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Note on the Spelling of Place Names

Wherever an anglicization exists which involves a change of spelling, I have used it. Thus Castilla has become Castile. But where the anglicized form merely involves the loss of an accent (as in Aragon or Cordoba), I have stayed with the accented Spanish version.

Note on Exchange Rates

Currency conversions have been made at the average rate for the relevant year.


Introduction: The Change in Spain

One of the people I interviewed while preparing this book is a journalist who specializes in reporting on the media, particularly television. We spoke for half an hour or so about satellite channels, digital platforms and other products of cutting-edge technology. Then just before we parted I mentioned that I was going to Estremadura for a few days. He said he had been born there. But he did not have an Estremaduran accent.

‘No,’ he said. ‘I was brought up in Old Castile. My father was a transhumance shepherd. He used to take the flock down to Estremadura in the summer, which is why I was born there.’

When I got to Estremadura, I stayed at the house of a woman in her forties. She explained how, when she was a child, her father, who owned one of the very few cars in Trujillo, used sometimes to drive the family to Lisbon for a long weekend.

‘In those days, the road to Portugal was barely more than a lane,’ she recalled. ‘In spring, it would be overhung on either side by mimosa. One of my childhood memories is of falling asleep listening to the swish of the mimosa branches on the windscreen. When we got back to Trujillo, the car would be completely yellow.’

I returned to Madrid and saw a friend who, while we were talking about education, mentioned a man she knew who had been to school as a child at one of the very few progressive institutions allowed to operate in the Spain of the 1960s.

‘He told me that, before the school inspectors arrived, all the children were told by their teachers to separate, so the girls would be on one side of the classroom and the boys were on the other.’

This book is about change. What makes contemporary Spain such a fascinating place is the immense, frenetic, sometimes perilous, change that it has undergone and that has, in effect, produced a new country. In less than half a century, a predominantly rural, agricultural society has been transformed into a mainly urban and technological one. A dictatorship has become a democracy. One of the world’s most centralized states has been made into one of the most decentralized. A society that was intensely sexually repressed has become a notably permissive one. There has been a revolution in the roles of men and women. And, just as it seemed as if the pace of change might be dropping off, Spain experienced a surge in immigration that has turned it, in the space of just a few years, into a multi-ethnic society.

Other countries have undergone several of these transformations. But I know of nowhere that has experienced them all – and in such a brief time-span. That impression is borne out by academic research. Since the 1980s, social scientists at universities around the world have been conducting interviews with representative samples of the inhabitants of their respective societies to build up a comparative view of the values they hold. One of the aims of the World Values Survey, as it is known, is to monitor social change by measuring the gap between the attitudes held by people at different points on the age scale.

‘Spain’, according to the project’s chief co-ordinator, Professor Ronald Inglehart of the University of Michigan, ‘shows the largest differences between the basic values of the younger and older generations among the more than 80 countries surveyed.’ Those differences help explain why José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero and his government, who have a predominantly young voter base, have put such an emphasis on social reform since coming to power in 2004, to the point that Spain is increasingly being talked of as a future ‘Sweden of the Mediterranean’.

The invisible changes may be immense, but the visible ones are scarcely less so. New buildings are rapidly altering the skylines of Spain’s major cities. Perhaps the best-known of these startlingly contemporary structures is Frank Gehry’s shimmering Guggenheim museum in Bilbao. But for all its uniqueness, it is just one of many audacious projects in a country that craves to be part of the future, maybe because it is so keen to escape from the past. There is Jean Nouvel’s 33-storey Torre Agbar tower in Barcelona, Richard Rogers’s extension to Barajas airport outside Madrid, the striking new Valencia opera house and Bilbao’s elegant Sondika airport, both by the Valencian-born engineer-architect, Santiago Calatrava. Arguably the most remarkable of all, though, is the new Hotel Puerta America in Madrid, each of whose twelve floors has been designed by a different, internationally renowned architect.

Yet this dizzying urban renewal is taking place in a country, parts of which have only just edged into the last century. Pardamaza is a village 250 miles north of Madrid. All but the last twenty miles from the capital can be driven on a motorway. Pardamaza first got electric street lighting in 2004. Its inhabitants did not have electricity of any sort until 1996.

Progress has not just changed the way that Spain looks. It has actually changed the way that Spaniards look. You can see this in many families today, where there are three distinct physical types. The grandparents, born in the 1930s or 1940s, are likely to be much shorter than their children. Spaniards born in the 1960s and 1970s, though they had more access to protein and especially dairy products, tend to be quite slim because they were brought up on a version, albeit an ample version, of the traditional Mediterranean diet. Crown Prince Felipe and his wife Letizia are representative of this exceptionally fine-looking generation. But now prosperity has begun to exact a price, and the Spaniards who are growing up today are likely to be the fattest in the history of a traditionally lean people. Juvenile obesity has spread like an epidemic since the mid-1980s, and today one Spanish child in every six is 20 per cent or more overweight.

