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Post-Pandemic Travels: Expect a Warm Welcome…and a Few Changes


Research for this guidebook was limited by the COVID-19 outbreak, and the long-term impact of the crisis on our recommended destinations is unclear. Some details in this book will change for post-pandemic travelers. Now more than ever, it’s smart to reconfirm specifics as you plan and travel. As always, you can find major updates at RickSteves.com/update.
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INTRODUCTION


This Snapshot guide, excerpted from my guidebook on Spain, introduces you to the Basque Country. This is the land where Spain and France meet the Atlantic--filled with people who have their own culture and language, but not their own country. Even without political independence, the Basque culture thrives in both countries. Here you can enjoy the cushy beach resorts of San Sebastián and Biarritz, just as European royalty did a hundred years ago. Or make a pilgrimage to the historic town of Guernica, where horrific bombing during the Spanish Civil War inspired a Picasso masterpiece. Visit Bilbao and Frank Gehry’s dazzling temple of modern art--the Guggenheim Bilbao. Run with (or cheer on) the bulls in Pamplona. Across the border in France, linger in Bayonne, with its lively old town and impressive Museum of Basque Culture, and then head for the mellow port town of St-Jean-de-Luz. In the village of St-Jean-Pied-de-Port, watch pilgrims begin their Camino journey in the foothills of the Pyrenees. On both sides of the border, you’ll see why the independent Basques have clung tightly to their heritage.


To help you have the best trip possible, I’ve included the following topics in this book:


• Planning Your Time, with advice on how to make the most of your limited time


• Orientation, including tourist information offices (abbreviated as TI), tips on public transportation, local tour options, and helpful hints


• Sights, with ratings and strategies for meaningful and efficient visits


• Sleeping and Eating, with good-value recommendations in every price range


• Connections, with tips on trains, buses, and driving


Practicalities, near the end of this book, has information on money, staying connected, hotel reservations, transportation, and other helpful hints, plus Spanish and French survival phrases.


To travel smartly, read this little book in its entirety before you go. It’s my hope that this guide will make your trip more meaningful and rewarding. Traveling like a temporary local, you’ll get the absolute most out of every mile, minute, and dollar.


Buen viaje and bon voyage! Happy travels!
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BASQUE COUNTRY


Euskal Herria


Straddling two nations on the Atlantic Coast—stretching about 100 miles from Bilbao, Spain north to Bayonne, France—lies the ancient, free-spirited land of the Basques. The Basque Country is famous for its beaches, culinary scene, and scintillating modern architecture...and for its feisty, industrious natives. It’s also simply beautiful: Bold stone houses and bright white chalet-style homes with deep-red and green shutters scatter across lush, rolling hills; the Pyrenees Mountains soar high above the Atlantic; and surfers and sardines share the waves.
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Insulated from mainstream Europe for much of their history, the plucky Basques have wanted to be left alone for more than 7,000 years. An easily crossed border separates the French Pays Basque from the Spanish País Vasco, allowing you to sample both sides from a single base (in Spain, I prefer fun-loving San Sebastián; in France, I hang my beret in cozy St-Jean-de-Luz).


Much unites the Spanish and French Basque regions: They share a cuisine, Union Jack-style flag (green, red, and white), and common language (Euskara), spoken by about a half-million people. (Virtually everyone also speaks Spanish and/or French.) And both have been integrated by their respective nations, sometimes forcibly. The French Revolution quelled French Basque ideas of independence; 130 years later, Spain’s fascist dictator, Generalísimo Francisco Franco, attempted to tame his own separatist-minded Basques.


But over the past few generations, things have started looking up. The long-suppressed Euskara language is enjoying a resurgence. And, as the European Union celebrates ethnic regions rather than nations, the Spanish and French Basques are feeling more united. This heavily industrialized region is enjoying a striking 21st-century renaissance. In Spain, the dazzling architecture of the Guggenheim Bilbao modern-art museum and the glittering resort of San Sebastián are drawing enthusiastic crowds. And, in France, long-ignored cities such as Bayonne and the surfing mecca of Biarritz are being revitalized. At the same time, traditional small towns—like Spain’s Lekeitio and France’s St-Jean-de-Luz and nearby mountain villages—are also thriving, making the entire region colorful, fun, welcoming...and unmistakably Basque.




