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 HistorIQly Jr.

 The City of Gold

 Explorers Spent 400 Years Searching for El Dorado. Did It Ever Exist?

 
 A history mystery for young detectives ages 8–12

 
 HistorIQly Jr.

 


"There is a king who goes covered in gold dust, as fine as ground salt. He regards the wearing of gold as vulgar and ordinary; to plaster oneself with gold dust is truly exotic."

 — Juan de Castellanos, Spanish chronicler, 1601



Chapter 1
 The Golden Man

 What was the ceremony that launched four hundred years of treasure hunting — and who was the real "El Dorado"?

 Before sunrise, on a lake high in the mountains of Colombia, a man stepped onto a wooden raft.


He was naked. His attendants had covered every part of his body — his arms, his chest, his face — with a sticky resin, and then they had blown fine gold dust over him until he glowed. In the grey light before dawn, he looked like a living statue made of gold.


He was the new chief of the Muisca people. And this was his coronation.



 [image: A chief covered in gold dust standing on a wooden raft on a misty mountain lake at dawn, surrounded by attendants with offerings]
 
 The ceremony at Lake Guatavita. A new Muisca chief, covered in gold dust, prepares to dive into the sacred lake. Why would anyone throw gold into a lake on purpose?
 


The raft was loaded with treasures — gold figurines, emeralds, and pots of sacred offerings. As the raft reached the centre of the lake, the chief dived in. The gold dust washed from his skin and sank to the bottom. His attendants threw the offerings in after him.


It was a gift to the gods who lived beneath the water.



 Case File Extra

 The Muisca people lived in the highlands of what is now Colombia, South America. They were one of the most advanced civilisations in the Americas — but unlike the Aztecs or the Inca, most people today have never heard of them. They used gold not as money, but as a way to talk to their gods.




The Muisca had been performing this ceremony for centuries. To them, the gold was not treasure. It was sacred. It belonged to the gods, not to people.


But when Spanish explorers arrived in South America in the 1500s, they heard about a chief who covered himself in gold. They gave him a name.


El Dorado. The Golden One.


And then something happened that changed everything. The story grew. It twisted. It transformed.


El Dorado stopped being a person. It became a place — a city made entirely of gold, hidden somewhere in the jungle, waiting to be found.


For four hundred years, explorers searched for that city. Thousands of people died looking for it. Entire expeditions vanished without a trace.


They were looking for something that had never existed.

 

Chapter 2
 The People of the Mountains

 Who were the Muisca — and why did they treat gold so differently from the Europeans who came looking for it?

 In the 1530s — around the same time that Henry VIII was breaking away from the Catholic Church in England — the highlands of Colombia were home to one of the largest civilisations in the Americas.


The Muisca lived on a high plateau surrounded by mountains, about 2,600 metres above sea level. The air was cool. The valleys were green. They grew maize, potatoes, and quinoa. They traded salt — which they mined from underground springs — and wove fine cotton cloth.



 [image: Illustrated map of Muisca territory in the Colombian Andes, showing Lake Guatavita, the cities of Bogotá and Tunja, and mountain terrain]
 
 The Muisca homeland in the Colombian highlands. Lake Guatavita — where the golden ceremony took place — sits high in the mountains, northeast of modern-day Bogotá. Can you see why it was so hard for outsiders to reach?
 


They were organised into two main groups, each ruled by a powerful chief. The Zipa ruled the southern half, from the area around modern Bogotá. The Zaque ruled the northern half, from the city of Tunja. Together, the Muisca numbered somewhere between half a million and two million people.



 Word Unlock

 Conquistador
 A Spanish word meaning "conqueror." Conquistadors were Spanish soldiers and explorers who travelled to the Americas in the 1500s looking for land, gold, and power. They conquered the Aztec Empire in Mexico and the Inca Empire in Peru — and then they heard about the Muisca.




And then there was the gold.


The Muisca were master goldsmiths. They made necklaces, chest plates, nose rings, and tiny figurines called tunjos. Their goldwork was beautiful and intricate. But here is the part that the Spanish could never understand: the Muisca did not value gold as wealth.


To the Muisca, gold was a way to communicate with the spirit world. You made a gold offering and threw it into a sacred lake or left it in a cave. The gold carried your prayer to the gods. Once it was given, it was gone. Nobody went back to collect it.


