THE BASQUE COUNTRY 

(Based on the Beginner’s Basque of Wim Jansen)

INTRODUCTION

* The Basque Language has been spoken for more than 2,000 years in the same are where it is spoken today. Spanish and French are also spoken here. 

* The 8 dialects that were found in the XIX century by Luis Lucien Bonaparte are considered 5 nowadays by Koldo Zuazo. 

* This is the oldest language in Europe and its connection with any other language and its routes are still unknown. Any Indo-European language is younger than Basque. Some experts have tried to connect the Basque language with languages such as Celtic, Finnish, and languages from Asia, northern Africa, Caucasian area and America. But they never found a strong connection. 

* The Basque Country is a cultural, historical and geographical concept, not a political concept.

* The B.C´s extension is 100 miles (west-east) and 30 miles (north-south). 

* The B.C. has 7 territories: Behenafarroa, Lapurdi & Zuberoa in the North (France) and Bizkaia, Araba, Gipzukoa and Nafarroa in the south (Spain). 

HISTORY OF THE BASQUE PEOPLE AND THEIR LANGUAGE

1. Prehistory to the 1st invasions

* The B.C. has been inhabited since PALEOLITIC period. This is demonstrated by the mural paintings of its caves.

*Basque was spoken on the 2 millenium B.C. in an area that was much bigger than the B.C. nowadays. The B.C. used to go from the Garonne river (in the north) to the river Ebro (in the south) and from Cantabria (in the west) to Aragon (in the east).

*Basque is the only pre Indo-European living language that survived all the Indo-European invasions. In the 1st millennium B.C., Celtic tribes settled in the southern part of the B.C.

2. Latin influence

* In the 2nd century the Romans settlers arrived in the south part. The northern part (Aquitaine) was conquered by Julius Caesar (1.century B.C.). The Latin language had a big influence in the Basque Languages and many other languages in Europe. 

3. Basque under French and Spanish rule

* Lapurdi & Zuberoa (in the north of the B.C.) became part of France and England and Nafarroa, depending on the century. 

* On the 9th century Bizkaia, Araba and Bizkaia were not under the Kingdom of Nafarroa any more and they began to develop states by their own. From the 11th to the 14th centuries they belonged to the kingdom of Castile. They still had a fair amount of autonomy through the FUEROS (The Basque laws that were respected by Castile). In the XVI.century the kingdom of Nafarroa was absorbed by the kingdom of Castile.  

* In the northern part of the B.C. ( Behenafarroa, Lapurdi & Zuberoa ) all the privileges were lost after the French Revolution (1789) because French was consider the only language and cultural diversity was not acceptable. In the south (Bizkaia, Araba & Gipuzkoa) the Basques lost the Carlist Wars (1st war 1833-1839 and the 2nd war 1873-1876) loosing all their rights and privileges.

4. The beginning of Basque nationalism (XIX)

* Sabino Arana (1865-1903) is the father of the Basque nationalism. He was a politician and a journalist who tried to reassert the Basque identify. He wrote: “The Basque language is the essential element of the Basque nation and without it our nation institutions are inconceivable”. This idea is also represented in the word EUSKALDUNA which means “Basque is the person who speaks Basque”. 

* He designed the Basque flag called Ikurriña (1853) and the Basque hymn (Gernikako arbola) was created by José María Iparragirre.

* In the 19th century France forbided to teach Basque at the French schools or any Basque cultural expression. It was not easy either for the Basque of the south.

5. The Basque language and the Spanish Civil War

* On 1919 the Basque Language Academy (Euskaltzaindia) was founded to keep the Basque language and promote it. The Spanish Civil War (1936-1939) stopped their work. They had to wait until 1956 to have the 1st public meeting. In 1868 they started to create the BATUA Basque in order to help Basque speakers of different dialects understand each other and keep the language safe and alive. The Batua Basque was the way to create a bigger communication among Basques form different regions. 

* During the Franco period in Spain the use of the Basque language and any expression of Basque culture were obstructed and forbidden.

* ETA (Euskadi ta Askatasuna = Basque Country and Freedom) was created on 1959 in order to get rights and the freedom for the Basque Country.

* In the 60’s the Basque language and culture re-emerged. The Ikastolas (Basque schools) started to teach children in Basque and an adult literacy program (HABE) started. The definitive rehabilitation of Basque came with the constitutional monarchy in the mid 70’s. 

6. The creation of the Basque Autonomous Community

*The Spanish constitution in 1978 opened the door to the official recognition of Basque in the newly created Basque Autonomous Community. Basque became an official language for the 1st time. In 1982, for the first time, the inhabitants of the B.C. have the right to know and use Basque and Spanish. But just in the Basque Autonomous Community and the north of Nafarroa. 

* In the BAC and in Navarre it is possible to finish the pre-university studies in full Basque. At the University level, there are some lessons that can be taken in Basque but it is not easy to finish a degree fully in Basque. 

7. A modern survey of Basque (1990s)

* In the north 25% of the population speaks Basque as their mother tongue. In the BAC 20 % and in Nafarroa 8%.