Basque Country at a Glance


▲▲San Sebastián (Spain) Relaxing upscale city with beachfront promenade wrapped around chic shopping neighborhood and tasty tapas bars.





▲▲Bilbao (Spain) Revitalized regional capital with architectural gem—Guggenheim Bilbao—and atmospheric old town.





▲▲St-Jean-de-Luz (France) Sleepy seaside retreat in the French Pays Basque that serves as home base for countryside exploration.





▲Guernica (Spain) Village at the heart of Basque culture that was devastated by bombs during the Spanish Civil War—later immortalized by a Picasso masterpiece.





▲Bayonne (France) Urban French scene with a Basque twist, home to impressive cultural museum, scenic ramparts, and lots of ham.





Biarritz (France) Beach resort known for its mix of international glitz and surfer dudes.





▲▲Pamplona (Spain) Thriving Basque town with atmospheric narrow lanes, fine churches, and world-famous Running of the Bulls.





▲St-Jean-Pied-de-Port (France) Tranquil mountain village clustered along a babbling stream—the perfect springboard for the Camino de Santiago.





PLANNING YOUR TIME


One day is enough for a quick sample of the Basque Country, but two or three days lets you breathe deep and hold it in. Where you go depends on your interests: Spain or France? Cities (such as Bilbao and Bayonne) or resorts (such as San Sebastián and St-Jean-de-Luz)?


If you want to slow down and focus on Spain, spend one day relaxing in San Sebastián and the second side-tripping to Bilbao (and Guernica, if you have a car).


Better yet, take this easy opportunity to dip into France. Sleep in one country, then side-trip into the other, devoting one day to Spain (either San Sebastián or Bilbao), and a second day to France (St-Jean-de-Luz and Bayonne).


Wherever you go, your Basque sightseeing should be a fun blend of urban, rural, cultural, and culinary activities.


GETTING AROUND THE BASQUE COUNTRY


The tourist’s Basque Country—from Bilbao to Bayonne—stays close to the coastline. Everything is connected by good roads and public transportation. If traveling between Spain and France, carry your passport, as police might ask for identification at border crossings.


By Bus and Train: From San Sebastián, the bus is the best way to reach Bilbao (and from there, bus or train to Guernica). To go between San Sebastián and France, you have a choice of train or bus. Trains offer more frequent departure times but require a transfer in Hendaye; buses can sometimes be faster and more convenient (check schedules and compare). Once in France, the three main towns—St-Jean-de-Luz, Bayonne, and Biarritz—are connected by bus and by train (and Bayonne and Biarritz by the electric Tram’bus). Even if you rent a car, I’d do these three towns by public transit due to the insane traffic during high season. Specific connections are explained in each section.


Note that a few out-of-the-way areas—Spain’s Bay of Biscay and France’s Basque villages of the interior—are impractical by public transportation...but worth the trouble by car.


By Car: San Sebastián, Bilbao, St-Jean-de-Luz, and Bayonne are connected by a convenient expressway, called AP-8 in Spain and A-63 in France (rough timings: Bilbao to San Sebastián, 1.5 hours; San Sebastián to St-Jean-de-Luz, 45 minutes; St-Jean-de-Luz to Bayonne, 30 minutes).


Language on Road Signs: At the start of each section, I list place names using the Spanish or French spelling first and the Euskara spelling second; throughout the rest of the chapter, I default to the spelling that prevails locally. While most people refer to towns by their Spanish or French names, many road signs list places in Euskara. (In Spain, signs are usually posted in both Euskara and Spanish, either on the same sign or with dual signage on opposite sides of the street. In less separatist-minded France, signs are often only in French.) The Spanish or French version is sometimes scratched out by locals, so you might have to navigate by Euskara names.