This was the opposite of how the Spanish thought about gold. To the conquistadors, gold was power. It was money. It was the whole reason they had crossed the ocean.



 Case File Extra

 The Muisca also invented one of the earliest forms of money in the Americas. But their currency was not gold — it was salt. Salt was rare, useful, and in constant demand. Gold was common in the mountains of Colombia. Sometimes the most valuable thing is not the shiniest.




When the Spanish heard that the Muisca threw gold into lakes as offerings, they did not think: "What a fascinating culture." They thought: "There must be an incredible amount of gold at the bottom of those lakes."


And then they came looking for it.


The man who arrived first was a lawyer from Granada, Spain, named Gonzalo Jiménez de Quesada. He had never fought a battle in his life. He was about to lead one of the most brutal expeditions in the history of the Americas.

 

Chapter 3
 The Man Who Came Looking

 How did a Spanish lawyer end up conquering the Muisca — and how did a ceremony become a city?

 In April 1536, Gonzalo Jiménez de Quesada left the Caribbean port of Santa Marta with around 800 soldiers and several thousand porters. His mission was to find the source of the Magdalena River — and whatever riches lay at the end of it.


The journey was a disaster.



 [image: Spanish conquistadors struggling through dense tropical jungle, some on horseback, looking exhausted and lost]
 
 Quesada's expedition through the Colombian jungle. Of the 800 soldiers who set out, fewer than 200 survived the journey. What would make someone keep going after losing so many people?
 


The jungle was thick, hot, and full of disease. Mosquitoes carried malaria. Jaguars stalked the riverbanks. The men ate snakes, lizards, and boiled leather from their own saddles. Hundreds died of fever, starvation, and snakebite before they ever reached the mountains.


When Quesada finally climbed out of the jungle and onto the high plateau of the Muisca, fewer than 200 of his original soldiers were still alive.


But what he found there made all of it seem worthwhile.



 Word Unlock

 El Dorado
 A Spanish phrase meaning "the golden one." It originally described a person — the Muisca chief who covered himself in gold dust. But over the years, the meaning changed. El Dorado became the name of a place — first a golden city, then a golden kingdom, then a golden empire. The name kept growing even though no one had ever seen it.




The Muisca had gold. Not buried in the ground or locked in vaults — worn openly, decorating their temples, given freely as offerings. Quesada's men could see it everywhere.


Quesada conquered the Muisca within months. He founded the city of Bogotá in 1538. He sent gold back to Spain. And he listened, very carefully, to the stories the Muisca told.


The Story That Changed


The Muisca described their coronation ceremony — the chief covered in gold, the raft on the lake, the offerings thrown into the water. They told Quesada about Lake Guatavita, the sacred lake where it happened.


Quesada understood the story perfectly. But when he wrote home to Spain, and when other soldiers told the story to other soldiers, and when those soldiers told merchants, and when those merchants told the king — the story changed.


Each time someone retold it, the gold got bigger. The ceremony became a daily event. The lake became a city. The city became a kingdom.



 "There is a king who goes covered in gold dust, as fine as ground salt. He regards the wearing of gold as vulgar and ordinary; to plaster oneself with gold dust is truly exotic."
 — Juan de Castellanos, Spanish chronicler, 1601



By the 1540s, nobody was looking for a man anymore.


They were looking for a city — a city with streets of gold, temples of gold, entire buildings made of the stuff. A city so wealthy it made the riches of the Aztecs and the Inca look like pocket change.


Explorers set out in every direction to find it. Most of them never came back.

 

Chapter 4
 Why the World Believed

 Why did so many people believe in a city of gold — even when nobody ever found it?

 Here is the thing that made El Dorado so convincing: there was real gold.


The Spanish had already conquered two of the wealthiest empires in the world. In 1521, Hernán Cortés defeated the Aztec Empire in Mexico and seized vast treasure. In 1533, Francisco Pizarro conquered the Inca Empire in Peru and collected a room full of gold as ransom for the Inca emperor.



 [image: Spanish ships loaded with gold treasure sailing across the Atlantic Ocean, with a golden city shimmering on the distant horizon]
 
 Spanish treasure ships carried gold from the Americas back to Europe. Every successful expedition made people believe the next one would find even more. How does one real discovery make people believe in something that is not real?
 