Sometimes the pace of change, the need for adjustment, just gets too much for people. After the death of Spain’s dictator, General Francisco Franco, there emerged a phenomenon among young Spaniards that, as far as I am aware, was unique. It grew up in the generation that was born at the start of Spain’s ‘economic miracle’ in the early 1960s. The members of this generation, whose parents most likely migrated from the countryside to one of the big cities, reached adolescence just as the sexual customs and conventions that had prevailed in Spain for centuries were being overturned. They were approaching school-leaving age when a recession bit into the job market and Spain’s first democratic, post-Franco elections were being held, so that – unlike their elder brothers and sisters – they had no obvious economic or political role to fill. There were no jobs to go to and no demonstrations to join. So a lot became what were called pasotas. In so far as they used drugs and tried to put as much distance as possible between themselves and the rest of society, they were like a cross between hippies and punks. But there the similarities ended, for the pasotas had none of the mystical aspirations of hippies, nor any of the angry nihilism of punks. In fact, the whole idea of being a pasota was not to participate in any way at all, but to ‘pass’, as in a game of cards (which is how the term came about). The spirit of pasota-ism was best exemplified by the way they spoke. The words were mumbled and their vocabulary was pared to a bare minimum so that things, of whatever kind, were chismes and situations or activities were dismissed as rollos*

The pasotas have long since disappeared (though some of their slang lingers on), but the need to find a way of coping with Spain’s social transformation remains. It is, I think, no coincidence that, as will be explained later, today’s Spaniards have an exceptionally high susceptibility to addictions of all kinds.

Their country has altered with such bewildering speed that non-Spaniards too have had difficulty keeping up. Twenty years ago in my first book on Spain† I wrote that people’s ideas were ‘still based to a great extent on what was written during or about the period leading up to Franco’s takeover’. That is no longer the case.

The majority of non-Spaniards have come to realize that Spain is not nowadays a land of conservative religious beliefs and rigid moral conventions, of vast social divisions and violent political conflicts. There is a much greater readiness to accept that it is an economically and politically advanced society with many of the problems that implies. Yet something else I wrote in The Spaniards remains true – that, in different ways, it is ‘the best-known and the least-known of the major European nations’. Every year, more than 50 million people visit Spain. Yet the vast majority are holidaymakers who spend most, if not all, of their time at coastal resorts quite untypical of the country as a whole. Flying directly to and from the costas, the Balearic or Canary Islands, they have little chance to see the everyday Spain of the ordinary Spaniard.

Spain is the second largest country in the European Union, after France, and, with almost 40 million people, it is the fifth most populous. If non-Spaniards have any picture at all of the land that lies behind the costas, then it is probably that of the meseta – the tableland which encompasses Old and New Castile, León, La Mancha, Estremadura, parts of Aragón, Navarre and La Rioja. Vast and arid, stark and lofty, it has little in common with the balmy coastline the package tourists visit. Much has been written about its role in forging the character of the Spanish people, and especially that of the Castilians who have been the dominant community for much of the country’s history. It may well be that the mesetas testing climate – searingly hot in summer and bitterly cold in winter – has given the Castilians a stern and sober streak you will not often find among other Mediterranean people; that the immense expanses and serrated horizons of the meseta have made Castile a land of dreamers, of mystics and conquerors.

If Castile and the meseta fail to conform to outsiders’ expectations of Spain, the same is true of much of the rest of the country.

Galicia, the north-westernmost region, which sits atop Portugal, is as wet and lush and mournfully beautiful as the west of Ireland. The dominant colours there are the green of its gorse and the grey of its granite. Like Brittany and Ireland, it gets a lot of rain and much of it finds its way back to the sea along valleys that have subsided over millennia to the point where their seaward ends have sunk below the level of the ocean, leaving only the valley sides visible in the form of great promontories. These half-submerged valleys or rías are an abundant source of shellfish – crabs, lobsters, oysters and, above all, the scallops which the pilgrims who travelled to Santiago de Compostela in medieval times adopted as their emblem. The dish of scallops cooked with mashed potato and grated cheese which the world knows as Coquilles Saint-Jacques is by origin a Galician delicacy copied by the French.

Further along the coast, Asturias with its wild countryside and abandoned coal-mines is more akin to South Wales than anywhere in the Mediterranean. Next door, Cantabria has soaring peaks with villages on their slopes that are cut off for weeks on end every winter, and deep potholes among which were found the famous cave paintings of Altamira. Much of the farming is pastoral and the sound of cowbells is never far away. You could be in Switzerland.

The Basque country also has an Alpine look to it. The typical Basque farmhouse with its broad eaves is virtually indistinguishable from a Swiss chalet. But whereas Switzerland is mountainous, the Basque country – although frequently described in the press and elsewhere as ‘mountainous’ – is in reality a land of odd-looking, steep-sided, flat-topped hills that tower over the valleys between them. The countryside in most areas is of a uniquely intense shade of green – a green so dark that it sometimes appears unnatural. In fact, it is a result of the rain that pours down in the Basque country day in day out, week in week out, during the winter.

In the foothills of the Pyrenees, in Navarre and Aragón, you could almost be in the Highlands of Scotland, but in both regions the landscape changes dramatically as you move southwards away from the French border. In Navarre you go through a stretch of splendid undulating countryside around the capital, Pamplona, before entering a more typically Mediterranean district where there are extensive vineyards. In Aragón you descend gradually towards the vast, flat, depopulated Ebro valley and then rise again into the bare uplands around Teruel.

Catalonia and Valencia are perhaps the regions that the majority of people regard as being most typically Spanish, yet a clear majority of Catalans and a sizeable minority of Valencians do not even speak Spanish* as their first language. Nor, whatever they may think, have many of the foreign holidaymakers who have visited Spain’s east coast been for a holiday on the Costa Brava. The term costa brava means ‘rugged coast’ and is used by Spaniards to describe the rocky shoreline that begins around San Feliú and extends to the French border. Resorts such as Lloret de Mar which tour operators habitually describe as being on the Costa Brava are on flat, sandy land further to the south.

