

cottons and the decline of linens. As studied in Chapter 4, the process started out in the wars of 

1796-1810 when the share of cottons in Bogotá jumped to 22 percent. During the Restoration, 

despite the constraints imposed on cottons imports and the revival of linens imports, the share of 

cottons in the textile market stood at 41%. By the early 1830s materials made of this fiber catered 

for 71% of the market. Conversely, the share of linens dropped consistently from 36 to 22 percent 

between the 1790s and the Restoration, achieving a nadir in the 1830s with only 6% of the sales. 

The bretañas, creas and platillas not only competed with their cotton imitations but also with a 

wide array set of textiles of British and to a lesser extent of Indian and French provenance such as 

the calicoes, madapolams, muslins and the so-called fulas, lienzos del norte and liencillos. Not 

surprisingly, the Bogotá factories formed during the 1830s targeted the import substitution of 

specifically the latter three goods.117  

A similar counterpoint took place between silks and woolens. While the former saw its market 

share drop from 20 to 10 percent between the 1790s and the 1810s, the latter’s portion soared from 

17 to 20 percent. By the 1830s, silks only accounted for 5% of the sales, while woolens captured 

over 22 percent. The main victims of this process were the imports of taffetas, velveteens, and raw 

 
116 For the tariffs during the Colombian years see Ospina, Industria y protección, 154-155. For the 

tariffs during the 1830s see Polo, “Los artesanos Bogotános ante el librecambismo,” 72-74.  
117 See some articles of the constitution of these companies in Ospina, Industria y protección, 206-

207.  
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silk from Granada, Murcia, Valencia, and other producers in the Peninsula that supplied over 60% 

of products made of these goods during the late colonial period. It seems that producers from 

France, the Middle East, and China expanded their grasp in relative terms but in absolute terms 

the reduction in silk purchases was noticeable. Woolens, in turn, weathered the expansion of 

cottons, confirming the insights of other studies that have found that the two wares were not 

competing goods in most markets.118 In Bogotá, the expansion of British broadcloth was 

particularly important, with franels and bayetas de cien hilos, becoming more and more popular 

as the republic unfolded.  

 

Figure 9.23 Breakdown of Textile Imports in Bogotá by Fiber, 1813 

Source:  Appendix A.  

 

 
118 Llorca, The British Textile Trade, 139-152.  
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Figure 9.24 Breakdown of Textile Imports in Bogotá by Fiber, 1817 

Source:  Appendix A. 

 

 

Figure 9.25 Breakdown of Textile Imports in Bogotá by Fiber, 1832-1833 

Source:  Appendix A. 
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late 1780s, with cottons absorbing marginal shares of the textile market. Linens accounted for a 

secondary though a significant portion of sales. On the eve of colonial collapse, however, cotton 

textiles managed to match the market share of woolens while linens fell further behind. By the end 

of the 1817-1818 years, cottons kept dominating the market with woolens recovering some of the 

ground lost during the wars of 1796-1810. Linens enjoyed a mild revival linked to the incursion 

of New Granadan merchants while silks, on the other hand, experienced a further reduction in 

relative terms. The lack of data for the late 1820s precludes us from confirming if cottons continued 

its road to dominance. Yet, given the growing role of cottons in the British exports to the 

“Colombian” countries in the 1830s and 1840s, it is likely that Quito continued the shift from 

linens to cottons as well. 

 

 

Figure 9.26  Breakdown of Textile Imports in Quito by Fiber, 1814-1815 

Sources:  Appendix C. 
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Figure 9.27 Breakdown of Textile Imports in Quito by Fiber, 1817-1818 

Sources:  Appendix C. 
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from 20 to 62 while the types of linens stagnated at roughly 45 types. The number of woolens also 

experienced an important increase while the diversity of silks expanded at a more modest rate. In 

Quito, the information of the 1817-1818 years also shows the expansion of consumer choice 

despite having a less diverse market than Bogotá. In the late 1780s, roughly 120 types of textiles 

were traded, a number that soared to 158 during the Restoration. These numbers, as in Bogotá, are 

higher if colors and other variables are considered with 198 and 263 types in 1788-1790 and 1817-

1818, respectively.  

Naturally, this augmentation of consumer choice was not limited to the trade of textiles. As 

explored above, iron and paper buyers benefitted from lower prices and a larger diversity in terms 

of quality and design. This North Andean pattern is in line with Llorca’s analysis of the 

correspondence of British merchants in the Southern Cone during the 1820s and 1830s. These 

merchants faced a deep learning curve to serve the new markets since the demanding nature of 

Latin American consumers was unexpected.119 As explained in Chapter 4, some of these features 

were already emerging during the late colonial period in the Northern Andes. Indeed, the Chapter 

stated that a better framework to understand the flow of imports is the one of a monopolistic 

competition, with many merchants selling products that were differentiated from one another.   

 

 
119 Llorca, The British Textile Trade in South America, 54-62.  
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Figure 9.28 Import Trade in Bogotá: Number of Items Traded per Year 

Source:  Appendix A.  

 

The waybill data for the Restoration and the 1830s suggest that some late colonial import structure 

features seem to have intensified during the early republican years. Bipartite networks have been 

crafted to test this point, portioning nodes into two groups of merchants and commodities. Thus, 

Figures 9.29-9.30 display these networks for the Restoration in Quito and Bogotá, with importers 

depicted as round nodes and commodities as square ones, and the size of the round nodes is 

weighted by the number of commodities traded by each merchant. The Bogotá network depicts a 

classic dense core agglomerating the goods traded by most merchants and an important set of 

traders developing spoke-like networks of commodities traded by few other importers. Which 

commodities were traded by most importers? Table 9.5 present the most popular goods imported 

and the number of merchants involved. The top 10 commodities traded consisted of linens 

(bretañas and platillas), cottons (chintzes, muslins, fulas and cotonías), woolens (broadcloth) 

wine, and iron. The main innovation was the absence of paper, a commodity that became 

temporally the realm of fewer merchants, reflecting the high prices and short quantities perused 

above.   
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Figure 9.29 Bipartite Network of Goods (Square Nodes) and Merchants (Round Nodes), 

Bogotá 1817 

 

Source:  Appendix A. 

Figure 9.30 Bipartite Network of Goods (Square Nodes) and Merchants (Round Nodes), 

Quito 1817 

 

Source:  Appendix A. 
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The Quito network developed during the Restoration was structured in a different manner (Figure 

9.30). There were two cores of commodities with one set of merchants positioned at the center of 

the network bridging them. It seems that the two cores clustered goods form different sectors with 

wine and paper in one group and popular textiles such as chintzes and percalas in the other. The 

merchants edging the two segments of the network were specialists that traded in a narrow set of 

popular goods while those traders at the center tended to be generalists. On the other hand, a big 

merchant, Francisco Camacho, developed a salient spoke-like network with commodities only 

traded by him and very few other merchants. As Table 9.6 shows, the commodities handled by 

most importers consisted of wine, paper, iron, indigo, steel, cottons (chintzes, percalas, and 

muslins), and woolens (broadcloths and bayetas).    

 

Table 9.5 Import Trade in Bogotá: Concentration Metrics and Sales Value of Top Items 

Traded 

1817 1833 

Item Number 

of 

Merchant

s  

HHI Value 

in 

Silver 

Pesos 

Item Number 

of 

Merchant

s  

HHI Value 

in 

Silver 

Pesos 

Bretaña  30 469 8,952 White Fula 35 562 62,214 

White Fulas 28 325 8,453 Chintzes 27 621 49,125 

Broadcloth 22 429 5,856 Muslins 21 412 31,125 

Platillas 22 692 3,236 Broadcloth 18 519 29,852 

Marcellas  21 558 4,126 Iron 17 801 15,628 

Casimir 21 701 6,084 Blue Fula 17 15 22,384 

Chintzes  21 125 9,962 Paper 16 401 11,512 

Common wine 21 765 3,078 Madapolams 16 625 34,458 

Iron 19 725 3,875 Common Wine 16 592 13,201 

Muslins 18 359 1,862 Madras 

Handkerchiefs 

16 826 6,983 

Source:  Appendix A.  
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Despite the differences, the two networks not only show the counterpoint between specialists and 

generalists but also the wide array of goods that remained as the realm of one or two merchants. 

The R2 of the lineal regressions plotted in Figures 9.31-9.32 suggest that the correlation between 

the value of the cargos imported and the variety traded was not as strong as before the 

Independence. Big importers tended to be more generalists but even merchants such as Francisco 

Camacho in Quito or Manuel Fuenmayor in Bogotá did not manage to encompass all the varieties 

available in the market. In fact, they only traded in 31 and 36% of the types of goods supplied in 

both outlets, respectively. On the contrary, a huge portion of their merchandise (38 and 41%, 

respectively) were differentiated goods traded by them or only one or two other merchants.  

 

Table 9.6 Import trade in Quito: Concentration Metrics and Sales Values of Top Items 

Traded in 1817  

Item Number of 

merchants 

HHI Value in 

Silver Pesos 

Common Wine 42 325 14,349 

Paper 36 402 9,068 

Iron 28 512 10,098 

Steel 25 328 4,244 

Chintzes 24 489 16,890 

Broadcloth 22 369 10,014 

Muslins 20 512 8,982 

Indigo 19 602 23,896 

Percala 19 298 13,311 

Bayeta Pellón 19 312 9,012 

Source:  Appendix C.  
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Figure 9.31 Scatterplot of Value of Cargo vs Number of Items Traded per Merchant, 

Bogotá 1817 

Source:  Appendix A.  

 

 

Figure 9.32 Scatterplot of the Value of Cargo vs Number of Items Traded per Merchant, 

Quito 1817 

Source:  Appendix C.  
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by cottons (madapolams, muslins, fulas and, chintzes), woolens (broadcloth), and Madras 

handkerchiefs. Iron, paper, and wine were still part of the group but the age of the bretaña had 

been clearly eclipsed by then. In addition, the network was structured by a consistent set of 

merchants surrounding the core of popular goods but developing spoke-like ties with merchandise 

handled by a few importers. Here, again, the interest in doing business through differentiated goods 

is clear.  

The information plotted in Figure 9.35 suggests that the correlation between the value of cargos 

and varieties traded by each merchant became weaker than in the periods previously perused. 

Despite their role as generalists, top importers failed in handling all varieties traded in Bogotá. 

Powles, Illingworth, Wills & Co, for instance, had cargos that covered only 31% of the goods that 

cleared customs in the capital. This result is even clearer in the Figure 9.34, which depicts the 

varieties traded by the top six importers. Most of these businessmen imported a broad set of 

popular goods but also strove to sell merchandise that their immediate competitors did not handle. 

Raimundo Santa María, like Powles, Illingworth, Wills & Co, traded in a wide array set of popular 

cottons but he also imported glassware, perfumery, and other products that few of his top 

competitors traded. Conversely, Powles, Illingworth, Wills & Co developed an expertise for 

specific woolens and accessories rarely traded by other businessmen.   
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Figure 9.33 Bipartite Network of Goods (Square Nodes) and Merchants (Round Nodes) in 

Bogotá, 1832-1833 

Source:  Appendix A. 
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Figure 9.34  Bipartite Item-Merchant Network: Items Traded by the Top 6 Importers in 

Bogotá, 1832-1833 

Source:  Appendix A. 

 

 

Figure 9.35 Scatterplot of the Value of Cargo vs Number of Items Traded per 

Merchant, Bogotá 1832-1833 

Source:  Appendix A. 
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In short, North Andean merchants traded a broad set of popular goods, the markets for which were 

most likely the arena of competition in prices and quantities. However, a huge portion of the 

business model of importers consisted in the supply of a wide array of differentiated goods. It is 

clear that the early republican years not only witnessed a process of better terms of trade but also 

of further competition in terms of the number of businessmen involved in the import sector and 

the variety they brought to the market.   

Producing Textiles to Purchase Textiles: The Redistribution of European Goods  

Up to this point, the analysis has delved into the inflow of European goods to the three main North 

Andean entrepôts, with the regional redistribution of these wares remaining as a pending subject. 

The evidence so far perused suggests that as the republican rule unfolded, the role of Bogotá as an 

entrepôt of European goods thrived while the Popayán-Quito corridor suffered important 

transformations. Based on extensive use of qualitative sources, Frank Safford has already pointed 

out that the capital city kept this function as a large entrepôt of global goods throughout the 

nineteenth century. However, his explanation of this centrality as well as his conclusions regarding 

some features of import trade are not supported by the evidence so far provided in this dissertation.  

In Safford’s argument, several conditions conspired to cluster import trade in Bogotá. First, the 

earthquake that in 1805 severely affected the inland port of Honda allegedly led to the shift of 

warehousing services to the capital. Before the earthquake, “Bogotá, despite its political power, 

was at the mercy of the forwarding merchants of Honda” and the “colonial lethargy” made the city 

“lose its more adventurous sons.”120 Second, the incapacity of the northeastern outlets to build 

roads that connected them directly to the Magdalena River reinforced the monopoly enjoyed by 

the capital’s businessmen during the nineteenth century. Finally, the political power concentrated 

in the capital, gave its merchants broad access to rents and funds to fuel their import trade. These 

variables generated a “primitive” trade system where regional merchants relied upon a few 

wholesalers while the “absurdity” of transporting goods to the highlands to move them back to the 

lowlands further restricted the access to global wares across the region.121  

 
120 Safford, “Commerce and Enterprise,” 33 and 44.  
121 Safford, “Commerce and Enterprise,” 304-305 and 316-315.   



613 
 

By mobilizing other sources, the dissertation has provided some nuances to this long-standing 

view. For starters, by the time of Honda’s earthquake, Bogotá had already cemented its role as a 

distributional center of global goods, with the polycentric connections of the region precluding the 

monopoly of a single group of importers across the viceroyalty. The notarial and sales tax records 

show, in addition, that the distribution of wares from the capital was not only confined to central 

New Granada, but also linked southwards to the Popayán-Quito corridor. Finally, as Chapter 4 has 

illuminated, if import trade is analyzed as an isolated activity from the flow of domestic produce, 

simplistic explanations may emerge. Indeed, most regional merchants who traveled to Bogotá 

traded the two types of goods in conjunction. The following chapter will further address this 

mélange of the two streams of trade. This section will peruse the quantitative evidence on the flows 

that emanated from Bogotá and Quito after the collapse of the Spanish Empire.  

Few logbooks of outbound waybills are preserved in the North Andean archives for the republican 

period. This issue, already encountered in the examination of the late colonial period, forces us to 

limit the analysis to those years for which the logbooks are relatively complete. Fortunately, the 

notarial and other alcabala records mitigate the risk of distilling broad insights from a very few 

numbers of years. Thus, we have processed the Quito and Bogotá logbooks of outbound waybills 

for 1818 and 1817, respectively.122 These two sources provide a good assessment of the 

distributional pattern during the Restoration. Then, the analysis shifts to 1832-1833 when a broad 

set of 785 waybills covering nine months provide a unique way to observe how foreign goods 

flowed out from Bogotá in the years following the demise of the Colombian union.123    

Map 9.1 depicts the destination of the 214 waybills issued by Quito’s customs house in 1818. A 

total of 154 merchants requested permission to move their foreign goods to roughly 31 locations 

stretching from Cartago in the north to Piura in the south. Five waybills that included remittances 

of a few meters of European textiles (no doubt samples) to Bogotá and Lima has not been included.  

Three main nodes accounted for over 50 percent of the waybills issued, with Pasto funneling goods 

northwards, Latancuga clustering flows across the Sierra, and Guayaquil absorbing wares to 

forward them to the Pacific. If we further peruse the composition of the re-exports to the nodes, 

 
122 AGN, SAA3, Real Hacienda Cuentas, 2901-c, SAA2, Administración de Alcabalas, Cuentas 

Generales, Box 38, Folder 1; ANE, Alcabalas, Box 31, Logbook 3.  
123 AGN, SAA2, Alcabalas, Box 204, Folder 3, Box 214, Folder 4, Box 229, Folder 1; SAA2, 

Administración de Alcabalas, Cuentas Generales, Box 7, Folder3.  
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relevant issues emerge. In Pasto, the cargos encompassed roughly 32 types of goods but the lion’s 

share of them consisted of iron (74 hundredweights), steel (27 hundredweights), paper (64 rams), 

and wine (88 jugs). Only 144 varas of foreign textiles were exported northwards, suggesting that 

this region drew these wares from the northern corridor via Barbacoas or Popayán.124  

Re-exports to Latacunga, in turn, were dominated by textiles, with more than 1,639 pieces of 18 

types of foreign fabrics (mainly cottons such as chintzes and percalas and linens such as bretañas 

and platillas) accounting for 72% of the waybills requested. In addition, Latacunga absorbed 128 

dozen handkerchiefs (of both silk and cottons, the latter dominated by those hailing from India and 

England) and 98 pairs of stockings of different fibers. No outflows of iron, steel and wine were 

reported to this outlet while the paper remittances were small. The composition of the cargos 

moved to Guayaquil, finally, was dominated by artisanry products that used European raw 

materials. As Mariana Borchart has shown, a wide variety of wares such as trencillas (soutaches), 

pegadillos (laces), galones (braids), and rengos (cotton loops) were the main goods exported to 

the south and Guayaquil in the late colonial period.125 The 1818 data suggests that part of this trade 

survived the first wave of the Independence Wars in the region. Unfortunately, the waybill data is 

not specific enough to measure the volume of this trade over time.  

 

 
124 In addition, as it will be shown in the following chapter, Pasto absorbed a huge quantity of 

coastal produce that is not included here such as salt from Santa Helena and rice and cacao from 

the Guayas.  
125 Borchart, La Audiencia de Quito, 251-262.  
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Map 9.1 Outbound Waybills Containing Foreign Goods Issued in Quito in 1818, Nodes 

Weighed by Number of Waybills  

Source:  Appendix C.  
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The structure of Quito re-exports suggests that the region’s polycentric connections should be 

analyzed not only in terms of competition among different routes but also in terms of their 

complementarities. Indeed, the different set of goods flowing northwards and southwards shows 

that the Barbacoas and Popayán routes served a large portion of the textile market, while Guayaquil 

not only funneled textiles but also most of the iron, paper, and wine consumed in the Sierra. To 

understand this pattern, that we have already encountered in the comparative analysis of the 

imports that from Maracaibo and Cartagena-Santa Marta flowed into Bogotá, further research 

should be done on port facilities, networks, and transport costs across different goods.  

A second point that springs from the data is the resilience of the late colonial framework in which 

regions such as Latacunga that produced most of the domestic textiles traded to the mining belts 

were in tandem important outlets of foreign textiles. Scholars have arrived at similar conclusions 

in their examination of other regions of the former Spanish Empire. According to Assadourian, an 

extensive population of female weavers in Córdoba invested four to six months per year producing 

woolens to buy European wares to be displayed during Sundays and special occasions. The 

business was in the hands of merchants who on a cottage system basis distributed the European 

wares, inputs, and transported the domestic woolens to markets in Buenos Aires.126 Further 

research should be done to establish if a similar pattern emerged in the markets served by Quito 

merchants.    

Map 9.2 moves the analysis to Bogotá’s waybills. It shows the scope of the city’s re-exports during 

the Restoration according to the 102 waybills issued in the local customs house. In the logbooks, 

the European wares were recorded in muleloads, so weighted nodes haves been plotted in the map 

accordingly. The data confirms that the incursion of Bogotá merchants in the Quito-Popayán trade 

corridor deepened after 1810. Popayán, Cali, Buga, Quito and Cartago absorbed 55% of the 

muleloads of global goods re-exported from Bogotá while the northeast still was a sizable outlet, 

absorbing nearly 29% of these flows. The Upper Magdalena Valley emerged as an important 

market for Bogotá’s wholesalers while Antioquia ceased to be an important destination for the re-

export of imports. Sadly, the available logbooks do not provide a breakdown of the muleloads 

distributed to each region, so it is impossible to identify patterns of specialization.  

 
126 Assadourian, El Sistema de la economía colonial, 256-271. See also Tell, “La participación 

mercantil de campesinos,” 13-15.  
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Map 9.2 Outbound Waybills Containing Foreign Goods Issued in Bogotá in 1817-1818, 

Nodes Weighed by the Number of Muleloads Exported 

Source:  Appendix A.  
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The available waybills for the 1832-1833 years allow us not only to track the changes in the 

direction of trade flows as the republic unfolded but also to go deeper into the structure of these 

flows. The extant records, in fact, report the composition of each cargo and the name of the Bogotá 

businessmen from which the regional merchants acquired their wares. This section will, first, map 

the destination of outflows weighted by the number of waybills issued to each location and then, 

peruse the specific destination of the top 5 commodities exported to distill specialization patterns. 

Finally, it will examine the structure of re-export trade by visualizing the bipartite buyer-seller 

network in the capital.   

Map 9.3 depicts, then, the 85 locations that received global goods from Bogotá. Most likely, these 

nodes were not always end-markets but also regional entrepôts of these wares. Socorro, Neiva, La 

Mesa, Cali, and Tunja were the top five destinations by the number of waybills. These nodes 

encapsulate well the heterogeneity of regions connected to Bogotá. Socorro, for instance, was the 

leading producer of domestic cotton textiles while Tunja was the center of the production of 

woolens. La Mesa, in turn, was the entrepôt that connected the vertical trade between the lowlands 

and the highlands. Cali, finally, was the leading entrepôt of southwestern New Granada.  

If the 85 nodes are clustered in five regions, it is possible to see the direction of flows on a more 

aggregate basis. The northeast, which encompassed the agricultural and textile regions from 

northern Cundinamarca up to Cúcuta, accounted for 41% of the re-exports. The second region, the 

Upper Magdalena, includes the waybills bounded to the nodes south of Honda way down to Neiva 

and the outlets in the slopes of western Bogotá such as La Mesa and Fusagasugá. These nodes 

accounted for over 30% of the remittances. In “Antioquia” has been grouped the nodes located in 

that province while in “Bogotá” the towns located in the immediate plains of the capital from 

Zipaquirá in the north to Cáqueza in the south. The two clusters were the destination of 6 and 10 

percent of the waybills, respectively. Finally, in the southwest we have included the nodes of the 

old trade corridor that connected Quito with the Cauca Valley via Popayán. This region absorbed 

15% of the waybills.  
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Map 9.3 Outbound Waybills Containing Global Goods Issued in Bogotá 1832-1833, Nodes 

Weighed by the Number of Waybills  

Source:  Appendix A.  
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At face value, the regional destination of foreign goods changed abruptly from the patterns so far 

outlined for the Restoration. Yet, the information for the latter was reported in muleloads while 

the 1832-1833 analysis was weighted by the number of waybills per destination. The records for 

the 1830s create therefore a bias for those regions closer to Bogotá such as the northeast and the 

towns nearby since these flows tended to be handled by small merchants each of whom requested 

more than one waybill and traveled to Bogotá on average 2.2 times per year. Far-flung markets 

such as those in the southwest were the realm of a narrower set of traders who handled big cargos, 

requesting a single waybill, and visiting the capital once per year. To avoid this issue, the direction 

of re-exports will be explored by focusing on the top four textiles traded (three cottons and one 

woolen) and the destination of iron and wine outflows.  

Figures 9.36-9.39 present the breakdown of the destinations of the textiles by regions, while Table 

9.7 reports the top 10 individual outlets. Bogotá re-exports of foreign coarse textiles (lienzos, 

lienzos del norte and liencillos) totaled 3,535 pieces, most of which of British provenance while 

only 225 pieces were specifically labeled as cottons from India (lienzos or liencillos de la India). 

The Northeast absorbed most of these wares, with Tunja and Socorro standing out as top outlets. 

The southwest and the upper Magdalena did not fall behind, funneling important quantities of 

cottons through Neiva, Popayán, and Cali. The re-exports of madapolams and fulas present a 

different pattern, with the southwest leading in the former while the Upper Magdalena in the latter. 

Despite these differences among the destinations of specific fabrics, the shares of each of the three 

main regions tended to stand at 40 to 30 percent. In other words, the outflows of cottons tended to 

be structured evenly among these there macroregions.    
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Figure 9.36 Destination of Bogotá’s Re-exports of Foreign Coarse Cottons (Lienzos and 

Liencillos), 1832-1833 

Source:  Appendix A.  

 

 

Figure 9.37 Destination of Bogotá’s Re-exports of Fulas of All Types, 1832-1833 

Source:  Appendix A.  
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Figure 9.38 Destination of Bogotá’s Re-Exports of Madapolams of All Types, 1832-1833 

Source:  Appendix A.  

 

 

Figure 9.39 Destination of Bogotá’s Re-Exports of Broadcloth of All Types, 1832-1833 

Source:  Appendix A.  
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Table 9.7 Top 10 Destination of Bogotá’s Re-Exports of Textiles, 1832-1833 

Fulas Lienzos/Liencillos Madapolams Broadcloth 

Destination Pieces Destination Pieces Destination Pieces Destination Pieces 

Neiva 341 Popayán 466 Cali 482 Popayán 58 

Socorro 202 Tunja 348 Popayán 282 Tunja 43 

Pamplona 154 Neiva 346 Cartago 262 Bucaramanga 35.5 

Cali 146 Socorro 342 Neiva 204 Socorro 30 

Girón 146 Cartago 197 Guamo 178 Zapatoca 27 

Ambalema 105 Cali 163 Tunja 163 Buga 16 

Guamo 103 La Mesa 120 Buga 140 Cali 16 

Buga 96 Vélez 110 Chaparral 120 Cartago 8 

La Mesa 95 Guamo 99 La Mesa 115 Santa Rosa 8 

Cartago 92 Santa Rosa 97 Socorro 115 Zipaquirá 6 

Source:  Appendix A. 

The remittances of British and European broadcloths, on the other hand, were heavily concentrated 

in the northeast, with Tunja and Socorro as dominant outlets despite the importance of Popayán.  

No node in the Upper Magdalena Valley received a sizable cargo of woolens, reflecting the 

importance of climate variations in defining the textile of choice for regional consumers.  

The re-exports of iron, on the other hand, exhibited a more restricted nature, with the Upper 

Magdalena Valley and the towns that surrounded the capital (mainly Zipaquirá due to its salt 

mines), absorbing the lion’s share of these streams (Figure 9.40). Wine outflows exhibited a similar 

pattern, despite the importance of Popayán as an outlet for this beverage (Figure 9.41). This data, 

in conjunction with those already perused for textile outflows, suggest that further research should 

be conducted to explain the specialization patterns among regions. It is clear, however, that 

Bogotá’s role as entrepôt relied upon the networks that revolved around the southwest, the 

northeast, and the upper Magdalena. The outflows to the former confirm, once again, the 

importance of the ties developed by Bogotá merchants with the old corridor formerly dominated 

by importers in Quito and Popayán. This continuous flow of imports to this region suggests, in 

addition, that some nuances should be added to the apocalyptic crisis that allegedly these 

economies suffered during the early republican years. As the next chapter will show, the centrality 

of the outlets in the Upper Magdalena reflects, in turn, the linkage effects of the cacao cycle that 
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started out in the early 1800s and continued during the 1830s. These thriving networks of import 

distribution helped to explain the ascendance of local entrepreneurs who, as Uribe Urán pointed 

years ago, sustained a group of provincial lawyers and politicians who fueled the liberal programs 

of the 1820s and 1830s.127  

  

 

Figure 9.40 Destination of Bogotá’s Re-Exports of Iron of All Types, 1832-1833 

Source:  Appendix A.  

 

The significance of the northeast region as an end-market of global textiles is one of the main 

continuities between the late colonial period and the early republican years. In fact, as shown in 

Chapter 4, this area clustered the most important target nodes of the import networks that radiated 

from the capital in the 1790s. This suggests that the region weathered relatively well the transition, 

recreating trade networks that enabled its inhabitants to purchase imports. As it will be shown in 

the following chapter, the evidence strongly supports this hypothesis. Yet, further research should 

be done on why some regions produced textiles to import textiles. In addition, it is not clear how 

the replacement of linens for cottons affected the material culture of the region. Consumption 

patterns and the role of textiles as mechanisms of distinction should be further studied to make 

sense of the raw data here advanced.  

 
127 Uribe-Urán, Honorable lives, 120-125.  
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Figure 9.41 Destination of Bogotá’s Re-Exports of Wine of All Types, 1832-1833  

Source:  Appendix A.  
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direct importers cleared customs in the capital, suggesting that a portion of these importers 
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from the provinces. This is confirmed by the fact that only 6 percent of the waybills reported goods 

originally bought to foreign merchants. The latter, as it has been shown, controlled roughly 42% 

of the value of imports.128  In other words, foreign merchants not only did not monopolize the 

import trade but also relied upon Bogotá middlemen to further distribute the goods to the 

hinterlands. This pattern is like the one developed by foreign traders in other inland entrepôts of 

the former Spanish Empire. Yet, in the studies on New Granada, this pattern has been 

overshadowed by the discussions about the alleged monopoly that the British enjoyed in the 

region.129  

 
128 On attempts at prohibiting foreign merchants to practice retailing see Márquez, “Exposición 

[…] 1831,” 9.  
129 For foreign merchants in other regions during the early republican years see: Langer, “A la 

sombra del Cerro Rico,” 83-84; Gootenberg, Between Silver and Guano, 59-63, Bernecker, 

“Comercio y comerciantes extranjeros,” 89-93; Ibarra, El comercio y el poder en México, 405-

420; Llorca, The British Textile Trade, 59-63. On New Granada see Safford, “Commercial Crisis 

and Economic Ideology,” 191-192.  
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A second feature that emerges from the data is that the buyer-supplier relation was more complex 

than previously thought. Safford, for instance, pointed out that a “primitive” system prevailed in 

which regional buyers depended upon one or two wholesalers to assemble their cargos, reflecting 

the shallowness of local markets.130 One way to test this assertion is by harnessing the invoices 

consigned in the waybills to visualize the buyer-seller network of re-exports. As Figure 9.42 

shows, the data did not exhibit a pattern centered in dyads (one buyer-one seller) or a small clique 

of suppliers dominating provincial clients. On the contrary, regional merchants got their supplies 

from a wide array set of Bogotá sellers, with each buyer, on average, buying his goods in 4.25 

different stores. Conversely, each Bogotá merchant sold wares to roughly 13.5 provincial clients.  

Naturally, further research on credit patterns and risk spreading will help to fully study the 

networks. For now, it is important to remark that variety seems to have played a vital role in 

guiding the decisions of provincial merchants. As shown before, importers not only competed in 

prices but also in product differentiation. This pattern is well reflected in the invoices, with the 

likelihood that each provincial merchant purchased the same commodity from two stores being of 

only 35%. These insights, again, should be the subject of further studies that addressed not only 

the aggregate network but also case studies of merchants in the capital and the provinces.  

 
130 Safford, “Commerce and Enterprise,” 343-350.  
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Figure 9.42 Structure of Distribution of European Wares in Bogotá: Provincial Merchants 

as Square Nodes and Bogotá Wholesalers as Round Nodes, 1832-1833 

Source:  Appendix A.  

