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Preface

In the spring of 2004, a tree passed away.

The big oak, 146 years old, had for decades suffered an acute disease produced by an infestation of parasitic fungi. The previous August, as temperatures surged in a sweltering summer, its leaves had finally withered and died. It was not until the coming of spring that those who looked closely noticed that new ones had failed to sprout.

Tidings of the tree’s passing, as they spread through the nearby town of Guernica, made it clear that it had been much more than a recognizable and venerable landmark. Many lamented its death, long anticipated yet still poignantly painful, and local authorities, aware of the emotional weight of the moment, rushed to address the public and offered them reassurance. As custom dictated, a new sapling of the old ancestor was to be planted in the very spot where the previous one had stood. The carcass, on the other hand, was removed to an appropriate retreat, where it could be admired and honored. Nothing less it deserved, after all, the “symbol of the liberties of the Basque people.”1


However, and for all that the entire episode was performed under a semblance of routine, fact-of-life practicality, there was to it more than a hint of the ominous. At a time at which the region’s politics was dominated by the violent actions of the terrorist group Euskadi ta Askatasuna (ETA)—“Basque Homeland and Freedom,” whose members carried out over fifteen attacks against those opposed to Basque independence in 2004 alone—the withering and drying of the totemic tree seemed like an all-too-obvious metaphor to miss.

To entertain such ideas, of course, was to walk a well-trodden path. After all, the health of the tree had for decades come to serve as a mirror to the health of the Basque people as a whole. In 1937, after a devastating bombardment by the Luftwaffe, the discovery of its unharmed trunk amid the charred ruins of Guernica had only vindicated those who confided that neither the horrors of the Spanish Civil War nor its dire consequences would succeed in erasing Basque pride. Similarly, once Francisco Franco’s dictatorship in Spain collapsed and autonomy was restored to the region, it was under the oak’s twisted and bulky branches that Basque public servants had sworn their offices in a ceremony that resembled the restoration of a long-lost spring.

But now, the death of the tree seemed to expose a corruption at the heart of Basque society: one which spoke of violence, extortion, censorship, and silence. A menace that, much like the fungi that had festered on the entrails of the trunk under its bark, threatened to spell doom upon all Basques. “It is said that around a thousand years ago/”—a popular local song declared—“God planted the Tree of Guernica. / Remain in place forever and ever, / [i]f you fall we are lost.”2 The cautionary message, at least for some people’s comfort, hit just too close to the mark.


Few today would dispute the standing of the oak of Guernica as one of the most enduring and iconic symbols of the Basque people. At its shadow, as the English Romantic William Wordsworth put it, “[t]hose lofty-minded Lawgivers shall meet / [p]easant and lord, in their appointed seat”: a distant evocation of the assemblies that were said to have ruled the Basques at least since medieval times.3 Moreover, the oak remains the central element of the coat of arms of Biscay, the most populated Basque province, and to this day, Basque authorities continue the tradition of swearing their offices before it, just as their distant predecessors once did.

It is for this reason that it is almost impossible to shake off the sting of sacrilege in pointing out that the picture of the immemorial oak of Guernica as a symbol of Basqueness is, in fact, much more recent than it looks. Records of the Biscayne assemblies meeting under a tree in the Middle Ages exist, and it cannot be refuted that the later General Assemblies—a parliament of sorts—used to meet beside its roots until 1873. And yet, Biscay is merely one of the Basque territories, and others—like Guipuzcoa, Alava, or Navarre—did not enthusiastically share in this veneration of the tree and favored instead their own symbols and traditions. It was not until the late nineteenth century, coinciding with the dismantlement of the edifice of laws and customs that the oak had once embodied, that a broader Basque identity began to gain widespread acceptance and, with it, the idea of the latter as the tree of all Basques. In other words, the age-old reverence for this most prominent emblem of Basqueness can be traced back, at most, for a century and a half.