Also note that in terms of linguistic priority (e.g., museum information), Euskara comes first, Spanish and French tie for second, and English is a distant fourth...and it often doesn’t make the cut.
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BASQUE COUNTRY CUISINE SCENE


Mixing influences from the mountains, sea, Spain, and France, Basque food is reason enough to visit the region. The local cuisine—dominated by seafood, tomatoes, and red peppers—offers some spicy dishes, unusual in most of Europe. And though you’ll find similar specialties throughout the Basque lands, Spain is still Spain and France is still France. Here are some dishes you’re most likely to find in each area.


Spanish Basque Cuisine: Hopping from bar to bar sampling pintxos—the local term for tapas—is a highlight of any trip (for details, see the “Do the Txikiteo” sidebar, later). You’ll want to try the famous pil-pil, made from emulsifying the skin of bacalao (dried, salted cod) into a mayonnaise-like sauce with chili and garlic. Another tasty dish is kokotxas, usually made from hake (merluza) fish cheeks, prepared like pil-pil, and cooked slowly over low heat so the natural gelatin is released, turning it into a wonderful sauce—¡qué bueno! Look also for white asparagus from Navarra. Wine-wise, I prefer the reds and rosés from Navarra. Local brews include sidra (hard apple cider) and txakolí (chah-koh-LEE, a light, sparkling white wine—often theatrically poured from high above the glass for aeration). Wine-wise, I prefer the reds and rosés from Navarra. Finish your dinner with cuajada, a yogurt-like, creamy milk dessert that’s sometimes served with honey and nuts. Another specialty, found throughout Spain, is membrillo, a sweet and muy dense quince jelly. Try it with cheese for a light dessert, or look for it at breakfast.


French Basque Cuisine: The red peppers (called piments d’Espelette) hanging from homes in small villages give foods a distinctive flavor and often end up in piperade, a dish that combines peppers, tomatoes, garlic, ham, and eggs. Peppers are also dried and used as condiments. Look for them with the terrific Basque dish axoa (a veal or lamb stew on mashed potatoes). Look also for anything “Basque-style” (à la basquaise)—cooked with tomato, eggplant, red pepper, and garlic. Don’t leave without trying ttoro (tchoo-roh), a seafood stew that is the Basque Country’s answer to bouillabaisse and cioppino. Marmitako is a hearty tuna stew. Local cheeses come from Pyrenean sheep’s milk (pur brebis), and the local ham (jambon de Bayonne) is famous throughout France. After dinner try a shot of izarra (herbal-flavored brandy). To satisfy your sweet tooth, look for gâteau basque, a local tart filled with pastry cream or cherries from Bayonne. Hard apple cider is a tasty and local beverage. The regional wine Irouléguy comes in red, white, and rosé, and is the only wine produced in the French part of Basque Country (locals like to say that it’s made from the smallest vineyard in France but the biggest in the Northern Basque Country).




Who Are the Basques?


To call the Basques “mysterious” is an understatement. Before most European nations had ever set sail, Basque whalers competed with the Vikings for control of the sea. During the Industrial Revolution and lean Franco years, Basque steel kept the Spanish economy alive. In the last few decades, the separatist group ETA gave the Basque people an unwarranted reputation for violence. And through it all, the Basques have spoken a unique language that to outsiders sounds like gibberish or a secret code.


So just who are the Basques? Even for Basques, that’s a difficult question. According to traditional stereotypes, Basques are thought of as having long noses, heavy eyebrows, floppy ears, stout bodies, and a penchant for wearing berets. But widespread Spanish and French immigration has made it difficult to know who actually has Basque ethnic roots. (In fact, some of the Basques’ greatest patriots have had no Basque blood.) And so today, anyone who speaks the Basque language, Euskara, is considered a “Basque”—as are the many people who grew up under Franco and never had the chance to learn the language.