Final Remarks  

This chapter has provided new insights to understand the flows of global goods across the Northern 

Andes during the three decades that followed the 1810 political schism. These insights 

complement the existing literature in two ways. First, instead of observing the process exclusively 

at the seaports in both Europe and Latin America, the chapter has studied imports as they reach 

their end-markets and entrepôts in the interior of the region. Thus, new data has been unearthed on 

the direction, volumes, and values of the flows handled by merchants in Bogotá, Popayán, and 

Quito, providing hypotheses on the structure of import trade and marketing practices across New 

Granada and Ecuador. Second, the chapter has followed Jan de Vries in measuring the impact of 

intercontinental trade on preindustrial economies not only by the convergence of prices for non-

competing goods “but by relative prices and the effective augmentation of consumer choice.”131 

 
131 Vries, “The Limits of Globalization,” 722. 
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In this vein, new evidence on prices, quantities, and varieties has been provided to understand the 

composition of trade and changes in the North Andean consumption patterns.  

The chapter provides four main insights. First, the region experienced a process of import 

deepening and widening during the early republican rule. The trade liberalization that followed the 

collapse of the Spanish restrictions and the changes in relative prices driven by the Industrial 

Revolution allowed North Andean consumers to acquire a growing quantity of global goods. This 

capacity of the region to absorb an increasing portion of imports in real terms suggests that the 

apocalyptic view of the post-independence economies should be moderated. Naturally, regional 

variation took place, with Bogotá’s real imports in the 1830s increasing roughly 30% above the 

late colonial levels while the volume of global goods handled by Popayán merchants dropping 30-

40% in the same period. Quito exhibited an in-between pattern, with real imports in the 1830s 

standing at approximately 90% of the levels achieved before the revolution. These numbers, again, 

constitute a lower bound of import levels since it seems that the Bolivarian alcabalas were not as 

effective in tracking goods as their Bourbon predecessors.   

Second, the research has found that the region preserved the late colonial polycentric nature of its 

connections with the world economy. Bogotá drew imports from a broad set of ports in an arc that 

stretched from Maracaibo to Cartagena. Moreover, the evidence is strong in showing that these 

routes competed in some branches of trade but acted as specialized, non-competing venues to 

transport other goods. Popayán’s connections with the ports on the Atlantic dwindled, becoming 

an outlet more and more dependent on the wholesalers of Bogotá, Antioquia, and the Cauca Valley. 

The latter experienced a significant bonanza, with their businessmen acquiring global goods 

through Bogotá and a broad set of seaports on the Atlantic and the Pacific. The data on Cali 

suggest, once again, that the overall crisis of southwestern New Granada during this period should 

be taken with a grain of salt. The Quito-Popayán corridor suffered important setbacks, with the 

capital of Ecuador relying more and more on Guayaquil but preserving an important flow of 

European goods through the ports of the mining belts of southwestern New Granada.  

Thirdly, quantities and price levels varied for different goods. As republican rule unfolded, imports 

became cheaper with textiles benefiting from the technological innovations exerted by the 

Industrial Revolution in Great Britain and the elimination of Spanish trade barriers. Future research 

should measure the relative importance of each process in the overall price declines. Other 
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commodities such as iron and paper experienced lower prices than those commanded during the 

late colonial period as well, while wine prices remained high throughout the period. The evidence 

suggests that iron and paper became more price-elastic and, therefore, price drops fueled a dramatic 

expansion in the importation of these goods. Conversely, price increases may explain the sensible 

decline in the consumption of wine across the region. Textile imports soared during the 1820s and 

the 1830s, continuing the expansion process that started in the late 1780s. Yet, the composition of 

textile flows experienced an important change, with British cottons displacing central European 

and French linens in North Andean outlets. The bretañas and the platillas, in fact, became the first 

victims of the expansion of British fabrics across the region.       

Finally, the chapter shows how the process of import deepening was accompanied by an expansion 

in the number of merchants involved in international trade and a dramatic augmentation of 

consumer choice. After 1810, North Andean outlets became more competitive, with British and 

local merchants striving to serve an expanding demand for international goods. Contrary to what 

the literature has stated before, foreign traders did not monopolize import trade in the inland 

outlets. In the same vein, the regional flows that emanated from Bogotá and Quito were at the 

hands of numerous local middlemen. These entrepreneurs competed in prices and quantities and 

on varieties, supplying a growing portfolio of differentiated goods. Thus, in the 1830s, the varieties 

available in markets such as Bogotá doubled respecting the ones available in the 1790s. Colors, 

designs, motives, and provenance became central in defining the cargos of merchants. North 

Andean markets, in short, were far from being shallow and static during the early republican 

period. 



630 
 

CHAPTER 10. DOMESTIC TRADE PATTERNS DURING THE EARLY REPUBLIC 

YEARS (1810-1840): AN EMPIRICAL EXAMINATION 

 

Introduction 

In assessing the challenges faced by the North Andean economies after the revolution, several 

contemporaries left behind extensive, well-argued pieces that, despite some discrepancies, provide 

extensive insights to craft research agendas. Most historians, however, have interpreted them as a 

source of facts rather than a source of hypotheses to be tested. The lucid reports of William Wills 

constitute a good example of this pattern. Wills, as it has been shown, belonged to the main foreign 

merchant house operating in Bogotá in the 1830s, and he ended up settling permanently in New 

Granada.1 Generations of historians have discussed the nature of his reports, with most of them 

analyzing them in the light of the early debates between free traders and protectionists and as 

sources to demonstrate the “crisis” of the early republican years.2   

Perhaps a better way to study Wills’s reports is to understand them as a model to make sense of 

early republican trade flows. He started out by distilling the four main issues that affected the 

economic performance of the young republic.3 First, the contraction of the silver flows that used 

to come from New Spain and Peru through Guayaquil and Maracaibo in return for the export of 

cacao and other cash crops. Second, the negative effects of the collapse of mining output not only 

on the gold-bearing areas but also on those regions that supplied them with consumption goods 

and inputs. Thirdly, the retrenchment of agricultural exports and the impoverishment of formerly 

commercial-oriented areas in the lowlands. Lastly, the early flooding of European textiles that was 

driving domestic producers in Quito and Socorro out of business.  

To amend these issues, the British merchant proposed a set of fiscal measures to revive mining 

and agricultural exports, using Bogotá as a case study to illuminate his point. Despite being deep 

 
1 See Deas, Vida y opiniones de Mr. William Wills vol 1, 52-60.  
2 Safford and Palacios. Colombia: Fragmented Land, 167-168; Safford, “Commerce and 

Enterprise,” 128-129, “The Emergence of Economic Liberalism,” 50-53, “Commercial Crisis and 

Economic Ideology,” 190-192; Melo, “La evolución económica de Colombia,” 122-123; Laurent, 

El Contrabando en Colombia, 60-63.   
3 See, in particular, Wills, Observaciones sobre el comercio de la Nueva Granada, 5-10.  
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in the highlands, the New Granadan capital had managed to funnel a huge portion of the internal 

distribution of global wares. In Wills’s view, the driver behind such a pattern was the effect of 

gold mining and agricultural exports in interregional trade. Bogotá merchants, in fact, drew gold 

and bills of exchange to pay for European imports through the supply of services and domestic 

goods directly to the mining belts and the lowlands and indirectly through the supply of services 

and imports to regions that also supplied the export-oriented areas. Wills, then, stated that instead 

of focusing on sustaining local handicrafts, the government’s attention should go to the expansion 

of exports and interregional trade.4  

As previous chapters have shown, the data on trade flows supports some aspects of Wills’s claims. 

This dissertation has developed a similar argument regarding the role of interregional trade and 

staple-based growth for the colonial period. However, it is necessary to develop the statistical data 

to measure the extent to which Wills’s model fairly depicts the early republican economy. This 

chapter, then, analyses the way in which the Independence Wars and the subsequent conflicts that 

permeated the early republican rule exerted further changes on the structure and direction of 

domestic trade flows in the Northern Andes. By focusing on the alcabala records of the three main 

entrepôts of the region, the chapter provides quantitative data on the interregional exchange of 

domestic goods, complementing the time series crafted in the previous chapters on the flows of 

metals, monies, and global wares.   

The literature on the quantitative effects of the war on interregional trade is scarce. The available 

studies tend to revolve around two main issues. First, the extent to which the independence wars 

led to the economic “balkanization” of the region, with most studies analyzing the effects of 

national borders on the old economic spaces that orbited around mining poles.5 Secondly, the 

impact of post-independence agrarian conditions on the configuration of interregional markets, 

with the counterpoint between commercial-oriented estates and self-sufficient smallholders and 

 
4 Wills, Observaciones sobre el comercio de la Nueva Granada, 12-15. 
5 See Mitre, El monedero de los Andes, 25-30; Langer, “Espacios coloniales,” 139-138; 

Assadourian et.al, Minería y espacio económico en los Andes, 10-15; Sánchez, “Producción y 

mercados de la agroindustria,” 606-607; Assadourian and Palomeque, “Las relaciones mercantiles 

de Córdoba,” 160-170; Conti, Viviana. “Circuitos mercantiles,” 115-125; Ibarra, El comercio y el 

poder, 23-24   
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tenants pivoting the debate.6 The two issues are embedded into the broader debate briefly examined 

in Chapter 6 between those scholars who depict the early republican period as “lost decades” for 

the long-term economic performance of Latin America and those who underline sectoral 

adjustments and relatively fast post-war recovery.   

Contradicting the apocalyptic verdicts that have depicted the early republican years as ones of 

crisis, fragmentation, and market contraction, this chapter provides evidence on the way in which 

gold and agricultural exports still exerted important multiplier effects on other sectors, fueling far-

flung networks of interregional exchange in the Northern Andes. Naturally, the wars heavily 

disrupted markets by blocking the arteries of trade, diverting resources towards assembling the 

armies, and undertaking monetary and trade measures that increased uncertainty and transaction 

costs. The commotion was particularly severe during the Restoration and the early years of the 

Bolivarian campaigns that drained the region of labor and capital to expand the war effort towards 

the central Andes and Venezuela. However, the data suggest that the recovery was relatively fast, 

and by the late 1820s, interregional exchange was already expanding. During the 1830s, the 

aggregate nominal value of North Andean domestic trade seems to have achieved the late colonial 

levels, with some regions even recovering the pre-1810 level on a per capita basis. In short, the 

chapter provides a more cautious depiction of an economy reorganizing itself, experiencing 

sectoral changes, and emerging from the problems of readjustment through the 1830s. 

The readjustment is well-observed through the diverging way in which the three capitals adapted 

to the new configuration of trade. The chapter suggests that Bogotá smoothly managed the 

transition from colonial to republican rule, expanding its interregional, integrative role. Besides its 

function as monetary center and entrepôt of global goods, the capital preserved its function as the 

pivot of the vertical trade between lowlands and highlands and between the northeast and the 

mining belts. Directly and indirectly, to use Will’s wording, the capital benefited from the domestic 

linkages of export-oriented activities.   

The volumes of domestic goods handled by Popayán merchants declined greatly, paralleling their 

shrinking role in the marketing of global wares. This process, well-known in the literature that has 

 
6 See an overview of the debate in Tutino, The Mexican Heartland, 198-206. See also the classic 

approaches in Halperin, Revolución y guerra, 48-52 and Stein and Stein, The Colonial Heritage, 

81-86.    
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relied heavily upon observations of contemporaries and travelers, should be understood with 

caution. After all, the city’s role as an interregional trade center was still important in absolute 

terms, and their merchants still funneled significant amounts of North Andean wares. In addition, 

as shown in Chapter 7, mintage services provided an important advantage for local merchants over 

the emerging entrepreneurs of the Cauca Valley. The chapter suggests that Popayán’s decline is 

better comprehended if scholars put it into the broader functioning of the Quito northern trade 

corridor. The provincial capital preserved its role as the single most important destination of 

Ecuadorian textiles, but its relative importance declined, with the structure of the trade flows 

between the two areas experiencing deep sectoral changes.   

Finally, the trade flows that stemmed from the Ecuadorian Sierra became more and more clustered 

around Pasto and the mining belts of southwestern New Granada. Besides Barbacoas, which had 

been an important outlet for Quito textiles during the late colonial period, Micay, Iscuandé, Guapi, 

and other mining areas constituted expanding outlets for Sierra produce. The consumption linkages 

of gold production, then, were increasingly channeled to Quito and not to Popayán. As shown in 

Chapter 6, these flows allowed Ecuadorian authorities and merchants to establish their mint and 

have a key commodity to engage in the expanding flows of the Pacific trade through the Guayaquil-

Valparaiso axis. 

Estimating Trade Flows: The Reports of the Early Republican Bureaucracy  

Early republican governments did not have the same capacity to track information on trade flows 

as the late imperial bureaucracy. Yet, republican officials left behind a good, yet little-explored set 

of statistical reports that provide a good sense of some aspects of the North Andean economy. For 

instance, in the early 1830s, the New Granada’s Secretary of the Treasury asked provincial 

governors to elaborate a report to assess the “value and size of the production and circulation of 

the domestic goods in each province.”7 To craft these rudimentary statistics, the governors resorted 

to the alcabala collectors and other tax officials. Four of these reports are preserved for Antioquia, 

Mompox, Socorro, and Vélez.8  

 
7 AGN-R, Gobernaciones Socorro, t. 1, ff. 324-326.  
8 AGN-R, Gobernaciones Antioquia, t. 11, ff. 226-228; Gobernaciones Mompox, t. 5, ff. 33-35 

and 41-45; Gobernaciones Socorro, t. 2, ff. 60-62; Gobernaciones Vélez, t. 1, ff. 540-542.  
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These sources, naturally, present several issues. As some of the governors stated, the collection of 

the data was a “hard enterprise” since the alcabala administrators and tax farmers tended to hide 

the real value of the goods marketed due to fears of an impending administrative overhaul.9 On 

the other hand, merchants and landowners feared that such information would be used to increase 

taxes. The governor of Socorro remarked, for instance, that his report “only covers, at best, two-

thirds of the value of the domestic goods subject to the alcabala.”10 Several officials were even 

incapable of providing information about the goods that were exempted from sales taxes. In other 

words, these reports provide a lower bound of domestic trade flows as measured by the tax records. 

Nonetheless, they are useful to get some sense of the movements of goods before and after 

Independence.  

Table 10.1 contains the available figures for Antioquia in the 1830s. Twinam and Urrego provide 

similar treasury-based calculations for the late colonial period, allowing us to undertake some 

intertemporal comparisons.11 The governor calculated gold production at one million silver pesos, 

a value that is in line with the numbers explored in Chapter 6 and confirms the rapid recovery of 

the sector in the region. The governor’s data suggests that the imports of interregional goods came 

to 200,000 silver pesos, a relevant amount that nonetheless constitutes a lower bound because it 

only includes the wares subject to the sale taxes and does not include the flows to Zaragoza, 

Remedios, and other eastern sections of the province. Despite these shortcomings, a comparison 

between the volume of imports before and after Independence is suggestive. Like in the late 

colonial period, domestic imports were dominated by cash crops and textiles, with cacao 

accounting for 51% of total imports, followed by coarse cottons (24%), and other domestic textiles 

and manufactures (19%).  

Two novelties, however, ensued after the revolution. First, Antioquia’s imports of wheat flour 

heavily contracted suggesting that the province had become nearly self-sufficient in this regard.12 

 
9 AGN-R, Gobernaciones Mompox, t. 6 ff. 540-541; Gobernaciones Socorro, t. 1, ff. 324-325; 

Gobernaciones Tunja, t. 2, ff. 965-957.  
10 AGN-R, Gobernaciones Socorro, t. 1, ff. 324-325 
11 Twinam, Miners, Merchants, and Farmers, 56-57 and 70-72; Urrego, “El comercio en las 

ciudades de Antioquia,”186-188.   
12 According to the data of Urrego and Twinam, Medellín imported over 40 muleloads per year 

before the 1810s. The contemporary description of Antioquia’s economy crafted by Restrepo 

estimated the total imports of the province in roughly 550 muleloads per year. The governor’s 
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Second, the decline of flour imports was partially compensated by a growing import of copper, 

sulfur, and other inputs. The import of these goods during the colonial period was marginal, but in 

the early republican period, they accounted for about 9% of the value of interregional inflows, 

reflecting the mounting importance of hard-rock mining in the region and the rapid reactivation of 

placer production that demanded small quantities of these metals for the crafting of pans and 

tools.13    

Table 10.1 Value and Volumes of the Domestic Imports Subject to the Alcabala and Gold 

Output in the Antioquia Province According to the Governor’s Reports, 1833 

Item Quantity Measure Total Alcabala Value 

(Silver Pesos) 

Cacao 1,713 Muleloads 97,734 

Cottons 883 Muleloads 65,175 

Cloaks 3,091 Units 11,712 

Non-ferrous Metals/ Chemicals 21 Muleloads 6,028 

Anise and other Foodstuffs 20 Muleloads 419 

Apparel 
  

9,489 

Furniture 
  

1,446 

Other 
  

4,730 

Total Taxable Domestic Imports 196,733 

Total Gold Output  965,414 

Sources: AGN-R, Gobernaciones Antioquia, t. 11, ff. 226-228. 

The report also suggests that the province experienced a new bonanza of cacao consumption. The 

imports of the cash crop jumped from roughly 750 muleloads before 1810 to over 1,750 muleloads 

during the 1830s. Part of this growth is explained by the fact that Urrego and Twinam only included 

the figures for Rionegro and Medellín. Even though these two cities were the main two entrepôts 

of the province, Marinilla, and Santa Rosa de Osos likely consumed sizable amounts of cacao 

 

report reported no flour at all. Urrego, “El comercio en las ciudades de Antioquia,” 154-155, 

Twinam, Miners, Merchants, and Farmers, 56-57. Restrepo, Ensayo sobre la geografía, 73-74.  
13 For copper imports during the late colonial period see Twinam, Miners, Merchants, and 

Farmers, 72. For the development of hard rock mining in the province and its demand for inputs 

see Brew, El desarrollo económico de Antioquia, 58-59.  
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during the late colonial period.14 If it is assumed that the yearly consumption of the two areas came 

to 250 muleloads in 1800-1810 (a generous estimate), the gap between the flows of the crop before 

and after independence was still significant. An increase on the order of 50% speaks not only of 

the expansion of imports in relative terms, but also in per capita terms since the population 

expanded 20 to 30 percent during the same period. This bonanza, which has already been described 

in Chapter 7 through the credit flows from Bogotá to producers in the Upper Magdalena Valley, 

reflects the consumption linkages of mining reactivation and population growth.15  

How did trade in domestic textiles perform after the wars? In contrast to cacao, the volume of 

coarse cotton textiles imported to Antioquia declined roughly 21% between the early 1800s and 

the 1830s. Given the demographic expansion of the province, the drop was, without doubt, more 

severe in relative terms.16 This decrease was partially offset by the expansion of the sales of other 

manufactures such as cloaks, leathers, hats, and fique sacks. Domestic woolens also seemed to 

have fared better, but their aggregate importance was not decisive. It is fair to conclude, then, that 

by the early 1830s, European wares were already carving out an important share of the textile 

market in the province, but the process was gradual, with gold still flowing out to pay for domestic 

textiles and other manufactures.17  

Similar insights emerge from the analysis of the data pertaining to Mompox, the key entrepôt that 

connected the Northern Andes and the Atlantic. The river port suffered important setbacks during 

the wars, lost its gold foundry, and the diversion of one of the forks of the Magdalena River in the 

1820s ended up favoring the emerging fluvial town of Magangué.18 The governor’s report, in fact, 

was not only accompanied by the relevant statistics but also by a petition from Ocaña and 

Magangué merchants to have a separate trade court to the one of Mompox since the alcabala 

 
14 On cacao consumption in Santa Rosa see Tamayo, Camino a la región de los Osos, 62-64.  
15 The country-wide impacts of cacao cultivation in the Upper Magdalena have attracted little 

attention from historians. Political historians have correctly perceived that politicians and lawyers 

from this region gained national power in the 1830s and 1840s while regional historians have 

remarked the importance of cacao for the development of local economies. See Uribe-Urán, 

Honorable Lives, 99-100, Clavijo, La formación histórica, 162-163.    
16 For the data on population growth see Chapter 5 of this dissertation.  
17 On the expansion of the consumption of British cottons in Antioquia see Brew, El Desarrollo 

económico de Antioquia, 125-126.  
18 There are not quantitative studies on this process. The political rivalry between the two towns 

have received more attention. See Miranda, “Magangué y Mompox,” 378-379.  
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revenues in both areas had consistently increased.19 The numbers in Table 10.2, in fact, confirm 

that the market of the river city suffered heavily. During the 1790s, the value of taxable goods 

came to over 120,000 silver pesos without including livestock trade.20 The governor’s report, in 

turn, informs that the value of the marketed goods in the 1830s came to over 110,000 pesos, 

including livestock and the revenues from the other ports of the province. If these revenues are 

factored in, the decline in Mompox trade was likely of the order of 52%.  

However, the desegregation of Mompox’s flows suggests that there were important changes in the 

interregional connections of the Caribbean provinces and the Andean interior. The old inflows of 

North Andean sugar spurred by the high international prices of the 1790s certainly dropped during 

the 1830s to levels even lower than those commanded on the contraction of the 1804-1809 period.21 

Yet, Honda still shipped downstream significant cargos of sugar and other foodstuffs for local 

consumption. In other words, at the margin, certain markets of the Caribbean New Granada 

constituted pockets for surpluses of cash crops from the interior. The flows of cacao confirm this 

fact. The river port imported about 64 tons of the crop from upstream centers, a volume that 

compares favorably with the 73 tons consumed during the 1790s. Mompox still received inflows 

of coarse cotton textiles from the interior during the early republican years. These streams dropped 

49% from the 1790s to the 1830s, with the river city still consuming roughly 500 muleloads of 

Andean cottons. The resilience of the trade flows from the interior reflects again the segmented 

nature of the textile markets in the region. Like in Antioquia, finally, the expansion of other 

manufactures such as fique sacks, cords, and hats suggests the shifts of Andean producers to new 

branches of trade. The case of hats, in particular, is suggestive since Mompox used to export hats 

crafted in small towns such as Tacamocho and Majagual to the Andean interior during the 1790s.22     

 

 

 
19 AGN-R, Gobernaciones Mompox, t. 4, ff. 98-100 and t. 6, ff. 324-328.  
20 Torres and Henao, “A Kingdom of Floating Markets,” 10-13. 
21 Torres and Henao, “Connecting the Northern Andes,” 495-496.  
22 Torres and Henao, “Connecting the Northern Andes,”488. 
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Table 10.2 Value and Volumes of the Domestic Imports Subject to the Alcabala in Mompox 

According to the Governor’s Reports, 1833  

Item Quantity Measure Alcabala Value 

(Silver Pesos) 

Livestock 2,150 Units 17,200 

Anise 768 Muleloads 26,590 

Salt 1,558 Fanegas 9,348 

Cacao 367 Muleloads 12,604 

Hogs 1,262 Units 7,572 

Molasses 1,313 Muleloads 5,908 

Cottons 61 Muleloads 3,930 

Sugar (Ocaña) 400 Muleloads 2,000 

Sugar (Honda) 88 Muleloads 1,760 

Leathers 1,734 Units 2,601 

Mules 40 Units 1,000 

Shoe leathers 1,253 Units 1,884 

Other foodstuffs  
 

4,097 

Apparel 
  

7,695 

Other manufactures   10,165 

Total Taxable Domestic Goods 114,354 

Sources: Gobernaciones Mompox, t. 5, ff. 33-35 and 41-45. 

The statistics on some of the provinces of the Andean interior provide further insights on the 

patterns so far perused for Mompox and Antioquia. As Tables 10.3-10.4 show, the reports on 

Socorro and Velez reflect the diversified, market-oriented economies of the two areas.23  Despite 

the overall importance of textile production, the alcabala revenues of the region were dominated 

by the marketing of cash crops, livestock, hogs, and a wide array set of domestic goods. In per 

capita terms, roughly 5 silver pesos were spent on domestic goods subject to the alcabala, an 

amount that, as noted above, constitutes a lower bound of the trade flows of the region.24 There 

was, in addition, a subtle yet significant specialization between the two provinces, with Socorro 

 
23 AGN-R, Gobernaciones Socorro, t. 2, ff. 60-62; Gobernaciones Vélez, t. 1, ff. 540-542. 
24 For the population of the two provinces see Tovar and Tovar, Convocatoria al poder del número, 

52-53.  
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having a broader reliance on manufactures and cash crops, while Vélez exhibited a more 

diversified economic base. Like in the colonial period, Vélez produced fewer cottons, but its 

weavers specialized in the production of blue and colorful fabrics due to the local access of dyes. 

Table 10.3 Value and Volumes of the Domestic Imports Subject to the Alcabala in Socorro 

According to the Governor’s Reports, 1833  

Item Quantity Measure Alcabala Value 

(Silver Pesos) 

Livestock 5,237 Units 55,004 

Cacao 2,906 Muleloads 22,369 

Molasses 7,948 Muleloads 19,786 

Cottons 5,193 Pieces 29,664 

Cotton  1,720 Muleloads 13,760 

Hogs 3,942 Units 16,338 

Sugar 559 Muleloads 8,078 

Mules 272 Units 6,375 

Hats 8,028 Units 6,056 

Horses 261 Units 2,604 

Indigo 25 Muleloads 2,423 

Cane Syrup 1,000 Muleloads 2,000 

Woolens 200 Pieces 1,600 

Cloaks 2,000 Units 1,000 

Apparel 
  

2,344 

Other Foodstuffs 
  

2,251 

Other Manufactures 
  

2,368 

Total Taxable Domestic Goods  194,020 

Sources: AGN-R, Gobernaciones Socorro, t. 2, ff. 60-62. 
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Table 10.4 Value and Volumes of the Domestic Imports Subject to the Alcabala in Vélez 

According to the Governor’s Reports, 1833  

Item Quantity Measure Alcabala Value 

(Silver Pesos) 

Cane Syrup 17,774 Muleloads 38,162 

Meat 7,200 Hundredweights 28,800 

Livestock 1,460 Units 23,360 

Tallow 1,260 Hundredweights 15,120 

Cacao 432 Hundredweights 11,016 

Hogs 2,660 Units 11,660 

Mules 324 Units 8,100 

Soap 974 Hundredweights 5,832 

Sugar 1,445 Hundredweights 8,640 

White and Colorful Cottons 1,452 Pieces 9,540 

Molasses 684 Muleloads 3,888 

Horses 180 Units 2,880 

Leathers 4,140 Units 2,050 

Conserves 528 Hundredweights 3,556 

Hats 1,425 Units 2,125 

Cloaks 108 Dozen 1,296 

Lambs 1,926 Units 1,296 

Cotton 259 Hundredweights 1,038 

Copper 120 Hundredweights 720 

Apparel 
  

4,416 

Other Foodstuffs 
  

6,625 

Other Manufactures 
  

8,741 

Total Domestic Taxable Goods  198,861 

Sources: Gobernaciones Vélez, t. 1, ff. 540-542 

What can the reports tell us about the effects of the war on the trade flows of the two provinces? 

It is difficult to undertake an intertemporal analysis since, to date, no historian has crafted a 

quantitative assessment of the economy of both areas during the late colonial era. Edwin Muñoz, 

however, unearthed data on the textiles market in the key entrepôts of New Granada during the 
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1790s, giving a sense of the demand for these wares.25 If compared with Muñoz’s statistics, the 

main fact that emerges from Tables 3-4 is the resilience, in absolute terms, of domestic textile 

production. In fact, the two provinces produced in the 1830s roughly 7,000 pieces of both lienzos 

and mantas de algodón, with Socorro supplying about 5,500 of them. In contrast, the top five 

entrepôts of the kingdom took roughly 6,500 pieces of cotton fabrics in the 1790s, with Muñoz 

hypothesizing that these entrepôts handled 60 to 70 percent of the textile production of the 

northeast. If a conservative estimate is adopted, the late colonial production was on the order of 

10,000 pieces. Thus, textile production in the area declined roughly 30% during the early 

republican years. A significant reduction, but far from the apocalyptic depictions of both historians 

and contemporaries.26  

Naturally, Socorro and Vélez did not comprise the whole textile production in the northeast. 

Several northern towns of the Tunja province and southern towns of the Pamplona province 

produced sizable amounts of cotton fabrics as well.27  In addition, as noted above, a non-disclosed 

portion of textile production was not reported in the governor’s reports due to the reluctance of the 

alcabala tax farmers. Therefore, it is likely that in absolute terms, the decline was even less severe 

than expected. As Tables 10.3-10.4 show, the expansion of other branches of manufacture in the 

two provinces such as the production of jipijapa hats and fique sacks was already adding 

significant compensation to the contraction of the interregional flows of cottons.28 In other words, 

any examination of the performance of the early republican economy should not focus exclusively 

on the aggregate view, but also on the sectoral and regional shifts that unfolded after the wars.  

 
25 Muñoz, “Circulación de textiles en el virreinato,” 10-12.  
26 One of the most pessimistic portrays of the state of domestic textiles was crafted by José Ignacio 

Márquez in 1831 who, in his report as Secretary of the Treasury, stated that the “the once 

industrious provinces of Socorro, Tunja, Bogotá and Pamplona are now poor and abandoned.” See 

“Exposición que el ministro de estado en el despacho [..] 1831,” 7-8.  For studies echoing this 

position see Safford, “Commerce and Enterprise,” 52-60.   
27 See Muñoz, “Circulación de textiles en el virreinato,” 9-10.  
28 The significant production of these wares across the lowlands and the inter-Andean valleys was 

well-noticed in the reports of the foreign travelers who visited the country in the 1820s. Several 

regions started to export some of these manufactures in the 1830s, experiencing several export 

bonanzas throughout the nineteenth century. The export of jipijapa hats is the bests studied. Bache, 

Notes on Colombia, 245; Cochrane, Journal of a Residence and Travels in Colombia vol 1, 83; 

Hamilton, Travels Through the Interior Provinces, 119. On the export of hats see Ocampo, 

Colombia y la economía mundial, 346-347.   
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Some Caveats on the Post-Independence External Flows  

The former section provided some broad contours on the changing conditions of interprovincial 

trade. The war brought readjustments and sectoral shifts, with Antioquia’s gold constituting an 

active carrier of regional exchanges. The evidence on the river ports and the eastern manufactural 

regions shows that some sectors suffered enduring setbacks in both relative and absolute terms, 

but the expansion of new and old branches of commerce suggests that the economy was gradually 

emerging from the problems of readjustment through the 1830s. These fragmentary insights should 

be complemented with evidence on the performance of external trade. To what extent were the 

early republican years ones of retraction from the global economy? As shown in Chapters 6-9, 

Ocampo’s work constitutes the most authoritative, solid approach to the issue. According to the 

data he unearthed, the early republican years were ones of stagnation, with per capita imports and 

exports falling from the level reached on the eve of colonial collapse, plateauing at low levels in 

the 1830s and 1840s.29  Revisiting the evidence on the volume and value of external trade is a task 

beyond the scope of this dissertation. Yet, it is necessary to add some nuances to the prevalent 

view to have a better perspective on domestic trade.  

