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Introduction
The Basque Country, or Euskal Herria in the Basque language, stretches across the
western Pyrenees and along the storm-sculpted shores of the Bay of Biscay, forming a
region unlike any other in Europe. It is a land of contrasts and continuity, straddling
the borders of northern Spain and southwestern France, yet remaining defiantly itself.
Here, age-old mountains rise over bustling modern cities, rain-fed valleys shadow
ancient dolmens, and fishing villages stand testament to centuries of maritime
tradition. At every turn, the Basque Country reveals its roots in its geography, its
culture, and its people.

To define the Basque Country’s precise boundaries is to engage in an act of both
geography and imagination. Politically, it comprises the Basque Autonomous
Community—Euskadi—of Álava, Biscay, and Gipuzkoa; the autonomous region of
Navarre; and, across the French frontier, the historic provinces of Labourd, Lower
Navarre, and Soule. Yet the heart of the Basque experience is not borders, but
belonging: an enduring sense of community fostered by shared language, traditions,
and outlook on life.

What sets the Basque Country dramatically apart is the enigma of Euskara, Europe’s
oldest living language and the vessel of an identity that pre-dates Roman legions and
Frankish kings. Spoken by nearly one million souls and revived with vigor after
centuries of suppression, Euskara is more than words—it is the music of village
squares, the medium of folk songs, and the unique lens through which Basques view
the world. As mysterious in its origins as the winding caves of the Pyrenees, the
language encapsulates a collective will to preserve, create, and adapt without
forgetting.

Over the centuries, the Basque people have weathered tides of conquest and change.
From independent Iron Age settlements to medieval fueros (local charters) to the
fierce 20th-century struggles for autonomy, the past has left its mark in traditions, in
politics, and in stone. Yet what persists is a profound pride in heritage and a
remarkable capacity for renewal—a rare trait in a world where so many cultures are
homogenized by the forces of globalization.

Today, the Basque Country invites both admiration and curiosity. Its culinary
reputation, spearheaded by pintxos bars, cider houses, and Michelin-starred
restaurants, attracts food lovers from around the world. Traditional sports, vibrant
festivals, and distinctive music continue to punctuate the rhythm of Basque life.
Meanwhile, green tourism and bold contemporary art echo the region’s ongoing spirit
of innovation. Whether you stroll through the narrow alleys of old towns, hike misty
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mountains, or witness a game of pelota in a local fronton, you sense a people deeply
rooted—and remarkably open to the future.

This book is a journey through the soul of the Basque Country. It seeks not just to
inform, but to immerse: guiding you through breathtaking landscapes, introducing you
to the flavor-makers and tradition-keepers, and revealing the living history of a
singular European culture. Welcome to a world that is at once ancient and vivid,
familiar and wholly its own—Basque Country, revealed.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land Between Mountains and
Sea: Geography of the Basque Country
The Basque Country, or Euskal Herria, presents a tapestry of landscapes as rich and
varied as its history. From the rugged, storm-battered coastline where the Bay of
Biscay crashes against ancient cliffs to the serene, sun-drenched vineyards bordering
the Ebro River, this region is a masterclass in geographical diversity. It's a land where
mountains meet the sea, where verdant valleys give way to high plains, and where
every turn of the road reveals a new vista, shaped by both geological forces and
human endeavor.

The most prominent geographical feature, and indeed the backbone of the Basque
Country, is the western extension of the Pyrenees Mountains. These formidable ranges
run along an east-west axis, forming a natural boundary and a climatic divide. Peaks
like Hiru Errege Mahaia, Orhi, and La Rhune punctuate the sky, offering panoramic
views that stretch from the undulating green hills to the vast expanse of the Atlantic.
The mountains are not just a scenic backdrop; they have historically played a crucial
role in shaping Basque identity, offering both protection and a degree of isolation that
helped preserve the unique culture.

As you journey north from these peaks, the terrain descends towards the coast. This
Atlantic watershed, encompassing much of Bizkaia and Gipuzkoa in Spain, and
Labourd in France, is characterized by its lush, green appearance. This is "Green
Spain," a region famed for its abundant rainfall and mild, oceanic climate. Here, short,
fast-flowing rivers like the Nervión, Oria, and Urola carve their way through valleys,
emptying into the Bay of Biscay.

The coastline itself is a dramatic affair, stretching for 176 kilometers along the Bay of
Biscay. In Bizkaia, you'll find a mix of rugged cliffs and expansive beaches, while
Gipuzkoa's coast is generally more rugged with steeper slopes and smaller, rockier
beaches that give way to wider stretches further east. The French Basque coast, in
contrast, tends to be flatter. This maritime influence has profoundly shaped the local
economy and way of life, with fishing traditions still very much alive in picturesque
towns like Ondarroa and Lekeitio.

Head south from the central mountain ranges, and you enter a different world. This is
the Mediterranean watershed, where the climate shifts dramatically. The central
plains, notably the Llanada Alavesa in Álava, experience a more continental climate,
with hotter, drier summers and colder winters. This fertile land is crisscrossed by rivers
such as the Zadorra and Bayas, which flow south towards the Ebro River, the largest
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river to cross the Basque Country.

Further south, in areas like Rioja Alavesa, the landscape transforms into a classic
Mediterranean vista of vineyards and olive groves. This southern zone, in the rain
shadow of the Pyrenees, has a distinctly drier climate. The contrast between the
verdant north and the sun-baked south is striking, a testament to the influence of the
mountains in creating distinct microclimates within a relatively small area.

The geological story of the Basque Country is also written in its rocks. Limestone is
prevalent in many of the mountains, though you can also find granite, such as in Aiako
Harria. Along the coast, particularly in the Basque Coast Geopark, the dramatic flysch
formations tell a deep geological history, with layers of rock revealing millions of years
of Earth's past. These impressive stratified cliffs are a popular spot for geologists and
curious visitors alike, offering a tangible connection to the planet's ancient timeline.

Beyond the grand natural features, the Basque Country is dotted with countless
smaller geographical nuances that contribute to its charm. Hidden coves along the
coast, ancient oak forests clinging to hillsides, and the unique estuaries where rivers
meet the sea all add to the region's diverse appeal. The Urdaibai estuary, for instance,
is a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve, a haven for migratory birds and a prime example of
the rich biodiversity found here.

This interplay of mountains and sea, of differing climates and varied terrains, has not
only shaped the physical landscape but also influenced the development of distinct
local cultures and economies within the broader Basque identity. The rugged coast
fostered strong maritime traditions, while the fertile plains supported agriculture. The
isolation provided by the mountains, meanwhile, allowed the Basque language and
customs to flourish independently for centuries.

So, while compact in size, the Basque Country is a land of immense geographical
character. It’s a place where you can surf in the morning and hike in the mountains in
the afternoon, or enjoy a coastal breeze before retreating to a warm, dry interior. This
inherent diversity is a key part of what makes Euskal Herria so captivating, drawing
visitors into a world where nature's hand has sculpted a truly unique corner of Europe.
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