Not that the case of the oak is either unique or especially noteworthy. In those fateful and pivotal decades surrounding the turn from the nineteenth to the twentieth centuries, numerous symbols, stories, and ingrained traditions from the past were repurposed as essential elements of Basque identity. Often, these included local or regional customs that were—in the case of the tree of Guernica, metaphorically and literally—transplanted to the remaining Basque territories. Others, on the contrary, were attempts at homogenization. Calls for the creation, out of its various dialects, of a unified variety of Euskera—the Basque language—emerged in the 1910s and would result in the standardization of the language in 1968. Basque cuisine—now globally celebrated for its quality and excellence—only became a distinct culinary tradition during the 1920s. Feasts and celebrations that suggest a continuity with some immemorial Basque pagan traditions, or common Basque first names, either spread widely or were invented in the twentieth century. Even the Basque flag or ikurriña dates to 1894, when Sabino Arana, the patriarch of Basque nationalism, designed it to serve—poignantly—as the banner of Biscay.

Does this mean, then, that the Basques are a recent invention? Well, yes, at least in part. Invention only rarely involves creating something from scratch. Most features we associate with the Basques today were already in place long before any nationalist activist, politician, writer, or artist stretched his hand to appropriate them. Some, like the tree of Guernica or the medieval assemblies of the Biscaynes, had deep historical roots. Others, like that Basque flag which so strikingly resembles the British Union Jack, were instead born out of pressing contemporary concerns. Ultimately, what emerged from this combination was a version of Basque identity that differed greatly from what had existed before. Like eggs whisked together repeatedly to form an omelet, previous markers of identity were reinterpreted, trimmed, adapted, and repurposed by contemporary Basques, resulting in something familiar but, at the same time, startlingly new.

That this was the case should not come as a surprise. The days when historians regarded nations as homogeneous entities, blooming fully formed from the mists of time, are now long gone. Scholars have become adept at revealing the half-truths, misinterpretations, and outright lies upon which any discourse of nationhood—or, for the record, any other kind of identity—is ultimately reliant, and few today would dispute that nations are not ancient, but relatively new phenomena.* The prevailing consensus establishes that across the world, cultural, religious, and political traditions were transformed during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries to yield a new type of imagined community: one that drew from previous sources, but which in doing so reframed and altered them. From China to Western Europe, and from Africa to South America, the arrival of the world of nations was a revolutionary and, at times, traumatic process. It was also one that, in its wake, did not leave a world populated by some “true” national communities. Rather, it simply furbished a new way of framing social and political existence. A new framework that clothed its naked modernity with odd old ends stolen out of previous traditions and therefore seemed conservative, even when it most played the radical.

See it from this standpoint, and what happened to Basque identity during those crucial decades might appear as only a particular instance within a much broader trend. Just like a mold will come to shape the resulting cake, the conditions of its emergence shaped the contents of Basqueness. Sabino Arana and his followers did not create a new Basque identity out of thin air. Rather, they offered a fresh narrative that cast existing beliefs under a new light. That is, their success lay not in imposing an entirely novel concept on a blank slate, but in crafting a story that resonated with—and evolved from—the values and traditions of their fellow compatriots.

But what were these beliefs, and where did they come from? Finding an answer to these questions is the stated objective of this book. My central argument is that, contrary to what nationalist advocates, institutions of government, or even cultural displays might suggest, the Basques are not—nor ever were—an isolated or homogeneous group easily set apart from their neighbors, and that it was stories and tales, penned both by Basque and non-Basque individuals alike, that created that illusion. It was these accounts, as they were told and retold over the centuries, that instilled in the general public the idea of an “exceptional” Basque people.


In this interpretation, and much like layers in a metaphorical lasagna, discourses that singled out the inhabitants of these regions—each one produced to address specific needs and shaped by unique historical conditions—were put on top of one another in a non-stop repetition going on for more than 2,000 years. Therefore, while it might be accurate to say that Sabino Arana largely invented the contemporary concept of the Basques, it is equally important to understand that he was but one—and not even the last—in a long list of individuals who distributed membership cards among the inhabitants of this “very special” spot of Europe.