As Chapter 5 suggested, Ocampo’s import-export data is particularly solid for the post-1850 

period, while his figures on earlier periods present some shortcomings. For this period, his analysis 

rested mostly on the reports of the Secretaries of the Treasury, a good source that has been 

traditionally underrated by historians. These reports, however, underestimated the exports of gold, 

with Ocampo choosing instead to harness Vicente Restrepo’s data for mining output from 1830 to 

1870.30 However, as studied in Chapter 6, Restrepo’s data still undervalued gold mining’s recovery 

after the wars. Also, Ocampo did not make similar adjustments regarding non-mining exports and 

import levels.  

Following the treasury reports, Ocampo perused the information on New Granada’s top seven 

customs houses: Cartagena, Barranquilla, Santa Marta, Riohacha, Cúcuta, Buenaventura, and 

Tumaco. These depots funneled the lion’s share of the country’s external trade, but the data need 

some adjustments. For starters, the secretaries did not systematically report the proceeds from the 

 
29 Ocampo, Colombia y la economía mundial, 64-65.  
30 Restrepo, Estudio sobre las minas de oro y plata, 42-43.   
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Atrato customs house.31 The data on Tumaco should be interpreted with caution not only because 

this customs house was only formally established in 1835 but also because the officials of the ports 

failed to collect revenues on imports that cleared customs in Iscuandé and Barbacoas.32 Finally, 

and perhaps more important, the reports did not include the data on the overland imports of 

Ecuadorian wares via Carlosama and Ipiales perhaps because of the special status that these 

customs houses enjoyed after the collapse of the Colombian union.33 Ocampo’s data, then, only 

captures the flows from Ecuador that got to New Granada via Tumaco and Buenaventura. These 

imports came only to 47,000 silver pesos, or about 1.6% of New Granada’s total imports in the 

late 1830s. These figures were used, among others, by German Colmenares to state that the old 

connections between the two republics had collapsed by the 1840s.34 As the following section will 

show, this calculation is off the mark since the overland imports came to about 350,000 silver 

pesos per year during this period.  

Table 10.5 shows information to analyze the impact of the caveats so far advanced concretely. The 

first insight that emerges from the data is the polycentric nature of the connections of the region 

with the world economy, a point underlined throughout this dissertation. After the 1833-1834 peak 

in imports, Cartagena’s role was slowly overshadowed by the growing importance of Santa Marta 

and the small yet cumulative flows through the other ports from Cúcuta to Tumaco. The Atrato 

data show that about 200,000 silver pesos worth of global wares passed through this depot per year 

in the 1830s, confirming the positive effects of republican trade liberalization. In Tumaco, on the 

other hand, once the data from Barbacoas and Iscuandé are factored in, roughly 90,000 silver pesos 

in imported wares found their way through southwestern ports, despite the negative effects of the 

Confederation War between Chile and Peru that according to customs house administrator affected 

 
31 As explained in Chapter 5, the Atrato customs house was establish in 1832 after the elimination 

of the Colombian restrictions. On trade data and the political discussions that followed the opening 

of the Atrato see AGN-R, Gobernaciones Chocó, t. 1 ff. 476-480, 486-488 and 625-628  
32 AGN-R, Gobernaciones Pasto, t. 2, 964-965; Gobernaciones Buenaventura, t. 1 486-487 and 

960-963.  
33 On the tax exceptions that enjoyed the overland Ecuadorian imports see AGN-R, Gobernaciones 

Buenaventura, t.1, ff. 93-95, Gobernaciones Pasto, t. 1, ff. 35-40 and 102-105.  
34 Colmenares, “La hacienda en la sierra norte,” 45-46; Ocampo, Colombia y la economía mundial, 

136.  



644 
 

imports in 1837 and 1838. 35 Salt trade from Peru and Ecuador, in particular, was sizable.36 These 

flows boost Ocampo’s estimates by about nine percentage points, a share that by itself does not 

significantly change his argument about the early republican stagnation but certainly mitigates the 

gloomy view of the period and reinforce the need for a regional approach to assess the imprints of 

the Independence Wars across New Granada.  

Table 10.5 Value of Imports in New Granada’s Customs houses during the 1830s in Silver 

Pesos 

Yea

r 

Arauca/ 

Guanap

alo 

Atrat

o 

Buenavent

ura 

Cartage

na 

Cúcuta Riohac

ha 

Santa 

Marta 

Tuma

co 

Total 

34-

35 

 
252,1

25 

112,585 2,127,00

0 

171,44

2 

128,41

8 

685,05

9 

35,390 3,512,01

9 

35-

36 

55,383 251,5

02 

111,227 1,998,13

1 

151,74

9 

134,61

3 

1,108,0

84 

31,538 3,842,22

7 

36-

37 

 
185,6

76 

53,720 1,304,33

7 

291,12

4 

75,125 819,85

0 

8,321 2,738,15

3 

37-

38 

55,000 103,8

60 

78,917 1,121,04

0 

162,12

1 

42,745 1,341,3

50 

18,319 2,923,35

2 

38-

39 

5,385 152,9

45 

120,786 995,292 275,72

3 

141,79

8 

1,350,5

03 

38,390 3,080,82

2 

Tot

al 

115,768 946,1

08 

477,235 7,545,80

0 

1,052,1

59 

522,69

9 

5,304,8

46 

131,95

8 

16,096,5

73 

% 0.75 6 3 46 7 3.25 33 1 100 

Sources: Aranzázu, “Exposición que el secretario de estado en el despacho de 1838”; “Exposición que hace 

el secretario de estado en el despacho de hacienda 1839”; “Exposición que hace el secretario de estado en 

el despacho de hacienda 1840.” Soto, “Exposición que hace al congreso constitucional de la Nueva 

Granada, en 1834”; Exposición que hace al congreso constitucional de la Nueva Granada en 1835”; 

 
35 On reports on the negative impact of the War of the Confederation on customs revenues and 

trade see AGN-R, Gobernaciones Pasto, t. 2, ff. 964-966.  
36 As studied in Chapters 7-8, salt imports from Ecuador and Peru constituted the single most 

important branch of trade in several New Granadan ports on the Pacific. For further data on these 

flows and the trade disputes between Ecuadorian and Peruvian merchants see: AGN-R, 

Gobernaciones Buenaventura, t. 1, ff. 93-94 and 473-474, t. 2 ff. 621-622. In the late 1830s, the 

Secretary of the Treasury of Ecuador repeatedly mentioned the importance of New Granadan 

demand for salt. See López y Escobar, “Memorias que presenta el ministerio de hacienda del 

gobierno del Ecuador al congreso de 1839,” 12.    
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“Exposición que hace al congreso constitucional de la Nueva Granada en 1836”; “Exposición que hace al 

congreso constitucional de la Nueva Granada en 1837”; AGN-R, Gobernaciones Chocó, t. 1 ff. 625-628 

and 660-662, t. 3 ff. 63-69. Gobernaciones Buenaventura, t. 1, ff. 965-966. AGN-R, Gobernaciones Pasto, 

t. 2, ff. 110-122 and t. 4 ff. 152-159. Gobernaciones Pamplona, t. 2, f. 672-677.    

 

What do the reports tell us about exports? The question is key because, in the absence of a dramatic 

inflow of capital or consistent outflow of specie, it is likely that export levels had been roughly 

equivalent to those of imports. Ocampo’s statistics here are consistent, with an average import 

level in the 1830s of 3.1 million silver pesos matched by exports of the order of 3.26 million silver 

pesos. The data formerly perused pushed legal imports to 3.4 million silver pesos plus the 

Ecuadorian overland inflows of 350,000 silver pesos or roughly 3.75 million silver pesos per year. 

Ocampo, in turn, splits exports in 0.86 million silver pesos of non-mining goods as consigned in 

the reports of the Secretaries of the Treasury and 2.3 million silver pesos in gold, following 

Restrepo’s calculations.37 After the adjustments done in Chapter 5, legal gold outflows were of the 

order of 2.9 million silver pesos, 25% higher than Ocampo’s estimates. Therefore, legal exports 

came to roughly 3.76 million silver pesos.  

The bottom line of these numerical exercises is that legal external trade was higher than previously 

thought. Ocampo points out that, in per capita terms, exports declined 36% between the 1800s and 

the 1830s, stagnating in absolute terms during the same period. If the estimates so far provided are 

accepted, the decline was of the order of only 12%.38 And here, further nuances can be added. 

First, the treasury reports do not include the exports through Quibdó, Iscuandé, and Barbacoas. 

Most importantly, there is no reason to believe that if the treasury statistics on the legal exports of 

gold were highly deficient, the figures for non-mining exports were significantly better. True, tax 

evasion is more difficult in the trading of low-value, bulky products, but assuming a perfect statical 

coverage of these flows is certainly risky. And even if the legal imports are taken at face value, 

their size is remarkable. The exports of late colonial non-mining goods stood at roughly 0.6 million 

silver pesos before the 1796-1802 warfare disruptions.39 In other words, non-mining exports 

bounced back relatively quickly despite the post-1810 conflicts and low prices of the 1820s. In per 

 
37 Ocampo, Colombia y la economía mundial, 435-436.  
38 For the population data see Tovar and Tovar, Convocatoria al poder del número, 52-53. 
39 Moreno, “El comercio exterior de la Nueva Granada,” 94-96.  
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capita terms, exports were lower than in the colonial period, yet again, the overall contraction was 

not as dramatic as previously thought.   

Changes in the composition and volume of non-mining outflows had important imprints during 

the 1830s. In the late colonial period, cotton was the lead agricultural export followed by cacao, 

dyes, and quinine.40  After the collapse of the Colombian union, the exports of these commodities 

became more diversified, with cotton and dyes still leading. The outflows of quinine waned and 

only resurged in the bonanza of the 1850s, but the 1830s marked the beginning of tobacco exports, 

the brief revival of sugar outflows, and the transition from cacao to coffee and mule exports in 

Cúcuta via Maracaibo.41 In addition, despite the rise in the prices of cash crops in the 1830s,  

international price levels were still well below those of the late eighteenth century.42 Therefore, 

New Granadan exporters had to export more to get a similar monetary income than in the 1790s. 

This led to a dramatic expansion of the volume of exports when compared with late colonial levels. 

Future research should examine if this expansion of production amid low prices was offset by 

better market organization, lower labor costs or, less likely, productivity improvements. The point, 

however, is that larger volumes of merchandise commanded higher forward linkages in the form 

of transportation, packing, and port services. This can also explain the broader port specialization 

that unfolded in the period, with Sabanilla-Barranquilla, Santa Marta, and other ports in the 

Magdalena Delta funneling the lion’s share of cotton, tobacco, and dyes exports while Cartagena 

focusing increasingly on precious metals and Maracaibo becoming a coffee entrepôt.43   

The analysis has so far revolved around New Granada’s external trade, but what happened in the 

Ecuadorian ports during the early republican years? As it is well-known, Guayaquil preserved its 

dominant role, with Manta and minor ports handling ancillary volumes of trade.44 The data on 

Esmeraldas is scanty, but it is likely that its coastal connections with New Granada had created 

important opportunities for local businessmen who played an influential role in national politics in 

 
40 On the composition of trade before the revolution see Fisher, “The Effects of Comercio Libre,” 

153-154; McFarlane, Colombia before Independence, 143-145.   
41 For a breakdown of outflows through Cúcuta during the 1830s see AGN-R, Gobernaciones 

Pamplona, t. 4, ff. 107-111.   
42 For international commodity prices during the 1830s see North, The Economic Growth of the 

United States, 87-86. Findlay and O’Rourke, Power and Plenty, 333-338.    
43 These rough estimates emerge from an analysis of sources at Table 10.5.  
44 Hamerly, Historia Social y Económica, 130-131; Hidrovo, “Manta: Una ciudad puerto”, 86-87.  
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the nineteenth century.45 Guayaquil’s international flows shared some commonalities with ports 

of New Granada, with one commodity dominating exports but not in a mono-export pattern. Cacao, 

in fact, remained the leading source of foreign exchange. Its share in the total value of exports 

ranged from 50 to 70 percent, complemented by a wide array set of other goods such as tobacco, 

Panama hats, tar, and salt.46 Guayaquil’s shipyard, though not as active as in the eighteenth century, 

still generated important revenues.47 As the Swedish diplomat Carl Gosselman pointed out in 1836, 

the Ecuadorian shipyard was still offering services of repair and maintenance of vessels in the 

Pacific.48  

Like in New Granada, the available series for Guayaquil suggests that the export sector bounced 

back to the late colonial level during the 1830s. According to Conniff and Contreras, Guayaquil’s 

exports totaled roughly 0.7 million silver pesos in the 1790s, declining to 0.25 million in the mid-

1810s and plateauing at 0.68 million silver pesos in the 1830s.49 In particular, cacao outflows 

experienced hard times during the early 1810s and late 1820s, but they surpassed late colonial 

levels during the decade that followed the collapse of the Colombian union.50 In per capita terms, 

it seems that the expansion of exports performed above population growth, and therefore Ecuador 

did slightly better than its northern neighbor.51 Naturally, the regional imprints of export-led 

growth diverged sharply. The direct outflow via Guayaquil of the northern and southern Sierra 

produce became more and more marginal. Textile and manufactural exports continued their long-

run decline while the late colonial remittances of quinine from Cuenca and Loja waned up to the 

1850s.52 According to Gosselman, the export of Sierra goods through Guayaquil accounted for 

less than 5% of total exports.53  Naturally, as stated in previous chapters, Quito’s northern trade 

drew significant flows of gold that provided an indirect way for the Sierra to engage in the Pacific 

 
45 Jurado, Historia social de Esmeraldas, 253-260.  
46 Hamerly, Historia Social y Económica, 69-82; Contreras, El sector exportador de una 

economía, 118-119.  
47 Conniff, “Guayaquil Through Independence,” 395-396.  
48 Gosselman, Informes sobre los estados suramericanos, 97-98.  
49 Contreras, El sector exportador de una economía, 136; Conniff, “Guayaquil Through 

Independence,” 398.  
50 Conniff, “Guayaquil Through Independence,” 398-402. See also Chiriboga, Jornaleros, grandes 

propietarios, 25-35.   
51 On population growth see the discussion in Chapter 6.  
52 Gosselman, Informes sobre los estados suramericanos, 99. 
53 Palomeque, Cuenca en el siglo XIX, 59-62.  
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trade. In fact, even up to the late 1840s, when disaggregated statistics were available, gold 

accounted for up to 18% of the exports through Guayaquil.54  

What about the indirect effects of Ecuadorian exports? As suggested in Chapters 1 and 4, this 

question has elicited one of the most important debates in Ecuadorian historiography. The 

consensus has tended to embrace Carlos Contreras’s thesis on the “regional shift, without 

integration,” a notion that suggests that Guayaquil exports did not have multiplier effects on the 

economy of the Sierra.55 Palomeque has provided strong evidence in this regard for the southern 

Sierra, showing that Cuenca’s production of consumption goods and textiles consumed in the coast 

waned during the early republican period.56 The region followed an inward-looking path until the 

1850s when the resurgence of quinine export reactivated the area's connections with the world 

economy. Yet again, no historian has provided strong data on the trade flows between the 

highlands to the coast since a huge portion of the commodities exchange was tax exempted.  In the 

following sections, some further evidence will be provided in this regard. It is important to remark, 

lastly, that fiscal linkages seem to have been more important, with Guayaquil treasuries sending 

tax surpluses to Quito despite the recurrent political conflicts.57   

What conclusions can be drawn from the former caveats on the available data on the North Andean 

export sector during the post-independence era? In line with the insights advanced in previous 

chapters, it is clear that the post-war connections of the region with the world economy receded in 

per capita terms. However, the magnitude of such decline was not as dramatic as previously 

thought, while the continuous demographical expansion suggests that there were clearly further 

opportunities for further extensive growth. Naturally, there were regional and sectoral shifts, but 

exports were still large enough to fuel interregional exchanges. The following sections will provide 

the necessary data to put these caveats in a proper context.  

 

 

 
54 Rodriguez, The Search for Public Policy, 178-179. 
55 Contreras, El sector exportador de una economía, 15-20.  
56 Palomeque, Cuenca en el siglo XIX, 59-62. 
57 See the treasury data in Velasco, “Negociar el poder,” 62-68; Rodriguez, The Search for Public 

Policy, 40-42.  
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The North Andean Entrepôts: Early Republican Trends  

The analysis of the domestic trade flows that converged in the three North Andean capitals 

provides the empirical fuel to further understand the spatial and structural changes in the economic 

organization of the region so far perused. The alcabalas records constitute once again valuable 

inputs to undertake such an exercise. Yet, some comments on rate changes, tax exemptions, and 

administrative organization are particularly relevant in crafting time series that trespass the 

boundaries of colonial and republican rule.  

The rates of sales taxes remained unaltered during the Interregnum, while the Restorationist 

increase of 1817 was recorded as a new tax category called “raciones del ejército expedicionario” 

or “aumento temporal.” In other words, it is not necessary to adjust rates during this period to 

undertake an intertemporal comparison with the prerevolutionary years. The continuity on tariffs, 

however, ended during Colombian rule. As Tables 10.6-10.7 show, in the three North Andean 

cities the tariffs that fell upon domestic wares doubled during the Bolivarian reform, with few 

goods experimenting lower rises to the order of 75%.58 This drive towards setting the alcabala at 

4% across the Colombian territories remained unchallenged until 1832 when the New Granadan 

authorities reduced rates to 2.5%.59 In Quito and Cuenca, in turn, the alcabala on domestic goods 

was abolished in the early 1830s, affecting the possibility to analyze trade trends in that decade.  

To craft time series of real revenue from the domestic alcabala, then, the volumes of goods have 

been converted to values by using the tariffs and rates of the 1790s.   

 

 

 

 

 
58 As stated in the previous Chapter, the alcabala on domestic goods was abolished in central New 

Granada in 1835. In Ecuador, the process took place during the early 1830s.   
59 On the 1832 tax overhaul see. AGN-R, Despacho de Hacienda, t. 83, ff. 59-72.  
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Table 10.6 Alcabala Tariffs on Selected Items before and after the Independence Wars in 

Bogotá 

Good Quantity  Measure Tariff in 1792 

(Reales) 

Tariff in 1827 

(Reales) 

Sugar 1 Muleload 6 12 

Anise 1 Muleload 4 9 

Cacao 1 Muleload 16 32 

Hogs 1 Unit 1 2 

Livestock 1 Unit 1.5 3 

Garbanzo Bean 1 Muleload 4 7 

Coarse Cottons 1 Piece 2 5 

Cane Syrup 1 Muleload 2 4 

Conserves 1 Muleload 6 12 

Sources: For the 1792 tariff see Chapter 2; For the 1827 Tariff see AGN, SAA2, Alcabalas, Box 86, 

Folder 1. 

 

The intertemporal comparison here attempted is affected by variables such as evasion and 

smuggling. As suggested in the previous chapters, it is likely that the Bolivarian administrators 

had been less efficient than their colonial predecessors, a pattern deepened by the rise in tariffs. In 

fact, despite the fact that the Bolivarian increases were not as large as those enacted in Mexico, a 

marginal shift in the fiscal burden reduced the opportunity cost of smugglers.60 In the same vein, 

since the scant information on price movements indicates that the post-revolutionary years were 

ones of mild deflation or stagnation, it is likely that real rates had been slightly higher.61 These 

caveats suggest that the data from the Bolivarian administrations captures a smaller relative share 

of trade flows than the statistics collected before the 1810s.   

Another more determinant procedure to craft time series of trade flows is to understand the 

evolving bundle of goods subject to sale taxes. As stated in the previous chapter, the temporary 

elimination of the tobacco monopoly and the frequent reforms of brandy taxation made these goods 

liable to pay the alcabala during some periods. In addition, in years of fiscal urgency, some 

administrations levied the excise on goods previously exempted. In Bogotá, for instance, on the 

eve of the arrival of the Expeditionary Army, the authorities proceeded to tax wheat flour sales, a 

 
60 In Mexico, in fact, the rates soared up to 16% in some regions. See Sánchez, Las alcabalas 

mexicanas, 40-42.  
61 Urrutia, “Precios y salarios urbanos en el siglo XIX,” 10-12.  
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sizable flow that boosted the revenues of the customs house. Indeed, more than 2,560 muleloads 

of this commodity were taxed during the first four months of 1816.62  To measure the real value 

of domestic goods marketed it is necessary to remove, harnessing the daily logbooks, the revenues 

drawn from taxing previously exempted commodities when they were not recorded in a separate 

tax category.     

Table 10.7 Alcabala Tariffs on Selected Items before and after the Independence Wars in 

Popayán 

Item Quantity  Measure Tariff in 

1792 (Reales) 

Tariff in 1827 

(Reales) 

Pasto Wheat Flour 1 Muleload 2 4 

Sugar 1 Muleload 3 4 

Garbanzo 1 Muleload 4 8 

Salt 1 Muleload 3 7 

Anise 1 Muleload 8 14 

Hogs 1 Unit 1 1.125 

Lienzo de Quito 1 Piece 2 4 

Livestock 1 Unit 2.5 3 

Cacao 1 Muleload 9 16 

Sources: For the 1792 tariff see Chapter 2; For the 1827 tariff see AGN, SAA2, Alcabalas, Box 133, 

Folder 2. 

 

Unfortunately, it was impossible to measure the impact of other reforms. As in Mexico, the 

elimination of the Indigenous tribute in the Northern Andes was accompanied by the end of the 

fiscal prerogatives that native traders had enjoyed regarding the alcabalas before the revolution. 

However, no historian has studied this issue in Colombia and Ecuador. The authorities of several 

provincial governments of the Interregnum and some loyalist regions that recognized the Cádiz 

constitution undertook some fiscal reforms.63 Yet the impact of these institutional innovations in 

the logbooks of the customs houses is inconclusive. It has only been possible to detect very few 

transactions in which the taxpayers identified themselves as “indios” in Bogotá and Quito before 

1816.64 Either the tax collectors started to erase the ethnic distinction, or the customs houses were 

unable to enforce the reform. As it may be, this reorganization likely increased alcabala revenues 

 
62 AGN, SAA3, Real Hacienda Cuentas, 1305-R.  
63 Gutiérrez, Los indios de Pasto, 161-162. Cabrera, “Ciudadanía gaditana,” 6-7.    
64 See for instance, AGN, SAA3, Real Hacienda Cuentas, 1379-R (1813), and ANE, Alcabalas, 

Box 17, Logbook 3 (1816).  
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during the Interregnum and the years that followed the elimination of tribute in New Granada in 

1830. In Ecuador, tribute was to survive several decades more, but as stated above, sales taxes on 

domestic goods were abolished in the early 1830s.   

The data distilled from the former procedures are displayed in Figures 10.1-10.3. In Bogotá, as 

explained in Chapter 5, late colonial domestic trade experienced a boom-and-bust cycle with 

revenues soaring from 12,000 pesos in the early 1780s to 15,000 silver pesos in the late 1790s. 

Then revenues dropped 4,000 pesos up to 1805, rebounding back to only 13,000 silver pesos on 

the eve of the revolution. The alcabala revenues during the Interregnum suggest that the impacts 

of interprovincial wars of 1810-1816 were not as damaging as previously thought. The data here 

unearthed, however, diverged from other scholars who have examined the sumarios generales and 

have stated that the region experienced a “curious” expansion.65 The discrepancy rested on the fact 

that these scholars did not extract the revenues from tobacco, brandy, and flour sales. These 

transactions came to over 100,000 silver pesos per year, generating revenues of about 2,000 silver 

pesos. Once adjusted, the income of the Bogotá customs house averaged 14,100 silver pesos, a 

number in-between the bonanza of the 1790s and the crisis of the 1800s.  

Why did Bogotá’s flows fare relatively well during the early years of wars? To answer this 

question, further research on the economics of Independence Wars needs to be done. Some 

hypotheses, however, can be advanced. As studied in Chapters 5-6, gold flows in central New 

Granada contracted but not as heavily as in other regions of the Empire, while trade disruptions 

and blockades affected more the arteries of import trade through Cúcuta and the Magdalena River. 

In the same vein, it is likely that war had shifted the demand for resources, driving out a portion 

of the population from self-sufficiency. Some of these intuitions find evidence in the composition 

of trade flows between wholesalers and retailers. As Chapter 5 pointed out, small and mid-size 

suppliers dominated roughly 60% of Bogotá’s trade flows during the 1790s. Wholesalers, drawing 

goods on consignment from far-flung circuits, weathered the contraction of the 1800s better than 

the first group. This pattern experienced a reversal of fortune during the Interregnum, with small 

and petty merchants recovering in both absolute and relative terms. Wholesalers, perhaps more 

vulnerable to interregional trade disruptions, forced loans, and mandatory requisitions, reduced 

 
65 Muñoz, “Independencia y actividad económica,” 21.  
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their share of the market by roughly 18 percentage points in the five years that followed the 

revolution.  

 

Figure 10.1 Bogotá’s Domestic Trade According to the Alcabala Revenues in Current 

Silver Pesos  

Source:  Appendix A.  

The trade landscape suffered a radical turn during the Restoration and the early Bolivarian years. 

As Figure 10.1 suggests, an important trade collapse occurred during these years, with revenues 

dropping to about 10,000 silver pesos per year. This result is counterintuitive since the post-1816 

pacification was supposed to bring a new period of pax hispanica. Warfare receded, but it seems 

that the material demands of the Expeditionary Army crowded out other economic sectors.66  The 

Bolivarian effort to expand the war theater to the central Andes and Venezuela further drained the 

region of resources during the early 1820s. Between 1817 and 1821, roughly 260,000 silver pesos 

worth of domestic goods stopped flowing to Bogotá’s market per year, a drop of over 30% from 

the taxable trade volumes of the 1790s. Both wholesalers and small merchants and producers 

suffered important setbacks. Yet, the first group suffered the most, with its market share dropping 

to less than 25%, as Edwin Muñoz has rightly pointed out.67 It is likely that capital crowding out 

and fiscal pressures led to a significant reduction in investments in commercial agriculture and, 

therefore, to a temporary decline in interregional flows. Qualitative information also abounds on 

 
66 See some forays in this regard in Perilla, “Financiamiento de los ejércitos de independencia,” 

124-129.  
67 Muñoz, “Independencia y actividad económica,” 34-35.  
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complaints about the scarcity of mules due to the army requisitions.68 Put it simply, without mules, 

there were no long-distant market exchanges.  

As Figure 10.1 reveals, however, trade flows bounced back quickly during the late Colombian 

years and the 1830s. Between 1827 and 1834, revenues fluctuated within a band of roughly 17,500 

and 19,800 silver pesos, reflecting an average growth of over 26% with respect to the bonanza 

years of the 1790s. Both wholesalers and small businessmen and peasants increased their 

performance, with the second group serving roughly 63% of the city’s flows. This suggests that 

contrary to the position of some scholars, after Independence, the power of big landholders did not 

expand at the expense of smallholders and tenants.69 In the following section, more information 

will be provided in this regard. The data show, in addition, that the 1829-1832 crisis has been 

clearly overestimated. True, political conflicts and financial hardships had negative effects on the 

trade flows of the region, but they seemed to have exerted only short-term imprints, with the mid 

and long-term trend adjusting to the new conditions of trade.   

How did trade flows evolve in per capita terms? The question of Bogotá’s post-war demographic 

situation has elicited an enduring debate, with some scholars stating that the population stagnated 

after the war at the 25,000-30,000 late colonial threshold, while others asserted that the city 

achieved the 35,000-40,000 inhabitants in the 1830s.70 If the first position is accepted, per capita 

trade flows would have increased heavily in the transition from colonial to republican rule. This 

outcome is not likely given what is known about productivity levels and per capita income after 

the war. The second view, in turn, implies that per capita consumption stagnated but that 

population growth fueled trade in an extensive manner. The latter option is more in line with the 

evidence. Bogotá, in fact, benefited from the reorganization of the Colombian and New Granadan 

government, with fiscal inflows refurbishing a weakened but growing bureaucracy and the trading 

of government’s internal debt and the preservation of the mint fueling the role of the city as a 

monetary and capital hub. In addition, as it has been shown, the city reinforced its centrality as an 

 
68 See, for instance, AGN, SAA1, Guerra y Marina, t. 142, ff. 457-458 and ff. 575-577 and t. 144, 

ff. 420-422.   
69 See Safford and Palacios, Colombia: Fragmented Land, Divided Society, 182-187.  
70 Zambrano, Historia de Bogotá. Siglo XIX, 59-62; Tovar, “La lenta ruptura con el pasado 

colonial,” 62-63; Safford and Palacios, Colombia: Fragmented Land, 158-159.   
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import hub. The trade flows that revolved around the capital rebounded back relatively quickly 

after the Independence Wars.   

 

Figure 10.2 Quito’s Domestic Trade According to the Alcabala Revenues in Current Silver 

Pesos 

Source:  Appendix C. 

If the analysis shifts southward toward the Popayán-Quito corridor, several counterpoints emerge. 

As Figures 10.2-10.3 show, Popayán was the entrepôt whose trade was hit the hardest. The 

movement of domestic goods experienced a dramatic increase in the 1780s and the 1790s, with 

the alcabala incomes jumping from 3,000 silver pesos to 9,000 silver pesos within the two 

decades. Revenues collapsed in the early 1800s to 4,000 silver pesos and bounced back to 6,000 

silver pesos on the eve of the revolution. In contrast, Quito’s trade grew at rates lower than Popayán 

but did not suffer a large late colonial reverse, with its revenues plateauing at about 6,000 silver 

pesos up to 1810 (Figure 10.2). After the revolution, the trends in the two cities further diverged. 

Popayán’s alcabala revenues dropped to 2,865 silver pesos during the Interregnum, bottoming out 

to 30% of the flows achieved in the 1790s. The decline was particularly dramatic for the 

wholesalers engaged in interregional trade, with their market share declining to about 12% of the 

volumes handled during the 1790s. In the Ecuadorian capital, despite the mild short-term effects 

of the 1810-1812 conflicts, trade volumes managed to stay at margins slightly below the plateau 

reached prior to the revolution, with both smallholders and interregional merchants staying afloat.      
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Figure 10.3 Popayán’s Domestic Trade According to the Alcabala Revenues in Current 

Silver Pesos 

Source:  Appendix B.  

