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"Gibraltar, 1 June 1820. 

My dear old friend, what a delight to read your manifesto published on last January 3rd. So Zea does still exist after all, and he exists for us! That was my first reaction. Imagine, if you can, the impression this document made on me, just out of prison where I spent four years locked up, bereft of all contact with the outside world and therefore unaware of the way things were turning out in our beloved country, for which dear land I endured my sufferings not only boldly but even with a certain degree of pleasure. As for the Correo del Orinoco, I have read it at least thirty times over..."

Thus wrote Antonio Nariño to his friend Francisco Antonio Zea. And his letter gives us some idea of the force of the printed word and of the amazing communications network which existed among those patriots, in different parts of the world, who were avidly reading the weekly Correo del Orinoco which served as organ for the Venezuelan Republic, as well as for the Republic of Colombia, although these were still no more than a project which the Liberator Sim¾n BolÝvar proposed to make a reality by creating those countries out of the former Spanish colonies of Nueva Granada, the Presidency of Quito and the Captaincy of Venezuela, as soon as war conditions allowed him to go ahead with his plans.

In June 1817, when fighters in the patriotic army were dogged by feelings of uncertainy about the military outcome of their cause, which at that moment looked indecisive and precarious, the Commander-in-Chief of the insurgents, the Liberator Sim¾n BolÝvar, harboured no doubts whatsoever about the matter; he was quite sure the patriots would triumph. And soon after the liberation of Angostura, which ocurred on 17 july, he wrote to Fernando Pe±alver, his agent in Trinidad, saying: "Please send the printing press... it will be at least as useful as gunshot".

But why a printing press when what was needed was ammunition and weapons in abundance to fight off the royalists, spurred on, as they were right at that moment, by the likelihood of receiving considerable reinforcements from overseas? That might have been the reaction of a person with a merely militarist outlook. But BolÝvar knew that, although arms were indispensable to obtain a military victory, that victory would be null and void if it were not backed up by an overwhelming political success. And for the latter, firearms would be more a hindrance than a help. A genuine victory could only be achieved by means of the printed word, that is to say by using one's intelligence. And so BolÝvar insisted that Pe±alver send him the press; and this requirement was dutifully met by the Trinidad patriots. In Octuber 1817 the press had reached Angostura, complete with all its accesories as well as the man who was to operate it, namely the English captain Andrew Roderick.

The product of this press, the Correo del Orinoco, was published in the midst of war, and turned out to be, in the eyes of the rest of the world, the most powerful weapon which BolÝvar and his men possessed to attain their triumph over the perfidious intentions of the Holy Alliance. The first issue came out on 27 June 1818 in Angostura and enjoyed a circulation which covered the whole South American continent and a good deal of Europe. The scope of its coverage was quite amazing, and it convinced people in a dozen countries that the cause of independence was nothing less than the embodiment of simple justice.

The paper's publication enabled BolÝvar, the warrior, to experience the delights of proving to himself, and to others, that he could handle the pen as adroitly as he could the sword; if he proved to be a brilliant military stratist, he was no less a genius in the world of ideas. His achievement as a journalist would turn out to be as fertile and as durable as his outstanding sucesses on the battlefield.