Throughout this book, I will trace the evolution of notions of identity in the Western Pyrenees from its earliest known origins up until the early twentieth century, the time when the Basque “exception” became widely accepted. I will analyze books, study documents, and critically engage with the general historical record to understand where these crucial markers of identity came from and how they developed over time. At times, the story might appear to take meandering roundabouts, or to delve into matters which appear rather inconsequential or obscure at first glance. Such an approach will force me to make frequent jumps in time and in space, skipping across centuries and leaping across continents, in order to follow the trail of tales and stories that had these Western Pyrenean peoples as their protagonists. I should not apologize for this: For, as I will try to demonstrate, contemporary Basqueness owes as much to traditions cultivated by locals as to the prejudices and bitterness of foreigners. And, even more than to those, it owes its existence to the caprice of happenstance.

Some readers, confronted with these remarks, might reasonably wonder: Is there anything truly distinct about Western Pyrenean peoples, then, that sets them apart from others? The answer is both yes and no. No serious scholar today would agree with Xabier Arzallus, former president of the Basque Nationalist Party (EAJ-PNV), who—in 2000, and echoing questionable genetic studies—declared that the Basques, being “the most ancient inhabitants of Europe,” were endowed with a particular blood composition.4 These were already rather outdated views, even twenty-six years ago. The kind of race-based ideology that was so prevalent in the age of Sabino Arana can hardly, to most people in the West, appear as nothing but dubious pseudoscience. But to deny any biological distinction to the inhabitants of the Western Pyrenees is not to claim that they are simply pretending to be something they are not. Basques today are different largely because they believe themselves to be so, and this is a self-image that stems from a longstanding tradition shaped by two major circumstances: geography and language.

As it happens, the roughness of the Western Pyrenean terrain has usually made it exceedingly difficult to tend roads, bridges, and other communication infrastructure. Even today, constructing highways or train lines across the rugged landscape of Guipuzcoa or Biscay involves digging numerous tunnels and building extensive viaducts. This fact alone has massively limited the chances of the locals creating overarching political institutions and has made communication with the outside costly to establish and hard to maintain, preventing, in turn, extraneous political authorities from gaining a firm foothold in the area. After all, the difficulties of the journey, as it meandered up and down through the rain-swept hills, were ones that could give pause to the tax collector, the general, the messenger, and the sheriff alike.

So why bother then? Why not simply accept that, in this case at least, the juice was not worth the squeeze? As it happens, there were, first, strategic considerations. Given that two of the most important crossings through which the Pyrenees can be negotiated stand in their surroundings, monarchies and nation-states have throughout history felt impelled to supervise what happened in these districts. Second, there is also the fact that, especially from the Middle Ages onward, coastal towns were of key importance as trade hubs in the profitable Atlantic trade. These two circumstances have rendered the Western Pyrenees a highly coveted prize over which to establish direct rule, though one exceedingly difficult to govern for long. Too feeble to stand on its own feet, the region remained equally impervious to assimilation: a perfect breeding ground for tales that cast the locals as a “weird” and “different” people.

Language has similarly contributed to a sense of distinction among Western Pyreneans. Euskera, the Basque language, constitutes one of the great mysteries of linguistics. Its origin predates the arrival of Latin on the Iberian Peninsula, and its status as a speech unrelated to the great Indo-European family suggests even older roots. Scholars have long been in the business of searching for Euskera’s relatives and predecessors, conducting profound comparisons between it and other languages. Ultimately, the list of proposed candidates—which includes Iberian, Celtic, Latin, Greek, Slavic, Sanskrit, Pictish, Berber, ancient Egyptian, Etruscan, Minoan, and Sumerian, to cite but a few—has been only as impressive in its variety as disappointing in its results.5 No one today knows where or when ancient Euskera—that is, the language that would later evolve to become contemporary Basque—came into existence.