The divergence in the two poles of the trade corridor confirms the well-known negative impact of 

the war in Popayán. Here, the interruptions of inter-cordilleran commerce with central New 

Granada, and the frequent conflicts with the thriving cities of the Cauca Valley attested an 

important blow to the goods that flowed into the city. In addition, as stated in Chapters 5-6, mining 

in southwestern New Granada not only declined faster than in Antioquia, but also a growing 

portion of gold output started to flow southwards to Guayaquil, Quito, and ultimately Lima. Then, 

it is likely that a mounting portion of the consumption linkages of gold production had ceased to 

leak out through Popayán. The diversion of gold flows and the absence of massive warfare in the 

Sierra may explain Quito's success in weathering the Interregnum's shocks. In line with the 

hypotheses developed for Bogotá, it is likely that the mobilization of war resources to the north – 

some of them fiscal subsidies from Lima- boosted market engagement in the capital of the 

Audiencia and its environs.  

The Restoration marked an important watershed in the region. In contrast to Bogotá, Popayán 

flows recovered during these years while Quito’s revenues kept at about 5,500 silver pesos up to 

1819. This reversal of fortune calls for further research into the regional effects of the fiscal and 

economic policy of the restorationists. It seems that the appeasement of the Quito-Popayán 

corridor led by civil-oriented generals such as Toribio Montes created a better institutional milieu 
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to collect war resources than the one developed by Morillo’s lieutenants in central New Granada.71 

Be that as it may, trade data confirms that Popayán’s economy enjoyed the positive effects of the 

decline in warfare while avoiding the crowding-out effect that the army exerted in Bogotá. True, 

the lingering effects of Interregnum warfare were still important, with the value of goods traded in 

Popayán still fluctuating in 1816-1819 within levels 30% below those of the 1790s. Yet, the 

recovery was significant and, as stated in Chapter 6, Pacific gold mining bounced back during 

these years, restoring part of the networks lost during the years of conflict.  

The recuperation of the Quito-Popayán corridor ended around 1819, when the trade flows of both 

cities collapsed. In Quito, revenues dropped from 5,500 silver pesos in 1810-1818 to 2,800 silver 

pesos in 1819-1822, while those of Popayán returned to levels like those of the Interregnum. Did 

the commerce of the two cities bounce back during the late 1820s and the 1830s? The data suggest 

that Popayán’s alcabala revenues grew during the 1827-1835 years, but they remained at roughly 

60 percent of the volumes handled during the 1790s and 72 percent of the volumes traded in the 

1800s. Quito’s revenues, in turn, came to 4,900 silver pesos in 1827-1830, roughly the same level 

reached during the 1790s, but below about 11 percent of the amounts collected in the decade prior 

to the revolution.  

In per capita terms, the trade trends so far perused do not diverge much. The literature has insisted 

that Quito’s population during the early republican rule either stagnated at roughly 25,000 

inhabitants, a size like the one the city held before the revolution, or declined to over 20,000 

inhabitants.72 It seems that Popayán’s population mildly declined from about 8,000-9,000 

inhabitants in the 1790s to about 7,500-8,500 inhabitants in the 1830s, but the numbers are 

certainly disputable.73 Then, it is clear that per capita trade flows in both cities during the transition 

from colonial to republican rule remained stagnant (or declined slightly) in Quito while declining 

in Popayán.   

 
71 This hypothesis has been thoroughly developed by Gutiérrez, La Restauración en Nueva 

Granada, 25-26 and “La trayectoria política de Toribio Montes,” 108-109.  
72 See the divergent numbers at Mills, “Economía y sociedad,” 142, Saint-Geours, Yves. “La sierra 

centro y norte,” 150-153. Deler, Gómez and Portais. El manejo del espacio en el Ecuador, 180-

182.    
73 Tovar and Tovar, Convocatoria al poder del número, 52-53.  
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Several conclusions can be drawn from the analysis of trade patterns across North Andean trade 

trends. First, in similar ways to the flows of global goods before and after the revolution, the three 

entrepôts followed divergent paths. During the Interregnum, trade flows did well in Bogotá and 

Quito while collapsing in Popayán. The well-known warfare in southwestern New Granada 

explains part of these patterns. However, Quito and Bogotá likely experienced a process of market 

deepening because of the mobilization of war resources, while the connections with Antioquia and 

Barbacoas may have sustained opportunities for trade in the two cities. The Restoration marked a 

reversal of fortune, with Popayán bouncing back, Quito holding level, and Bogotá suffering a 

severe episode of resource crowding out. This point supports the hypothesis advanced by Daniel 

Gutiérrez regarding the impact of aggressive political measures in Central New Granada as drivers 

behind the rapid collapse of Spanish rule in 1819.74  

In 1819-1822, North Andean trade reached its nadir. The Bolivarian conflict of the early 1820s 

involved the three capitals mobilizing for a war that led to a severe trade contraction. Yet, the post-

war recovery differed across the region, with Bogotá bouncing back effectively while its southern 

sisters followed diverging paths. Quito presented an in-between pattern, with trade levels similar 

to the ones handled before the revolution while Popayán’s trade flows declined roughly 30% 

between the 1790s and the 1830s. The decline of the provincial capital is a well-known topic in 

the literature. The ascendance of Cali and Buga, as has been shown in previous chapters, deepened 

the hardships of Popayán by diverting trade flows to the Cauca Valley. Nonetheless, as measured 

by the alcabalas, the process was not as dramatic and sudden as previously thought. The city’s 

trade was already experiencing hard times during the late colonial period and was severely affected 

by the downturn of the early 1800s. The provincial capital, after all, was able to preserve its 

political importance up to the end of the nineteenth century.75 Let us break down the composition 

of trade to further understand the caveats so far discussed.  

The Composition of North Andean Commerce: Changes and Continuities  

The alcabala records provide inputs to understand the sectoral shifts experienced by North Andean 

trade flows to the 1830s. Following the methodological caveats mentioned in Chapters 2 and 5, 

 
74 Gutiérrez. La Restauración en Nueva Granada, 25-26 
75 See an overview in Granados, “Cauca federal,” 178-182.  
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this section will study these shifts in the three capitals for the periods for which the information is 

available. For Bogotá and Popayán, waybills and daily logbooks (diarios and eventuales) are well 

preserved. In the Colombian capital, the late 1820s reforms led to the creation of three aduanillas 

or small customs houses that recorded the flow of goods through three entries of the city: San 

Diego, San Victorino, and Santa Catalina. The entries of the three aduanillas accounts have been 

summed up to estimate the total inflows of the capital. As for Quito, the annual logbooks are 

relatively complete and were used in the previous section. However, the so-called planillas ledgers 

that detailed the petty trade through the three main entrances of the city, and the inbound waybills 

that tracked the entry of goods handled by wholesalers were rarely preserved. Therefore, it is 

difficult to provide a breakdown of the flows that converged in the Ecuadorian capital. Yet, the 

information is good enough to distill relevant insights.  

Figures 10.4-10.6 provide a view of the changing market composition in Bogotá. The data suggest 

that there was a structural continuity, with cash crops and textiles dominating trade. Sugar 

derivatives, cacao, and coarse cotton textiles accounted for roughly 74 percent of the taxable goods 

in the city during the 1827-1834 years, or only five percentage points less than in the 1790s. Yet, 

several changes were apparent. The boost of domestic textile trade that followed the blockades of 

the Atlantic Wars waned rapidly during the Interregnum, with the relative share of these flows in 

Bogotá’s total market fluctuating within a band of 18-25 percent up to the 1830s, a similar 

threshold than the one achieved during the 1790s. It is clear, then, that domestic fabrics were 

unable to sustain the pre-1810 bonanza once international flows returned to normalcy, but they 

managed to stay afloat despite the flooding by British wares. This confirms the fact that in some 

North Andean outlets, British cottons and domestic production acted as differentiated products in 

a segmented market at least until up to the 1830s. The main change in textile flows in these markets 

was the driving out of European linens by cottons, as studied in the previous chapter.  

Another important change in the flows that converged in the capital was the growing importance 

of non-ferrous metals and inputs. The share of these goods in terms of value nearly doubled from 

5 to 9.5 percent between 1790 and 1800, led by the growing consumption of indigo and dyes. The 

consumption of the latter collapsed once the domestic textile trade returned to serve traditional 

markets after 1810, but the trade in copper, lead, alcohol, sulfur, and other commodities remained 

strong until the 1830s. As the following sections will show, these flows were key in the 
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interregional exchanges with the lowlands and the mining belts. Sugar derivatives and other 

foodstuffs lost some relative ground but these, in conjunction with cacao and swine, kept 

commanding similar shares to the ones exhibited during the 1790s.  

 

Figure 10.4 Composition of Bogotá’s Taxable Domestic Trade 1811-1815  

Source:  Appendix A.  

 

 

Figure 10.5 Composition of Bogotá’s Taxable Domestic Trade 1817-1818 

Source:  Appendix A 

Sugar 

Derivatives

13%

Cane Syrup 

36%

Hogs

7%

Cacao

9%

Textiles/app

arel

21%

Inputs/non 

ferrous metals

7%

Other 

Foordtuffs

7%

Sugar 
Derivatives

13%

Cane Syrup 
35%

Hogs
6%

Cacao
14%

Textiles/apparel
18%

Inputs/non 
ferrous 
metals

9%

Other 
Foordtuffs

5%



661 
 

 

Figure 10.6  Composition of Bogotá’s Taxable Domestic Trade 1827-1833 

Source:  Appendix A 
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Figure 10.7 Composition of Popayán’s Taxable Domestic Trade 1817-1818 

Source:  Appendix B.  

 

 

Figure 10.8 Composition of Popayán’s Taxable Domestic Trade 1827-1834 

Source:  Appendix B.  
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such as anise and cane syrup. Salt, hogs, and cash crops held their relative importance, with cacao 

losing about 2 percentage points.  

The available sources are suitable for undertaking some forays into Quito’s flows' composition 

during the Restoration. The value assessments (avalúos) of the inbound waybills preserved for the 

1817-1818 years provide information on the taxable goods drawn from interregional trade and the 

operations of wholesalers.76 In addition, two logbooks pertaining to the cargo arrivals through the 

San Blas entry of the city provide a proxy of the commodities handled by petty producers and 

merchants who collected produce whose interregional transport did not require a waybill.77 Graphs 

10.9-10.10 display the results. If compared with the trade patterns studied in Chapter 5, the 

evidence suggests that there was a continuity in the composition of the Quito market. A wide array 

of textiles accounted for over 75% of the alcabala revenues collected from interregional trade. 

Rebozos de Guano (shawls) and bayetas (woolens) remained as the top goods traded, but lienzos 

(cotton textiles) and other fabrics gained ground in relative terms. Salt trade via Riobamba 

remained strong while the imports of other coastal produce such as cacao and rice also kept their 

relative importance in Quito’s sales.  

 

Figure 10.9 Composition of Quito’s Taxable Domestic Trade 1817-1818 

Source:  Appendix C.  

    

 
76 ANE, Alcabalas, Box 18, Files 1-2,4,6-8.    

77 ANE, Alcabalas, Box 17, Files 13 and 32.   
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If the analysis shifts to the San Blas entries, the trade landscape is like the one developed in the 

northern entrepôts, with cash crops and hogs accounting for the lion’s share of flows. Here, 

however, molasses heavily dominated revenues, while sugar made up a smaller portion of the sales 

than in Bogotá and Popayán. The importance of fruit trade, on the other hand, was a unique feature 

of Quito’s data, with the market share of apples, oranges, avocados, and other berries coming to 

10 percent of the aggregate flows. There was not another North Andean customs house whose 

revenues rested significantly upon fruit sales. This, naturally, does not mean that this commerce 

was unimportant elsewhere.78 Yet, contemporaries such as the geographer Francisco José de 

Caldas emphasized the market-driven, extensive exchanges of these goods in the northern Sierra.79 

Unfortunately, the lack of data on the San Blas entries before 1810 impedes an intertemporal 

comparison of petty trade patterns, but the scant data so far perused is useful to undertake a sectoral 

approach to North Andean streams of trade. Let us start out with an analysis of the interregional 

trade in sugar cane derivatives.   

  

 

Figure 10.10 Composition of Quito’s Retailing Taxable Domestic Trade 1817-1818: 

Revenue from the San Blas Entrance  

Source:  Appendix C.  

 
78 According to early republican travelers, fruit trade in Bogotá was also sizable. Gosselman, Viaje 

por Colombia, 287; Duane, A Visit to Colombia, 476; Hamilton, Travels Through the Interior 

Provinces of Colombia, 144.  
79 Caldas, “Viaje de Quito a Popayán,” 522. See also Stevenson, Historical and Descriptive 

Narrative v. 2, 313-314.  
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A Hive of Small Peasants and Merchants: North Andean Flows of Sugar Derivatives 

As studied in Chapter 5, the flows of cash crops across the Northern Andes resembled a busy hive 

of small peasants, tenants, modest landed entrepreneurs, petty traders, and itinerant merchants. A 

dendritic set of networks connected the countryside and the main outlets and entrepôts of the 

region. Naturally, big landowners and consignment merchants captured an important share of the 

market, and their liquidity and storage capacity helped them to benefit from the seasonal character 

of preindustrial markets. In addition, they held extensive influence in both the city council and the 

viceregal government to enact regulatory policies in their favor. Yet, they were incapable of 

displacing the so-called trapichitos and failed to regulate hundreds of itinerant merchants that 

served urban markets.  

In Bogotá, the late colonial demand for sugar derivatives was served by two streams, one from the 

western slopes down to Honda and Guaduas, and the other from the inte-rvalley producers in the 

northeast portion of the viceroyalty up to Socorro. As explored in Chapter 5, the two areas acted 

as complementary venues during some months while competing in others. The western slopes 

dominated the supply of sugar cane syrup and molasses, while northeast producers focused on 

sugar production, a commodity whose higher added value endured transport costs more 

effectively. Popayán sourced its sugar flows from the Cauca Valley, with producers in the southern 

lowlands and the inter-cordilleran trade to the east providing ancillary amounts of the crop. The 

latter two sources tended to specialize in cane syrup and molasses production. The crisis of the 

1800s affected Bogotá and Popayán in diverging ways. In the viceregal capital, the demand was 

increasingly served by smallholders and producers of the western slopes, with suppliers from some 

nodes of the northeast exiting the business. It seems that the textile expansion crowded out labor 

and land from sugar production, with the outflows from Socorro and Soatá to Bogotá contracting 

severally during these years. In Popayán, in contrast, the decline in trade flows was not 

accompanied by a sectoral adjustment and it seems that the traditional sources of sugar derivatives 

preserved their relative importance.      

What happened after the revolution? The structure of early republican sugar flows remained 

remarkably like the one of colonial times, with some changes emerging regarding their 

geographical scope. Figures 10.11-10.12 provide the inputs to start out the discussion. In Bogotá, 

on the eve of colonial collapse, the average yearly sales of the two commodities stood at 29 and 
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21 percent below the bonanza of the prior decade. During the Interregnum, sugar sales came to 

roughly 151 tons per year or about 40 percent below the volumes handled during the 1790s, while 

cane syrup flows dropped to about 29 percent with respect to the same benchmark. The 1816-1822 

years further affected the market of the two commodities, with sugar flows bottoming out to about 

100 tons while that of cane syrup to 1,000 tons, a relative reduction of the order of 61 and 41 

percent from the 1790s. This panorama changed during 1827-1834 when an upward trend 

unfolded, surpassing the colonial threshold. Sugar sales jumped from 270 tons in the 1790s to 360 

tons in the early 1830s, with cane syrup increasing more modestly from 2,800 tons to about 3,450 

tons in the same period.   

 

Figure 10.11 Bogotá’s Sugar Inflows, Metric Tons  

Source:  Appendix A. 
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Figure 10.12 Bogotá’s Cane Syrup Inflows, Metric Tons  

Source:  Appendix A. 
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nodes across the inter-Andean valleys, but production tended to shift from the axis Socorro-Oiba-

Soatá to Vélez-Moniquirá, as Map 10.1 documents. 

 

Map 10.1 Bogotá’s Sugar Inflows from the Northeast in 1832-1833, Nodes Weighed by 

Muleloads Imported 

Source:  Appendix A.  
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The analysis of the structure of sugar and cane syrup flows helps to further understand the patterns 

so far observed (see Table 10.8). As in the colonial period, the markets of the two cash crops after 

Independence were highly competitive, with a wide number of producers and merchants serving 

the market. The HHI consistently declined even during the hard times of the Restoration. This 

pattern was driven by the growing influx of smallholders and petty merchants. In fact, the volume 

of sugar traded declined in the war years, but the number of suppliers involved soared. This pattern 

continued during the recovery of the late Colombian years. Therefore, the average volume of sugar 

per supplier consistently declined from roughly 11.5 muleloads in the 1790s to less than 7.5 

muleloads in the 1830s. The standard deviation also consistently dropped, suggesting a reduction 

in the dispersion of the supply. The market of cane syrup followed a similar pattern as the 

republican rule unfolded, with smallholders and petty merchants steadily leading the expansion of 

the late 1820s. The number of cane syrup sellers jumped from 1,285 in the 1790s to about 1,960 

in the 1827-1834 years, driving down significantly the average muleloads of the commodity traded 

per seller.  

 

Table 10.8 Concentration Metrics of Key Items Traded in Bogotá: Annual Averages per 

Period 

Item 1792-94 1799-01 1806-08 1813-15 1816-17 1827-29 1832-33 

S HH

I 

S HH

I 

S HH

I 

S HH

I 

S HH

I 

S HH

I 

S HH

I 

Sugar 224 109 57 351 27 442 144 225 178 211 204 201 249 239 

Coarse 

Cottons 

93 376 86 244 75 469 157 238 177 191 199 180 262 102 

Cacao 73 294 69 469 47 725 47 499 94 325 142 199 156 205 

Syrup 128

5 

54 98

8 

98 88

3 

106 109

7 

125 132

1 

98 141

1 

52 149

9 

62 

Source:  Appendix A. S=Number of Suppliers.  

Regional research should be done to determine if this expansion of western smallholders 

comprised the mobilization of new resources or reflected instead the deviation of the trade flows 

previously sent downstream to the coast. As the Mompox data suggest, sugar imports from Honda 
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were still significant in the early 1830s, while New Granada became once again a net exporter of 

the commodity during the same decade.80 It is likely, in the same vein, that the growing output in 

the slopes constituted an early sign of the population migration from the highlands to the lowlands 

that became more and more prominent as the nineteenth century unfolded.81 Be that as it may, the 

revitalization of Bogotá’s consumption of sugar derivatives revitalized the vertical trade between 

the highlands and the lowlands. This is confirmed by the fact that the trade of sugar in bundles 

with other goods that had characterized the late colonial patterns of exchange endured the war 

years. By the early 1830s, only 19 and 28 percent of the cane syrup and sugar suppliers traded 

exclusively in these wares, respectively. Roughly 71 percent of the sellers of cane syrup traded in 

hogs while a significant proportion of sugar dealers (51%) also provide hogs and cacao. The 

growing presence of the latter reflects the expansion of the cacao networks that sprang from the 

Upper Magdalena Valley, a topic that will be analyzed in the next section.  

After the war, the aggregate resurgence of small-scale traders and producers did not drive out big 

and mid-size suppliers. As insisted throughout this dissertation, competition does not mean 

equality. This fact is illuminated in Figures 10.13-10.14. The data show the presence of a group of 

about eighteen big landowners and merchants that provided more than 100 muleloads of cane 

syrup year-round, with the top supplier handling over 350 muleloads annually. Likewise, in sugar, 

there was a small clique of roughly five individuals supplying over 50 muleloads per year. Some 

of these big suppliers were newcomers, with low or no presence in the market before the 

revolution, according to the alcabala records. Others managed to stay afloat. The Umañas, for 

instance, stood among the top five suppliers of cane syrup in 1805-1806, 1813-1815, 1817-

1818,1828-1829, and 1833-1834. Further prosopographical research should figure out the way in 

which landed entrepreneurs responded to the war.82 Suffice to say, for now, that the political 

transition brought by the revolution did not alter the seasonal engagement of producers of different 

scales with the market. As shown in Figure 10.15, large landowners managed to supply the market 

 
80 See export data in Ocampo, Colombia y la economía mundial, 76-77 
81 The best narrative of this process is still the one published by Medardo Rivas in the 1890s. See 

Los trabajadores de tierra caliente, 25-39. For a recent analysis of the process see Zambrano, 

Alimentos para la ciudad, 95-98.   
82 For a biographical approach to the Umañas see Amaya, Enrique Umaña Barragán, 89-92.  
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year-round but took advantage of the high prices associated with the pre-harvest contraction in the 

production of smallholders, a pattern well-described described in Chapter 5. 

 

Figure 10.13 Frequency Distribution of Sugar Sales in Bogotá: Muleloads per Merchant, 

1832-1833 

Source:  Appendix A. 

 

 

Figure 10.14 Frequency Distribution of Cane Syrup in Bogotá: Muleloads per Merchant, 

1832-1833 

Source:  Appendix A. 

In-between the streams handled by small and big suppliers were those controlled by mid-size 

itinerant sugar merchants hailing from the northeast. As stated above, they lost prominence in 
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relative terms, but they still supplied a significant portion of Bogotá’s demand. The business of 

these traders during the 1830s resembled that of their late colonial predecessors, with bundles of 

goods sold in the towns and fairs en route to the capital. Roughly 81% of the waybills containing 

cargos of sugar reported sales in this manner, with Zipaquirá, Tunja, and Facatativá accounting for 

the lion’s share of the transactions.83 Regarding the bundles of goods traded, continuities were also 

apparent with the composition of cargos reflecting regional and local specializations. Those from 

Oiba were composed mainly of sugar (64%) followed by molasses (12%), textiles (11%), and other 

wares (13%), while those from Socorro were dominated by textiles (78%) and manufactures 

(12%), with sugar acting as companion good. Vélez gained ground as Bogotá’s sugar supplier. 

Here again, diversification was apparent with preserves, molasses, textiles, and other wars such as 

copper, rice complementing the mule trains of sugar. Unfortunately, the waybills of 1827-1834 do 

not provide detailed information regarding the way in which merchants collected the sugar. As the 

analysis of the colonial trade showed, there was a constellation of mechanisms through which 

sugar flowed to Bogotá, with merchants buying sugar in markets or directly acquiring it in 

consignment from producers or producing it in their sugar mills.  

 

Figure 10.15 Index of Seasonality of Cane Syrup Supply in Bogotá: Volumes of Sales, 

January=100  

Source:  Appendix A. 

 
83 The waybill analysis follows the sources listed in Appendix A of this dissertation.  
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In Popayán, the market of sugar derivatives followed a divergent pattern from that of Bogotá. As 

Graphs 10.16-10.17 show, sugar and cane syrup production dropped significantly during the wars, 

recovering mildly during the late Colombia period and the 1830s. The sales of syrup declined from 

roughly 750 tons on the eve of colonial collapse to about 400 tons during the Restoration, 

stagnating between 1827-1834 at levels of 620 tons per year. Sugar flows were hit slightly harder 

by the transition, with a decline of roughly 48% in sales, from about 150 tons before the revolution 

to 72 in the Restoration, fluctuating within a band of 115-125 tons in the 1827-1834 years. The 

city clearly lacked the strong recovery experienced by the Colombian capital after the war, while 

the stagnation of its population suggests that the per capita consumption of the two wares remained 

below the late colonial level up to the 1830s. Like in Bogotá, however, it appears that the capital 

intensity of the production of the two wares and the different income-elasticity of their demand, 

led to a heavier contraction of sugar than in cane syrup.  

The geographical scope of Popayán’s flows of sugar derivatives remained as laid out in the late 

colonial period, with the Cauca Valley providing the lion’s share of the wares, followed by 

remittances from the Magdalena Valley via La Plata and the Patía Valley and other southern 

locations.84 As in the colonial period, the merchants and producers involved in these flows tended 

to introduce cargos of more than one good, with bundles defined by regional specialization. While 

79% of sugar suppliers hailing from Buga brought consignments of conserves and cacao, those 

from Cali tended to complement sales with the trade of hogs and rice, with 61% of sugar merchants 

from this town trading in one of the other two commodities in the 1830s.85 Roughly 81% of sugar 

merchants hailing from La Plata traded in salt and cloths from central New Granada.  

 
84 This analysis relied upon the extant waybills for the 1827-1830. See Appendix B.  
85 The size of the flows of sugar derivatives and preserves in Buga and Cali was one aspect 

frequently highlighted by early republican travelers. See Hamilton, Travels Through the Interior 

Provinces of Colombia v. 2, 171-172.  
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Figure 10.16 Popayán’s Sugar Inflows, Metric Tons 

Source:  Appendix B. 

 

Like in Bogotá, one of the main features of Popayán’s flows of sugar derivatives was the rising 

importance of small and mid-scale suppliers (see Table 10.9). While the sales of the crop remained 

below the colonial level up to the 1830s, the number of sellers increased significantly, jumping 

from 87 individuals in the 1790s to 91 in the Restoration and 114 in the early 1830s. This led to a 

huge reduction in the average volumes handled per merchant, roughly halving from 12 muleloads 

in the early 1790s to 6.5 in the 1830s. A similar process unfolded in the market for cane syrup, 

with the number of sellers growing from 216 in the late colonial years to 265 in the Restoration 

and 419 in the 1830s. The average sales crumbled from 21.5 to 8.5 mules of produce per year 

between 1790 and 1830. The reduction in standard deviation also indicates a reduction in the gap 

between large-scale suppliers and the small ones. In contrast to the colonial period, when some 

well-to-do estate entrepreneurs managed to provide over 200 muleloads of cane syrup per year, no 

landowner supplied over 100 muleloads in the 1830s. Now the top suppliers were those handling 

volumes of the order of 60-90 muleloads, some of them with well-known names such as the 

Arboledas.86  

 
86 On these families see Prado, “La familia Mosquera y Arboleda,” 59-63.  
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Figure 10.17 Popayán’s Cane Syrup Inflows, Metric Tons 

Source:  Appendix A. 

The evidence confirms the findings of the classic literature on the agrarian history of the Cauca 

Valley and Popayán that stated that independence forced the readjustment of the slave-based 

hacienda and led to the emergence of peasantry economies in some pockets of both areas.87 It 

seems, however, that the growing access of smallholders, tenants, and former slaves to land was 

not accompanied by a retrenchment of these producers from the market. This alleged process of 

market involution, according to the literature, deepened the economic crisis of the Cauca Valley 

and Popayán during the early republican years.88 The alcabala records suggest, on the contrary, 

that small suppliers flooded the market at the expense of the traditional big merchants and landed 

entrepreneurs (see also Figures 10.18-10.19). This phenomenon, observed in a shrinking market 

such as Popayán, suggests that future analysis of the trade flows of the Cauca Valley will yield 

important, new insights into the dynamics of agrarian life during the nineteenth century.   

 

 

 
87 Colmenares, “Popayán. Continuidad y discontinuidad,” 160-163; Escorcia, Sociedad y 

Economía en el Valle del Cauca. 59-68; Díaz, Guerra y economía en las haciendas,72-73.  
88 Diaz, “La fuerza de trabajo en el Cauca Grande,” 30-32.  
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Table 10.9 Concentration Metrics of Key Items Traded in Popayán: Annual Averages per 

Period 

Item 1792-1794 1799-1800 1805-1806 1817-1818 1827-1828 1831-32 

S HHI S HHI S HHI S HHI S HHI S HHI 

Sugar 87 257 93 205 82 201 91 192 118 157 114 215 

Cacao 77 861 81 298 59 344 132 205 69 265 73 199 

Pasto Wheat 140 102 121 195 56 305 31 402 25 485 30 302 

Quito Textiles 36 575 33 525 24 701 29 825 25 601 32 412 

Cane Syrup 216 120 221 124 202 105 265 98 325 91 419 91 

Source:  Appendix B. S=Number of Suppliers. 

 

 

Figure 10.18 Frequency Distribution of Sugar Sales in Popayán: Muleloads per Merchant, 

1831-1832 

Source:  Appendix B. 
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Figure 10.19 Frequency Distribution of Cane Syrup Sales in Popayán: Muleloads per 

Merchant, 1831-1832 

Source:  Appendix A. 

It is important to end this section with a brief discussion of Quito’s sugar flows during the 

Restoration, the only period for which the information is robust. The extant waybills report 

information from only 15 muleloads of sugar entering Quito from Cuenca, Riobamba, and 

Ambato.89 These negligible volumes acquired from the southern circuits were overshadowed by 

the flows of sugar derivatives from Imbabura in the north and the temperate zones surrounding the 

Ecuadorian capital. The literature has provided strong analyses of the social aspects of the slave-

based production of these valleys, but few business histories have been written on specific mills 

while the knowledge on small-scale producers remains as virtually uncharted territory.90  

Table 10.10 provides some insights from the examination of the roughly 50 tons that entered the 

city on average in 1816 and 1817 through the San Blas entrance. The flows of sugar were 

competitive with a relatively large number of suppliers serving the market. Yet, as in the other 

northern entrepôts, there was clearly a set of big suppliers that entered the marketplace on a year-

round basis (See Figure 10.20). While the average sugar dealer sold about 10 muleloads of produce 

per year, top dealers such as José Miño and Francisco Parreño handled over 50 muleloads per year, 

serving the market over six times a year. It seems that the capital-intensive nature of sugar 

 
89 ANE, Alcabalas, Box 18, Files 1-2,4,6-8.    
90 Coronel, El valle sangriento, 50-63.  



678 
 

production fueled important credit networks. Miño, for instance, was a big importer (almacenero) 

that also engaged in domestic trade. The notarial record indicates that he supplied producers in 

Ibarra, Pimampiro, and the Chota Valley with copper (likely of Chilean provenance), European 

goods, and silver, receiving sugar derivatives on consignment.91 Below these big suppliers were a 

set of mid-scale businessmen who supplied cargos ranging from 10 to 50 muleloads of sugar, and 

a group of about 29 small-scale vendors who handled between 0.25 to 9 muleloads per year one 

or two times per year.  The latter group supplied over 50% of the cash crop marketed in the city.  

Table 10.10 Descriptive Statistics of Sugar and Molasses Inflows in Quito: San Blas 

Entrance, 1816-1817 (In Muleloads) 

Measure Value Sugar Value Molasses 

Mean 9.44 43.79 

Standard Error 2.13 7.53 

Median 4.65 12.5 

Mode 5 2 

Standard Deviation 14.13 77.16 

Sample Variance 199.67 5954.28 

Kurtosis 5.76 9.31 

Skewness 2.39 2.87 

Range 63.8 442.7 

Minimum 0.2 0.4 

Maximum 64 443.1 

Sum 415.4 4,598.4 

Count 44 105 

 Source:  Appendix C. 

 
91 For a sample of these operations see: ANE, N1, t. 466, 1812, ff. 295v-296, 1814, ff. 385v-386 

and 931v-392, 1818 ff. 606v-607; N. 1 t. 468, 1811, ff. 64v-65; N.1, 1814, t. 470, ff. 379. N. 1 t. 

474,1815, 184v-186; N. 1, t. 474, 1816, ff. 337v-338 and 345v-346.      
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Figure 10.20 Frequency Distribution of Sugar Inflows in Quito: San Blas Entrance, 1816-

1817 (in Muleloads)  

Source:  Appendix C. 