*Since in the north the Basque language is not official and receives no help form the government, keeping the languages is much harder and the decline of the language continues. It is possible to learn some Basque in school but there are not Basque schools where students are taught in Basque. 

* In the XXth century the Basque language has got a prestige that never got before.

THE BASQUE COUNTRY TODAY

GEOGRAPHY

* The B.C. is situated in the southwest of Europe along the Spanish-French border. It covers a surface of 8,000 square miles (similar to the size of Massachusetts). There are 3 millions of inhabitants. 250,000 people live in the north and 500,000 in Navarre. 

NATURE AND CLIMATE

*There are sandy beaches along the northern French coastline and steep cliffs. The mountains reach heights of 3000 feet. The scenery changes from green mountains to flat and yellow land (high plateau).

The forests are covered with pine, eucalyptus (Bizkaia & Gipuzkoa). 

In the mountains there are many caves (Santimamiñe, Sare, Isturitz, Ekain, Solacueva…)with archaelogical sites and mural paintings from prehistorical times and dolmes or megalithich burials. 

*In the French side the summers are not very hot and the winters are mild. It does rain considerably. In Bizkaia and Gipuzkoa the weather is similar to the north but in Araba and Nafarroa the summers are quite hot and the winters are very cold. 

ECONOMY

* In the north there is not much industry and agriculture, fishing and tourism are the economical activities. The agricultural sector produces vegetables, corn, wheat, potatoes, honey, wine, milk and cheese. In the south fishing is important but also the metallurgical industry (until the 80s) and other factories. Tourism is getting more important. 

*The B.C. has a well-developed roads and highways network.

*The coin is the euro since 2002. 

POLITICS

* The “legebiltzarra” or parliament of the BAC exercises legislative power but not with total freedom. There 75 members in the parliament and are equally divided among the 3 provinces. 

*The biggest political parties are (PNV-EAJ created by Sabino Arana is catholic and nationalist; EA came from PNV-EAJ and EH (the militant Basque Nationalist).

* The “lehendakari” or president is Juan José Ibarretxe Markuartu of the PNV. The seat of the government and the parliament is in Vitoria- Gasteiz (Araba). Respecting a tradition of centuries, the lehendakaria” is sworn into office under the oak of Gernika.

*The Basque Autonomous Community is represented in the parliament of Spain in Madrid. Among 350 members, 19 are from the BAC. Of the 207 members of the Spanish Senate, 12 represent the BAC.

BASQUE CULTURE

      LITERATURE

*The 1st book in Basque was not published until 1545 and it came under a Latin name “Lingua Vasconum Primitiae”. It was published outside the B.C. in Bordele (Bourdeaux).  The writer was Bernard Etxepare and he wrote this poetry book in BeheNafarroan dialect. 

*The 1st translation of the The New Testament was done by the Calvinist Leizarraga in 1571 in a mix of northern dialects. 

*The 1st grammar in Basque was written by Aita Larramendi in the Gipuzkoan dialect and it was titled “El Imposible Vencido “(The impossible beaten).

*Nowadays Basque literature shows a fully developed and diversified in its thematic coverage. The most internationally know basque writer is Bernardo Atxaga whose book called Obabakoak has been translated into many languages.

MUSIC AND DANCE

*A flute with 3 holes called “Txistu”, small drum called “Danbolina”, a small accordion called “Trikitrixa”, and a horn called “Alboka” are some of the traditional music instruments.

*Singing is very popular and very well-developed. The revival of ancient poetry in a new musical has been very successful (Mikel Laboa, Benito Lertxundi, Txomin Artola, Olatz Zugasti, Oskorri, Hiru truku…).

* The poets or bards are called “Bertsolariak” and they are famous for their instant poetry. 

*Some of the most famous dances are “Aurresku” (the greeting dance) , “Godalet” (they dance on a glass of wine”, “Kaxarrantza” (They dance on a box), “Ezpata dantza” (with swords) and the “Bordon” dance with wooden sticks.

SPORTS

*They are origin in the hard physical work of the farmers, shepherds, foresters and fishermen.

*The “Aizkolariak” (woodcutters) cut the wood as fast as possible, the “Harrijasotzaileak” (weightlifters)lift stones as many times as possible, the “Gizon probak” consist on carrying a heavy stone as far as possible and the “Idi probak” or “Zaldi probak” consist on oxen or horses dragging heavy stones as far as possible. 

*The “Sokatira” (tug of war) and the “Arraunketa” (rowboat race) come form the fishermen.

*The “Pilota” called jai-alai in the United States is a medieval ball game whereby the players used the naked hand hit the ball.

GASTRONOMY

* Its excellent cuisine is famous for its seafood, fresh fish and crustaceans. Beef, lamb and other meat are highly appreciated. The cheese called “Idiazabal” and the “Irulegi” and the “Txakolina” whirte wine, the “Sagardoa” (cider) and the Euskal Pastela (Basque cake) are much known.  