This mystery, unsurprisingly, has allowed Western Pyreneans throughout history to assert their uniqueness with much firmer conviction. Local apologists in the sixteenth century, following the early modern craze with biblical origins stories, would identify Basque as “one of the seventy divinely taught languages” created by God in the tower of Babel.6 These were absurd fairy tales, twentieth-century folklorists would note, but only moments before claiming, with earnest conviction, that the roots of Euskera lay instead in prehistoric cave societies. Some, perhaps being carried a tad too much in their enthusiasm, felt confident enough to describe these primitive hunter-gatherers as nothing short of “the first Basques.”7


The temporal and intellectual chasm notwithstanding, the conclusion sketched by all these writers is strikingly similar: All other groups have changed but not the Basques. An ahistorical perspective, born from a linguistic enigma whose answer remains shrouded by the absence of evidence, has given wings, over the years, to all kinds of ludicrous reveries. It fuels associations of these Western Pyreneans with pagan rituals and traditions, reinforces the notion that challenging the Basques’ purported antiquity is a fool’s errand, and conjures vivid images of misty forests, elusive mountain warriors, and altars to nameless deities illuminated by the tingling light of distant stars. In essence, it has made it possible to imagine the Basques as a sort of natural occurrence, a people outside of history.


I have veered away from such arguments. I am not a philologist, and I will spare the reader the embarrassment of witnessing my attempt at divining the origins of Euskera, which after all is not the focus of this investigation. My stance, overall, is a more practical one. Suffice it to say that some type of Basque language existed before the arrival of the Romans, as did many other languages in the Western Pyrenees, and that its speakers managed to endure—or avoid—successive waves of acculturation that threatened Euskera’s survival.

I do not think that this should be framed as a deliberate decision, but rather a consequence of the historical, geographical, and social conditions of the region. In the final reckoning, the survival of Euskera owed more to sheer luck than to any concerted effort of preservation. Nevertheless, once this language reached the early modern period, it was possible for Western Pyrenean intellectuals, eager to assert their distinctiveness, to point to Euskera, splendid in its isolation, as a powerful demonstration of their alleged exceptionality. In this way, the mystery of the Basque language quickly became the mystery of the Basque people. And many outsiders, unable or unwilling to provide a valid alternative against this analogy, simply put up with it and accepted that the Western Pyreneans were indeed different. An exceptional people, after all, might do with an exceptional speech.

Yet there is another dispute—one that does not touch the Basques directly—to which The Basque Exception aims to contribute, nonetheless. Among scholars, it has become almost an article of faith that nations are, at most, late eighteenth-century inventions.8 The agreement, however, ends there. To the most radical modernists, the nation represents a clean break, with almost no cross-pollination between it and previous forms of identification. On the contrary, more moderate approaches have sought the faint outlines of national identities in previous eras, even if determining what these were or how they came to be adopted by nationalists is often left in the air.9 Between these positions, a gulf has opened—a schism that veils our knowledge of this transitional period and which has affected, as a result, our ability to understand how nations came into being.10 By tracing the long story of identities in the Western Pyrenees, I hope to suggest with this book another possibility: that the discourse of nationhood, for all its undeniable novelty, did not spring forth fully formed by miracle, but rather adopted and transfigured previous patterns of identification whose roots, in some instances, dated back centuries or millennia. Therefore, and though this inquiry concerns but a single case study, I hope that it might serve to inspire others to reconsider where—and when—the foundations of other current national identities might lie.

This book is not an apology for Basqueness. It does not intend to serve as a historical vindication of the political rights of a singular people, but neither does it support the position of those who would see these very rights erased. Having grown up in a society intimidated by routine political violence, premised largely upon vastly different readings of the past, I am familiar with the ways in which history can reinforce power dynamics and lead to radicalization. I am also aware of the risk of some of this book’s contents and interpretations being put to tendentious use. I consider these as inescapable hazards of my profession. I can only hope that you, the reader, might share my views: But I cannot—and I wish not to—prevent you from having your own.


What I wanted was to gaze at this story with clearer eyes than has often been possible, to uncover what has been forgotten and to provide nuance to what has been uncritically taken for granted. I wanted to see these Western Pyreneans awoken from the ahistorical slumber imposed upon them by these narratives and to restitute them to their rightful context, one in which their thoughts and actions can make sense, their feats be admired, and their failures be weighed. And I wanted, in addition, to find my own story—that of a migrant’s son who considers himself a Basque—amid the incessant buzz of traditions and discourses too often presented in black-and-white terms.