The presence of small and mid-size suppliers was even more important in the flows of molasses. 

Table 10.10 contains the descriptive statistics distilled from the 572 tons of this good marketed in 

the city. The lower capital requirement of molasses production and, likely, its lower final price, 

conspired to create lesser barriers to entry than in the sugar business while serving a low-income, 

broader market. This was reflected in a competitive milieu, with big landowner’s market shares 

heavily tempered by the streams of small producers. As Figure 10.21 shows, the gap between the 

two groups was significant with each of the top 5 suppliers selling over 200 muleloads of molasses 

per year. About 50 suppliers provided less than 10 muleloads, but only once or twice per year 

during the harvest period. As in Bogotá and Popayán, the advantage of wealthy landed 

entrepreneurs rested upon its capital and storage capacity to supply the marketplace five or more 

times per year, taking advantage of the seasonality of prices. More sources should be explored to 

peruse patterns for other periods. It is clear, however, that the agrarian history of the Sierra should 

include the analysis of smallholders, a point that also has been suggested by the studies of Germán 

Colmenares and Yves Saint-Geours.92    

 
92 Saint-Geours, “La sierra centro y norte,”155-156. Colmenares, “La hacienda en la sierra norte,” 

25-26. Valencia also suggested how the emphasis on the noble landowning class that allegedly 

dominated the rural landscape since colonial times up to the liberal revolution of 1895, has 
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Figure 10.21 Frequency Distribution of Molasses Inflows in Quito: San Blas Entrance, 

1816-1817 (in Muleloads)  

Source:  Appendix A. 

 

North Andean Cacao: Trends and Counterpoints   

As studied in Chapter 5, cacao was another cash crop whose consumption experienced a boom-

and-bust cycle during the late colonial period. On the eve of the revolution, cacao sales dropped 

significantly in both Bogotá and Popayán, with important shifts in the geographical scope of 

exchange. Bogotá, the main viceregal entrepôt of the crop, sourced its supplies from the northeast 

way up to Pamplona and Cúcuta, but by 1810 producers in the Upper Magdalena Valley had 

effectively penetrated highland markets. In Popayán, in turn, cacao flows rested on supplies drawn 

from both the Upper Magdalena and Cauca Valley, with producers from the latter making further 

inroads on the eve of the revolution.  

The Antioquia data perused in former sections suggest that the upward trend in the production of 

the Upper Magdalena continued throughout the 1830s. What can the alcabala records tell us about 

the changes that unfolded after the wars? Figures 10.22-10.23 provide the data to start the 

discussion. Bogotá’s inflows of the crop dropped severely during the wars, with sales bottoming 

 

overshadowed the study of other players in the rural history of the region. Valencia, “Elite, 

burocracia, clero,” 89-92. See also Tyrer, “The Demographic and Economic History,” 328-329.  
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out from 150 tons in the 1790s to about 50 tons during the Restoration. The 1820s and the 1830s 

witnessed a revival and expansion of the sector, with over 190 tons marketed per year between 

1827 and 1834 and consumption increasing to 32 percent above the bonanza of the late 1790s. If 

assumed an upper estimate of population growth of the order of 30 percent, per capita sales had 

surpassed the late colonial levels during the 1830s. The foreign commentators who traversed the 

region in the 1830s were not off the mark when deeming chocolate as the “great national drink” 

of the country.93   

Popayán’s cacao flows, though not as important as those of Bogotá, sustained important 

interregional connections before the revolution. As Figure 10.23 shows, these flows contracted 

heavily from 45 tons during the late colonial bonanza to about 20 tons during the Restoration, 

increasing mildly to about 26 tons in the early 1830s. This decline put Popayán’s consumption far 

behind that of the capital in both absolute and per capita terms. In the 1790s, as studied in Chapter 

5, the city consumed about 160 ounces of cacao per year, a quantity that declined to about 92 

ounces per year in the early 1830s. Bogotá’s consumption per person, in turn, stood at about 260 

grams in the same period or roughly 10 grams more than in the 1790s. Unfortunately, since the 

alcabala records ceased to tax the coca leaf trade it is impossible to establish the extent to which 

the consumption of other stimulants also dropped during this period. As for sugar, Popayán’s per 

capita fared better, with a decline of about 70 grams in the 1790s to roughly 62 grams in the 1830s. 

Yet again, it fell behind Bogotá’s numbers with consumptions above 150 grams per-person-year. 

The North Andean numbers kept being very favorable with the statistics for Mexico City. 

According to Miño, the Mexican metropolis consumption of sugar was about 63 grams in the 

1830s.94     

 
93 Steuart, Bogotá in 1836, 115.  
94 Miño, “La población y abasto de alimentos en la ciudad de México,” 63-64.   
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Figure 10.22 Bogotá’s Cacao Inflows, Metric Tons 

Source:  Appendix A.  

 

Figure 10.23 Popayán’s Cacao Inflows, Metric Tons 

Source:  Appendix B.  

The structure of cacao flows followed a similar pattern in the two North Andean entrepôts. Despite 

the war contraction, the number of suppliers in both cities expanded dramatically after the war (see 

Tables 10.8-10.9 above). In Bogotá, this group grew from over 70 in the 1790s to 115 and 225 

during the Restoration and early 1830s. In Popayán, the expansion was less dramatic, but it was 

nonetheless significant in a context of diminishing flows. In the provincial capital, cacao merchants 

jumped from 77 in the 1790s to 98 during the Restoration and 102 in the 1830s. The entry of a 

growing number of suppliers drove down both the HHI and the average cargo handled by each 

0

50

100

150

200

250

1
7

8
2

1
7

8
4

1
7

8
6

1
7

8
8

1
7

9
0

1
7

9
2

1
7

9
4

1
7

9
6

1
7

9
8

1
8

0
0

1
8

0
2

1
8

0
4

1
8

0
6

1
8

0
8

1
8

1
0

1
8

1
2

1
8

1
4

1
8

1
6

1
8

1
8

1
8

2
0

1
8

2
2

1
8

2
4

1
8

2
6

1
8

2
8

1
8

3
0

1
8

3
2

Wholesalers Retailers

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

1
7

8
0

1
7

8
2

1
7

8
4

1
7

8
6

1
7

8
8

1
7

9
0

1
7

9
2

1
7

9
4

1
7

9
6

1
7

9
8

1
8

0
0

1
8

0
2

1
8

0
4

1
8

0
6

1
8

0
8

1
8

1
0

1
8

1
2

1
8

1
4

1
8

1
6

1
8

1
8

1
8

2
0

1
8

2
2

1
8

2
4

1
8

2
6

1
8

2
8

1
8

3
0

1
8

3
2



683 
 

supplier. A product that had been the realm of consignment merchants and large landowners had 

now shifted toward a more small-scale, capillary trade pattern.  

 

Map 10.2 Bogotá’s Cacao Inflows 1832-1833, Nodes Weighed by Muleloads Imported 

Source:  Appendix A 
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In Bogotá, the changing structure of the cacao trade was led by the flows from the western slopes. 

During the late colonial cacao bonanza, remittances from this area were marginal, with very few 

amounts of the crop registered in the Guarda-almacén logbooks. By the end of the Restoration, 

however, the western flows had expanded to about 24% of the overall consumption of cacao. The 

share kept expanding after the war, accounting for 32% of the flows during the 1830s (See Figure 

10.22). It is unclear if these streams were produced in the western slopes themselves or if they 

were surpluses acquired from the Upper Magdalena Valley and funneled through small merchants. 

Nonetheless, it is clear that the flows were associated with the trade of other wares, with 83 percent 

of traders also bringing hogs, cane syrup, and sugar to the market.   

The waybills provide strong information on the origins of the 68 percent of flows that were not 

consigned in the retailing logbooks. As Map 10.2 suggests, the wars strengthened the shift of 

Bogotá’s sources of cacao from the northeast to the Upper Magdalena Valley.95 Roughly 52 

percent of the imports came from Neiva, Gigante, Timaná, Melgar, and other nodes in the latter 

region, with 32 percent hailing from Cúcuta-Pamplona, while the remaining share was registered 

with waybills issued by towns in the northeast such as Santa Rosa and Soatá. These flows 

preserved the late colonial marketing systems with large consignment merchants dominating the 

flows from Cúcuta and Pamplona, and a broad set of itinerant merchants hailing from the northeast 

trading cacao as a companion good of sugar derivatives (53%), textiles (32%) and other wares 

(15%). The trade from the Upper Magdalena Valley was split between mid-size itinerant 

merchants who traded cacao and sugar derivatives likely acquired in the slopes and hogs and 

wholesalers who received consignments from large planters.   

The evidence is less conclusive to measure if a regional shift in production accompanied the 

change in the structure of the cacao supply in Popayán. A growing portion of the streams handled 

by small suppliers likely came from the Cauca Valley since roughly 86% of these imports were 

done in conjunction with sales of sugar derivatives, rice, and hogs. On the other hand, the flows 

controlled by mid-size and large merchants and planters were either specialized cargos of cacao 

(44%) or cargos accompanied by muleloads of cloths and salt. The latter two commodities were 

 
95 As stated above, the literature on the early republican expansion of cacao production in the area 

is scarce. For an contemporary assesment see “Medidas para aumentar la agricultura. 1833” AGN-

R, Gobernacioens Neiva, t. 1, ff. 561-569.  
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clearly drawn from the inter-cordilleran trade via the Upper Magdalena. A sample of waybills for 

1827-1828 confirms that the supply of the provincial capital remained split between the inter-

cordilleran producers and those hailing from the Cauca Valley, with Roldanillo and Buga 

providing 38% of the cargos.96 If the latter portion is added to the flows of small-scale merchants, 

the Cauca Valley had become the main source of the crop for Popayán’s consumers, despite the 

importance of mid and large remittances from the Upper Magdalena Valley. Future research on 

the agrarian history of the Cauca Valley will yield further insights into this insight.   

The sparse evidence on the Quito cacao trade suggests that the late colonial patterns did not suffer 

significant transformations as the revolution unfolded. As stated in the previous chapter, a huge 

portion of cacao inflows from the coast were recorded in conjunction with the imports of European 

and Peruvian goods, a pattern that continued after Independence. This bookkeeping practice was 

efficient since the flows of these wares were clearly interlinked. In contrast to trade patterns in 

Popayán and Bogotá, roughly 91% of Quito’s cacao imports between 1813 and 1820 were part of 

larger cargos of European goods registered with waybills issued in Guayaquil and Babahoyo. Less 

than 10 percent of the flows was in the hands of small merchants with permits from Riobamba and 

Ambato. The volumes of cacao sales in the Ecuadorian capital were also less impressive than in 

the north. The available logbooks for the 1813-1820 years suggest that those inflows fluctuated 

within a band of 12.5 and 25 tons per year.97 These figures were above the volumes examined in 

Chapter 5 for the late 1780s, but clearly below the volumes handled in the northern entrepôts. Yet, 

the re-exports of cacao to Ibarra and Pasto constituted an important activity for Quito’s 

wholesalers, with roughly 8 tons going to the north on average per year between 1813 and 1820.98      

Surviving the Industrial Flooding: North Andean Textile Flows    

As stated in Chapter 5, the North Andean textile sector experienced important transformations on 

the eve of colonial collapse. The production of coarse cottons textiles and woolens expanded in 

the circuits that converged in Bogotá and Quito-Popayán axes. Foreign and local textiles acted as 

 
96 See ACC, Independencia, Alcabalas y Aduanas, Sig. 3152 and AGN-2, Administración de 

alcabalas, Box 129, Files1-3. Some qualitative evidence on the flows of cacao in the Cauca Valley 

are found in Hamilton, Travels Through the Interior Provinces of Colombia v. 2, 98.   
97 ANE, Alcabalas, Box 30, Logbook 1 and Box 31 Logbook 2.  
98 ANE, Alcabalas, Box 29, Logbooks 3 and 8; Box 30, Logbook 5; Box 31 Logbook 4.  
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differentiated goods in a segmented market that created opportunities for regional specialization 

and Smithian growth. However, the war blockades and the economic milieu of the decade that 

preceded the revolution led to diverse responses from North Andean producers. Bogotá’s textile 

flows experienced an efflorescence while the fabrics that flowed across the southern circuits that 

revolved around Quito and Popayán contracted. It seems, however, that a crowding-out effect 

accompanied the mild process of import substitution in central New Granada on the production of 

cash crops, while in southwestern New Granada, the flows of sugar and cacao contracted but not 

as dramatically as in the north. This section, then, will explore how Independence altered the late 

colonial patterns of textile trade, providing data to understand the impact of conflict and global 

industrial change in the region. 

Graphs Figure 10.24-10.25 display the inputs to start the discussion. In Bogotá, the Independence 

Wars interrupted the late colonial bonanza abruptly, with sales dropping about 70 tons in the 

decade that followed the revolution. This decline, however, only canceled out the artificial gains 

obtained during the 1796-1810 blockades, with trade volumes in the Interregnum and the 

Restoration being like those traded in the 1790s. No other commodity managed to stay afloat at 

these levels. It seems that the wars exerted both negative and positive effects on domestic textile 

production. The decline of mining markets and the crowding out of resources for the mobilization 

of troops certainly proved troublesome for domestic producers, but the apparel to serve the 

growing needs of the armies shifted out the demand for local textiles. Evidence abounds on the 

contracts signed by the army officers with local merchants to supply fabrics.99 Further research 

should calibrate the extent to which these flows were enough to sustain production during an 

economy at war.   

 
99 See the analysis of some of these contracts in Muñoz, “Independencia y actividad económica,” 

35-36; See also AGN, SAA1, Guerra y Marina, t. 111, ff. 739-760 and t.131, ff. 1-122.    
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Figure 10.24 Bogotá’s Domestic Coarse Cotton Textiles Inflows in Metric Tons 

Source:  Appendix A.  

 

Figure 10.25 Popayán’s Imports of Quito and Ibarra Cloth in Metric Tons 

Source:  Appendix A.  

 

Was the liberalization of international trade the main driver behind domestic textile sales? The 

answer, following the insights of the previous chapter, is a qualified no. Import trade suffered 

heavily during the conflicts, with inland blockades proving even more disruptive than the 

traditional maritime blockades of the Atlantic wars. However, it is likely that the Jamaican 
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connection had created some competition to the producers of high-quality domestic cottons that 

had emerged before 1810. Trade liberalization started to have a significant impact on domestic 

flows during the early 1830s. As Figure 10.24 shows, the sales of domestic fabrics in Bogotá 

revived and came to 156 tons per year during the 1827-1834 period or about 10 percent above the 

threshold achieved in the 1790s. The trade of local cottons was far from being driven out of 

business as contemporary protectionists and some scholars claimed. Yet, in per capita terms, the 

sector declined about 20 percent if the optimistic estimate of the city’s population is considered.   

The early republican years also witnessed a readjustment in the composition of the flows of 

domestic cottons. The waybill data perused in Chapter 5 indicated that the textile bonanza of the 

blockade years led to an expansion in both relative and absolute terms of the domestic production 

of high-quality, colored fabrics. In 1805-1808, low-quality, non-colored cottons (lienzo ordinario) 

accounted only for 45% of Bogotá’s textile sales while high-quality cottons (lienzo fino) came to 

27%, followed by blue fabrics (lienzo azul) (15%), red and colored cottons (lienzo colorado and 

lienzo de colores (10%), and striped and bleached cottons (lienzo rayado and lienzo blanqueado) 

(3%). This breakdown changed during the early republican period, returning to patterns like those 

of the early 1790s. Thus, the production of low-quality fabrics soared again to roughly 69 percent 

of the sales, while the production of high-quality cottons came to 11 percent or only two percentage 

points above the levels achieved in the 1790s. Blue and colored fabrics managed to keep their 

relative importance, with 13 and 6 percent of the sales, while the share of striped and bleached 

cottons (1%) remained at the low levels commanded in the 1790s.100 It is likely, therefore, that this 

decline in the temporary surge in the production of goods with higher added value released labor 

and resources to produce cash crops.  

The geographical configuration of the textile trade seems to have returned to the 1790s pattern as 

well, with some noticeable changes. As Map 10.3 shows, the capital drew its supplies of cottons 

from a wide array set of northern nodes, with Socorro and Charalá at the top of the hierarchy. 

Monguí and San Gil remained important collection points, but Vélez consolidated its role as 

regional entrepôt, driven by its comparative advantage in producing blue cottons. Oiba, in turn, 

further specialized in the production of sugar derivatives, with their textile exports accounting only 

for 10% of its total exports to the capital. In addition, like in the colonial period, a significant 

 
100 This analysis follows the sources listed in Appendix A of this dissertation. 
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amount of the waybills heading to Bogotá included wares that did not reach the capital but that 

were sold en route. Zipaquirá and Tunja remained as markets for molasses, with merchant 

continuing their journey to the capital with sugar and textiles.  

 

Map 10.3 Bogotá’s Inflows of Coarse Cotton Textiles 1832-1833, Nodes Weighed by Pieces 

Imported  

Source:  Appendix A.  
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The evidence suggests, then, that the pattern of regional and local trade networks survived the 

wars. Socorro, for instance, kept its specialization in the production of cotton textiles, with cash 

crops and other manufactures accounting for less than 21% of the exports to Bogotá. Charalá 

complemented its exports of fabrics with those of alpargatas and cash crops. Vélez kept its 

diversified economic base with sugar derivatives, manufactures, other cash crops, and textiles 

accounting for roughly 90 % of the exports bound to the capital. In other towns, coarse textiles 

were companion goods of cash crops and other manufactures exported to the capital. Thus, in Santa 

Rosa, cacao accounted for 62% of exports, followed by sugar (12%), tablecloth and bedsheets 

(8%), and other wares (6%). Here, cotton textiles accounted for only 14% of overall outflows. In 

61 percent of the 41 northeastern nodes that supplied the capital specialization was apparent, with 

the main export comprising over 50 percent of total remittances. This pattern, again, was like the 

one developed during the late colonial period.  

How did the trade flows of other textiles and manufactures behave after the wars? As stated in 

Chapter 5, the measurement of the flows of woolens is a difficult enterprise since the alcabala 

officials did not provide a systematic breakdown of the muleloads carrying the so-called ropas de 

la tierra or ropas del Reino. The data suggest that woolens weathered the transition to republican 

rule better than coarse cottons, with the expansion of the early 1830s assuring a recovery in per 

capita terms with respect to the late colonial period. It seems, then, that in line with the situation 

in other South American markets, British woolens were not still cheap enough to carve out 

significant market shares.101 The flows of other manufactures also performed well.  Domestic straw 

hats, for instance, soared from 486 dozen per year in 1798-1800 to 895 dozen in 1827-1834. The 

imports of alpargatas almost doubled from about 156 muleloads in the 1790s to 281 muleloads in 

the early 1830s. The evidence also suggests that the transition to republican rule did not affect the 

diversification in manufactures and durables achieved during the late colonial years. In fact, 

waybills in the 1827-1834 period that the flows were composed of roughly 141 items, a number 

slightly above the variety available in the 1790s, including specific products of tableware, 

furniture, and apparel.  

Textile flows across the Quito-Popayán corridor experienced deeper changes than those in central 

New Granada. In Popayán, as stated in former sections, Quito textiles stood as the main source of 

 
101 Llorca, The British Textile Trade, 189-192.  
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income for the city’s customs house, but the volumes involved suffered important setbacks in 

absolute terms. As Figure 10.25 illuminates, the fabrics that Popayán drew from nodes in the 

Ecuadorian Sierra diminished heavily from 180 tons in the bonanza of the 1790s to over 85 tons 

in the 1827-1834 years. Naturally, textile imports experienced important changes between these 

two periods, with the decade that preceded the revolution experiencing a drastic drop that was 

exacerbated by the Wars of Independence. Then, in contrast to the situation in New Granada, where 

the revolution interrupted a textile bonanza, the political process affected a sector that was already 

experiencing hard times in the southern corridor. In addition, the flows failed to recover vigorously 

during the late Colombian period and the early 1830s.  

The analysis of Popayán’s trade trends before and after the revolution makes clear that the 

Independence Wars were but an element behind the stagnation that reigned during the first four 

decades of the nineteenth century. As stated in Chapter 5, the mining contraction that ensued on 

the eve of colonial collapse likely explained the beginning of the downturn. The data perused in 

Chapter 6 suggest that gold output in the region suffered heavily in the 1810s despite some respite 

during the Restoration. Why did the recovery of the 1820s and 1830s fail to elicit a revival of 

textile trade like the one in central New Granada?  Further research should be done on the textile 

sector to provide a solid answer. Yet, Maps 10.4-10.5 provide provisional elements to the 

discussion. The data suggest that Ecuador’s textile outflows were less and less funneled through 

Popayán. The latter took over 50% of the southern fabrics traded in New Granada in the 1790s, 

but this share declined to about 30% in the late Colombia years. The Sierra fabrics still moved 

northwards up to la Vega de Supía, but the volumes traded along the Cauca Valley and southern 

Antioquia dwindled. It was the revival of southwestern mining that kept the trade active, with 

Pasto and Barbacoas leading the demand for Ecuadorian produce. These flows managed to 

compensate for the losses further to the north, with the overall sales of southern textiles across 

New Granadan outlets totaling roughly 272 tons per year in 1828-1829, a number slightly above 

the 260 tons traded in the early 1790s. In value, the overall flows from the Sierra to southwestern 

New Granada may have come to 350,000 silver pesos.102   

 
102 To obtain a rough value of these aggregate flows from the Sierra, the volumes of textiles 

imported to the north have been multiplied by the alcabala tariffs of the 1790s. This approach 

yields a comparison in real terms of the alcabala values before and after the wars. Naturally, the 
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Map 10.4 Import of Quito’s Cloth in Southwestern New Granada 1792-1794. Nodes 

Weighed by Average Muleloads Imported per Year  

Source:  Appendix B.  

 

alcabalas values are not always market values. See on this latter point Torres, “Entre el oro y la 

plata,” 120-122.   
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Map 10.5 Import of Quito’s Cloth in Southwestern New Granada 1827-1830. Nodes 

Weighed by Average Muleloads Imported per Year 

Source:  Appendix B.  
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It seems, then, that one important driver behind Popayán’s decline as entrepôt was the trade 

diversion in the southern portion of the old corridor, with the networks that connected Quito with 

Barbacoas and Pasto gaining ground after the anti-colonial conflict. Textile inflows in this area 

paralleled the growing outflows of gold, fueling the creation of the Ecuadorian mint in the 1830s. 

Besides the mining revival in Barbacoas and other gold-bearing areas, the textile trade may also 

have benefitted from the fiscal-military disbursements along the border before and after the 

Colombian collapse. As stated in Chapter 7, the old situado system did not vanish completely and 

was replaced with the outlays that sustained the militarization of Pasto, eliciting little-studied 

financial and commercial networks.    

The importance of Pasto in the post-war transformations in the Quito-Popayán axis is also 

illuminated in Figure 10.26. The sales in Popayán of textiles produced in the border city doubled 

compared to late colonial levels, with volumes of over 30 tons traded per year in 1827-1834. The 

so-called ropas de Boyacá, formerly known as ropas del Reino, failed to capitalize on the void left 

by the Quito textiles and remained at levels like those before the revolution. In fact, the sales of 

these fabrics fluctuated within a band of 9 to 16 tons in the early 1830s. However, the alcabala 

records point out that in northern markets such as those in the Cauca Valley, the fabrics from 

central New Granada did gain market share at the expense of those from Quito. Cali and Buga 

became nodes increasingly served by producers in northeastern New Granada.  Here, the Boyacá 

cloth accounted for 62 and 73 percent of domestic fabrics traded during the late 1820s. In Cartago, 

further to the North, this share jumped to 91 percent, a trend that was already in place before the 

revolution. 103   

 
103 Own estimates following ACC, Independencia, Alcabalas y Aduanas, Sig. 3745 and Sig. 3521; 

AGN, SAA2, Alcabalas, Box 113, Folder 1-2 and Box 142 Folder 3; ACC, Independencia, 

Alcabalas y Aduanas, Sig. 3963; AGN, SAA2, Alcabalas, Box 121, Folder 4.   
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Figure 10.26 Popayán’s Imports of Cloth from Pasto and the “Reino” in Metric Tons 

Source:  Appendix B.  

 

As stated in Chapter 5, it is important to remark that the fabrics hailing from different areas of the 

Northern Andes were not always competing but differentiated goods. According to the waybills 

that provide a breakdown of the cargos traded, it seems that this pattern continued after 

Independence. In fact, as Tables 10.11-10.12 show, specialization was prevalent, with different 

areas providing specific wares. New Granadan traders, for instance, focused on white, coarse 

cottons textiles, with very few cargos including colorful fabrics. The latter was the realm of 

producers in Otavalo, Ibarra, and Quito, who also provided woolens (bayetas). Very few flows of 

the latter came from central New Granada. As in colonial times, white coarse cottons from 

Latacunga, Alangasí, and Ambato were singled out in the waybills, suggesting that they were 

clearly differentiated goods from the lienzo ordinario from Quito’s outskirts. Pasto’s producers 

reaffirmed their specialization in cloak production (capisayos), with the rising presence of colorful 

cloaks in the waybills suggesting perhaps some attempts at diversification. The main change in 

Pasto’s cargos was the growing presence of colorful woolens and leather manufactures. Perhaps 

some of these wares were funneled from Ibarra and Quito, but local production should not be ruled 

out.  
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Finally, it is worth noticing that textile cargos were accompanied by an important set of specialized 

goods.104 Besides some cash crops such as lentils and garbanzo beans from Quito, textile flows 

paralleled those of a wide array of religious artifacts, paintings, and leather crafts. Ibarra’s outflows 

were accompanied by wick and cotton yard, and particularly by anise. Roughly 62 percent of 

Popayán’s imports of this product in 1827-1829 came from Ibarra and Otavalo, followed by 

remittances from Pasto and the inter-cordilleran trade with La Plata. As the previous sections have 

shown, the textile imports from central New Granada were part of the broader flows of cash crops 

from the Upper Magdalena Valley. In addition, this commerce also included other manufactures 

and apparel such as alpargatas, fique sacks, furniture, and leathers. Finally, the inflows of fabrics 

from Pasto were transported in conjunction with those of varnish, anise, and wheat though the 

latter, as it will be shown later, contracted heavily during these years. 

An analysis of the structure of the textile flows so far perused provides further insights into the 

changes unfolded by the transition to republican rule. In Bogotá, as Tables 10.8 above shows, the 

growing number of suppliers involved suggests that the flows of cottons experienced a similar 

pattern to the one found for cash crops, with small and mid-size merchants gaining aggregate 

ground at the expense of wholesalers. The HHI consistently dropped through the Restoration and 

the Colombian years, bottoming out in the early 1830s as the number of suppliers increased 

roughly 28 percent with respect to the threshold achieved in the 1790s, while the aggregate 

volumes remained about the same as stated previously. This, in turn, led to an important reduction 

in the average volume of textiles sold per supplier, with the reduction in the standard deviation 

suggesting that the dispersion among suppliers tended to decline. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
104 The waybill analysis in this section follows the sources listed in Appendix B of this 

dissertation. 
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Table 10.11 Sample of Itemized Waybills Submitted in Popayán from Quito and Ibarra, 

1827-1829 

Quito/Latacunga Ibarra/Otavalo/Peguche 

Goods Quantity Measure Goods Quantity Measure 

Hats 28 Dozen Anise 55 Muleloads 

Bayeta (Woolens) 29 Muleload

s 

Bayeta de colores 

(Colorful woolens) 

2 Muleoads 

Bayeta azul (Blue woolens) 28 Muleload

s 

Bayeta azul (Blue 

Woolens) 

2 Muleloads 

Bayeta Colorada (Red 

woolens) 

15 Muleload

s 

Bayeta amarilla 

(Yellow Woolens) 

4 Muleloads 

Lienzo (Cottons) 10 Muleload

s 

Fique sacks 3 Muleloads 

Lienzo de Tacunga 

(Cottons from Latacunga) 

5 Muleload

s 

Boots 25 Pairs 

Jerga (Cottons for packing) 4 Muleload

s 

Leathers 5 Dozen 

Garbanzo beans 9 Dozen Bedsheets 10 Dozen 

Bayetón (Woolens) 10 Muleload

s 

Lienzo oridinario  

(Coarse cottons) 

2 Muleloads 

Boots 4 Muleload

s 

Jergas (Cottons for 

packing) 

8 Muleloads 

Lienzo azul (Blue cottons) 2 Muleload

s 

Tapestry 2 Muleloads 

Lienzo listado (Striped 

cottons) 

1 Muleload

s 

Chairs 2 Units 

Lienzo de Alangasí 

(Cottons from Alangasí) 

3 Muleload

s 

Candle wick  4 Muleloads 

Lienzo de Ambato (Cottosn 

from Ambato) 

3 Muleload

s 

Lienzo azul (Blue 

cottons) 

2 Muleloads  

   Lienzo colorido 

(Colorful cottons) 

4 Muleloads 

Source:  Appendix B. 
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Table 10.12 Sample of Itemized Waybills Submitted in Popayán from Pasto and Bogotá, 

1827-1829 

Pasto/Túquerres Bogotá/Northeast 

Goods Quantit

y 

Measure Goods Quantity Measure 

Capisayos (Cloaks) 95 Muleloads T-shirts 21 Dozen 

Anise 125 Muleloads Leathers 19 Dozen 

Varnish 12 Muleloads Lienzo (Cottons) 2 muleloads 

Bedpans 3 Muleloads Lienzo del socorro 

(Cottons from Socorro) 

4 muleloads 

Ruanas ordinarias 

(cloaks) 

4 Muleloads Ruanas de lana 

(Woolen cloaks) 

1 muleloads 

Ruanas finas (fine 

cloaks) 

6 Muleloads Alpargatas (Sandals) 4 muleloads 

Ruanas de colores 

(Colorful cloaks) 

9 Muleloads Coriana (Cottons) 2 Dozen 

Capisayos azules 

(Blue cloaks) 

21 Muleloads Lienzo blaqueado 

(Bleached cottons) 

3 muleloads 

Capisayos de colores 

(Colorful cloaks) 

15 Muleloads Boyacá cloth 4 muleloads 

Tallow 25 Muleloads Lienzo fino (Fine 

cottons) 

10 muleloads 

Lentils 2 Muleloads Fique sacks 4 muleloads 

Clay bowls and cups 4 Muleloads Salt 5 muleloads 

bayetas (Woolens) 4 Muleloads White blankets 2 Muleload

s 

Lienzo (Cottons) 2 Muleloads  
  

Paints 8 Muleloads  
  

Tapestry 5 Muleloads  
  

Flour 23 Muleloads  
  

Source:  Appendix B. 