Each time the Spanish found a wealthy civilisation, they assumed there was an even wealthier one hiding behind it. The Aztecs had gold, so the Inca must have more. The Inca had more, so El Dorado must have the most of all.


It was a pattern of thinking that kept repeating. Every discovery made the legend bigger.



 Case File Extra

 The ransom collected for the Inca emperor Atahualpa in 1533 was a room measuring about 6.7 metres long and 5.2 metres wide, filled with gold to a height of about 2.7 metres. In today's money, this single ransom would be worth hundreds of millions of dollars. And the Spanish still wanted more.




And the Muisca did have gold. Quesada's men had seen it with their own eyes. The goldwork was real. The sacred lakes were real. The offerings thrown into the water were real. So when someone said there was a city of gold just a little further into the jungle, it did not seem impossible.


It seemed like the next logical step.


The Map Problem


There was another reason people kept believing: the maps were mostly blank.


In the 1500s, Europeans had explored the coasts of South America, but the interior — millions of square kilometres of jungle, mountain, and river — was completely unknown to them. On European maps, the middle of South America was just empty space.


And empty space is the perfect place to put a city of gold.


Mapmakers actually drew El Dorado on their maps. They placed it next to a great lake, deep in the jungle. Different mapmakers put it in different places — some in Colombia, some in Venezuela, some in Brazil, some in Guyana. But they all agreed it was real.



 Detective Challenge

 The Spanish had already found the Aztec and Inca empires — both of which had enormous amounts of gold. If you were a Spanish explorer in 1540, and someone told you there was an even richer city hidden in the jungle, would you believe them? What evidence would you need before risking your life to look for it?




Nobody ever asked the simplest question: if the Muisca had a ceremony where they threw gold into a lake, did that mean there was a city made of gold somewhere else?


The answer, of course, was no. The ceremony was the whole story. There was no city.


But by the 1540s, it was too late. The legend had a life of its own. And some of the most famous explorers in history were about to risk everything to find it.

 

Chapter 5
 What the Lake Held

 What have people actually found in Lake Guatavita — and does the evidence prove the golden ceremony was real?

 If the ceremony was real, then the bottom of Lake Guatavita should be covered in gold. People have been trying to get at that gold for almost five hundred years.


The first person to try was Hernán Pérez de Quesada — the brother of Gonzalo Jiménez de Quesada, the man who conquered the Muisca. In 1545, just seven years after the Spanish arrived, Hernán organised a chain of workers to bail water out of the lake using gourds.



 [image: Aerial view of the perfectly circular Lake Guatavita nestled in green Colombian mountains, with a distinctive notch cut into one rim]
 
 Lake Guatavita from above. Notice the almost perfect circle — and the notch cut into the rim on the right. That notch was made in 1580 by treasure hunters trying to drain the lake. What does the shape of this lake tell you about how it was formed?
 


It took months. The water level dropped by about three metres. And at the edges, where the lake bed was exposed, they found gold. Not a fortune — but real Muisca gold offerings. Enough to prove the stories were true.


Enough to make everyone want more.



 Evidence Card

 Lake Guatavita (Sacred Lake)

 A nearly circular lake sitting in a crater formed by underground salt dissolution at about 3,100 metres above sea level in the Colombian Andes. The Muisca used it for their coronation ceremony for centuries. Multiple drainage attempts between 1545 and 1898 recovered gold offerings — confirming the ceremony was real.

 Now protected: the Colombian government declared it a heritage site in 1965. No further treasure hunting is allowed.




In 1580, a merchant named Antonio de Sepúlveda tried something more ambitious. He hired workers to cut a deep notch into the rim of the lake — like cutting a slice out of a bowl — to drain the water out through the gap. The water level dropped by about twenty metres. Workers waded into the mud and pulled out gold objects, emeralds, and pieces of jewellery.


Then the walls of the notch collapsed. Several workers were killed. The attempt was abandoned.



 Detective Challenge

 Every time someone partially drained Lake Guatavita, they found gold — but never enough to pay for the cost of the drainage. If you were an investor in 1600, and someone told you there was still gold at the bottom, would you fund another attempt? What would you want to know first?