Beyond Valencia lies Murcia – hotter, drier and flatter. But beyond Murcia lies Almería, which is sufficiently reminiscent of Arizona for it to have been used as the setting for a string of Westerns in the 1960s. By the coastal route, Almería forms the gateway to Andalusia – Spain’s Deep South. Here again, the contrast between image and reality is considerable. The Andalusia of legend is an undulating expanse of corn fields and olive groves divided up into a small number of large estates. That is indeed true of the more northerly and westerly of the eight provinces that make up the region – Huelva, Cádiz, Seville, Córdoba and Jaén. But Málaga and Granada are hilly – and, in parts, even mountainous – provinces where smallholding has always been the rule rather than the exception. As for Almería, much of it is as barren as the Sahara.

Many people are ready to accept that Spain is among the largest countries in Europe, but few would think of it as one of the highest. Yet the average height of the ground is greater than in any European country except Switzerland. If you look at a relief map you will see that, with the exception of the Guadalquivir and Ebro valleys and a relatively narrow coastal strip, the whole of Spain is upland. The meseta varies in altitude from 2,000–3,000 feet as one craggy mountain range succeeds another. This gives to it one of its most distinctive characteristics – the almost painful brightness of the light. Not only is Spain a land of huge expanses, but one where you can as often as not see to the furthest limits of those expanses. ‘In Spain,’ wrote the author and journalist Manuel Vicent, ‘there is a lot of sun and an excess of light, so that everything is all too clear. It is a country of emphatic claims and denials where historically doubt has been put to the torch – to that sinister clarity.’

This alone has made Spain seem a forbidding place to the foreigner. But then Spain is a difficult country to come to grips with from almost any angle. For a start, it contains several different cultures. What is true of most of Spain need not be true of the Basque country, or of Catalonia or Galicia. Partly for this reason, anyone who sets out to study Spanish history will soon discover that lengthy stretches of it are dauntingly complicated. Some of the country’s finest artists and writers – Murillo and Calderón, for example – deal largely with themes that are peculiar to their time and place, while a lot of the popular culture derives from traditions – Arab, Jewish and Gypsy – that are alien to the experience of the majority of Europeans. Non-Spaniards appreciate the spectacle of flamenco, but few could tell good from bad. Even the cuisine, with its ardent spices and outlandish ingredients like pigs’ ears and bulls’ testicles, requires an adventurous spirit.

Yet it is precisely the difficulty of getting to know Spain that makes the task so appealing, for it is that which makes it so challenging and rewarding.

What I wrote at the start of The Spaniards applies to this book too: apart from Part One, which briefly describes the economic trends and the political events that have moulded Spain into the nation it is today, this is not a book about economics or politics; nor does it concern itself with labour relations. Once again, my aim has been to paint a picture of contemporary Spanish society.

Ernest Hemingway thought it was ‘probably a good system, if one has to write books on Spain, to write them as rapidly as possible after a first visit as several visits could only confuse the first impressions and make conclusions much less easy to draw’.

But then Hemingway didn’t follow that advice. And neither have I.


PART ONE

The Making of a New Spain

CHAPTER 1

From Hunger to Prosperity

Although Franco’s regime was frequently referred to as a fascist dictatorship, the description was never wholly correct. Spain’s fascist party, the Falange, was only one of several factions and institutions which rallied to the officers who rebelled against the elected government in 1936 and which thereby earned the right to a share in the spoils when, three years and half a million lives later, their side emerged victorious. In addition to the Falange, there was the army (or rather that section of the officer corps which had sided with the rebels), the Church and the monarchists, including both those who favoured the restoration of the heirs of Alfonso XIII – the king who had left Spain in 1931 – and those who supported the cause of the Carlist pretenders whose claims to the throne had twice provoked civil war during the previous century.

It was not unusual for membership of these ‘families’, as they have been called, to overlap. There were generals who belonged to the Falange, just as there were devout Catholics who wanted the restoration of the monarchy in some form. But there were also irreconcilable differences, notably between the Falangists, who wanted to set up a fascist republic, and the Alfonsine and Carlist monarchists. To ensure that their rivalries did not undermine the war effort and to assert his control over their activities, Franco – who emerged by a mixture of chance and design as Generalísimo, or Commander-in-Chief, of the rebel forces – fused the political parties representing these three groups into a single entity with the tongue-twisting, catch-all title of Falange Española Tradicionalista y de las Juntas de Ofensiva Nacional-Sindicalista (FET de las JONS). This odd coalition, which came to be called the Movimiento Nacional, was from then on the only lawful political entity in Francos Spain. Throughout his rule, there was usually at least one member of each ‘family’ in the cabinet and the number of portfolios held by a particular faction was usually a good indication of the extent to which it was in or out of favour with the Caudillo*

The army enjoyed a brief heyday in the immediate aftermath of the war, but it was the Falange which later became the dominant influence on Franco. Neither the Church nor the army was capable of providing a programme for running the country, and the monarchists of both camps stood for a solution that could only be put into effect if Franco were to give up the position which he had by that time acquired as Head of State. In any case, the Blueshirts (for blue was to Spain’s fascists what brown was to Italy’s and green to Portugal’s) appeared in 1939 to represent the future.

