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Introduction
The Basques, or Euskaldunak in their native tongue, are a unique and enigmatic
people inhabiting a region straddling the western Pyrenees Mountains and the Bay of
Biscay, known as Euskal Herria (the Basque Country). Their distinct identity is rooted
in an ancient language, Euskara, which stands as a linguistic isolate—unrelated to any
other known language family in Europe or the world. This linguistic singularity, coupled
with a fiercely preserved culture, traditions, and a complex history of self-governance
and resistance, sets them apart from their French and Spanish neighbours. The
Basques represent a living testament to cultural resilience and the enduring power of
a shared heritage.

Euskal Herria’s geography—marked by sweepingly green valleys, a rugged coastline,
dense forests, and the formidable Pyrenees—has shaped both the Basques’ livelihoods
and their sense of self. This landscape, challenging yet bountiful, undoubtedly
contributed to the persistence of such a distinctive culture and language amid waves
of migration and empire that reshaped Europe again and again. Major urban centers
like Bilbao, San Sebastián, and Pamplona have modernized, fueled by industry and
innovation, while the villages and countryside retain many ancient rhythms and
customs.

The Basques’ deep historical roots are reflected in their myths, their communal values,
and their unique political traditions. From the mysteries of their genetic and linguistic
heritage to their successful defense of local rights known as fueros, the Basques have
always leveraged both adaptability and commitment to autonomy. Over millennia they
have negotiated, resisted, and sometimes fought against the larger powers—Rome,
Castile, France—while maintaining a vibrant culture and strong identity.

Yet, the Basque story is not only one of resistance. It is also one of creativity and
renewal. Basque culture boasts a rich tapestry of music, dance, cuisine, and
sports—most notably pelota—and a remarkable contemporary literary and artistic
scene. Festivals, communal organizations, and the revival of the Basque language in
recent decades all speak to a community determined to thrive amidst change.

In the modern era, the Basques confront new realities. Political reforms in Spain have
granted significant autonomy to the Basque regions and Navarre, while French
Basques continue to campaign for greater recognition. The shadows of past violence
have receded, leaving space for robust debate about the future. At the same time,
globalization, demographic change, and the pressures of modern life pose distinct
challenges—whether in revitalizing Euskara, preserving communal values, or
imagining a place for Basque identity in the digital age.
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This book explores the Basques from their prehistoric beginnings to their presence on
the global stage, tracing their language, history, traditions, and the evolving
expressions of their identity. It is a portrait of a people whose story, while unique,
reveals universal themes: the quest for meaning, the importance of memory, and the
enduring power of belonging.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land of the Basques: Geography
and Borders
To truly understand the Basque people, one must first understand their homeland.
Euskal Herria, or the Basque Country, is not merely a collection of administrative
regions; it is a cultural and historical landscape, shaped by the imposing Pyrenees
Mountains, the tempestuous Bay of Biscay, and the winding Ebro River. This unique
geographical position, straddling the border between France and Spain, has played a
pivotal role in forging the distinct identity and resilience of the Basques.

The Basque Country, broadly defined, encompasses seven historical provinces. On the
Spanish side, known as Hegoalde (the southern part), are four of these provinces.
Three of them—Bizkaia, Gipuzkoa, and Araba—form the modern-day Autonomous
Community of the Basque Country (Comunidad Autónoma Vasca or CAV). The fourth
Spanish province, Navarre, exists as its own Chartered Community. To the north, in
France, lies Iparralde (the northern part), comprising the three historical provinces of
Labourd, Lower Navarre, and Soule. While these historical divisions hold cultural
significance, administratively, the French Basque Country is part of the larger
Pyrénées-Atlantiques department.

The Pyrenees Mountains are arguably the most defining geographical feature of the
Basque Country. They stretch from the Atlantic coast in the west to the Mediterranean
Sea in the east, forming a natural barrier between the Iberian Peninsula and the rest of
Europe. In the Basque region, these mountains gradually decrease in height as they
extend westward, eventually transitioning into the Cantabrian Range that follows the
Spanish coast. This rugged terrain, with its peaks and valleys, has historically provided
a degree of isolation, allowing Basque culture and language to flourish with minimal
outside interference. Notable Basque mountains include Gorbeia, Aizkorri, Anboto, and
Aralar.

The Bay of Biscay, crashing against the northern coastline, introduces a maritime
element that profoundly influences the Basque landscape and way of life. The
interaction between the mountains and the sea creates two distinct climatic zones
within the region. The northern, Atlantic-facing areas of Bizkaia and Gipuzkoa, along
with northern Araba, experience an oceanic climate. This means mild temperatures
year-round and abundant rainfall, which nurtures the lush, green landscapes and
dense forests that are characteristic of this part of the Basque Country. The sea's
influence also contributes to moderate temperatures along the coast.

Further south, particularly in Navarre and the southern parts of Araba, the climate
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shifts. Here, the rain shadow cast by the Pyrenees leads to a more continental or
Mediterranean microclimate. Summers tend to be hotter and drier, and winters can be
colder with more significant snowfall. The landscape in these southern areas becomes
more open, contrasting sharply with the verdant coastal strip, and is more amenable
to cereal and grape cultivation. The Ebro River, Spain's longest river, plays a
significant role in this drier, southern region, flowing through Navarre and creating
fertile agricultural lands. Its basin is the largest in Spain, draining about one-sixth of
the country.

This geographical diversity, from the rugged Atlantic coast to the towering Pyrenees
and the more arid Ebro basin, has given rise to varied lifestyles and economies. The
coastal areas historically relied on fishing and shipbuilding, while the interior was
characterized by agriculture and pastoralism. This interplay of land and sea has not
only shaped the physical environment but has also ingrained itself into the very fabric
of Basque identity, influencing everything from their traditional sports to their world-
renowned cuisine.

Despite being a relatively small area, with a total population of approximately 3 million
people, the Basque Country is far from uniform. The Autonomous Community of the
Basque Country in Spain is home to the majority of Basques, with around 2.2 million
residents. Navarre has over 660,000, and the French Basque Country around 300,000.
This distribution means that population density varies significantly, with urban centers
like Bilbao being far more densely populated than the more sparsely inhabited interior
provinces of the French Basque Country, such as Lower Navarre and Soule.

The natural borders forged by the Pyrenees and the Bay of Biscay have historically
offered a degree of protection and fostered a sense of communal identity. While the
passes through the mountains have always allowed for movement and exchange, they
also presented formidable obstacles, contributing to the Basques' ability to maintain
their distinctive language and culture in the face of various conquering powers. Even
today, these geographical features serve as a constant reminder of the unique place
the Basque Country occupies on the European map.

The climate of the Basque Country is generally mild, but it is not without its extremes,
especially in the context of global climate change. Forecasts indicate a warming of
both air and sea temperatures, with an increase in extreme heat events and longer
heat waves. Rainfall is expected to decrease, and sea levels are projected to rise along
the Basque coast, potentially impacting coastal areas and estuaries. These
environmental shifts represent a new set of challenges for a people whose existence
has always been intricately linked to their surrounding landscape.
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