But the most dramatic attempt came more than three hundred years later.


The 1898 Disaster


In 1898, a British company called Contractors Limited raised money from investors to drain the lake once and for all. They used a tunnel bored through the hillside to siphon out the water. It worked. The lake level dropped dramatically. The muddy bottom was finally exposed.


But they had not planned for what happened next. The sun baked the mud into a surface as hard as concrete. They could not dig through it. Their equipment was not powerful enough. The few gold objects they recovered — some small figurines and ornaments — were not worth the enormous cost of the operation.


The company went bankrupt. The lake slowly refilled.


The gold — if there is more — is still down there. And since 1965, the Colombian government has forbidden anyone from trying again.

 

Chapter 6
 The Expeditions That Failed

 What happened to the explorers who went looking for El Dorado — and why did they keep searching even when they found nothing?

 While some people tried to drain the lake, others went looking for the city itself. They believed that if the Muisca had that much gold, then somewhere deeper in the jungle there must be an entire civilisation built from it.


They were wrong. But the expeditions they launched are some of the most dramatic — and tragic — in the history of exploration.



 [image: Exhausted Spanish explorers on makeshift rafts drifting down a wide jungle river, surrounded by dense rainforest]
 
 Orellana's expedition down the Amazon. His men built rafts from jungle trees after they ran out of food and supplies. They became the first Europeans to travel the entire length of the Amazon — but only because they could not turn back.
 


Pizarro and Orellana (1541–1542)


Gonzalo Pizarro — the younger half-brother of Francisco Pizarro, the man who conquered the Inca — launched one of the largest expeditions ever sent into the South American jungle. In February 1541, he left Quito (in modern-day Ecuador) with around 340 Spaniards, 4,000 indigenous porters, thousands of pigs, llamas, and hunting dogs.


They were looking for El Dorado and the "Land of Cinnamon" — a forest where valuable cinnamon trees supposedly grew everywhere.



 Case File Extra

 Pizarro brought more than 4,000 indigenous people on his expedition as forced labourers. Almost none of them survived. They carried the Spaniards' supplies through some of the most dangerous terrain on earth, with no say in whether they went. The search for El Dorado was not just a treasure hunt — it was a human catastrophe.




They found no cinnamon forests. They found no gold. The porters died in huge numbers from exhaustion and exposure. The Spaniards ate their horses and then their dogs.


Desperate for food, Pizarro sent his officer Francisco de Orellana ahead with a small group to find supplies. Orellana floated downriver — and kept going. He travelled the entire length of the Amazon River, from the Andes to the Atlantic Ocean, becoming the first European to make the journey.


Pizarro, left behind in the jungle, eventually stumbled back to Quito with a handful of survivors. He had lost nearly everything.



 Detective Challenge

 Pizarro's expedition was one of the worst disasters in exploration history. Thousands died, and they found nothing. But other explorers kept launching similar expeditions for the next hundred years. Why do you think people kept trying after so many failures?




Sir Walter Raleigh (1595 and 1617)


More than fifty years later, the English got involved. Sir Walter Raleigh — a favourite of Queen Elizabeth I, a poet, a soldier, and one of the most famous men in England — sailed to South America in 1595 to search for El Dorado in the Orinoco River region of what is now Venezuela.


He explored the rivers and jungles for months but found no golden city. He returned to England and wrote a book about his journey called The Discovery of the Large, Rich, and Beautiful Empire of Guiana. The book was hugely popular. It described El Dorado as real and waiting to be claimed.



 "Guiana is a country that hath yet her maidenhead, never sacked, turned, nor wrought."
 — Sir Walter Raleigh, 1596



Twenty-two years later, Raleigh returned. King James I — who had imprisoned Raleigh in the Tower of London for thirteen years — released him on one condition: bring back gold.


Raleigh found no gold. His son was killed in a battle with the Spanish. When Raleigh returned to England empty-handed, King James had him executed.


The search for El Dorado had cost him everything.

 

Chapter 7
 The Golden Raft

 What is the single most important piece of evidence for the El Dorado ceremony — and what does it actually prove?

 For centuries, the El Dorado story had been just that — a story. Explorers believed it because other people told them it was true. But nobody had physical proof that the golden ceremony had actually happened.


Then, in 1969, something extraordinary was discovered.