Over the next few years the Falangists took over the Movimiento and laid the foundations of Franco’s regime. As soon as it became apparent that the Axis powers might not after all win the world war that had begun within months of the end of Spain’s civil war, Franco reduced the number of Falangists in his cabinet by giving non-fascists the ministries which had most contact with the outside world. Nevertheless, Falangists continued to hold most of the economic and social portfolios and Falangist ideas dominated the regime’s thinking.

This was partly because fascist political philosophy, with its emphasis on economic independence and on agricultural rather than industrial development, dovetailed conveniently with the course of action forced upon Franco by events. During the Second World War, Spain had remained technically neutral while actively favouring the Axis. At the end of the war she found herself in an acutely uncomfortable position. Unlike Britain and France, she was not entitled to the rewards of victory. Unlike Germany and Italy, she was not at risk from the encroaching power of the Soviet Union. The Allies therefore had no incentive for giving Spain aid and a very good reason for denying it to her. In fact, they went even further than that and actually punished the Spaniards for having been taken over by a right-wing dictator. In December 1946 the newly created United Nations passed a resolution recommending a trade boycott of Spain. Coming on top of the deprivations brought about by the civil war, which had cut real income per capita to nineteenth-century levels, the boycott was a disaster – not so much perhaps because of its direct effects, but because it made it unthinkable that Spain should benefit from the Marshall Plan for aid to Europe which got under way six months later.

All the European nations suffered deprivation in the post-war era, but Spain, where the late forties are known as the años de hambre or years of hunger, suffered more than most. In the cities, cats and dogs disappeared from the streets, having either starved to death or been eaten. In the countryside, the poorer peasants lived off boiled grass and weeds. Cigarettes were sold one at a time. The electricity in Barcelona was switched on for only three or four hours a day and trams and trolleybuses in Madrid stopped for an hour in the morning and an hour and a half in the afternoon to conserve energy. But for the loans granted by the Argentine dictator, General Perón, it is possible that there would have been a full-scale famine.

The UN-sponsored blockade was lifted in 1950, but the Falangists’ insular and ineffective doctrines continued to hold sway. For this, Spain was to pay dearly. In spite of the Falangists’ exaltation of the rural economy, agricultural output fell to a level even lower than at the end of the civil war. Industry, immured from the outside world by a wall of tariffs and quotas, unable to buy the foreign technology it needed to modernize or to seek out new markets for its goods, bound on all sides by government regulations, could only grow at a painfully slow pace. National income did not regain its pre-civil-war level until 1951 and it was not until 1954 that the average income returned to the point it had reached in 1936. In the early fifties an attempt was made to ease trade restrictions and stimulate private enterprise, but although it eventually succeeded in boosting industry it opened up a trade gap that rapidly absorbed the country’s foreign reserves. In the meantime, bungling in other areas of the economy led to bursts of rip-roaring inflation.

To the villagers in the poorer parts of Spain – and particularly Andalusia which had been the scene of desperate poverty even before the civil war – the deprivations of the post-war era were the final straw. Individuals, families and in some cases entire villages packed up their belongings and headed for the industrial centres of the north – Barcelona, Bilbao, Oviedo and Saragossa – and for Madrid which, with the deliberate encouragement of a regime which feared the economic prowess of the Basques and Catalans, had ceased to be a purely administrative capital. Once they reached the cities the migrants settled like besieging armies on the outskirts. With nowhere else to live, they built chabolas or barracas (shacks) out of whatever they could scavenge – some breeze blocks from a building site, an unwanted door, a few empty cans and boxes and a sheet of corrugated iron or two to serve as a roof, weighted down with lots of heavy stones to make sure it did not blow away. The shacks were suffocatingly hot in the summer and bitterly cold in the winter. None had running water, so there was no question of sewerage. Since the shanty towns had sprung up without official permission it was usually several years before the municipal authorities got around to supplying them with electricity, let alone the more sophisticated amenities such as refuse collection or access roads. With grim humour, one of the shanty towns outside Barcelona was nicknamed ‘Dallas – Frontier City’.

The whole idea of migration to the cities ran counter to the Falangist dream of a populous countryside inhabited by peasant farmers each owning a modest but adequate plot of land. At first the authorities tried to put a stop to the exodus by force. Policemen were sent to the railway stations with orders to collar anyone with a dark complexion and a battered suitcase and put him on the next train out of town. But it was like trying to turn the tide. In any case, migrants already living in the shanty towns saw in it a way of returning home for a holiday courtesy of the government – all they needed to do was put on their scruffiest clothes, travel a few miles out of town and catch a train coming up from the south.

The authorities later turned to a more sophisticated and successful approach, which was to limit the number of shacks by licensing those that had already been built and giving them numbered plaques. Those that did not have a plaque were liable to be torn down by the teams of municipal workmen – the dreaded piquetes which usually arrived in the middle of the morning or afternoon when the men of the shanty towns were out working, or looking for work. Although the number of licences had to be increased bit by bit, the system made the building of a shack such a hazardous enterprise that their numbers started to stabilize towards the end of the fifties.