What lies ahead is an account of how, over the centuries, the inhabitants of the Western Pyrenees told and retold stories about themselves and others—about their own origins, their customs, their culture, and their aspirations. Of why some of these stories stuck in the minds of those that heard them, while others vanished, devoured by the opaque fog of history. It explores the emergence and development of everything that unites all Basques today—a common name and the myriad meanings bestowed upon it over time—but it likewise traces the source of the disagreements that, over the past century, have so often ravaged their society. It chronicles, in other words, not so much a people, but the idea of a people.


Izena duen guztia bada—an old saying in Euskera goes. “Everything that has a name exists.”

This is the tale of how some Western Pyreneans came to be known as Basques.


Notes
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Author’s Note


Politically, the land of the Basques is today divided between two states: Spain and France. Spain rules the areas to the south and west of the Pyrenees, while France controls the northern strip. The Spanish-governed regions include, in addition to the Foral Community of Navarre, the provinces of Biscay, Alava, and Guipuzcoa—which together make up the Basque Autonomous Community. In France, on the other hand, the Basque territories of Labourd, Basse-Navarre—to which I will refer across this book as Ultrapuertos—and Soule are part of the Department of the Atlantic Pyrenees and do not enjoy the same degree of autonomous governance as their southern counterparts.

This compartmentalized political reality entails a major obstacle for researchers. Simply put, there is no single, accepted name for the land of the Basques, nor any agreement as to what its boundaries are. However, given that anyone working on the topic of Basque history has no escape from the issue, throughout this book I have chosen to refer to this land as the Western Pyrenees. While the term may not be geographically precise—as some parts of Biscay, Alava, and even the southern tip of Navarre are all indeed quite distant from the actual mountain range—I hope that the reader can overlook this shortcoming after being presented with its benefits.

Not for nothing, common expressions like Basque Country, Euskadi, Euskal Herria, or Vasconia—all of which carry not entirely synonymous meanings—all rely upon a foundational assumption: that a distinct group called “Basques” does, in fact, exist. The claim, which in everyday life prompts no great debate, spells disaster when one tries to trace the evolution of identity. The danger is creating upon the reader the impression of a “fossilized community,” a picture of the Basques as a static, unchanging entity. Fail to pay attention to the drift, and the result risks turning into a circular argument that renders the whole attempt useless. What, after all, is the Basque Country if not the territory populated by the Basques? And who are the Basques if not those who live in the Basque Country? By exchanging these terms with the geographical Western Pyrenees I hope to avoid these pitfalls, or at least to mitigate their most pernicious effects. Other names will still be employed in the narration but only to discuss the social, political, and cultural projects that gave birth to them, and never to denote definite geographical realities. In doing so, it is my goal to encourage readers to discover for themselves how successive discourses of identity have shaped this entangled geopolitical situation and to understand how the Western Pyrenees came to be regarded, over time, as the homeland of a unique people.

With regard to the name of provinces, I have generally opted for Spanish and French forms over Basque ones, on the assumption that these would be more familiar to English-speaking audiences. The only exceptions to this are the use of the English Biscay rather than Vizcaya and Navarre instead of Navarra. Crucial terms in Spanish, French, or Basque—like fueros or Euskera—have been for the most part kept in their original language. Town and city names have been written in Spanish or French for coherence.

Chronological questions echo spatial ones. How far do the roots of Basqueness truly go? If, as I argue, the Basques are not a natural entity but rather the product of countless accounts and narratives told and retold about the inhabitants of a particular space, then it seems reasonable to begin this study by tracing the origins of these discourses. Such an approach, if applied to the earliest periods, can prove exceedingly difficult given the lack of available resources.