 [image: A golden Muisca raft sculpture showing a tall central figure surrounded by smaller figures, all standing on a flat boat-shaped base]
 
 The Muisca Raft — a golden sculpture found in a ceramic jar in 1969. It shows the El Dorado ceremony: the large figure in the centre is the chief. The smaller figures are his attendants. This is the only known depiction of the ceremony made by the Muisca themselves. What does this tell us about what was real and what was legend?
 


A farmer exploring a cave near the town of Pasca, south of Bogotá, found a ceramic jar tucked into a crevice. Inside was a small golden sculpture — about 19 centimetres long and 10 centimetres wide. It was a raft.


On the raft stood a tall figure — clearly the chief, larger than the others. Around him were smaller figures — his attendants. The chief wore an elaborate headdress. The attendants held objects that looked like offerings.


It was the El Dorado ceremony, in miniature. Made by the Muisca themselves. Proof that the ceremony was real.



 Evidence Card

 The Muisca Raft (c. 1200–1400 AD)

 A gold-alloy votive sculpture depicting the El Dorado coronation ceremony. Found in 1969 in a cave near Pasca, Colombia, inside a ceramic container. The central figure — the chief — is taller than the surrounding attendants. Made using the lost-wax casting technique.

 Now displayed at the Museo del Oro (Gold Museum) in Bogotá, Colombia. It is the museum's most famous object and one of the most important pre-Columbian artefacts ever found.





 Word Unlock

 Lost-Wax Casting
 A goldsmithing technique where the artist first makes a model out of beeswax, then covers it in clay. When the clay is heated, the wax melts and drains out, leaving a hollow mould. Molten gold is poured in, and when the clay is broken away, a perfect gold replica of the wax model is left behind. The Muisca mastered this technique over a thousand years ago.




The Muisca Raft was not the only gold object found. The Museo del Oro in Bogotá now holds more than 55,000 gold objects made by the Muisca and other indigenous peoples of Colombia. The collection includes figurines, masks, chest plates, and tiny tunjos — flat figures that were left as offerings in sacred places.



 Detective Challenge

 The Muisca Raft proves the golden ceremony was real. But does proving the ceremony was real prove that a golden city existed? What is the difference between proving one part of a story and proving all of it?




But here is the crucial thing the Muisca Raft proves — and what it does not prove.


It proves the ceremony happened. A chief really did cover himself in gold and dive into a lake. The Muisca really did make offerings of gold to their gods.


It does not prove there was ever a city of gold. The raft shows a ceremony on a lake — not a city, not streets paved with gold, not golden temples.


The ceremony was real. The city was a fantasy.


So why could nobody let it go?

 

Chapter 8
 The Legend That Would Not Die

 What do we know for certain about El Dorado — and why does the legend still matter today?

 Today, historians and archaeologists have a clear picture of what El Dorado actually was — and what it was not.


The ceremony was real. The Muisca people performed a coronation ritual involving gold dust, a sacred lake, and offerings thrown into the water. Lake Guatavita was the site. The Muisca Raft is physical evidence that confirms it.



 [image: The interior of the Museo del Oro in Bogotá showing glowing display cases filled with golden Muisca artefacts]
 
 The Museo del Oro (Gold Museum) in Bogotá holds more than 55,000 gold objects. These are not from a golden city — they are offerings, ornaments, and sacred objects made by the Muisca and other Colombian peoples. The gold was always real. The city never was.
 


The city of gold was not real. No archaeological evidence of a golden city has ever been found — not in Colombia, not in Venezuela, not in Brazil, not anywhere. Hundreds of expeditions searched for it over four centuries. Not one found a single wall, a single building, or a single street made of gold.


What happened was a game of broken telephone played across an entire continent and an entire ocean. A real ceremony became an exaggerated story. An exaggerated story became a legend. A legend was drawn on maps as if it were a real place.



 Case File Extra

 The phrase "El Dorado" is still used today — but it no longer means a city. When people say something is "an El Dorado," they mean a place of fabulous wealth or opportunity that may not actually exist. The legend became a metaphor. We still use the name of a city that was never real to describe dreams that might never come true.




What the Search Cost


The human cost of the El Dorado legend was staggering. Thousands of European explorers died from disease, starvation, and violence during expeditions into the South American interior. But far more devastating was the impact on indigenous peoples.