By then Franco’s regime was virtually bankrupt. The foreign exchange account was in the red, inflation was heading into double figures and there were serious signs of unrest among both students and workers for the first time since the civil war. It took a long time to persuade Franco that a radical change was required. But in February 1957 he reshuffled his cabinet and gave the Trade and Finance portfolios to two men, Alberto Ullastres Calvo and Mariano Navarro Rubio, who were representative of a new breed in Spanish politics – the ‘technocrats’. The typical technocrat came from a well-to-do background, had had a distinguished career in academic or professional life and – this was the sine qua non – belonged to, or sympathized with, the secretive Catholic fellowship, Opus Dei.

As its title – ‘Work of God’ – suggests, the central belief in Opus Dei’s philosophy is that of sanctification through work. Like others before him, Opus’s founder, Jose María Escrivá de Balaguer, had noted with dismay that wherever and whenever there was economic progress the Roman Catholic faith seemed to lose ground. Instead of seeing capitalist development as a threat, though, he regarded it as an opportunity: if only devout Catholics could be imbued with a ‘work ethic’, they could take a hand in the process of economic development at an early stage and use their control of it to spread their ideas through the rest of society that way. A rise in the GDP need not lead automatically to a fall in the numbers of the faithful.

Whether the Opus technocrats also had a political agenda is still a matter for debate. They and their admirers always insisted that its aim was to prepare for democracy. In 1966, General Jorge Vigón, who had entered the cabinet as a result of the 1957 reshuffle and was close to the technocrats in outlook, wrote that ‘freedom begins as of the moment when the minimum earnings of each citizen reach $800 per annum’. However, critics of the regime and of Opus Dei have argued that the technocrats saw improving the standard of living as a way of delaying the restoration of democracy. It has been noted that in subsequent references to General Vigón’s formula the target figure was repeatedly increased. But whatever the intent, the effect of the technocrats’ reforms was wholly beneficial for Francoism, for it ensured the survival of a regime which had seemed doomed by its economic failings.

It was not until two years after their appointment that the new team began its all-out assault on the economy. The short-term aim was to tackle inflation and redress the balance of payments. The long-term objective was to free the economy from the restrictions that had been placed on it by the Falangists. The so-called Stabilization Plan introduced in July 1959 was intended to achieve the first of these goals. Public spending was cut, credit was curbed, wages were frozen, overtime was restricted and the peseta devalued. The Plan achieved what was expected of it. Prices levelled out and the deficit in the balance of payments was transformed into a surplus by the end of the following year. But the cost in human misery was considerable since real earnings were slashed. As a result, many Spaniards set off to find work abroad. Measures to liberalize the economy, and thus achieve the second of the technocrats’ goals, were introduced over a longer period beginning at the time of the Stabilization Plan. Spain was opened up to foreign investment, much of the red tape binding industry was cut away, restrictions were lifted on imports and incentives were offered for exports.

The performance of the economy during the years that followed was dramatic. Between 1961 and 1973, a period often referred to as the años de desarrollo or years of development, the economy grew at 7 per cent a year – faster than any in the non-communist world except Japan’s. Average annual income quadrupled and as early as 1963 or 1964 – the exact moment is disputed – it passed the $500 mark, removing Spain from the ranks of the developing nations as defined by the UN. By the time Spain’s ‘economic miracle’ had ended, it was the world’s ninth industrial power and the wealth generated by its progress had led to substantial improvements in the standard of living.

Spaniards had a better diet. They ate less bread, fewer potatoes and more meat, fish and dairy products. During the sixties, the number of homes with a washing-machine rose from 19 per cent to 52 per cent, and the proportion with a refrigerator leapt from 4 per cent to 66 per cent. When the boom started only one in every hundred Spaniards owned a car; by the time it ended the figure was one in ten. Telephones ceased to be the prerogative of offices, factories and a few wealthy or influential individuals, and became commonplace in private homes – a fact that had a considerable impact on relations between the sexes, which was in turn mirrored in the pop songs of the day. The number of university students tripled, and by the early seventies the infant mortality rate in Spain was lower than in Britain or the United States.

It should be pointed out, though, that one reason why the proportionate increases in all areas were so impressive was that the starting-points were so low. Even in 1973 per capita income was still lower than in Ireland, less than half the average for the countries of what was then the EEC and less than a third of the average in the United States. Moreover, pluriempleo, the practice of holding several jobs, which became widespread in Spain during the boom years, showed that Spaniards often had to work harder for their prosperity than other Europeans.

The principal reason why the economy was able to continue growing after 1959 in a way that it had not after the reforms at the beginning of the fifties was that ways were found of bridging the trade gap which opened up as soon as Spain’s economy began expanding – a consequence of the fact that Spain had to pay more for the fuel, raw materials and capital equipment which it needed to feed its industrial expansion than it could get for the goods and produce it sold abroad. Throughout most of the period from 1961 to 1973, imports outstripped exports in a proportion of about two to one, but the deficit was amply covered by invisible earnings in the form of receipts from tourism and the money sent back to Spain by Spaniards who had found work abroad. At the same time, growing foreign investment ensured that Spain’s reserves increased rather than decreased over the period.

In all these areas, the government had played an important role. It had eased the conditions for foreign investment, provided financial incentives for Spaniards to seek work abroad and, while tourism had been growing steadily throughout the fifties, it was not until 1959 when the government stepped in to abolish the requirement for visas for holidaymakers from Western Europe that the industry really took off. It is equally true, however, that none of this cash from abroad would have been forthcoming in such quantities had the other countries of the West not been enjoying a period of growth and prosperity. It was this which created the surplus funds that found their way to Spain, which made the companies of north-western Europe thirsty for cheap foreign labour and enabled individuals in north-western Europe to contemplate holidays abroad. To this extent, Spain’s economic miracle was a by-product of the sixties boom in Europe as a whole.