At the time the first issue of the Correo del Orinoco saw the light of day, BolÝvar was renowned in Europe and his fame as fighter and Liberator already adorned the history books. This was the moment when his glorious military career began to be transformed into the real mission which destiny had in store for him as founder of a new country. From the time of the previous Angostura congress, an extremely ambitious idea had been brewing in BolÝvar's mind: namely that of bringing together, in one huge and richly endowed republic, the three regions which, until then, had made up the Viceroyalty of Nueva Granada: that is to say, Santa Fe, Venezuela and Quito. BolÝvar knew that, to achieve this aim, he would need more than a military victory over the Spanish royalists; he should resort also to the most effective means possible, namely journalism. The Liberator had well understood the usefulness of this kind of printed matter, since he had seen how effective such bulletins had been in the hands of Antonio Nari±o who had used them to awaken people's awareness in the face of the imminent danger that the Spaniards might return and reconquer what they had lost to the rebels. In 1812, Nari±o had published in Santa Fe a weekly paper called La Bagatela. BolÝvar was aware too of the way the French revolutionists had employed newspapers to influence events decisively even as they were unfolding. By the end of the second decade of the nineteenth century, Europe was already beginning to feel the effects of commercial newspapers, precursors of the kind of daily we know today. BolÝvar, however, was interested only in the sort of paper which could serve as a weapon "at least as efficacious as ammunition". With the idea then of establishing an organ to spread the ideas and proposals of the South American patriots, BolÝvar set up the Correo del Orinoco under the direction of the Venezuelan Pedro Gual together with Francisco Antonio Zea from Nueva Granada. The first issue was published, as we have seen, on 27 June 1818 in the city of Angostura, provisional capital of the Republic of Venezuela under arms, and general headquarters of the liberating army. Fernando Pe±alver had brought out the press from London along with a British printer, Andrew Roderick, later succeeded by two other Englishmen, Thomas Bredshaw and William Burrel Stewart.  The Correo del Orinoco was a paper which circulated in time of war, shooting out ideas which could do as much damage, in their way, as bullets and cannon balls. The soldiers won the battles: but the Correo del Orinoco won the war.

I do not know whether or not my readers have yet had a chance to browse through the pages of this remarkable publication which was in circulation during those far-off, difficult days in which our republican way of life was coming into being; in other words, at the very moment a bloody liberation war was raging. Anyone who has turned these pages will have felt almost as if he were present at the thrilling events of the liberation campaign: the triumphs and failures of that handful of patriots fighting alongside BolÝvar and under his command, the breakup of the royalist forces, the armistice proclaimed by Morillo with imperious anguish, the euphoria with which the American people received the news that Fernando VII, under pressure from the entire population of Spain, had abolished for ever the oprobious Inquisition, and the announcement, at last, of the birth of the glorious Republic of Colombia.

There are no words to describe the magic people must have felt on reading this paper founded by Sim¾n BolÝvar; we can get some idea of it from the effect it produced on Antonio Nari±o when a copy of the Correo del Orinoco, printed in far-off Angostura, reached him on the rock of Gibraltar with Zea's manifesto. One feels as if one were watching a television screen on which appear, one after another, all the historic characters of the era, such as the Liberator himself, followed by Francisco Antonio Zea, Juan Germßn Roscio (the second editor of the Correo, after Zea had left for Europe), the legendary plainsman JosÚ Antonio Paez and General Rafael Urdaneta. One can imagine them all united in solemn session at the Angostura congress on 17 December 1819 where they proclaimed that the republics of Venezuela and Nueva Granada "from this day forward will be brought together under one single glorious title, that of the Republic of Colombia".

This is the way the Correo del Orinoco reports the event:

"After having examined maturely and discussed three times over the reasons behind the report and the basis of the project of law in the ordinary sessions over the following days, on the morning of the 17th a unanimous vote was cast in accordance with the dictates of the commission except for a few minor modifications which arose out of the debates. The congress met again in a special session on the same day for the signing of the law. It is incredible what satisfaction this news, promulgated as it has been like an electric fire, produced in the general public, especially in thinking people who were able to appreciate its importance and the advantages ensuing from this meeting. This is the unique basis of our independence and freedom. When the moment came, our honourable Mister President (Sim¾n BolÝvar) inaugurated the session by 'thanking this congress for this great act of policy and wisdom which will make it live forever in human memory in the same way as the enormous state whose indestructable foundations it has just laid'. He also made manifest the satisfaction which filled his heart, and he personally read the law, and then kissed it and signed it, giving thanks to Almighty God for the fact that the people represented here had finally begun to acknowledge the need for (and the price of) their gathering together in great multitudes, in accordance with their status and the laws of nature, and laying aside a petty and negative provincial spirit which has done so much to place society in disarray".