The Muisca civilisation was effectively destroyed by the Spanish conquest. Their population collapsed from disease — European illnesses like smallpox, to which they had no immunity — and from the violence of colonisation. Their sacred sites were looted. Their culture was suppressed.


The gold that the Muisca had made as offerings to their gods was melted down and shipped to Spain as currency. Most of the goldwork was lost forever. The objects that survive in the Museo del Oro are only a tiny fraction of what once existed.



 "They came looking for El Dorado. What they found was a people. What they destroyed was a civilisation."
 — modern Colombian historian




 The Case So Far

 
 	The Muisca people of Colombia performed a real coronation ceremony involving a chief covered in gold dust diving into Lake Guatavita.

 	Spanish conquistadors heard the story and transformed "El Dorado" from a person into a legendary golden city.

 	Expeditions by Quesada (1536), Pizarro (1541), and Raleigh (1595, 1617) all failed to find a city of gold.

 	Multiple attempts to drain Lake Guatavita (1545, 1580, 1898) found some gold but never enough to justify the effort.

 	The Muisca Raft, discovered in 1969, proves the ceremony was real.

 	No archaeological evidence of a golden city has ever been found anywhere in South America.

 

 Now it's your turn. What do you think happened?




The evidence is clear about the facts. But the real question is harder than it looks.

 

Chapter 9
 Think Like a Detective

 Now that you know everything — what do you think really happened with El Dorado?

 You have followed this case from the shores of Lake Guatavita to the jungles of the Amazon, from the courts of Spain to the Tower of London. You have seen the evidence. You have heard the theories. Now it is time to think like a detective.



 [image: A detective's evidence board with maps, gold artefacts, explorer portraits, and red string connecting the clues]
 
 All the evidence, laid out. The ceremony, the explorers, the lake, the raft. What connects them — and where does the truth end and the legend begin?
 


Here is what we know for certain:


The Muisca ceremony was real. A chief was covered in gold dust and dived into a sacred lake. Gold offerings were thrown into the water. The Muisca Raft, found in 1969, confirms this.


The golden city was not real. No evidence of a city built from gold has ever been found. Every expedition that went looking came back empty-handed — or did not come back at all.


The story grew because of how it was told. Each person who heard the story added to it, exaggerated it, or changed it to match what they wanted to believe.



 Detective Challenge

 Think about the explorers who searched for El Dorado. Some of them — like Gonzalo Pizarro — had already seen the Muisca and knew they had gold, but no golden city. Others — like Sir Walter Raleigh — had never been to Muisca territory at all. Did the explorers genuinely believe in the city of gold, or did some of them use the legend as an excuse to explore, conquer, and claim land? Can you tell the difference from the evidence?




But here is where it gets interesting. The simple version of this story is: "People were greedy and gullible. They believed in a city that did not exist."


But is that the whole truth?


Think about these questions:


Was the legend just a misunderstanding — or was it useful? The Spanish crown funded expeditions because explorers promised gold. Explorers exaggerated the legend because it was the only way to get funding. Everyone had a reason to keep the story alive, even if they suspected it was not true.


Did the Muisca try to correct the story? The Muisca knew there was no golden city. But by the time the legend spread, the Muisca had been conquered. Their voices were not heard. The people who knew the truth had no power to tell it.


Why do we still tell the story of El Dorado today? The phrase "El Dorado" is used all over the world — in books, films, songs, and everyday speech. We use the name of a city that never existed to describe impossible dreams. What does that say about us?


You have the same evidence that historians have. You know what was real and what was invented. You know who told the story and why it changed.



 The Case Is Yours

 You've read the evidence. You've heard the theories. Now it's your turn.

 Was El Dorado simply a misunderstanding — a real ceremony that got exaggerated beyond recognition? Or was the legend kept alive on purpose, by people who needed a golden city to exist whether it was real or not?



 

About This Book

 The City of Gold is a narrative non-fiction book for young readers ages 8–12. All events, dates, and people are real. The story is told in a way that makes history exciting while teaching critical thinking.

 ***

 This book is part of HistorIQly Jr. — history's greatest mysteries, written for curious young detectives.

 Visit jr.historiqly.com for more books.

 • • •
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