This, naturally, does not mean that the large, specialized producers and dealers who sent their 

produce on consignment to wholesalers in the capital had exited the market. There was, in fact, a 

group of about twelve suppliers who sold over 30 muleloads of textiles per year and made on 

average five visits to the capital (See Figure 10.27). Yet, their aggregate size was overshadowed 

by a set of about 180 small dealers who handled less than eight muleloads of fabrics and visited 

the capital once or twice per year. These sellers, in particular, traded cottons as companion goods 

of cargos of sugar derivatives and cacao. In-between, a robust set of mid-size, itinerant merchants 

completed the heterogeneous supply side of the market. Unfortunately, the republican waybills do 

not offer information about the method through which the traders acquired their wares. As studied 
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in Chapter 5, the late colonial textile trade encompassed a variety of mechanisms that ranged from 

purchases at local and regional fairs to the production of fabrics in a putting-out system. The 

proliferation of small merchants who traded fabrics as companion goods suggests that the first 

method tended to dominate, but this hypothesis requires further testing.  

   

 

Figure 10.27 Frequency Distribution of Coarse Cottons Sales in Bogotá, in Muleloads 

Source:  Appendix A. 

 

The structure of the textile trade in the Quito-Popayán axis experienced deeper changes than in 

Bogotá. The decline of the sales of Quito fabrics in Popayán was accompanied by a reduction in 

the number of traders. Yet, as Table 10.9 above shows, the drop in sales was larger than the drop 

in merchants involved and, therefore, there was an important decline in the volumes traded per 

seller. At the top of the merchant hierarchy stood merchants such as Isodoro Cordovez and Camilo 

Ordoñez who handled over 40 muleloads of Quito textiles per year, receiving consignments year-

round from their partners in Quito and Ibarra. As their colonial predecessors, these wholesalers 

also engaged in the flows of European goods across the old corridor. However, the volumes they 

handled were not as high as the average top dealers in the 1790s who imported more than 60 

muleloads per year. In addition, during the 1830s, the presence of a numerous set of small 

merchants handling less than five muleloads per year transformed the late colonial structure. 
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Network visualization provides further venues to understand the data so far perused. Thus, Figure 

10.28 displays the bipartite buyer-supplier network, with round nodes representing Quito suppliers 

and squared nodes Popayán buyers. As studied in Chapter 5, the late colonial textile networks were 

structured around isolated dyads and independent itinerant merchants. The flows of textile, then, 

were funneled through voice-based ties between two merchants acting at the two extremes of the 

corridor. These merchants shared information and cooperated to compete with other dyads in 

quality, prices, and product differentiation. In the early republican period, in contrast, the network 

evolved toward an exit-based relationship with suppliers engaging multiple buyers and vice versa. 

Some old dyads preserved the connections between the traditional elites of the two cities such as 

the Montúfar-Pombo connection. Yet, the flows now were structured around buyers such as 

Isodoro Cordovez and Antonio de las Cajigas in Popayán and sellers such as Antonio Morillo and 

Domingo Saa in Quito who, instead of doing business with only one partner, preferred to have 

different options, on a more competitive basis.  

The literature on the network analysis of supply chains is vast regarding the pros and cons of 

cooperative (dyadic) or competitive (reticular) networks.105 It seems that the latter is better suited 

for supply chains subject to frequent disruptions and exogenous shocks, allowing both buyers and 

suppliers to find alternatives when needed. The cooperative scheme, in turn, nurtures trust and 

commitment between two merchants, developing better opportunities for product differentiation, 

larger credit flows, and long-term investments. The volatility and contraction of early republican 

markets perhaps explain the reason why textile networks shifted away from the latter model. It is 

possible to hypothesize that this restructuration of trade patterns and the erosion of the old dyads 

that had fueled strong relations between the mercantile elites of the cities was one of the drivers 

behind the political separation of the two areas despite the presence of diminishing, yet resilient 

economic relations.  

 
105 Borgatti and Li, “On Social Network Analysis in a Supply Chain,” 18; Markosvky and Patton 

“Power Relations in Exchange Networks,” 225; Anderson and Hakansson, “Dyadic Business 

Relationships.”10-11; Choi and Wu, “Triads in Supply Chain Networks,” 22-23.   
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Figure 10.28 Bipartite Importer-Exporter Network of Quito Cloth Flows in 1827-1828. 

Square Nodes are Popayán importers and Round Nodes are Quito Exporters 

Source:  Appendix B. 

 

Voracious Armies: The Early Republican Flows of Cattle and Swine  

North Andean flows of livestock and hogs experienced radical changes in the transition to 

republican rule. As studied in Chapter 5, the supply of beef was unable to match the growing late 

colonial demand and, therefore, prices skyrocketed up to 1809-1810 in the three North Andean 

capitals. The city councils competed to attract supplies from the Upper Magdalena Valley, with 

Bogotá increasingly relying upon livestock from the eastern plains and Quito likely funneling 

cattle from the coast. Despite these new conduits of trade, the aggregate volume of livestock traded 

exhibited a significant downtrend across the region. Independence, then, hit a sector that was 

already experiencing supply-related problems before the revolution. Figures 10.29 and 10.30 

provide the data to understand the relevant trends. In the former viceregal capital cattle trade 

dropped from 5,400 heads per year to 4,650 in the 1800s and 1,980 in the 1810s, despite some 

respite during the 1817-1819 years. It seems that the effort of the authorities of the Restoration 

failed to reorganize the sector, while the Bolivarian wars further reduced the supply of cattle for 
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urban consumption.106 The late Colombian years exhibited a recovery, but the cattle flows 

averaged roughly 4,200 head per year between 1827-1834. The sector failed to catch up with the 

late colonial levels in both per capita and absolute terms. 

 

Figure 10.29 Alcabala Revenues on Livestock Sales in Silver Pesos in Bogotá  

Source:  Appendix A. 

Surprisingly, Popayán’s supplies in relative terms performed better than in Bogotá. According to 

Figure 10.31, on the eve of colonial collapse, the number of bovines introduced to the city had 

bottomed out to about 1,945 head, further dropping to less than 900 during the Restoration. Yet, 

the recovery during the late 1820s years was strong, with the average volume of livestock traded 

in 1827-1834 averaging around 1,685 per year or only 15 percent below the late colonial threshold. 

If warfare was stronger in the south, why did the cattle trade not suffer that much? The qualitative 

evidence abounds on the frequent expropriation of cattle by the troops and the destruction of rural 

estates.107 Nonetheless, as explored in Chapter 8, several well-connected landed entrepreneurs 

managed to get treasury promissory notes for their cattle sales, while some of them explicitly 

reallocated their holdings to less labor-intensive activities. Perhaps, the slow but effective demise 

of slavery and the resurgence of an assertive peasantry increased labor costs while providing 

 
106 Martínez and Otálora, “Hambriento un pueblo lucha,” 89-95; Prado, David. “Una carga para 

los pobladores,” 60-64.  
107 See Perilla, “Financiamiento de los ejércitos en la guerra de independencia,” 125-126 
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growing competition in cash crops production. The evidence so far unearthed seems to back up 

the latter point. Yet, further data on prices and wages are needed to test this hypothesis. 

 

Figure 10.30 Alcabala Revenues on Livestock Sales in Silver Pesos in Quito 

Source:  Appendix C. 

 

Figure 10.31 Alcabala Revenues on Livestock Sales in Silver Pesos in Popayán 

Source:  Appendix B. 

The alcabala records during the Bolivarian years are not as specific as the ones logged before the 

revolution, and therefore, it is difficult to grasp the business structure of the cattle trade and its 

geographical scope. Yet, the sparse evidence from Popayán’s customs house provides insights into 

other variables behind the revival of cattle. It seems, in fact, that regions that had traditionally been 

net importers of beef during the late colonial period, turned into frequent net exporters in the early 

republican years. The tax category known as ganaderos y hacendados, which recorded cattle sales 
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outside the slaughterhouse, contain revealing data on the origin of the bovines. In 1827-1834, the 

data reports sales of cattle hailing from Ibarra and Pasto, with roughly 112 bovines brought in per 

year. Again, it is possible that this trade was even larger since officials did not always report the 

provenance of the animals. The point, however, is that with the exception of the outflows of cattle 

from the Patia Valley to Popayán, the late colonial cattle trade tended to follow a north-south 

pattern with supplies from the Upper Magdalena Valley   going deep into the Ecuadorian Sierra.108 

This pattern was reversed by the wars, with Popayán now drawing livestock from the south. 

Further research should be done to study if war transformed the flows via changes in factor 

proportions or relative prices.  

If compared with the trends in Bogotá and Popayán, Quito’s livestock trade followed an in-

between pattern.109 The city consumed about 4,750 head of cattle per year up to the late 1790s, 

dropping to roughly 3,500 bovines per year during the 1800s. In contrast to the situation further to 

the north, Quito’s cattle commerce did not decline in the 1810s, and the average yearly 

consumption soared to 3,890 bovines (Figure 10.30). This reflects again the differing effects of 

the war across the Northern Andes. This revival, however, contracted deeply during the 1819-1822 

conjuncture, leading to a period of sluggish performance that lasted way up to the end of the 

Colombia period when the volumes fluctuated within a band of 2,800 to 3,300 head of cattle per 

year.   

To further understand the significance of North Andean livestock trade during the early republican 

period, it is important to undertake some comparisons with the situation in other republics that 

emerged from the collapse of the Empire. As stated in Chapter 5, in per capita terms, the North 

Andean trade levels were larger than those of Mexico City in the late colonial period. According 

to Miño, the cattle trade in the Mexican metropolis declined during the early republican rule with 

roughly 17,700 head of cattle traded per year in the 1830s.110 In per capita terms, the consumption 

of beef stagnated at around 0.11 head per person/year since the population of the city diminished 

after independence. In Bogotá, per capita consumption declined from 0.20 to 0.13 heads per 

person/year between the 1790s and the 1830s, while in Quito the consumption declined from 0.19 

 
108 See on this trade the Chapter 5 of this dissertation.  
109 The heads of cattle traded in Quito have been calculated by dividing the revenue by the ongoing 

tariff per head.   
110 Miño, “Población y abasto de alimentos en la Ciudad de México,” 45.  
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to 0.12 in the same period. In Popayán, the decline was less severe, with volumes averaging about 

0.20 head per person in the 1830s, a number slightly below the 0.22 threshold of the 1790s. This 

convergence towards the Mexican benchmark reflects the overall decline of the cattle trade after 

the wars, but the sources of such trends differed. The contraction of the Mexican supply was 

partially offset by population decline while in the North Andean entrepôts the population either 

stagnated or dropped mildly, further expanding the gap between supply and demand.   

If complemented with the available numbers about hog trade, further evidence emerges to 

understand the contraction in per capita beef consumption in the Northern Andes. As Figure 10.32 

shows, the swine trade in the capital weathered the war years effectively, with the business soaring 

from 5,500 heads per year prior to the revolution to 6,100 heads during the Interregnum. The 

volume of swine sold returned to about 5,400 heads during the Restoration, further declining to 

over 4,100 in the Bolivarian wars. Yet, in contrast to the livestock trade, hog inflows bounced back 

dramatically during the late 1820s and early 1830s. The capital consumed an average amount of 

9,400 hogs per year between 1827 and 1834.  In per capita terms, the consumption jumped from 

0.24 to 0.28 hogs per person/year between the 1790s and the 1830s. In Popayán, the late colonial 

inflow of hogs came to about 1,900 and 1,500 heads per year in the 1790s and 1800s, respectively 

(Figure 10.33). The wars seem to have hit the sector harder in the provincial capital than in Bogotá, 

with only 1,250 hogs traded during the Restoration. Yet, the flows recovered to about 1,750 

animals per year during 1827-1834, reaching the colonial levels in per capita terms given the mild 

decline in the city’s population. No sources are available to measure swine inflows in Quito, yet 

the planilla logbooks suggest that hog rising was a sizable activity, with over 1,000 animals 

clearing customs through one of the three entrances of the city per year in 1816-1817.111  

 

 
111 ANE, Alcabalas, Box 17, Files 13 and 32.  
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Figure 10.32 Swine Trade in Bogotá, Heads Sold per Year   

Source:  Appendix A. 

 

Figure 10.33 Swine Trade in Popayán, Heads Sold per Year   

Source:  Appendix B. 

 

The counterpoint between beef and pork consumption may reflect not only sectoral shifts but also 

changes in the market structure of the region. As stated in Chapter 5, hog trading was a small-scale 

activity with a hive of peasants and small dealers selling less than five animals per year in both 

Bogotá and Popayán. This pattern seems to have deepened after the wars, with the average sales 

per supplier declining in Bogotá from 18.5 in the 1790s to 9.25 in the 1830s and in Popayán from 

19.5 to 14.25, respectively. These suppliers, as stated above, traded hogs in conjunction with cash 

crops and other wares. The frequency distributions depicted in Figures 10.34-10.35 suggest, 
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however, that there was still a small yet influential group of wealthy traders in the two cities 

supplying over 50 hogs per year. Quito’s frequency distribution for 1816-1817 also shows a similar 

pattern, with the sales of small suppliers complemented by the business of an important set of elite 

dealers who handled over 40 animals per year (Figure 10.36).  

 

Figure 10.34 Frequency Distribution of Swine Sales in Bogotá: Heads per Merchant, 1832-

1833  

Source:  Appendix A. 

 

Figure 10.35. Frequency Distribution of Swine Sales in Popayán: Heads per Merchant, 

1831-1832 

Source:  Appendix B. 
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Figure 10.36. Frequency Distribution of Swine Sales in Quito, 1816-1817. According to 

Flows through San Blas Entrance, Heads per Merchant 

Source:  Appendix C. 

As in the case of cash crops, these elite suppliers engaged the market on a year-round basis, likely 

suggesting their capacity to take advantage of the seasonal nature of prices. Unfortunately, the 

alcabala logbooks do not offer information on the geographical provenance of the swine traded in 

the North Andean capitals. Qualitative sources suggest, however, that the Colombian capital kept 

drawing the lion’s share of its supplies from the lowlands and the Upper Magdalena Valley, while 

Popayán maintained its two-pronged sourcing from the Cauca Valley and the inter-cordilleran 

trade to the east.112    

As stated above, the available data is not rich enough to undertake a detailed analysis of the 

structure of the livestock trade. According to Maurice Brungardt, large landowners kept their 

importance in the cattle raising business in central New Granada, despite the early republican 

attempts to deregulate part of the price controls and quotas enacted by the city councils.113 The 

alcabala data perused in Chapter 5, indeed, confirm the overall dominance in both Popayán and 

Bogotá of large suppliers despite the presence of modest entrepreneurs that supplied less than 10 

heads per year. Future research should find alternative sources to examine the problem 

quantitatively. However, if Brungardt’s point is taken at face value, the relative decline of beef 

 
112 Hamilton, Travels Through the Interior Provinces of Colombia v. 1, 120-135.  
113 Brungardt, “Tithe Production and Pattern,” 205-210 and 305-39.  
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vis-à-vis pork consumption may indicate the growing centrality of small and mid-sized producers 

in the rural world of the Northern Andes during the early republican years.  

Further Connections: Some Forays into Wheat, Salt, and Copper Trade   

This chapter has so far provided a journey across the North Andean patterns of interregional 

exchange. A brief foray into the movement of wheat, salt, and other commodities will provide 

further inputs to understand domestic trade as republican rule unfolded. As stated in Chapter 5, the 

logbooks of Popayán’s customs house provide a unique opportunity to measure wheat flows since 

this commodity enjoyed tax exemptions in both Bogotá and Quito. The analysis of the late colonial 

aggregate influxes of wheat in the provincial capital revealed that Pasto merchants and producers 

played a central role in the supply of this commodity up to the northern fringes of the Cauca Valley. 

On the eve of the revolution, these flows contracted but were still significant, constituting a key 

component of the broader flows that linked Quito and Popayán. As Figure 10.37 shows, the wars 

intensified the late colonial downward trend with sales of Pasto wheat bottoming out in the 

Restoration to only 21% of the levels achieved during the bonanza of the 1790s. The overall 

consumption of this crop, however, was partially compensated by an increase in the supply of 

Popayán’s local production that amounted to 202 tons per year during the 1816-1818 triennium.    

The wheat outflows from Pasto failed to recover during the late 1820s and the early 1830s, 

averaging about 25 tons during the 1827-1834 years. Local wheat performed better, surpassing the 

sales achieved in the 1790s but, in aggregate terms, the overall consumption of the commodity 

dwindled due to the retraction of flows that used to come from the south. This decline, naturally, 

was accompanied by a drastic drop of Popayán’s re-exports of Pasto wheat to the Cauca Valley. 

These exports were rarely mentioned in the early republican logbooks. The re-export of local 

production appears to have served a portion of the demand in Buga and Cali, though. According 

to the alcabala logbooks, the two cities consumed a combined amount of 44 tons of flour per year 

in 1827-1830, with the so-called local flour (harina de la tierra) accounting for 64% of the flows, 

followed by produce from Sonsón (21%), and Pasto (15%).114 The penetration of Sonsón flour 

deep into the Cauca Valley suggests, in fact, a radical innovation in the interregional exchange 

 
114 ACC, Independencia, Alcabalas y Aduanas, Sig. 3745 and Sig. 3521; AGN, SAA2, Alcabalas, 

Box 113, Folder 1-2 and Box 142 Folder 3.  
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after the wars. In markets further to the north such as Cartago, the wheat from southern Antioquia 

gained an even larger market.115 In short, wheat markets in southwestern New Granada had ceased 

to gravitate exclusively around the Quito-Popayán axis during the early republican years, relying 

upon more localized sources of wheat and, increasingly, upon the networks that linked the region 

with Antioquia.   

 

 

Figure 10.37 Popayán’s Imports of Wheat Flour, in Metric Tons  

Source:  Appendix B. 

The structure of Popayán’s wheat trade also suffered important transformations. The analysis of 

late colonial records showed that the supply of the crop was not monopolized by a small clique of 

powerful landed entrepreneurs. Certainly, the wealthy families commanded large market shares, 

and supplied the marketplace on a year-round basis, getting some mark-ups from entering the 

markets in the upward phase of the price cycle. However, their power market was curbed by mid-

size entrepreneurs and merchants hailing from Pasto and a little-known set of local producers that 

sold small amounts of wheat per year. As the republican years unfolded, the void left by Pasto 

suppliers was not filled in by large entrepreneurs but by the modest, local producers. Roughly 66 

percent of the supply of wheat in the 1827-1834 years was controlled by suppliers handling less 

 
115 ACC, Independencia, Alcabalas y Aduanas, Sig. 3963; AGN, SAA2, Alcabalas, Box 121, 

Folder 4.   
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than 8 muleloads of produce per year, with the elite landowners supplying over 26 percent of the 

market. Future research should explore the features of these small suppliers and their impact on 

the agrarian structures of the region.  

Salt movements in Popayán illuminate the importance of a sectoral approach in analyzing trade 

flows. As Figure 10.38 shows, the sales of the mineral were hit during the wars, declining from 

about 210 tons in the 1790s to less than 80 tons during the Restoration. As the republican rule 

unfolded the trade recovered, with 170 tons imported in 1827-1829, hovering at around 190 tons 

per year in the early 1830s. The movement of salt flows reveals some aspects of the readjustment 

of the North Andean economy after the wars since it constituted a key item of human and animal 

consumption. Thus, the disruption of the salt supply chains during the wars was no doubt one of 

the drivers behind the hardships experienced by livestock raising across southwestern New 

Granada. Conversely, the revival of the salt trade during the late 1820s may also reflect the interest 

of local producers to reallocate more resources into cattle ranching. 

 

Figure 10.38. Popayán’s Inflows of Salt, in Metric Tons 

Source:  Appendix A. 

 What was the geographical provenance of early republican salt flows? The evidence, 

unfortunately, is scarce. The extant waybills only contain information on 18 tons of the 

commodity, 74% of which hailed from La Plata and Neiva, 15% from the Cauca Valley, and the 
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remaining amount was imported without indicating the origin.116 The analysis of the cargos traded 

by merchants offers an alternative venue to measure the geographical scope of the salt trade. 

Indeed, roughly 34 percent of the suppliers of the mineral also traded in Boyacá cloth and about 

31 percent complemented their cargos with cacao. In other words, the likelihood that more than 

60 percent of the salt sold in Popayán had been previously acquired in central New Granada was 

high. If confirmed, these figures suggest that there was a continuity in the spatial patterns of salt 

trade during the transition from colonial to republican rule, with the lion’s share of salt being 

funneled through the inter-cordilleran trade that connected the salt producers of Zipaquirá with 

consumers in Popayán.117 Yet, given the lack of direct information about a sizable portion of salt 

sales, it is important not to rule out the ascendance of other sources of the mineral. As stated in the 

previous chapter, Ecuadorian and Peruvian merchants who had supplied the mining belts during 

the colonial period started to penetrate deep into the Cauca Valley as the republic unfolded.  

The alcabala records provide some sparse yet interesting figures on the movement of other 

commodities. The trade in non-ferrous metals, as stated in Chapter 5, experienced an important 

expansion during the late colonial years, with copper and lead flows in both Popayán and Bogotá 

achieving all-time heights on the eve of the revolution. The war effort undoubtedly shifted the 

demand for these metals outwards, with armies establishing foundries and workshops 

(maestranzas) that have not attracted the attention of historians. It is not clear if these flows were 

exempted or not from the alcabalas, so it is uncertain if the trends distilled from the logbooks 

reflect or not the outward demands on the sector.   

Be that as it may, the copper inflows to Bogotá from Vélez and Moniquirá fluctuated within of 3 

to 4.5 tons per year during the 1810s, with the lower boundary being higher than the average 

volumes of copper negotiated in the 1790s.118 The sales of lead from Santa Rosa grew from about 

3.25 tons in the 1790s to 4.75 tons in the 1810s. During the 1827-1834 years, the trade in both 

metals kept soaring, reaching yearly figures of 6.25 and 7 tons of copper and lead traded, 

 
116 AGN, SAA2, Alcabalas, Box 89, Folder 4.   
117 According to the reports studied by Rosenthal, Zipaquirá kept supplying far-flung markets 

such as Popayán and Manizales throughout the nineteenth century. Salt and the monopoly state, 

72-73 and 174. 
118 On the state of the mines in the 1820s see Cochrane, Journal of a Residence and Travels in 

Colombia v. 2, 227.   
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respectively. The flows of both goods almost tripled between the 1790s and the 1830s. In Popayán, 

the copper and lead trade did not increase, rather plateauing at levels similar to the ones achieved 

during the late colonial bonanza. Thus, copper sales stood at about 5 tons during the Restoration, 

growing to about 5.25 tons in the late Colombian years while lead sales came to 3.5 and 4 tons, 

respectively.  

The divergent dynamism of nonferrous metal trade in both markets further indicates the regional 

disparities that followed the war, with Bogotá clearly standing ahead even in this little-explored 

sector. Was this divergence accompanied by a geographical shift in the sources of copper and lead? 

Popayán’s late colonial supply relied heavily upon remittances from Quito, with metals from 

central New Granada fulfilling an ancillary role. The waybills available during the late 1820s do 

not offer solid information regarding the origin of imports since most of them were recorded in the 

eventuales logbook. In addition, as stated above, the extant waybills are incomplete. The latter 

contained some flows of copper pots from Quito, implying that at least some vestiges of the old 

connections survived the wars.119 Qualitative information, however, suggests some changes. For 

instance, as studied in Chapter 7, the copper to supply the Popayán’s mint was drawn from 

Moniquirá in the 1820s. In other words, it seems that northeastern producers manage to get some 

market share in the south.  

Keeping Two Republics Together: The North Andean Capitals as Nodes of Distribution   

This section shifts the attention away from the role of the three North Andean capitals as outlets 

of regional produce to their role as distributional nodes. During the late colonial period, Bogotá, 

Quito, and Popayán served as the entrepôts of two broad streams of domestic trade: the vertical 

exchanges between highlands and lowlands, and the inter-cordilleran commerce that linked the 

mining belts and export-oriented lowlands with the agricultural and textile-producing areas of the 

viceroyalty. The notarial records examined in Chapters 7 and 8 provided, in turn, preliminary 

evidence on the way in which bullion and coins flowed across the three entrepôts, settling 

interregional exchanges that remained dynamic after the Independence Wars. The alcabala 

records, once again, provide further data to understand these issues. The evidence is uneven, but 

 
119 AGN, SAA2, Alcabalas, Box 89, Folder 4.   
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the waybill logbooks deliver good information for Quito and Bogotá during key periods, while 

Popayán’s dynamics need to be tackled in a more indirect manner.  

As explained in the previous chapter, Quito’s outbound waybills are particularly useful to distill 

the geographical scope of trade networks and to get a sense of the goods involved, but they are 

less suited to craft times series of trade volumes. Therefore, Map 10.6 displays a snapshot of the 

destination of Quito’s outflows of domestic goods as measured by the number of waybills issued 

by the customs house. 

The main takeaway from the data is the continuous shrinkage of the long-lasting, two-pronged 

outflows that led into Popayán and Lima. The outbound waybills issued to the former as a portion 

of the total outflows declined from 32% in the 1790s to 11% in 1810, surging to only 21% in the 

late Colombian years. Those destined to Lima and other Peruvian towns such as Lambayeque, 

Piura, and Trujillo dropped from about 10 percent in the 1790s to 4 and 2 percent in the 1810s and 

late 1820s, respectively. Two northward corridors increasingly overshadowed these streams, one 

stretching from Esmeraldas to Micay across the mining belts of southwestern New Granada and 

another corridor pivoting around Pasto and Ibarra. This confirms the aggregate importance of these 

nodes as measured by the local logbooks explored in the former sections.  
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Map 10.6 Outbound Waybills Issued in Quito during the 1827-1830 Years. Nodes Weighed 

by the Number of Waybills Issued  

Source:  Appendix C.  
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The relative importance of the outflows of domestic goods from Quito to Guayaquil dwindled 

mildly, accounting for 14% of all the waybills issued in 1827-1830. The waybills issued during 

the latter years are not as detailed as those of the late colonial period and, therefore, it is difficult 

to grasp the composition of the exports to Guayaquil. The data suggest that the port kept consuming 

wares whose production required European raw materials such as trencillas (soutaches), 

pegadillos (laces), galones (braids), and rengos (cotton loops).120 Other domestic exports included 

alpargatas, fique sacks, religious items, cords, and candle wicks. In contrast to the northbound 

exports, the waybills issued to Guayaquil only included 14 muleloads of woolens (bayetas), 

confirming the long-lasting decline of the flow of textiles to the Pacific. Finally, the evidence 

shows that there was an important flow of domestic goods across the Sierra that complemented 

the movement of global wares perused in the previous chapters, suggesting that other nodes 

bridged some indirect linkages between Quito and Guayaquil. These flows constituted roughly 20 

percent of the waybills issued in Quito. Future research should examine the customs records of 

nodes such as Guaranda and Riobamba to calibrate the size of the indirect connections of the 

Ecuadorian capital with the booming export economy of the coast.  

The outbound records of Bogotá’s customs house are not as complete as those of Quito, but the 

extant waybills are more detailed, providing a close examination of merchandise redistribution 

during some periods. Thus, a well-preserved logbook containing outbound waybills for 1813 and 

1816-1818 provides a good proxy to the city’s role as an entrepôt during the Independence Wars 

while a set of 1,253 waybills stretching from December 1832 to July 1834 constitutes a unique 

source to understand the situation as republican rule unfolded. Table 10.13, then, sums up the 

information for the 1810s. Four main insights spring from the data. First, the capital’s re-exports 

of domestic textiles became extremely attached to outlets in the Antioquia’s mining belts, with 

Rionegro, Medellín, Marinilla, and Antioquia taking about 81 percent of the outflows. This pattern 

diverged from the one found for the 1790s in Chapter 5 when re-exports of domestic wares were 

evenly distributed between Antioquia, the Pacific Littoral, the Lowlands, and the Cauca Valley.  

Second, the evidence confirms the rapid decline in domestic flows between Bogotá and the Chocó 

mining belt. These connections had rested upon the price distortions associated with the 

 
120 For a further analysis of the extant southbound waybills see Borchart, La Audiencia de 

Quito,163-164.  
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repartimiento de mercancías in the gold-bearing areas and the auctions of Indigenous tribute in 

the highlands. It seems that the institutional overhaul after Independence heavily affected the 

profitability of these flows. Thirdly, the yearly outflows during the Restoration were not larger 

than those of the Interregnum, despite the lessening of the conflict. The outflows, in fact, hovered 

at about 80 tons per year, even though the markets in the south and the lowlands gained some 

shares at the expense of the re-exports to Antioquia. This, once again, shows the negative effects 

of the policies enacted by the Expeditionary Army in central New Granada.   

Table 10.13 Destination of Outbound Waybills Issued in Bogotá Containing 

Domestic Wares (Efectos del país), in Muleloads 

1813 1816-1818 

City Volume (Muleloads) City Volume (Muleloads) 

Antioquia 169 Abejorral 8 

Buga 14 Antioquia 741 

Cali 8 Barranquilla 11 

Cartagena 9 Cartagena 35 

Mompox 25 Cartago 62 

Cartago 28 Honda 30 

Medellín 315 Marinilla 133 

Popayán 25 Medellín 271 

Rionegro 122 La Mesa 7 

Marinilla 25 Mompox 61 

Total 740 Neiva 20 
  

Popayán 51 
  

Rionegro 162 
  

Santa Rosa 7 
  

Buga 39 
  

Timaná 5 
  

Total 1,643 

Source:  Appendix A. 

Lastly, the data provide some insights into the re-exports of non-textile products. The outflows of 

flour to the lowlands survived the wars but dropped from the levels achieved during the 1790s. 

According to the sample perused in Chapter 5, in the 1791-1792 biennium the capital remitted 

1,350 muleloads or about 165 tons of flour to markets in the lowlands and Antioquia. In 1816-

1818 only 25 tons were recorded, most of which were absorbed by Honda (57%), Antioquia (22%), 

and Mompox (21%). The exports of other foodstuffs such as anise and lunchmeats also contracted 
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during the Restoration, while the re-export of manufactures such as fique sacks and lead washers 

kept flowing to the lowlands but at minimum quantities.  

The early 1830s witnessed the return of Bogotá as the central entrepôt that connected New 

Granadan markets. The waybill data confirms the model crafted by William Wills to explain how 

interregional flows allowed Bogotá-based merchants to acquire enough gold to pay for over one 

million silver pesos in European goods.121 Map 10.7 provides a good starting point to the 

discussion by displaying the spatial scope of Bogotá’s re-exports of domestic cottons. The main 

insight that springs from the data is that despite the overall penetration of global cottons, the capital 

still forwarded domestic cottons to about 45 nodes across New Granada, with the volumes recorded 

in the extant waybills totaling about 2,329 muleloads or about 291 tons. In addition, Table 10.14 

lists the re-exports of ready-to-wear garments and apparel, providing data on other sectors. 