Taking these caveats into consideration, I have opted to begin this study around the second century BC, coinciding with the first contacts of the Romans with the region. This is no arbitrary choice, and there are, I think, two main arguments in favor of this decision. First off, a methodological one: It is only with the arrival of Roman armies that historians and intellectuals began to talk about the inhabitants of the Western Pyrenees, their customs, their behaviors, and their towns. Likewise, aside from a few notable exceptions, the first testimonies written by natives date back to around the same time and were likely spurred by their interactions with the invaders. This makes it possible, though still challenging, to convey a picture of these early Western Pyreneans and their beliefs.

The second argument touches on the topic of identity. Mediterranean civilization did not merely bring its armies to the Western Pyrenees: It also brought a particular way of understanding the world. Roman generals and writers were accustomed to comparing themselves to every other group of people they found—and the Western Pyreneans were no exception. Their description of the locals, invariably, was bound to be a prejudiced and tendentious one. We cannot simply take the often negative and barbarous picture that these sources convey as a letter-perfect reflection of reality, but we can be sure that its repetition among the educated and the politically powerful left a lasting mark. It stamped upon the consciousness of foreigners the notion of a wild, untamed ferocity that possessed the natives, and offered the locals a mirror to either embrace or resist. It also provided later activists with an entire cultural repertoire of stories and associations they could repurpose to make sense of their own past, laying the ground for the emergence, in due course, of a discourse of exceptionality. For this reason, it is not far-fetched to affirm that Basque identity is, indeed, a distant child of Roman culture.




Part I



Vascones







Chapter 1
 A Little Wildness


The legionaries could have easily complained as the freezing winter air blew implacably through their ranks. And yet, while their noses ran and their fingers ached, they all restrained themselves from uttering as much as a single word. Despite the abundant snow, they stood there, unperturbed, contemplating in silence how the heavy plow, carried around by a cow and a bull, pierced the earth and left an unbroken furrow behind. Hours had gone by since the appropriate auspices duly gathered, the animals had been tasked with carving a circle around the little village. However, no one had dared to leave his place. The rituals associated with the foundation of a city were not to be taken lightly, and the Romans knew this better than most. Back in ancient times, Remus, the unfortunate brother of Romulus, the first king of Rome, had learned this lesson the hard way. Mocking the boundary that the latter had piled up in the fresh mud, he had leaped over it with ease. Romulus’ response, much like that of an extremely territorial predator, had been to murder his own kin in cold blood. A dreadful episode, of course, and one that, for all its horror, had not been entirely without consequence. For one, it had assured the future glory of Rome, consecrating its soaked, dark soil with streams of royal blood. But it too had served to stamp upon the collective consciousness of the Romans the idea that forces beyond comprehension were at play in the foundation of a new city. To mess up with them—most men and women agreed—was a certain recipe for disaster and damnation.

However, it must have been apparent to all the attendants to the ceremony that this snow-covered backwater, hemmed in by mountains and standing on the edges of the world little resembled a second Rome. Surrounded as it was by strange and barbarous peoples who lived in small huts on the hilltops, it eerily reminded legionaries instead of a time which predated even the birth of their own city. Back in that terrible age, humans had hunted each other as fair game, and the wilderness had extended far and wide, threatening and yet untamed. Thankfully, those times—most intellectuals conceded—were finally a thing of the past. Rome had brought order to the world, and her rule promised peace on a scale never before seen. Or so at least thought the Romans themselves. This new city, stamped upon as remote a place as any that could be imagined, bore testament to their commitment to such an amicable future. A future in which the veil of darkness would be finally lifted for good.

At long last, the two animals completed the furrow that marked the sacrosanct boundaries. For an instant, the young Roman general who overlooked the ceremony waited away, and after a second, he proceeded to make a sign. The combination of the severe gesture and his appearance, dazzling in military garments and surrounded by the eagles and banners of the legions, certainly brooked no argument. Immediately, an official stepped forward and started to read a proclamation. Ironically, it seems unlikely that many among the natives, whose mother tongue was wholly strange to Latin, could pick up so much as a word of what the legate was saying. They might—at most—have been briefed about the essentials. Despite this, and in appearance at least, they all listened with attention.