Without a doubt, the one person who sits down and feels the pulse of history and the consequences of the transcendent act which everybody has just witnessed is the Liberator himself, Sim¾n BolÝvar. No one understood as he did the importance of this for the future of the people who made up this new country, the Republic of Colombia which, because of its extent and the variety and wealth of its natural resources, was destined to become a great nation whose inhabitants, the day they enjoy equality of opportunity, will be able to declare that they are in fact free. The Liberator states this clearly in his very first proclamation to the Colombians; that is to say, to this new community which will shortly be heard and respected in the concert of the nations. The Correo del Orinoco is the first paper to publish the full text of BolÝvar's speech:

"Colombians: The Republic of Colombia proclaimed by the general congress and officially set up by the free people of Cundinamarca and Venezuela, contains the seal of your independence and of your properity, as well as your national pride. Foreign powers, when they see you founded upon a solid and permanent basis with all your vast extent of population and wealth, will acknowledge you as a nation and will respect you for the weapons which have led you to victory; they will hold you in high opinio because of the justice of your cause, and they will admire you for your dedication to your country. Spain herself, when she sees you rising out of the ruins which she had laid waste in the whole vast land of Colombia, will understand that you are people capable of enjoying your rights and of assuming the the eminent dignity to which all mortal men are destined by Nature. The day that Spain, after having exhausted both her resources and her patience, decides to leave our land to follow its own destiny, then she herself will find anew that peace which she needs in order not to succumb, and we will achieve the honour of no longer being Spaniards.

"Colombians: The sun is setting at last on that peaceful day which will light up the whole land of Colombia. I contemplate, with ineffable pleasure, this glorious time in which the shades of oppression will be caste aside and be replaced by the splendours of freedom. Such a majestic spectacle fills me with wonderment. I rejoice already in the fact that you will achieve your political place in the universe, a place of natural equality, of honour as a reward for virtue, of richly deserved success, and the fortune of knowledge and the glory of simply being human. Your luck is about to turn. In place of chains, darkness, ignorance and misery, you will have the sublime gifts of Divine Providence, Freedom, Light and Good Fortune.

"Colombians: I promise you in the name of this congress, that you will be regenerated, your institutions will achieve social perfection, taxes will be abolished, your shackles will be thrown off, your virtues will be your inheritance, and the only treasures you will have will be your own talent, valour and virtue.

"People of Cundinamarca: I want you to tell me whether or not you still wish to be Colombians, and if you say yes, I will proclaim you as Colombians.

"People of Venezuela: You have always shown a lively interest in belonging to the great Republic of Colombia, and now at last your prayer is granted. My whole life has been guided by one simple desire:  the founding of a free and independent republic to be known as Colombia which will unite people in brotherhood. I have achieved my wish. Long live Colombia's Godhead!"

This speech, published on the front page of Correo del Orinoco, is an immortal lesson in politics and history, and a model of clarity and vision in that it warns people against the harmful effects of separation. It is also a master class in Spanish prose style, including the poetic use of certain verbal resources. In another context, instead of being known as a genius in liberating warfare, Sim¾n BolÝvar might have made his mark as one of the great writers of his time. For better or for worse, his mission was something else; and he fulfilled it to the utmost. In so far as it lay in his power, he tried to make the abstract word Freedom become a concrete reality for the Colombian people, a reality which would include happiness, prosperity and good fortune. After the victories of war, however, the Liberator Sim¾n BolÝvar was hindered by the intrigues and ambitions of those who plotted to bring about Colombia's perdition until BolÝvar finally became one of the most solitary of men. His was a voice of reason trying to make itself heard in the midst of deafening shouts, while the spokesmen of atomization and personal favours overhwelmed and silenced those who were calling for serenity and virtue and the will to go forward. Sim¾n BolÝvar died in 1830, and with his death the great Republic of Colombia was lost, a wonderful dream faded away and the fatality of history crushed, with its heavy and implacable hand, the hopes of those people who once had wished to unite their destinies under one single name: the Republic of Colombia.