The way that Spain acquired its vital foreign income had an immense impact on the country’s lifestyle. Oddly-spelt names that Spaniards found difficult to pronounce, such as Chrysler, Westinghouse, John Deere and Ciba-Geigy, began to appear on hoardings and in the press. The young businessmen recruited by the new foreign companies picked up their employers’ habits and attitudes and passed them on to their counterparts in Spanish-owned firms. Soon, a new breed of ejecutivos began to emerge – clean-shaven, wearing button-down shirts, casual suits and sometimes a pair of black-rimmed spectacles. Their speech, liberally sprinkled with English words and phrases, came to be known as ejecudinglish. The archetypal representative of these Americanized Spaniards is the singer Julio Iglesias.

Between 1961 and 1973 well over a million Spaniards received assistance to go and work abroad. By the time the boom ended there were some 620,000 in France, 270,000 in West Germany, 136,000 in Switzerland, 78,000 in Belgium, 40,000 in Britain and 33,000 in Holland – a veritable army of Spaniards all sending back about a quarter of their earnings to swell the deposit accounts of their homeland.

Spain’s Mediterranean coastline was transformed out of all recognition. It is hard to believe now that when the novelist Rose Macaulay drove along it in the summer of 1947, she ‘encountered scarcely any travelling compatriots and saw only one GB car’. Her main complaint was that ‘on these lovely shores as elsewhere in Spain the inhabitants stare and point’. Between 1959 and 1973 the number of visitors to Spain leapt from under 3 million to over 34 million. Land by the coast which, because it was usually either rocky or sandy, was regarded as virtually worthless and was frequently bequeathed to the least-favoured offspring, suddenly became valuable. On the Costa del Sol, at San Pedro de Alcántara, a plot of undeveloped land next to the beach which changed hands for 125 pesetas per square metre in 1962 was sold eleven years later – still undeveloped – for 4,500 pesetas per square metre.

The material benefits of the tourist boom were considerable – not only for property developers, but also for shopkeepers and the ordinary people of the villages near the coast who became waiters and chambermaids in the tourist hotels. But that is not to say that the tourist boom was an unmitigated blessing. The development took place in an environment which had not changed very much since the eighteenth century – a world of thrift and deprivation which had its own strict moral code. Overnight, its inhabitants were confronted with a new way of life in which it seemed as if the men had more money than they could cram into their wallets and the women walked around virtually naked. Accustomed to measuring time in hours, they were suddenly expected to think in minutes. They had to come to grips with new concepts like credit cards and complicated machines like dishwashers. The result in many cases (although, for some reason, less among women than among men) was shock. Not in the metaphorical but the literal sense of the word – the most common symptoms were insomnia, listlessness and breathlessness. In the mid-sixties, the Civil Hospital in Málaga enlarged its psychiatric wing by adding a ward specifically to cater for young patients. It immediately became known as ‘the waiters’ ward’. According to a study carried out in 1971, 90 per cent of all non-chronic mental illness in the rural parts of the province of Málaga was among teenage males who had gone to work on the coast.

Tourism, emigration and the arrival in Spain of multinational firms all served to bring Spaniards into contact with foreigners and in particular with other Europeans, thereby whittling away the xenophobia which had always been a characteristic of the Spanish, and never more so than in the early years of Franco’s rule. Spain did not, as the technocrats had hoped, become a member of the EEC. Her application, submitted in 1962, was ignored, although she did manage to wheedle a preferential trade agreement out of Brussels eight years later. On the other hand, her best soccer team – Real Madrid – had succeeded between 1956 and 1960 in carrying off the European Cup five years in a row (a feat which has never been equalled), and in 1968 a Spanish vocalist, Massiel, won the Eurovision Song Contest with a suitably anodyne offering entitled ‘La, La, La’. These victories probably made as much of an impression on the average Spaniard as anything on the diplomatic level would have done. They showed Spaniards that not only could they gain acceptance in ‘Europe’ (the Spanish, like the British, often talk about Europe as if it were somewhere else) but also hold up their heads while doing so.

The ‘economic miracle’ changed the nature and volume of internal migration. Poverty-stricken villagers from Andalusia continued to flood into the cities, but they were joined in increasing numbers by migrants from Galicia and the regions of the meseta – Castile, León, Extremadura and Aragón. Whereas the typical migrant of the fifties was a landless labourer forced to move by hunger, the migrants of the sixties were likely to be craftsmen or shopkeepers whose standards of living had dropped because of the falling population in the countryside, or peasant farmers who were still able to make a meagre living from the soil but were lured to the city by the promise of a less arduous and more varied existence. An American anthropologist, Dr Richard Barrett, who carried out a field study in the Aragonese town of Benabarre between 1967 and 1968 noted that the girls there were unwilling to marry the sons of peasant farmers if they intended to stay and work their fathers’ land – to such an extent that young farmers were driven to advertising in the press for brides from the poorer regions of the country. The dream of the girls of Benabarre was to marry a factory worker – or at least a boy who was prepared to leave home in an attempt to become one.

Come the sixties, the original migrants were beginning to move out of their shanty towns and into cheap high-rise accommodation. Since shack-building was by then practically impossible, the new arrivals either had to buy a shack from a family which was moving on to better things or pay for accommodation in the apartment of a family which had already done so. From the point of view of the first wave of migrants, selling a shack became a way of getting the down payment on a flat. Taking in lodgers was a way of finding the monthly instalments.