In reward for the aid provided to the troops of the senate of Rome during these trying times—the official proclaimed—the grateful general would donate to them a Roman city to inhabit. The gesture was not an empty one. To rank as a Roman town meant sharing in the technology, the infrastructure, and the military protection of the mightiest power that had ever existed. Most important, perhaps, was the implication that the city-dwellers would finally be able to step out of barbarism and join the ranks of civilization. The locals were expected to learn by heart an entirely new set of rules, behaviors, and traditions. And these, of course, reeked of Roman cultural practices. It was perhaps to facilitate the satisfactory culmination of this challenging process that the young general had prepared a little surprise. In a display of appreciation that hardly veiled an ostensible attempt at self-promotion, he granted the new civitas an invaluable present: the honor of bearing his own name. From that moment on, the Vascones would be ruled from Pompaelo—Pamplona—the city of Pompey the Great.

There is no disputing that, for all its later importance, the foundation of Pamplona was not by any stretch of the imagination the first contact between the Romans and the peoples of the Western Pyrenees. Historians, for instance, were quick to point out that during their wars against Rome two centuries before, the Carthaginians had already crossed the outermost passes of the mountain range recruiting many among the locals to wage war on Italy.1 Fearsome and savage, unrelenting and loyal to the death, these warriors were said to have numbered among the fiercest enemies of Rome.

Extensive dealings, however, would arrive at a much later date. In the wake of Carthage’s crushing defeat, Roman magistrates suddenly found themselves free to thrust their claws upon Iberia. From their footholds in the Mediterranean, they headed north following the currents of the Ebro River and, not long after, they had already established a bridgehead among the strange peoples that populated the lands between its shores and the foot of the Pyrenees. Slowly yet steadily, local communities came to recognize—even if reluctantly—the might of their arms. This, in turn, only served to further accelerate the rhythm of the Roman advance.

And yet, despite these unquestionable successes, ruling such far-off territories had proven no smooth sailing for the Roman senate. Generals quickly realized that the further they ventured from their bases, the harder it became to force the locals into complying with Roman demands. Officials arriving at the province soon grew accustomed to being greeted with news of the rebellion of erstwhile pacified populations. Native cities and fortresses, sheltered beyond their tall walls, displayed an annoying tendency to refuse the conditions imposed by the new conquerors. And when this happened, it was the turn for the legions to take center stage. The ungrateful task of vanquishing the rebels and bringing them back to the fold had become so commonplace that at some point the senate had begun to eye it with frustration rather than with anxiety.

Although the pace of expansion was certainly slowed down by these resistances, at around the turn of the second century BC, Hispania—as the Romans called the Iberian Peninsula—had become a favorite playground for ambitious, glory-seeking commanders. The fertile lands of the upper Ebro, a “large and irregular country . . . , for the most part rugged, and watered by rivers,” transformed into the stage of numerous military operations.2 The well-oiled machinery of the legions, seasoned and steeled after the campaigns against Carthage, was simply too overwhelming for any power in the Mediterranean to resist, and the Iberian tribes proved no different. Either in decisive open battles or in sieges that lasted for months, the heirs of Romulus got, almost invariably, the upper hand. The goddess Victory appeared to have so utterly granted her favors to the Romans so as to verge on the unimaginable.

Truth be told, some locals soon sensed the opportunity that lay hidden in this vast imbalance of force. A
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18 Valerius Maximus, Of the Memorable Acts and Sayings, VII, 6, 3.

	
19 Larrañaga, El Hecho Colonial Romano en el Área Circumpirenaica Occidental, 131–2.


	
20 There is ample evidence for the stationing of Vascon troops in the Rhine, in Britannia, and in Africa. See Larrañaga, El Hecho Colonial Romano, 128–9.

	
21 Pina, “Sertorio, Pompeyo y el supuesto alineamiento de los Vascones con Roma,” 195–214.

	
22 Mentions of these peoples, such as Pliny’s reference in passing in Naturalis Historia (Plin. Nat. Hist. 3.4), exist but remain obscure geographical annotations that did not make an impact on the public.
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