The last issue of the Correo del Orinoco (Number 128) appeared on 23 March 1822, bringing to an end three years and nine months of glorious existence such as no other American journal perhaps has ever enjoyed. A careful study of the paper was done by the Venezuelan historian JosÚ Ratto Ciarlo entitled The Correo del Orinoco, a journalistic expression of Bolivarian ecumenism. In that work we learn that the Correo was directed not only by Zea and Roscio, but also by the Venezuelans Carlos Soublette, Manuel Palacio Fajardo and JosÚ Rafael Revenga "whose specific contributions are not easily defined. Sometimes they acted in a writing capacity, and at others they were directing or administrating". Among other collaborators of the Correo we find Fernando Pe±alver, Diego Bautista Urbaneja, Gaspar Marcano (all of these Venezuelans) and JosÚ MarÝa Salazar from Nueva Granada. Often enough also, albeit under a pseudonym or simply not signing his article, we discover a page by Sim¾n BolÝvar himself surprisng us with his irony and his delightfully humourous style, refuting the calumnies of his adversaries and the clumsy false assertions of the leader writer in the royalist Gaceta de Caracas.

The Correo del Orinoco was the first paper on the South American  continent to bring out editions in several languages (Spanish, English and French) and was designed to inform its diverse readers on details of the patriots and their cause, and at the same time let the patriots know about other causes in other climes, whether remote or nearby. In fact, says Ratto Ciarlo, this paper published in Angostura reflects the ecumenical spirit of the Liberator. He did not restrict himself to publishing the achievements of the new nation for the enlightenment of Englishmen or for the French. He was also thinking of internal consumption and aimed at communicating something of the independence movements in other American countries. He gave due importace to the campaigns waged by San MartÝn on the Pacific coast. He informed his readers of the unstable state of the monarchy in Brazil. He gave notice of the liberating insurrection that was taking place in Mexico. And he sympathized with those liberal and constitutional pronouncements which were shaking the Spanish throne as well as the kingdom of the Two Sicilies and of Piamonte.

"And there was more than sympathy; there was a solidarity of interests shared by Americans and European radicals, since the Hispanic clubs, the French republicans and the Italian carbonari were forcing the Holy Alliance to dedicate its entire attention to the European continent and leave for another day their ever-present intention of intervening, either directly or indirectly, in the affairs of the New World.

"That is how one can explain why the Correo gave space in its pages to reproducing notes and information from El Espa±ol Constitucional (The Constitutional Spaniard) which was published in London to inform those people who, because of their liberal ideas, had been forced to emigrate."

Everything about the Correo del Orinoco smacks of excellence: the quality of the printing, the exact nature of the news, the superb literary style, and the special way the paper avoids facile triumphalism and yet reflects the patriots' assurance of victory. The Correo del Orinoco also represents a miracle in the sphere of communications since it was able to maintain close links between patriots spread over a very wide area; it circulated in Caracas and Santa Fe, as well as in Quito, Lima, Santiago and Buenos Aires and reached every corner of Europe, breaking down the barriers which the Spanish authorities tried to build up against it by threatening severe punishment for anyone found with the paper in his hands, punishment similar to that meted out to Antonio Nari±o who, as we have seen, on the rock of Gibraltar on 1 June 1820, on reading in the Correo del Orinoco the manifesto published by his friend Zea, believed that Colombia was already an historical fact.

The one hundred and twenty eight issues of the Correo del Orinoco provide a more important and more eloquent monument to the Liberator Sim¾n BolÝvar than the thousands of statues in stone and bronze which have been erected to commemorate him in so many cities around the world. These effigies emanate a feeling of coldness, they distance the beholder from the character, and only serve to justify the conventional phrases. By contrast, the pages of the Correo del Orinoco contain history itself, living history, warm, human, dramatic and even novelesque, although better than any novel. They preserve a series of happenings which make up an indelible part of our past, events which have begotten us, events to which we owe our present status and in whose experiences and teachings we should immerse ourselves in order to face the uncertainities of the future.

(Translation from the Spanish: Joe Broderick)