Naturally, these figures are not suitable to undertake intertemporal comparisons of volumes, yet 

they provide a strong sense of changes in the geographical scope of the re-exports.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
121 Wills, Observaciones sobre el comercio de la Nueva Granada, 10.  
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Map 10.7 Bogotá Re-Exports of Domestic Cottons According to the Extant Waybills of 

1832-1833. Nodes Weighed by Muleload Exported   

Source:  Appendix A.  
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Table 10.14 Bogotá’s Re-Exports of Apparel, 1832-1833 

Destination Boots 

(Pairs) 

Shirts 

(Dozen) 

Bedcovers 

(Units) 

Woolen 

Hats 

(Dozens) 

Shoe 

Leathers 

(Muleloads) 

Stockings 

(Pairs) 

Jipijapa 

Hats 

(Dozen) 

Cartagena 
  

12 
 

8 39 4 

Cartago 12 29 6 2 
 

15 9 

Honda 11 367 81 12 
 

11 3 

Ibagué 10 29 12 39 
 

41 5 

La Mesa 69 
 

45 
 

52 
 

10 

Medellín  32 369 1,512 29 202 253 39 

Neiva 
 

39 12 
  

39 
 

Chaparral 
 

2 3 
  

5 
 

Popayán 36 59 283 5 
 

105 29 

Remedios 
 

19 100 
    

Rionegro 12 225 161 
 

301 89 139 

Antioquia 53 81 102 
  

129 45 

Marinilla 15 102 402 
    

Melgar 
 

52 159 
  

102 
 

Buga 4 82 
    

39 

Source:  Appendix A. 

Thus, four main points are apparent. First, the data confirms the withering away of the direct 

domestic trade between Chocó and Bogotá. Only four muleloads of cotton and wares were 

exported to the Pacific. These were recorded as remitted to “Cartago and the Chocó Provinces,” 

indicating that part of the cargo would be sold expressly in the first location. The old flows of 

bedcovers, boots, and leathers dwindled while the remittances of mantas de caja disappeared from 

the records. These developments, as stated above, reflected the collapse of the institutions that had 

artificially maintained some of these flows during colonial times. Future studies should be done 

about the impact of the measures on the welfare of the populations of both areas.        

Second, Antioquia preserved its position as Bogotá’s main destination of re-exports, taking 

roughly 55% of cottons outflows and becoming a dominant outlet for the sales of boots, t-shirts, 

and ponchos. These figures confirm the patterns distilled from the alcabala reports of the 1830s 

studied above, with the mining nodes constituting important markets for the produce of the 

northeast despite the incursion of European merchandise. Bogotá’s data, in addition, suggest that 

the Antioqueño southern expansion was already creating new outlets. In fact, the mining towns of 

Vega de Supía and Mármato and the agricultural area of Sonsón, in fact, took over 7 percent of the 
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total re-exports of cottons. In short, it appears that part of Bogotá’s rapid recovery in the late 1820s 

and 1830s is explained by its capacity to benefit from the mining revival of Antioquia via 

consumption linkages.   

Thirdly, lowland markets expanded rapidly with new nodes drawing receipts of fabrics from 

Bogotá. As Map 10.7 shows, the growth is palpable toward the south via Fusagasuga, Melgar, 

Espinal, Guamo, Timaná, and Neiva and to the north with Ibagué and Mariquita serving as pivots. 

The lowland ports that stretched from Honda to Mompox kept receiving cottons from Bogotá, 

suggesting, once again, the resilience of these connections. A cross-comparison of the outbound 

waybills to export domestic goods to the Upper Magdalena Valley and those to export international 

goods studies in Chapter 9, suggest that both commodities flowed in tandem as complementary, 

non-competing goods. In fact, about 58 percent of the merchants transporting domestic textiles to 

the region also requested waybills to transport foreign textiles. This number could have been higher 

had the waybills for both goods survived completely. These insights alert historians about the 

dangers of calibrating the “rationality” of the flows of some goods without factoring in the 

complete operational structure of trade. Some lowland dealers acquired their supplies of foreign 

goods in Bogotá and not in Honda because their business contemplated an itinerant flow of 

domestic goods in bundles in which the capital acted as a market and distributional node.  

Finally, despite the negative imprints of warfare and European competition, markets in the Cauca 

Valley received sizable volumes of coarse cottons from the northeast. The previous sections have 

already perused the alcabalas records of this area, pointing out how the New Granadan fabrics 

gained market shares vis-à-vis the textile flows from Ecuador. Map 10.7 confirms, then, the 

importance of the flows from Bogotá’s perspective. The region took up to 22% of total re-exports 

from the capital, and it constituted an important outlet for the flows of other items such as ponchos 

and bedcovers. These figures add nuances to the traditional verdict of Frank Safford who stated 

that “freight costs made trade between Bogotá and the Cauca Valley impossible.”122  Freight costs 

no doubt acted as an important constraint, but they were not large enough to impede the trade of 

certain items.  

 
122 Safford, “Commerce and Enterprise,” 93 
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The outflow of foodstuffs from Bogotá experienced some continuities and discontinuities. The 

data suggest that flour and hams remained as the two main items exported. According to extant 

waybills, roughly 1,102 muleloads of wheat were exported by the capital, 45% of which to Honda, 

21 % to La Mesa and 12 % to Mompox. No remittances were sent to Cartagena, while the old 

colonial expression of “provincias de abajo” to refer to downstream markets ceased to be used in 

the extant waybills. Instead, the waybills now reported direct exports to lowland outlets such as 

Neiva, Ibagué, and Mariquita that accounted for about 22 percent of the outflows. Further data on 

volumes is needed to calibrate if the flour trade was larger before or after the wars. Yet, the 

geographical scope of the flows suggests that the vertical trade of flour was still a vital source of 

interregional connections.   

The re-export of manufactures and other goods with high added value remained strong during the 

1830s. The outflows of fique sacks were sizable, with roughly 2,305 muleloads or 280 tons 

reported in the waybills. Honda took about 56% of these exports, followed by Antioquia 19% 

(including Nare), La Mesa 11%, Ibagué 9%, and Neiva 5%. Likely, part of these remittances was 

composed of the sacks reused to pack the produce that was conducted from the lowlands to Bogotá. 

However, it is also likely that the sacks employed to move produce from the northeast were also 

forwarded to the lowlands. Be that as it may, the fact that Honda remained as the main target of 

these outflows suggests that this sector was key in serving the needs of river trade that connected 

the Upper Magdalena Valley with Antioquia and the Caribbean.  

Finally, the capital remained the pivot of little-studied outflows a wide array set of items made of 

non-ferrous metals. As stated in chapter 5, this business was significant during the late colonial 

years. The 1832-1834 waybills reported the movement of 6,105 lead washers employed in the 

production of chairs and furniture, 505 copper cauldrons of different sizes, 95 candlestick holders, 

and 25 bronze bells of undetermined sizes. In addition, outflows of leather crafts continued, with 

the outbound cargos including about 2,205 leather soles and 152 leather belts. The destination of 

these wares encompassed a wide array set of nodes across the lowlands with Honda, Ibagué, and 

Neiva constituting the main regional entrepôts.  
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Final Remarks  

This chapter has delivered a rough assessment of domestic trade flows across the Northern Andes 

during the early republican years. By exploring the alcabala records of the “three capitals,” the 

chapter provided empirical insights into how the Wars of Independence transformed interregional 

exchanges between the mining belts, the lowlands, and the manufacture-oriented regions in the 

Ecuadorian Sierra and northeastern New Granada. Thus, the analysis of volumes, composition, 

and direction of internal trade has added important nuances to the debates about the economic 

performance of the Latin American economies following the post-independence years. Instead of 

stating the problem in terms of measuring a crisis, the chapter has emphasized the study of sectoral 

adjustments, geographical shifts, and changes in market structures. In addition, the early 

republican performance should be understood in the context not only of the impacts of war but 

also on the lingering effects of the downturn that characterized the North Andean economy during 

the decade that preceded the independence. Following this approach, several main points are 

apparent.   

First, the severity of the economic collapse that followed the Independence Wars has been 

overestimated, leading scholars to a misleading assessment of the extent and nature of regional 

divergences. Thus, the alcabala records suggest that Bogotá’s domestic trade weathered the 

Interregnum crisis, declined heavily during the Restoration and the Bolivarian wars, and revived 

rapidly throughout the late 1820s and 1830s. By the time of the abolition of the domestic alcabala 

in the mid-1830s, the flows that converged in the capital had surpassed the late colonial trade levels 

by about 32 percent while hovering at similar levels in per capita terms. Quito’s trade performed 

well during the 1810s, collapsing during the Bolivarian Wars. The recovery of the late Colombian 

years was important, but the trade flows remained about 20 percent below the bonanza years of 

the 1790s in both absolute and relative per capita terms. Popayán was the city that suffered the 

most damages from the war. Domestic trade bottomed out to only 30 percent of the pre-war levels 

during the Interregnum and the Bolivarian Wars, despite some respite during the Restoration. 

Markets recovered somewhat during the late Colombia years and the early 1830s, with trade 

volumes standing at 30-40 percent below the late colonial per capita threshold.    

The picture that emerges from the data does not fit in the gloomy description by some scholars and 

contemporaries of a depressed economy that took 50 years to regain the late colonial dynamism.   
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Rather, the evidence presents a more even-handed view of a North Andean economy reorganizing 

itself and gradually emerging from the problems of readjustment throughout the 1830s. The trade 

fragmentation that followed the balkanization of the former Spanish empire, then, has been clearly 

overestimated. What was fueling the process of recovery and readjustment? The chapter suggests 

that the rapid recovery of gold output and non-mining exports in the 1830s revived the late colonial 

interregional interdependence that had nurtured regional specialization before the wars. In contrast 

to the late colonial pattern, however, the new process of interlinked growth rested on the linkage 

effects that developed along the Antioquia-Bogotá and Quito-Barbacoas axes of trade. The 

agglomeration of financial, tax, trade, and warehouses services in these entrepôts elicited further 

consumption linkages that fueled little-studied marketing networks. Regional economies 

flourished, joining the two corridors' supply chains, with the Cauca Valley's polycentric 

connections and the dynamism of export-oriented lowlands constituting areas that deserve further 

research. Popayán’s economic decline, then, not only stemmed from the well-known war 

destruction and the demise of slavery, but also from the disruption of trade networks that now 

converged into two poles of growth. This decline, however, was not an abrupt affair. Popayán’s 

merchants, indeed, kept handling a substantial volume of domestic wares, while its mint was a key 

element in the supply chain of gold. The city, after all, was a pivotal player in New Granadan 

politics as the nineteenth century unfolded.     

A second main finding of the chapter was that geographical and sectoral changes accompanied the 

survival of the regional patterns of specialization. In Bogotá, the trade of cash crops recovered 

rapidly after Independence, achieving in the 1830s the per capita numbers attained before the 

revolution. Given the capital-intensive structure of the production of sugar and cacao and the 

income-elastic nature of its demand, the trade of both crops suffered more heavily than that of cane 

syrup during the Independence Wars. Once economic conditions improved during the 1820s and 

the 1830s, the two commodities enjoyed a bonanza that surpassed in per capita levels the volumes 

of the 1790s. The cash crop producers of the northeast survived, but the lion’s share of growth was 

driven by flows that emanated from the western lowlands and the Upper Magdalena Valley. It 

seems, then, that the Independence Wars deepened the late colonial changes in the geography of 

sugar and cacao production.   
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In Popayán, cash crops declined severely during the wars but bounced back during the Colombia 

years. The recovery, however, was not as strong as in Bogotá, while no major geographical shifts 

were found in the flows of both crops. The Cauca Valley provided the lion’s share of the imports 

of sugar cane derivatives while the inter-cordilleran producers specialized in cacao production. It 

seems, however, that suppliers in Buga and Roldanillo managed to expand their market share of 

cacao but here the evidence is less conclusive. In Quito, the data was insufficient to craft series, 

but the vigorous trade of molasses and sugar in the Restoration suggest that the sector was key in 

sustaining interregional networks. The notarial evidence, in fact, suggests that the production of 

sugar promoted the flows of capital, copper, and other wares between Ibarra and Quito.  

The flow of textiles followed divergent patterns. In Bogotá, the bonanza created by the war 

blockades of 1796-1810 waned after the revolution, but textile sales managed to stay afloat at the 

levels achieved in the early 1790s during the 1830s. In terms of variety and specialization, the 

sector remained dynamic during the early republican years. The flows of the old Quito-Popayán 

textile trade corridor roughly halved after the wars, with the Ecuadorian capital strengthening its 

ties with the southwestern mining belts and Pasto. Popayán, however, still absorbed roughly 30 

percent of the Quito textiles traded in New Granada. The southward outflows of Sierra textiles to 

Lima and Piura further declined during the Colombian years, but the aggregate exports to the north 

managed to stay at levels like the ones commanded during the 1790s. A comparative study of the 

border effects on the south and the north will likely yield significant insights into the way in which 

the old economic systems that linked the region during the colonial period were affected by the 

new republican boundaries.  

Despite some positive developments, the two main streams of domestic textiles that orbited around 

Bogotá and Quito failed to keep pace with population growth. In fact, in contrast to cash crop 

consumption, the flows of local fabrics retreated between 20 to 30 percent in per capita terms 

during the 1830s. European imports were already carving out market shares, but the demise of 

domestic cottons was not a sudden, rapid process. In absolute terms, the Quito and Northeastern 

producers were still able to serve markets in the mining belts and river ports, while a portion of 

them started to shift out towards the growing trade of other manufactures such as hats, fique sacks, 

and goods made of non-ferrous metals. In addition, the evidence is strong in showing how 
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specialization and product differentiation still characterized the flows of domestic textiles during 

the 1830s.      

Livestock and wheat were the sectors that suffered the deepest transformations after the wars. In 

both Bogotá and Quito, per capita beef consumption in the 1830s remained below the threshold 

achieved during the late colonial years. Popayán’s livestock trade performed better, but even here, 

the number of bovines sold in the late Colombia years was about 15 percent below the pre-1810 

levels. The hard times faced by livestock raising were partially offset by an effloresce of swine 

trade. In Bogotá and to a lesser extent in Popayán, the supply of pork shifted outwards, growing 

in tandem with the flows of cash crops. The sparse data for Quito show that pig farming was also 

an important activity of the Sierra rural landscape.   

Armies exerted profound, short-term disruptions in the livestock supply chain. In addition, the old 

north-south flows of cattle that linked the Upper Magdalena Valley with markets in the Ecuadorian 

Sierra were now challenged by northbound flows from Ibarra and Pasto to Popayán. The 

businessmen of the latter lost their position as middlemen of the old flows but managed to allocate 

increasing resources to the local production of cattle. This, moreover, fueled the import of salt 

from far-flung sources in central New Granada and the Pacific. A similar sectoral change took 

place in the geographical location of wheat production. The outflows of high-quality wheat from 

Pasto to Popayán and the Cauca Valley waned after the wars, with the demand being increasingly 

served by local producers and suppliers hailing from southern Antioquia.  

The chapter, lastly, showed that the sectoral and geographical shifts that unfolded after the wars 

were accompanied by an important change in the structure of trade flows. The evidence is robust 

in showing the aggregate expansion of small and mid-scale suppliers across the Northern Andes. 

Large landowners and wholesalers kept occupying a top-tier position in the market, with their 

storage and liquidity capacity allowing them to supply the market on a year-round basis. Yet, their 

market share was overshadowed by a hive of peasants, itinerant merchants, and modest landed 

entrepreneurs who handled small amounts of produce. As studied in Chapter 5, these suppliers 

already accounted for a significant amount of trade during the late colonial bonanza, but the wars 

seem to have deepened the process in the three North Andean capitals. A similar process took 

place in other areas of the former Spanish Empire, with peasants in the Bajío, the Mexican 
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heartland, and the central Andes gaining landed autonomy vis-á-vis large producers.123 More 

research, however, is needed to calibrate the impact of these changes in the size and efficiency of 

markets and the ensuing relationship between the industrial and agrarian sectors as the nineteenth 

century unfolded.    

In the Northern Andes, the literature has long perceived the importance of a numerous group of 

wealthy peasants due to their frequent mentions in qualitative sources.124 The so-called “orejones” 

of central New Granada, for instance, engaged closely in the political and military developments 

that followed the revolution.125 Yet, no historian has attempted to study them. The evidence here 

provided shows that they clearly benefitted directly and indirectly from the interregional trade 

spurred by the exports of gold and other commodities. Similar groups emerged in Quito and 

Popayán, suggesting that the literature should complement the traditional hacienda studies with an 

analysis of small producers and itinerant merchants that dominated the North Andean rural 

landscape. They traded goods in bundles and allocated their produce along a thick hierarchy of 

outlets intertwined by the three capitals. The early republican years were not, then, a period of 

ubiquitous market retrenchment and crisis. The evidence here presented suggests that it was a 

period of sectoral and geographical readjustment that should be integrated into the history of the 

two periods of growth in the late colonial period and the classic export-led growth era that began 

in the 1850s. 

 
123 Tutino, The Mexican Heartland, 104-106; Langer, “Bringing the Economic Back In,” 535-540.  
124 As Busnell pointed out in 1993, “land tenure patterns [during the early republican years] were 

mixed, and they have not been carefully studied”. To date, the literature is still scarce in this 

regard. Bushnell, The Making of Modern Colombia, 78-79.  
125 On qualitative references on the wealthy peasants of central New Granada before the revolution 

see Herrera, Ordenar para controlar, 220-221. The importance of the “orejones” in the Wars of 

Independence and the revolts that followed the collapse of the Colombian union was noted by José 

Manuel Restrepo in his works. Yet, as Colmenares has correctly pointed out, Restrepo deliberately 

hide the group in his narrative. Restrepo, Historia de la revolución de la República de Colombia 

v. 4, 359 and 440, Colmenares, “La Historia de la Revolución,” 19-20.   
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CONCLUSIONS 

 

The lack of statistical data has stymied the study of the North Andean economic past. Despite the 

effort of economic historians to develop such data, the analysis has rested heavily on the comments 

and reports of contemporaries. This dissertation followed a different empirical path. By 

amalgamating a broad set of sources and methods, it crafted time series and cross-sectional 

samples of the direction, volume, and of bullion and trade flows to test several long-held views of 

North Andean history. The dissertation mined the evidence from qualitative sources not as the 

final word on the behavior of economic variables, but as hypotheses to be tested. This empirical 

approach sought to unbind the field from other three constraints: the tendency to use the present-

day national border framework, the chronological constraint imposed by the 1808-1810 political 

crisis, and the “marginality” syndrome with which historians have explored the role of the region 

in the broader currents of Latin American and global history.  

The arguments that tied together the empirical exercises along the ten chapters of this dissertation 

revolved around the effects of export activities on the domestic economy. Thus, rather than 

focusing on gold mining or the circulation of North Andean gold in global markets, the dissertation 

focused on linkages and interregional connectivity. It argues that the region experienced an 

interlinked process of economic growth, with the linkages of gold and commodity exports 

fostering Smithian growth based on regional specialization and commercialization. Thick 

networks of import business accompanied interregional trade, allowing North Andean consumers 

to get broader access to goods of Asian and European provenance. Import merchants in Quito, 

Popayán, and Bogotá competed extensively in varieties, quality, and prices. The region, then, 

experienced a process of market deepening and widening.  

The imperial wars of 1796-1810 shifted international connections, affecting the capacity of gold 

and commodity exports to spur linkages. Trade deviation, commercial contraction, and regional 

disputes were well in the making before Napoleon’s invasion of the Peninsula. The Wars of 

Independence brought further transformations to the region. The conflict that started as a set of 

regional, armed skirmishes turned into a massive military saga that constituted not only a 

transformative political force but also an unprecedented mobilization of manpower and resources. 

Trade disruptions and war allocation exerted sectoral and regional shifts and the aggregate 
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economic activity contracted. Yet, the dissertation challenges the fracasomanía with which the 

early republican period has been studied. It argues that the interlinked process of growth continued 

after the wars, with linkages and interregional connections recovering throughout the 1830s. Thus, 

the dissertation presents a more cautious view of an economy reorganizing itself, developing new 

connections with the world economy and gradually emerging from the readjustments of the 

Independence struggles faster than previously thought.  

To develop the arguments, the dissertation focused on the direction, volume, and structure of the 

flows of precious metals, foreign wares, and domestic goods in the “three North Andean capitals.” 

This approach makes sense in both sectoral and geographical terms. The study of precious metals 

provided novel inputs to understand the scope of the monetary economy across the region and to 

measure the integration of bullion markets, the bimetallic settlement of interregional trade 

balances, and the composition of the money supply. The joint analysis of import and domestic 

trade, in turn, provided information on the way in which the two circuits overlapped, offering novel 

ways to understand the expansion of the market economy, the mechanics of Smithian growth, and 

the importance of consumption patterns in defining global and local interactions. In addition, by 

focusing on cash crops and textiles, the dissertation diverged from the traditional studies that rested 

on the qualitative analysis of grain and livestock trade perusing the records of local city councils.  

In geographical terms, the dissertation demonstrated how Bogotá and the axis Quito-Popayán 

agglomerated the main circuits of internal distribution of the three flows here examined. They 

linked the mining belts and the export-oriented lowlands with the suppliers of consumption goods 

across the Northern Andes. The agglomeration of fiscal, trade, and financial services transformed 

the capitals into outlets for consumption goods that promoted further linkages and regional 

specialization. Future research should supplement this North Andean focus with studies on the 

growing entrepôts in Antioquia and the Cauca Valley and on the arc of ports that connected the 

region with the world economy from Maracaibo to Guayaquil. Following this geographical and 

sectoral approach, this dissertation provides several conclusions.  

For starters, gold-based economies were capable of developing networks of exchange similar to 

those found in some regions of the traditional silver poles of New Spain and Peru. The evidence 

suggests that the convergence in living standards and GDP per capita estimates in the Spanish 

Empire observed in the literature, emerged not only from a “Mexican decline,” but also from a 
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market-driven dynamism in other regions such as the Northern Andes. Even though further 

quantitative research on markets conditions is required, it seems that early modern 

commercialization was not a process confined to the leading economies of the North-Atlantic and 

some silver poles of the Spanish Empire. Trade and monetary exchanges played a wider role in 

the Northern Andes, with a growing set of interregional exchanges showing that the region was 

far from being a set of isolated, self-sufficient areas in continuous contradiction with each other.   

This dissertation also found that the “marginality” syndrome has led to an incomplete depiction of 

the North Andean past. True, in aggregate terms, trade volumes and fiscal revenues were larger in 

Mexico and Peru than in the lands of El Dorado. Yet, the region was pivotal in the context of 

international bimetallism, with the connections that converged in the British-centered international 

trade benefiting from the growing overvaluation of gold up to the 1840s. The region, in addition, 

played an important role in the supply chain of other commodities such as cotton and quinine, 

whose domestic imprints deserve further research. The fiscal capacity of the Spanish Empire to 

extract fiscal revenues should not be used as a proxy of the economic significance of the Northern 

Andes. The analysis of the alcabalas suggests that the region enjoyed broader fiscal prerogatives, 

with some sectors getting tax discounts during the very moment in which the Bourbon drive for 

revenues was at its peak.  Jurisdictional fragmentation and local negotiations proved resilient, with 

some flows remaining untaxed up to the colonial collapse. While former studies have interpreted 

this lack of taxation as a symptom of a lack of economic activity, this dissertation explored 

untapped sources to bring to the surface the aggregate importance of these trade flows.     

The data confirm that the Northern Andes developed a thick, multilateral network of bullion and 

monetary flows. The multilateral nature of metallic streams implies that both gold and silver oiled 

domestic trade by encouraging the monetary settlement of interregional trade balances. The three 

North Andean capitals acted as bimetallic gears, connecting silver-rich and gold-rich areas. These 

domestic bimetallic flows were in turn embedded into broader currents of exchange that linked 

North Andean gold merchants with the silver-based economies of the South-Central Andes and 

New Spain. The viceroyalty became a sink of Peruvian and Mexican silver while Lima and Havana 

constituted important entrepôts of North Andean doubloons and gold bars. The region’s cross-

directional bimetallic flows streamed through a diverse set of ports in the Caribbean and Pacific. 

In other words, the insertion of the viceroyalty into the waves of the global economy followed a 
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set of polycentric connections grounded in a strong intra-colonial trade that supplemented the 

traditional flows channeled through the metropole. This pattern was radically transformed by the 

outbreak of wars in 1796, with blockades and ad hoc trade policies leading to a huge process of 

trade diversion. The North Andean capitals became busy outlets of merchants willing to trespass 

the old boundaries of colonial trade. Peruvian silver and New Granadan gold leaked out now 

through ports in Venezuela and the delta of the Magdalena River, decentering bullion flows from 

the traditional conduits of trade in Cartagena and Cádiz.   

The microeconomic analysis of bullion flows shows that merchants and treasurers allocated coins 

and metals according to arbitrated parities. Even small differences in the relative prices of coins 

across markets had a powerful influence in determining which of the two metals would 

predominate in a region’s trade receipts and expenditures. Sometimes these streams took the form 

of direct arbitrage (silver for gold) or indirect arbitrage (exchanging metal for goods and ultimately 

goods for metals). In addition, the analysis of arbitrage transactions suggests that bullion markets 

well relatively well integrated. Transaction and transport costs mattered as well. Gold bars, 

doubloons, macuquinas, and fuertes served different commodity trades. Therefore, liquidity had 

diverse connotations in different markets and in different spheres of circulation across the region. 

Mining nodes in western New Granada, for instance, not only participated as mere exporters of 

bullion but also as active markets for doubloons and silver coins, signaling the preference for 

coinage in the settlement of some trade balances.  

The dissertation also found that the region experienced an important process of import deepening. 

Export-led growth resulted in the expansion of regional networks of import distribution and the 

expansion of the consumption of global goods in per capita terms. Changes in supply-demand 

conditions facilitated competition, institutionalized new and old conduits of trade, and led to a 

downward trend in the relative price of imports. These developments had sectoral imprints. This 

dissertation provided new estimates of price elasticities, showing how textile sales were more 

responsive to price movements than those of wine, paper, and iron. The impact of falling prices on 

import demand during peace years was felt on competition in product differentiation and 

augmentation of consumer’s choice. Colors, motives, and quality became more and more central 

in the operation of North Andean merchants, reflecting little-studied benefits from the trade 

opening of the 1780s and 1790s.  
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The internal distribution of global goods in the region was polycentric in nature. Import merchants 

in the Northern Andes were colonial trespassers who moved beyond the boundaries of political 

jurisdictions, drew their imports from different gateways in both the Atlantic and the Pacific, and 

responded actively to changes in relative prices of both bullion and goods. This multifocal structure 

on the coastal connections of the region was accompanied by a dispersion in the aggregate 

distribution of global goods in the Andean interior. Even though Bogotá’s merchants handled a 

huge portion of the overall import capacity of the viceroyalty, they never commanded 

concentration levels as those who operated in the capitals of other inland areas of the Empire such 

as New Spain.  

The outbreak of international conflicts at the end of the 1790s marked a downturn in this process 

of import expansion. The wars cut the exogenous forces that had sustained the growing demand 

for exports and led to a deterioration of terms of trade and an increase in the prices of imported 

goods. The consumption of global wares contracted despite the ubiquitous complaints about 

contraband and import variety contracted. Market disintegration, volatility, and the short-term 

inelasticity of several producers led inevitably to changes in the structure of import trade, with 

some merchants striving to adapt their networks to the changing nature of trade. The dissertation 

confirms, then, the global impact of the war cycles of 1796-1815 emphasized in recent literature.     

Trade contraction was accompanied by a dramatic process of trade diversion across the region that 

mirrored the one that affected the flow of precious metals. In the Atlantic, import trade slowly 

shifted away from Cartagena to Santa Marta, ports on the Magdalena Delta and, surprisingly, to 

Maracaibo. A Venezuelan connection, in fact, allowed the viceregal capital to keep injecting global 

wares to markets across the Northern Andes even during the worst periods of the British blockades. 

Popayán’s merchants, who had established direct connections with Cartagena and Mompox, now 

depended on Bogotá’s middlemen to get their wares. The lag response of Pacific suppliers to war 

restrictions allowed merchants in the axis Quito-Popayán, in turn, to introduce a large proportion 

of international goods deep into northern Peru. However, the data suggest that trade diversion 

should not be interpreted as a zero-sum game between trade routes. In some sectors, in fact, there 

were complementarities rather than competition among the conduits of trade.  

The evidence on the increase in the exchange of domestic goods per capita confirms that the region 

experienced a process of market deepening and widening. Networks of import distribution worked 
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synergistically to oil domestic networks of regional specialization and growing market 

participation. Domestic trade flows, indeed, grew at rates above population and GDP growth, 

became multilateral in nature, and were composed of an increasing variety of wares. A 

combination of fiscal linkages, geographical location, and factor endowments allowed the three 

North Andean capitals to become hubs of this thriving trade. The size of the three markets exerted 

important resonances in distant regions via relative prices and specialization.  

Bogotá linked the mining and export-oriented regions of western and northern New Granada with 

the producers of inputs, manufactures, and foodstuffs in the eastern portions of the viceroyalty. 

The viceregal capital also fueled a burgeoning, vertical trade between the slopes, the highlands, 

and the inter-Andean valleys of northwestern New Granada, a trade that involved a cross-sectional 

flow of European and domestic goods. The role of Quito and Popayán as entrepôts should be 

explored in conjunction. In fact, a dynamic trade corridor encompassed a complementary set of 

ecological regions whose exchanges were oiled by extensive bimetallic streams. The flow of 

textiles moving northwards from Quito and of imports moving southwards from Popayán was 

complemented by an intensive inter-cordilleran trade of cash crops, cattle, manufactures, and salt 

that linked the valleys of the Cauca and Magdalena rivers with the mining regions.  

There were sectoral differences in performance and market structure. While textiles, manufactures, 

and cash crops expanded rapidly, the cattle and foodstuff trade grew at a slower pace. Further data 

on relative prices, production functions, preferences, and real incomes are needed to craft a model 

to explain this sectoral behavior. It is clear that part of the expansion of some sectors relied on a 

growing process of Smithian specialization. There were productive clusters of specific wares and 

a geographical division of industries and their markets. The two main streams of textile trade that 

sprang from Quito and northeastern New Granada illuminate well this pattern. Even in markets 

such as Popayán and the Cauca Valley, where the catchment area of the two streams met, 

merchants mainly competed in variety, sometimes trading non-competing goods. In addition, the 

growth of domestic textile flows at the very moment that fabrics from Europe flooded the market 

suggests that the goods from both origins coexisted as differentiated products in a segmented 

market. Naturally, interregional competition in quantities and prices mattered. This was 

particularly relevant for those goods whose markets had a viceregal scope, such as cattle and salt.  
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On the eve of colonial collapse, North Andean market exchanges contracted, although not at the 

levels of the “great Mexican decline.” The contraction, in addition, was experienced differently 

across regions and sectors. The flows of cash crops and intermediate goods dropped significantly 

in the decade that preceded the colonial collapse. Domestic textile production, nonetheless, 

increased. In eastern New Granada, import contraction created incentives to undertake a short-

lived process of import substitution. This region, then, was embedded in the empire-wide trend 

towards domestic textile revival in the context of the Atlantic wars. Yet, the data suggest that this 

trend should be analyzed with several nuances given the segmented nature of textile markets. 