While the cities were rapidly becoming overcrowded, the countryside was equally quickly becoming depopulated. In 1971 Dr Barrett returned to Aragón and visited seventeen hamlets near Benabarre. By referring to the 1950 census figures he discovered that during the intervening twenty years they had lost 61 per cent of their population. Four were completely deserted and in some cases the depopulation had taken as little as six years. Today anyone driving through Spain who is prepared for a bumpy ride off the main road will sooner or later come across one of these deserted hamlets. Perhaps the most forlorn of all are those that are almost, but not quite, abandoned – where the last inhabitants, who are too old to leave and too young to die, keep their livestock in what were once their neighbours’ cottages.

Before the civil war, the Catalan politician Francesc Cambó had described Spain as a country of oases and deserts. Migration made this even more evident. By the end of the boom, the table of population density by provinces showed a steady gradation from most to least densely populated, but what was striking about it was the size of the gap between the two extremes. At one end there was Barcelona with more than 500 people per square kilometre – which made it as crowded as the industrial centres of north-western Europe – and at the other end there were eleven provinces with fewer than 25 inhabitants per square kilometre – a figure comparable with countries like Bhutan, Nicaragua and Burkina Faso. The process of depopulation has gone so far in some parts of the country that it is difficult to see how it can be reversed. In 1973, as the flood of migration began to abate, Teruel became the first province in Spain’s history in which there were more deaths than births. Since then, several provinces with elderly populations have joined Teruel. Even if migration from these areas stops altogether, they will continue to lose inhabitants.

The increasingly uneven distribution of Spain’s population encouraged an even more unequal allocation of the country’s wealth. Any attempt at regional planning while Franco was still alive ran up against the problem that the areas into which the country would have to be divided for planning purposes were precisely those whose demands for recognition were anathema to the dictator and whose identity he had been at great pains to erase. The technocrats’ answer was a so-called ‘pole’ policy. The idea was to select a number of towns in underdeveloped or semi-developed regions and offer incentives to firms to set up businesses there, in the hope that the resulting prosperity would spill over into the surrounding countryside. The criteria used for deciding which towns and firms should benefit from the scheme were never made clear and it is suspected that a good deal of corruption surrounded their selection. But the most serious flaw in the ‘pole’ project was that the incentives were not offered for long enough for entrepreneurs to be confident of success. By and large, investment did not live up to expectations and what investment was generated was relatively unsuccessful in creating new jobs. Of the twelve towns chosen as ‘poles’, only Valladolid fulfilled the hopes placed in it. By the early seventies it was well on its way to becoming a sizeable industrial centre.

With the exceptions of Valladolid and Madrid, new businesses tended to set up shop in the Basque and Catalan provinces, which had become industrialized in the previous century, or in places like Oviedo, Saragossa, Valencia and Seville – big cities which had already had some industry before the civil war. In 1975 five provinces – Barcelona, Madrid, Valencia, Biscay and Oviedo – produced 45 per cent of the country’s total output. Most of the prosperity was concentrated in the north and east of the country. Of the fifteen peninsular provinces with the highest average incomes, all but two lay along the River Ebro or to the north of it. The two exceptions were Madrid and Valladolid. Average earnings in the poorest provinces of Andalusia, Estremadura and Galicia were less than half those in the richest – Madrid, Barcelona and the three Basque provinces. The disparity in wealth was mirrored by a disparity in the provision of amenities and services. There were 80 doctors per 100,000 inhabitants in Jaén, but 230 per 100,000 in Madrid.

As the boom progressed, the migrants became potentially one of the most influential classes in Spain, having virtually engulfed the old highly politicized urban working class. Unlike the workers of the thirties, the militancy of whose socialism and anarchism was famed throughout Europe, the vast majority of migrants had very little interest in, or experience of, politics. In rural Spain only a tiny number of people had the time or money to take an interest in political developments outside the village, and they were the rural notables – landowners, merchants and professional people who controlled, through their economic influence, the destinies of the labourers, tenants, sharecroppers and smallholders in patron—client relationships. During the periods in which Spain was a democracy, the clients usually voted the way they were told to by their patrons (which was one of the main reasons why democracy was so widely despised and therefore so vulnerable). The migrants who arrived in the cities during the fifties and sixties were not so much right-wing or left-wing as simply apolitical, although they were highly receptive to the go-getting materialism and individualism which, to a greater or lesser extent, affected every level of society during the años de desarrollo. In the shanty towns, acts of great kindness coexisted with an almost total absence of class solidarity; once they had found their way out of those ramshackle purgatories the migrants were understandably reluctant to do anything, such as striking or demonstrating, that might cause them to return. Nevertheless, their initial submissiveness tended to obscure the fact that migration had broken for ever the hold that the rural upper and upper-middle classes had once exerted over the rural lower-middle and lower classes. What is more, it was clear – although not at first to the migrants themselves – that their interests were not those of their employers. Indeed, whenever they were pressed in polls and surveys to define their views, the sort of ideal society that their answers implied was distinctly more left-wing than right-wing. By the start of the seventies, they were beginning to become politically more aware and to develop an outlook that was, if not radical, then certainly progressive.