Import substitution, in fact, developed in specific branches of the sector that produced goods with 

higher added value. In the same vein, the data suggest that this efflorescence in local manufacture 

crowded out the production of cash crops. It is precisely this last feature that can help us to explain 

why the Quito-Popayán axis remained outside of the short-term textile revival. Here, cash crop 

trade fell but not at the same pace as in the eastern regions of the viceroyalty.  

This dissertation also showed that the Wars of Independence were not only a cradle of political 

transformation but also a massive process of resource reallocation. The crowding out of capital 

and labor was certainly important, but the depiction of the period as one of crisis and overall 

destruction has been exaggerated. In comparative terms, the evidence suggests that the contraction 

was not as strong as the one in the former silver poles of the Spanish Empire. Independence and 

war mobilization brought little-studied benefits in terms of institutional innovations and the 

expansion of the market economy.  

The dissertation found that mining performed better during the post-war years than previously 

thought. If estimates on post-war contraband are factored in, the aggregate performance of North 

Andean gold production had possibly reached the figures achieved in the late colonial years by the 

early 1840s. What explains this rapid recovery of gold mining? The dissertation has furnished 

some hypotheses. On the demand side of the market, changes in the relative prices of gold and the 

worldwide deflation of the post-Napoleonic wars possibly improved, at the margin, the total 

income of the sector. In the same vein, mining policy reduced costs by slowly liberating the bullion 

trade, decentralizing foundry services, and allowing miners and gold merchants to capture a part 

of the silver by-product of their ores.  
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On the supply side, the placer nature of mining in the region made it less vulnerable to war 

destruction. The low sunk costs of the sector, the small requirements of mercury, and the low 

barriers to entry certainly facilitated the recovery while the introduction of foreign technology 

spurred the revival of hard-rock mining. Finally, the structure of labor incentives, which leaked an 

important share of the profits to the workers themselves, possibly helped to cushion some of the 

challenging aspects of the gradual abolition of slavery. In contrast to previous studies, former 

slaves did not shift away from the gold-based economy. On the contrary, they reinforced trade 

connections, with a growing issuance of low denomination coins in Popayán and new mintage 

services in Quito promoting recovery in some mining belts.   

Among the costs of Independence were clearly the collapse of the Spanish American monetary 

union, with severe impacts on transactions costs and market integration. Debasements, recoinages, 

and ill-fated experiments with fiat monies led to important transformations in the nature and 

composition of the region’s money supply. A mosaic of coins from different ages and qualities 

flowed across the region by the 1830s. What were the microeconomics behind such monetary 

patterns? Even though Gresham’s law provides basic yet powerful tools to understand the 

composition of money supply, this dissertation suggests that further research should be done on 

information asymmetry, monetary segmentation, and currency premiums to explain the possible 

co-circulation of coins with different intrinsic values. 

North Andean mints became key brokers in the circulation of silver by recasting a growing inflow 

of old coins of Peruvian and Mexican provenance and processing an important part of the silver 

plate accumulated in the region. Therefore, if domestic silver flows were composed of coins 

minted in other regions during the colonial period, by the 1830s, North Andean coinage became 

dominant, with its reception by tale reflecting the piecemeal, little-studied success of the monetary 

reforms of the 1830s. Second, foundry processing and mintage services experienced a 

geographical reorganization that changed the direction of bullion flows. This measure was 

accompanied by the application in London and Paris of new methods to separate small traces of 

silver from gold coins. Given the polymetallic nature of North Andean mining belts, this affected 

the operation of bullion transactions in several regions. In similar ways to Potosí’s role as a South-

Central Andean moneyer, the New Granadan mints proved key in providing currency for Ecuador 

and Venezuela in the 1840s and 1850s.  
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Mining, monetary, and war transformations altered the volume, direction, and structure of bullion 

flows. The late colonial bimetallic backbone that revolved around the three main North Andean 

entrepôts experienced important adjustments. In the south, the Quito-Popayán axis faced growing 

competition from old and new conduits of trade that connected the Northern Andes with the 

Pacific. The Ecuadorian capital kept its role as a bimetallic gear, releasing silver northwards and 

gold southwards, but the geographical scope of these streams shrunk to an arc that stretched from 

Guayaquil to the mining belts of southwestern New Granada. Popayán’s role as bimetallic entrepôt 

suffered important setbacks, with its merchants handling smaller volumes of precious metals and 

losing financial centrality. The city’s mint, however, was still an important agent in the supply 

chain of both gold and silver.  

In the north, Bogotá’s links with the mining belts on the Pacific Littoral dwindled, but the city 

enhanced its bimetallic centrality by absorbing raw and coined gold from the Cauca Valley and 

Antioquia and by drawing an increasing amount of old silver coins from nodes across the republic, 

fueling an efflorescence of argentiferous mintage in the region. Bogotá’s specie outflows reflect 

that the wars reinforced the polycentric connections of the region with the world economy. During 

the 1820s and the 1830s, the ties with Cartagena regained some of the ground lost throughout the 

Atlantic and Independence Wars but the new conduits of trade remained strong, with Santa Marta, 

Barranquilla, and Maracaibo constituting important gateways to global markets.  

The evidence suggests the post-war monetary conditions enhanced the ascendance of three 

important clusters of bullion and coin trade. Cali consolidated its position as a bimetallic entrepôt, 

interweaving multiple ties with the Pacific via Buenaventura, to the Atlantic via the Atrato River, 

and to central New Granada via Bogotá. Guayaquil cemented its centrality in the auriferous 

streams that linked the Northern Andes with Lima and Valparaiso while conserving its role as a 

distribution center of silver of Mexican and Andean provenance. Medellín’s emergence as a 

pivotal economic center rested not only upon its growing gold exports to the Antilles but also upon 

its centrality in the crossflows of silver and gold coins, strengthening its connections with Bogotá 

and keeping its multiple connections with various ports on the Atlantic.  

The microeconomic analysis of these aggregate flows indicates that arbitrated parities and 

transaction costs determined the monetary settlement of interregional trade balances. Indirect and 

direct arbitrage operations kept lubricating the oils of North Andean trade. Yet, given the post-war 
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monetary heterogeneity, the inter-city transfers of coins demanded important expertise in 

understanding the different circuits of exchange of specific coins in different areas. North Andean 

merchants and treasurers monitored bullion conditions in far-flung outlets in the Atlantic and the 

Pacific to measure the impact on revenues and profits of any change in the bimetallic composition 

of the receipts and expenditures.  

Import trade, in turn, continued expanding thanks to the elimination of Spanish trade barriers and 

the transmission of productivity gains of the Industrial Revolution. The literature has emphasized 

the negative effects of import flooding on the balance-of-payments and domestic production, 

depicting the early republican period as one of money scarcity and depression. This dissertation, 

however, shows that local cottons were more resilient than previously thought while the 

mismeasurement of gold and commodity outputs has led to an overestimation of aggregate trade 

deficits. British textiles certainly gained ground in some North Andean outlets through the 1820s 

and 1830s in per capita terms, but the volume of domestic coarse cottons during the late Colombian 

years was still similar to the late colonial era in absolute terms. The two types of textiles coexisted, 

then, as differentiated products in a segmented market. The first victims of the British cottons were 

not local producers, but the flows of linens from France and Central Europe that had dominated 

North Andean imports before Independence. This dissertation sustains that the early republican 

economy enjoyed further gains in terms of variety and quality, with thicker import networks led 

by both British and local traders creating opportunities for further interregional connections.  

The analysis of domestic flows suggests that albeit weakened, the interlinked process of growth 

continued after the Wars. The alcabala records suggest that the conflict was certainly impactful in 

the short term, but the recovery was relatively rapid, with stagnation being more regionally 

confined than previously thought. In contrast to the late colonial pattern, the new process of 

regional interdependence rested on the linkage effects that developed along the Antioquia-Bogotá 

and Quito-Barbacoas axes of trade. Regional economies flourished joining the supply chains of 

the two corridors, with the polycentric connections of the Cauca Valley and the dynamism of 

export-oriented lowlands constituting areas that deserve further research. Popayán’s economic 

decline, then, not only stemmed from the well-known war destruction and the demise of slavery, 

but also from the disruption of trade networks that now converged into two poles of growth. This 

decline, however, was not an abrupt affair. Popayán’s merchants, indeed, kept handling a 
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substantial volume of domestic wares, while its mint was a key element in the supply chain of 

gold. The city, after all, was a pivotal player in New Granadan politics as the nineteenth century 

unfolded.     

The region’s domestic produce experienced sectoral changes. In Bogotá, the trade of cash crops 

recovered rapidly after Independence, achieving in the 1830s the per capita numbers attained 

before the revolution. In Popayán, cash crops marketing declined severely during the 1810s but 

bounced back during the Colombia years. Here, however, the early republican recovery was 

weaker than in the capital, reflecting the regional imprint of war. It seems that the capital intensity 

of each crop in conjunction with its price and income elasticity determined its performance after 

the conflict. Cacao and sugar were hit harder than cane syrup production during the war, but once 

economic conditions improved, their expansion was strong. These changes were accompanied by 

important geographical shifts in the production of cash crops, with the inter-Andean valleys along 

the Magdalena and Cauca rivers experiencing an important expansion.   

The flow of textiles followed divergent patterns. In Bogotá, the bonanza created by the war 

blockades of 1796-1810 waned after the revolution, but textile sales managed to stay afloat at the 

levels achieved in the early 1790s during the 1830s. The flows of the old Quito-Popayán textile 

trade corridor roughly halved after the wars, with the Ecuadorian capital strengthening its ties with 

the southwestern mining belts and Pasto. Popayán, however, still absorbed roughly 30 percent of 

the Quito fabrics traded in New Granada. In addition, the evidence is strong in showing how 

specialization and product differentiation still characterized the flows of domestic textiles during 

the 1830s. As gold and commodity production recovered during the 1830s, the specialization of 

towns and regions in the production of specific wares and cash crops recovered, reanimating some 

of the networks of itinerant merchants and fairs that converged in the main North Andean 

entrepôts.  

Armies exerted profound disruptions in the livestock supply chains. In the three North Andean 

entrepôts, the per capita beef consumption in the 1830s remained below the threshold achieved 

during the late colonial years. This pattern was partially offset by an effloresce of swine trade. This 

counterpoint was accompanied by important geographical shifts of cattle raising in both Ecuador 

and New Granada. Why did livestock and hog raising follow different paths? The lack of statistics 

impedes the analysis in terms of income and price elasticities. It seems, however, that hog raising 
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enjoyed the benefits of being a complementary activity for small-scale producers of cash crops. 

Future research should also explore labor/land ratios to see if the regional shifts in the production 

of beef also stemmed from changes in factor proportions. This approach can also explain changes 

in the spatial production and trade of wheat and salt that were also noticeable in the data perused 

in this research. 

The dissertation, lastly, showed that the sectoral and geographical shifts that unfolded after the 

wars were accompanied by an important change in the structure of trade flows. Domestic trade 

flows were competitive, a feature that had already been developed during the late colonial period. 

The supply of domestic goods was the realm of small and middle-scale merchants and producers. 

Naturally, an important clique of large entrepreneurs tried to get rents from their storage capacity 

given the seasonal nature of preindustrial markets and their political influence. However, their 

aggregate importance was checked by massive streams from modest landed entrepreneurs, 

smallholders, and country merchants. These suppliers traded their products in bundles, assessing 

the nature of demand in markets along the corridors of trade. The prevailing view of a rural 

landscape dominated by almighty landowners and merchants who monopolized land and its 

produce must be revisited.   

This conclusion on the agrarian landscape, naturally, has several implications. First, the North 

Andean evidence confirms that productivity was not necessarily a function of farm size in 

preindustrial economies. It appears that, as the literature for other preindustrial economies around 

the world has shown, growth in agricultural per capita output emerged from rural specialization 

and improvements in the organization and marketing of small-scale production. Second, the 

hegemony of small-scale suppliers in the Northern Andes contrasts with the late colonial expansion 

of the large haciendas in the Bajío and Guadalajara. This expansion, as studied by Tutino and Van 

Young, led to growing inequalities that fueled social, agrarian unrest during the 1810s.1 While the 

dominance of smallholders in some Mexican regions during the early republican years constituted 

a reversal of fortune, in the Northern Andes marked the deepening of a late colonial pattern. This 

counterpoint may be one of the reasons why social unrest and agrarian conflicts did not achieve in 

the Northern Andes the dimension of the Mexican case. Finally, future research should examine if 

the growing presence of a hive of small-scale suppliers was a result of further redistribution of 

 
1 Tutino, Making a New World, 488-492. Van Young, Hacienda and Market,135-139.  
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land during the Independence Wars or changes in rural labor relations with an increasing presence 

of tenants and sharecroppers. It is clear, however, that at least in the areas here examined, the well-

known pattern of rural inequality that characterized the region in the twentieth century was not 

necessarily a legacy of the 1780-1840 years. 

This dissertation, in short, embarked the reader into a broad set of empirical exercises that 

underlined the importance of global and local interactions in understanding the linkage capacity 

of export commodities. Statistics, however, are not the only venue through which 

interconnectedness can be observed. Seemingly disconnected events across the globe displayed 

unexpected links. In 1810, the same year that worldly philosophers convened to craft the Bullion 

Report in London, a motley group of lawyers and merchants joined popular mobilization to reclaim 

sovereignty in the Northern Andes. While the Bullion Report showed how New Granada’s mines 

had become central to the British economy amid the Napoleonic Wars, North Andean 

revolutionaries denounced how the Spanish trade system had hampered the specie-based growth 

of the region. One of them, Camilo Torres, remarked that,  

“Spain witnesses how streams of wealth have gone to nourish more industrious, better governed, more liberal, and 

less oppressed peoples. Potosí, Chocó, and Mexico: your precious metals, without enriching the Spaniards and without 

creating wealth for those who extract them, have flowed out to enrich the Europeans and lie now buried in China, 

Japan, and Hindustan!”
2
   

At the two sides of the Atlantic, the contemporaries were not only aware of the worldwide 

importance of the gold that sprung from New Granada but also were well versed on the way in 

which global political conditions affected its international circulation. The two-way interaction 

between trade and conflict, on the one hand, and between local and global developments, on the 

other, was particularly important in the hectic years that led to the collapse of the Spanish Empire. 

However, the crises that coalesced in 1810 were salient events of broader, long-term 

transformations of the economic history the 1780-1840 years. This was not a period of hiatus and 

political crisis between two ages of export-led growth during the late colonial period and the 

second half of the nineteenth century. True, the lack of growth during these years significantly 

contributed to the gap between the region and the industrial-based economies of the North Atlantic. 

 
2 Torres, “Representación del cabildo de Santa Fe,” 96. My translation. This document is known 

in the literature as the memorial de agravios or grievances manifesto.  
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Yet, these decades were ones of readjustment, with key sectoral, institutional, and geographical 

shifts anteceding the well-known transformations of the mid-nineteenth century.   

For both London-based political economists and North Andean revolutionaries, events in far-flung 

parts of the globe had unexpected resonances in local developments. Auriferous flows, indeed, 

sustained little-explored connections. By adding gold to the broader canvas of specie-driven Latin 

American economies, this dissertation complemented the silver-centered narratives that have 

dominated the literature about these pivotal years. Further focus on the lands of El Dorado not only 

will enrich the debates on the long-run performance of the Latin American economies but also will 

provide inputs to understand the global transformations of bullion flows before the advent of the 

gold standard. 
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APPENDIX A: BOGOTÁ’S ALCABALA RECORDS 

 

Logbooks (Annual, Daily, and Conciertos) and Sumarios Generales  

AGI  

Santa Fe, 805-806.  

AGN-A3, Real Hacienda Cuentas.  

Aduanas y Alcabalas, 1932-c, 2123-c, 2011-c, 1856-c, 1784-c,1892-c, 2133-c, 2538-c, 

1583-c,1726-c, 1753-c, 2761-c, 2863-c, 1499-c, 1269-c, 2486-c, 1353-c, 1838-c, 2123-c, 

1823-c, 1988-c, 2129-c, 390-c, 635-c, 636-c, 2343-c,2761-c, 2763-c, 2171-c, 2894-c, 

2907-c,1624-r,1084-r, 1118-r, 1306-r, 1379-r, 1486-r, 1277-r, 1093-r, 1105-r, 1305-r, 

1582-r, 1460-r, 1103-r, 1302-r,  951-r,  1066-r, 1116-r, 862-r, 979-r, 1090-r, 1124-r, 1558-

r, 1622-r, 816-r, 1647-r, 1560-r, 1561-r, 854-r, 844-r.   

AGN-A2, Administración de Alcabalas. 

Cuentas Generales, Box 8, Folder 1.  

Cuentas de Cargo y Data, Box 8, Folders 1-2; Box 20, Folder 1.    

Impuestos y recaudos, Box 1, Folder 3; Box 2, Folder 4.  

AGN-A2, Administración de Alcabalas (Paquetes no Catalogados).  

Box 4, Folder 1-2; Box 34, Folder 1; Box 56, Folder 3; Box 60, Folder 1; Box 78 Folder 

2; Box 129, Folder 2-3; Box 132 Folder 2-3; Box 134 Folder 2-3; Box 143, Folder 3; Box 

152 Folder 1-2; Box 157, Folder 5; Box 241, Folder 2; Box 247, Folder 4; Box 255, Folder 

3, Box 257, Folder 3; Box 262, Folder 3; Box 263, Folder 3; Box 264, Folder 2.   

Waybills 

AGN-A3, Real Hacienda Cuentas.  

Aduanas y Alcabalas, 2061-C, 2076-C, 1090-c, 2901-c, 1066-r.  

AGN-A2, Administración de Alcabalas  
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Cuentas de Cargo y Data, Box 7, Folder 3; Box 13, Folder 3.  

Licencias y Mercancías, Box 2, Folder 3.  

AGN-A2, Administración de Alcabalas (Paquetes no Catalogados).  

Box 5, Folder 1; Box 7, Folder 1-3; Box 22, Folder 4; Box 38, Folder 1-2; Box 40. Folder 

2-3; Box 53, Folder 1; Box 55, Folder 2; Box 64, Folder 1-4; Box 78, Folder 2; Box 85 

Folder 1-2; Box 86, Folder 3; Box 87, Folder 1-2; Box 100, Folder 1-3; Box 103, Folder 

1-2; Box 110, Folder 2; Box 113, Folder 1; Box 125, Folder 3; Box 134, Folder 4;  Box 

157, Folder 3; Box 158, Folder 1-2; Box 161, Folder 1-2;  Box 165, Folder 1-2; Box 167 

Folder 2; Box 170, Folder 1; Box 193, Folder 1; Box 196, Folder 1; Box 198, Folder 1; 

Box 204, Folder 3; Box 214, Folder 4; Box 216, Folder 2; Box 219, Folder 7; Box 223, 

Folder 1; Box 227, Folder 2; Box 229, Folder 1-2; Box 237, Folder 1-2; Box 246, Folder 

3; Box 266, Folder 2.  
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APPENDIX B: POPAYÁN’S ALCABALA RECORDS 

 

Logbooks (Annual, Daily, and Conciertos) and Sumarios Generales 

ACC, Independencia,  

Alcabalas y Aduanas. Sig. 2394, Sig. 1212, Sig. 2281, Sig. 3310, Sig. 1600, Sig. 5061, Sig. 

5138, Sig. 3339, Sig. 3542, Sig. 3553. Sig. 2799.   

AGI 

 Quito, 519-521.  

AGN-A3, Real Hacienda Cuentas.  

Aduanas y Alcabalas, 1792-c, 623-c, 639-c, 2086-c, 1649-c, 1739-c, 463-c, 461-c, 1671-c, 

2806-c, 448-c, 448, c, 1934-c, 2240-c, 688-c, 522-c, 599-c, 591-c, 486-c, 552-c, 1968-c, 

1683-c, 1200-c, 2096-c, 1291-c, 401c, 647-c, 1654-c, 467-c, 598-c, 562-c, 1685-c, 492-c, 

2099-c, 624-c, 531-c, 576-c, 1685-c, 2132-c, 434-c, 2722-c, 1725-c, 1594-c, 563-c, 494-c, 

456-c, 868-c, 1741-c, 1126-r, 2098-r 

AGN-A2, Administración de Alcabalas. 

 Cuentas Generales, Box 29, File 1; Box 30, File 1-2; Box 31, File 1  

Cuentas de Cargo y Data, Box 9, File 2; Box 17, File 3. 

Administraciones/Informes, Box 1, File 4.  

AGN-A2, Administración de Alcabalas (Paquetes no Catalogados).  

Box 19, Folder 2-3; Box 35, Folder 1-2; Box 54, Folder 1; Box 56. Folder 4; Box 57, Folder 

1-2; Box 98, Folder 3; Box 126, Folder 1; Box 134, Folder 1-2;  Box 135 Folder 1-2; Box 

175, Folder 3; Box 206, Folder 3   

Waybills  

AGN-A2, Administración de Alcabalas. 

Cuentas Generales, Box 27 Files 1-2, Box 29 Files 1-3. 
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Licencias y Mercancías, Box 1, File 3; Box 6, File 2-4.   

AGN-A2, Administración de Alcabalas (Paquetes no Catalogados).  

Box 20, Folder 3; Box 35, Folder 2; Box 43, Folder 1; Box 59, Folder 1-2; Box 62, Folder 

2; Box 71, Folder 5-8; Box 72, Folder 4; Box 77, Folder 3; Box 90, Folder 2-3; Box 98, 

Folder 1-2; Box 110, Folder 3; Box 121, Folder 1; Box 126, Folder 2; Box 128, Folder 1; 

Box 133, Folder 1; Box 206, Folder 2; Box 213, Folder 4; Box 251, Folder 2. 
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APPENDIX C: QUITO’S ALCABALA RECORDS 

 

Logbooks (Annual, Daily, and Planillas) and Sumarios Generales  

AGI  

 Quito, 432-434. 

AGN-A2, Administración de Alcabalas (Paquetes no Catalogados).  

 Box 75, Folder 5; Box 129, Folder 1-2; Box 240, Folder 3-5.  

ANE, Alcabalas 

Box 17, Files 1, 4, 13, 20, and 32; Box 26, File 1; Box 27, Files 2, 3, 5, and 7; Box 28, 

Files 1, 4, and 5; Box 29, Files 3 and 8; Box 30, File 5; Box 31, File 4; Box 32, File 4; 

Box 33, File 1.  

Waybills 

ANE, Alcabalas 

Box 11, Files 6 and 9; Box 12, Files 18,19,20,23; Box 13, Files 5-6, 8-10, 14-15, 17-18; 

Box 14, Files 1,3,4,7,14, 15-16 and 18; Box 15, Files 1,3,4,9,12,13,20,22-24; Box 16, 

Files 1-3, 14,18,20; Box 18, File 21; Box 19, File 11; Box 18, File 16; Box 18, Files 

1,2,4,6, 7 and 8.    

 Waybill Logbooks 

ANE, Alcabalas 

Box 16, Logbook 5; Box 23, Logbook 4; Box 24, Logbook 1 and 4; Box 25, Logbook 1 

and 5; Box 26, Logbook 2-4; Box 27, Logbook 3; Box 29, Logbook 1, 2, 6, 7; Box 30, 

Logbook 1 and 4: Box 31, Logbook 2-3.
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APPENDIX D: MEASUREMENT STANDARD 

 

Currency and Bullion 

1 silver peso=8 silver reales=32 silver cuartillos. 

2 silver pesos=1 gold peso. 

1 castellano≈8 tomines≈ 4.6 grams. 

1 Spanish mark≈230 grams.   

At the mines: 1 castellano= 2 silver pesos.  

At the mints (gold of 22 carts): 1 castellano≈ 2.72 silver pesos.   

 

Weight and Volume.  

1 muleload (carga)≈ 2 tercios≈ 10 arrobas.  

1 hundredweight (quintal)=4 arrobas=100 metric pounds.  

1 arroba≈25 metric pounds≈12.25 kilograms. 

1 fanega≈12 almudes≈1 muleload.  

1 muleload= 30 millares. 

1 jug (botija)≈ 8 liters.  

Length 

1 piece (pieza)≈ 64 varas. 

1 vara≈ 0.83 meters.  

8 pieces≈1 muleload.  
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APPENDIX E: FABRICS IMPORTED TO BOGOTÁ ACCORDING TO THE 

WAYBILLS DURING THE THE EARLY 1830S 

  

 

Cottons 

Name in 

Spanish 

Quality  Decoratio

n 

Widt

h 

Color

s 

Name in Spanish Quality  Decoratio

n 

Widt

h 

Colors 

Alimanisco de 
algodón 

F,C 
  

O Irlanda de algodón  F,C,I,G
D 

   

Belillo de 

algodón 

 
   

Liencillo  F,C 
 

B,N Bl, Y, O 

Berlín de 

algodón 

F,C   
   

Lienzo del Norte F,C 
 

B,N Bl, Y, O 

Blofín de 

algodón 

 
   

Lienzo Panilla  
   

Blofín monarca 
    

Linón de algodón F,C 
   

Bocado inglés 
    

Listones de algodón  
  

O 

Bogotana de 
algodón 

 
  

O Madapolán de algodón   
  

Bretaña de 

algodón  

F,C,I,G,

D 

O B,N 
 

Mahón 
   

Bl, Y, O 

Calancán F, C   
   

Manta inglesa de 
algodón 

  
  

Calemania de 

algodón 

 
   

Marcella 
   

Bl 

Calicó  F,C,GD 
 

B,N O Marcellín 
    

Cintas de 

algodón 

F,C E, S 
  

Mejicanas de algodón    
  

Cotín/Cotincill

o 

F,C S, F 
  

Muselina 
 

P, E, Ch, 
 

O 

Cotonía F,C 
   

Nanquín  F,C,I 
   

Crea de 

algodón  

F,C,I,GD E B,N B Pana de algodón  
   

Doméstica de 
algodón 

F,C 
   

Pancho de algodón  
  

Bl, Y, 
Br,  

Dril de algodón 
    

Paño de algodón  
   

Encaje de 

algodón 

 
   

Percala de algodón  
  

O,Gr 

Felpa de 
algodón 

F,C 
   

Piel de diablo de 
algodón 

  
  

Fleco de 

algodón 

 
   

Platillas de algodón  F,C,I,G

D 

E 
  

Florentín 
    

Punto de algodón F,C 
   

Florete de 
algodón 

 
   

Raso de algodón F,C 
   

Fula 
 

F 
 

Bl,Y,

O 

Ruán de algodon  F,C 
   

Fula de la India 
 

F,Ch 
  

Satín de algodón  
  

P 

Género de 

algodón 

 
   

Trama de algodón  
   

Haute de 

algodón 

 Ch 
  

Valenciana de algodón   
 

R 

Hiladillo de 

algodón 

 
  

O Zaraza F,C,GD 
  

BL,Y,O 

Indiana de 

algodón 

 P   
 

O 
     

Source:  Appendix A.  
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Linens 

Name in Spanish Quality  Decoration Width Colors 

Borlón de lino F,C 
   

Bramante  
 

F, E 
 

O 

Bretaña  F,C,I,GI 
 

B,N 
 

Brin  F,C 
   

Cinta de gasa 
    

Coleta 
 

E,O 
  

Crea  F,C, I, GI 
 

B,N O 

Crehuela 
    

Dril de lino F,C 
   

Escosesa de lino 
    

Estopilla  F,C,I 
   

Gasa 
   

O 

Guarante de lino 
    

Hamburgo de lino F,C 
   

Irlanda de lino F,C,I 
 

B,N 
 

Linón 
 

E,P,Ch,S 
  

Loneta 
    

Luxemburgo de Lino F,C 
   

Napoleón de lino 
    

Olán F,C F 
 

R,O 

Platilla  F,C,I,GI 
   

Punto de lino 
    

Regencia de lino 
    

Valenciana de lino F,C P,Ch 
  

Source:  Appendix A. 
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Silks 

Name in Spanish Quality  Decoration Width Colors 

Arabia 
    

Cinta de oro y plata 
    

Cinta de raso  
   

Bl,Y,O 

Cinta de seda F,C 
  

O 

Cinta de tafetán 
   

O 

Cinta de terciopleo 
   

O 

Crespón de seda F,C 
   

Damasco F,C 
  

O 

Doméstica de raso 
    

Encaje de seda F,C 
   

Espolín 
    

Felpa de seda 
   

B,O 

Fileila 
    

Galón de plata 
    

Gasa de seda 
    

Género de seda 
    

Grodeteur F,C 
   

Gusanillo  
   

O 

Hilo de oro y plata 
    

Hilo perla 
    

Listones de seda 
   

O 

Madonía de seda 
    

Pancho de seda 
   

O 

Racete de seda 
    

Raso de seda 
   

B,R,O 

Raso francés 
   

O 

Sarga 
    

Seda joyante 
    

Seda Negra 
    

Seda torcida 
    

Serafina F,C 
   

Tafetán  F,C F B,N B,R,O 

Terciopelo F,C F,E,Ch B,N B,R,O 

Source:  Appendix A. 
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Woolens 

Name in Spanish Quality  Decoration Width Colors 

Alepín  F,C,GI 
  

B,O 

Barragán 
    

Bayeta F,C 
  

O 

Bayeta cien hilos 
    

Bayeta fajuela  
    

Bayetón F,C 
   

Calamaco 
    

Casimir  F,C,GI 
  

R,O 

Cubica de lana F,C 
   

Damasco de lana  
    

Dril de lana 
    

Estameña 
   

O 

Fleco de lana 
    

Franela 
    

Género de lana 
    

Lanilla 
    

Merino 
    

Monfor de lana 
    

Paño F,C,GI,O E,P B,N B,Bl,Br,O 

Prunela de lana 
    

Sayal 
    

Valenciana de lana 
    

Source:  Appendix A.  

  

Unknown/Unspecified Fiber 

Name in Spanish Quality  Decoration Width Colors 

Bunés 
    

Cinta chamberguilla 
    

Cinta F,C E,P,O 
 

B,Bl,O 

Hilo G,C 
  

O 

Listados F,C E,S,O,P 
  

Molaquines 
    

Neutral 
    

Yin/Llin  
    

Source:  Appendix A.  
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Quality: Fine (F), Coarse (C), Imitation (I), Geographical Indication (G), Other (O). 

Decoration: Printed (P), Embroidered (E), Flowered (F), Striped (S), Chequered (C), Other (O).  

Width: Broad (B), Narrow) (N).  

Colors: Black (B), Yellow (Y), Blue (Bl), Purple (P), Red/redish (R), Green (Gr), Brown (Br), 

Other/Several Colors (O).  
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