Although the ‘economic miracle’ changed almost everything about Spain – from how and where people lived to the way in which they thought and spoke – one of its paradoxes was that what it changed least was the economy itself. It grew, of course, but its shape and character remained virtually unaltered. When the boom ended, there were still far too many small firms (over 80 per cent of all Spanish companies employed fewer than five workers) and it was as difficult as it had ever been to get long-term credit. Between them, these two factors ensured that far too little money was spent by industry on researching new products or training skilled workers. Productivity remained low (half the EEC average), unemployment was comparatively high (certainly much higher than the official figures suggested), and the traditional gap between imports and exports was widening rather than narrowing.

The political effects of the boom were far greater, both in number and complexity. The most popular explanation of recent Spanish history goes roughly as follows. The reason why democracy did not take root in Spain in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was that Spain did not have a middle class. The ‘economic miracle’ was responsible for redistributing the country’s wealth and creating a ‘new middle class’. Together, these two factors helped to remove, or rather to bridge, the gulf which had existed up until then between the ‘two Spains’, and which had been responsible for the civil war. By healing this historic breach in Spanish society between the upper and lower classes, the boom was thus responsible for Spain’s relatively smooth transition from dictatorship to democracy.

There is an element of truth in this. Unquestionably, the ‘economic miracle’ in the sixties helped to smooth the way for the political transformation of the seventies. But the mechanism of cause and effect was a little more complex than is usually made out. In the first place, Spain – as we have already seen – had long had a middle class. But from the point of view of consolidating a democracy, what matters is not so much the existence of a middle class per se as the existence of an urban rather than a rural one. What happened during the boom years was that a substantial section of the Spanish middle classes was lured away from the countryside and into the towns for much the same reasons as the working classes. As they moved from one environment to the other, they – or more often their children – abandoned many of the conservative attitudes and prejudices which are typical of rural elites everywhere. The idea that the boom helped to level out wealth is quite simply a myth. Apart from a few radical Falangists, Franco’s supporters were not ones to worry about redistributing income. The Caudillo himself had once cheerfully admitted that the civil war was ‘the only war in which the rich became richer’. During the sixties, the technocrats were content to see the gulf between the richest and poorest in society grow even wider. It was not until the seventies, when the illegal trade unions seized the initiative from Franco’s worker—employer sindicatos and started to flex their muscles, that the gap began to close. Even so, by the time Franco died, the top 4 per cent of households accounted for 30 per cent of total income.

But although the way the cake was cut did not change all that much, the size of the cake grew enormously. Greatly increased buying power enabled just about everyone in society to jump up a class in absolute as distinct from relative terms. To that extent, the ‘miracle’ did indeed create a ‘new middle class’ from the ranks of what one might call the upper-lower class – mainly craftsmen and peasants. Far more importantly, though, the same process decimated a class which had been destabilizing Spanish society for well over a century – a lower-lower class of landless, unskilled pariahs whose misery and desperation encouraged them to throw in their lot with any messianic demagogue who promised them salvation in this world rather than the next.

On the day following the first general election after General Franco’s death, the newspaper Diario 16 published an article comparing the number of votes cast for right and left in 1977 and 1936. The percentages were almost identical. Poignantly, the article was entitled ‘Forty Wasted Years’. The consolidation since then of a two-party system only serves to underline the point – to the extent that there were ‘two Spains’, they survived the años de desarrollo intact. What the boom years did was to make both of them wealthier and therefore more content and more tolerant.

The miracle ended with the same dramatic suddenness with which it had begun. The European boom had started to run out of steam towards the end of the sixties and the first people to feel the effects were the emigrants. As the expansion of the other Western European economies began to slow down, the number of jobs available declined and the need for foreign labour diminished. After 1970 the number of Spaniards leaving the country to work abroad dropped off. Soon, even those who were already working abroad began to find that they were no longer wanted. France, for example, offered emigrants an indemnity of 150 times their average daily wage – payable as soon as they reached their country of origin. In 1973 the emigrants began to return and in 1974 the amount of money they sent home started to fall. The same year also saw tourist earnings drop for the first time as Europeans tightened their belts and marshalled their resources. Even so, Spain’s invisible earnings would have been enough to cover her trade deficit had it not been for the increase in oil prices following the war in the Middle East. Spain depended on oil – almost all of it imported – for two-thirds of its energy. The OPEC price rises doubled the size of Spain’s trade gap and unleashed the inflationary pressures that had been simmering away below the surface of the economy throughout the boom years. During



* Un rollo (literally a roll of paper, a scroll) had long been used to mean ‘a bore’ and specifically ‘a long-winded explanation’. The English word rigmarole carries a similar meaning and has a similar derivation.

† The Spaniards (Viking, 1986; Penguin, 1987).




* The use of the word ‘Spanish’ instead of ‘Castilian’ to describe Spain’s most widely spoken language is unfortunate in that it implies that the others (Basque, Catalan and Galician) are either un-Spanish or less Spanish. It is rather like calling English ‘British’, but with less justification since vernacular languages are far more extensively used in Spain. Hispanic Latin Americans tend to use the term castellano as much as, if not more than, español. Within Spain itself, the use of the word español rather than castellano is a recent phenomenon and one which was encouraged by the nationalistic dictatorships of Primo de Rivera and Franco. The first Dictionary of the Royal Academy with ‘Spanish’ in its sub-title was not published until 1925. Both the 1931 and 1978 constitutions referred to the official language of the nation as ‘Castilian’.
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