Euskara, related to no other surviving tongue, has been used since Neolithic times—making it, very likely, the oldest European language that’s still spoken. With its seemingly impossible-to-pronounce words filled with k’s, tx’s, and z’s (restrooms are komunak: gizonak for men and emakumeak for women), Euskara makes speaking Spanish suddenly seem easy. Try greeting locals with kaixo and saying goodbye with agur. (Some tips: tx is pronounced “ch” and tz is pronounced “ts.” Other key words: kalea is “street,” and ostatua is a cheap hotel.) Kept alive as a symbol of Basque cultural identity, Euskara typically is learned proudly as a second or third language. Many locals can switch effortlessly from Euskara to Spanish or French.


The Basque economy has historically been shaped by three factors: the sea, agriculture, and iron deposits.
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Basque sailors were some of the first and finest in Europe, as they built ever-better boats to venture farther and farther into the Atlantic in search of whales and cod. By the mid-15th century, Basque sailors were venturing a thousand miles from home into the far northern Atlantic Ocean. Despite lack of physical evidence, many historians surmise that the Basques must have sailed to Newfoundland before Christopher Columbus landed in the Caribbean.


When the “Spanish” era of exploration began, Basques continued to play a key role, as sailors and shipbuilders. Columbus’ Santa María was likely Basque built, and his crew included many Basques. History books teach that Ferdinand Magellan was the first to circumnavigate the globe, with the footnote that he was killed partway around. Who took over the helm for the rest of the journey, completing the circle? It was his Basque captain, Juan Sebastián de Elcano. And a pair of well-traveled Catholic priests, known for their far-reaching missionary trips that led to founding the Jesuit order, were also Basques: St. Ignatius of Loyola and St. Francis Xavier.


Later, the Industrial Age swept Europe, gaining a foothold in Iberia when the Basques began using their rich iron deposits to make steel. Pioneering Basque industrialists set the tempo as they dragged Spain into the modern world. Cities such as Bilbao were heavily industrialized, sparking an influx of workers from around Spain (which gradually diluted Basque blood in the Basque Country).


The independence-minded Basques are notorious for their stubbornness. In truth, as a culturally and linguistically unique island surrounded by bigger and stronger nations, the Basques have learned to compromise. Historically Basques have remained on good terms with outsiders, so long as their traditional laws, the Fueros, were respected. Though outdated, the Fueros continue to symbolize a self-governance that the Basques hold dear. It is only when foreign law has been placed above the Fueros—as many of today’s Basques feel Spanish law is—that the people become agitated.
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In recent years, much of the news of the Basques—especially in Spain—was made by the terrorist organization ETA, whose goal had been to establish an independent Basque state. (ETA stands for the Euskara phrase “Euskadi Ta Askatasuna,” or “Basque Country and Freedom.”) ETA is thought to have been responsible for more than 800 deaths since 1968. The group gradually disarmed in recent years, and finally announced its dissolution in April 2018, with apologies to victims and their families.


This is only a first glimpse into the important, quirky, and fascinating Basque people. To better understand the Basques, there’s no better book than Mark Kurlansky’s The Basque History of the World—essential pretrip reading for historians. And various museums in this region also illuminate Basque culture and history, including the Museum of San Telmo in San Sebastián, the Assembly House and Basque Country Museum in Guernica, and the Museum of Basque Culture in Bayonne (all described in this book).






Spanish Basque Country



Four of the seven Basque territories lie within Spain, where they’re known as El País Vasco. Many consider Spanish Basque culture to be feistier and more colorful than the relatively assimilated French Basques—you’ll hear more Euskara spoken here than in France.


For nearly 40 years, beginning in 1939, the figure of Generalísimo Franco loomed large over the Spanish Basques. Franco depended upon Basque industry to keep the floundering Spanish economy afloat. But even as he exploited the Basques economically, he so effectively blunted their culture that the language was primarily Spanish by default. Franco kicked off his regime by offering up the historic Basque town of Guernica as target practice to Hitler’s air force. The notorious result—the wholesale slaughter of innocent civilians—was immortalized by Pablo Picasso’s mural Guernica.


But Franco is long gone, and today’s Basques are looking to the future. The iron deposits have been depleted, prompting the Basques to reimagine their rusting cities for the 21st century. True to form, they’re rising to the challenge. Perhaps the best example is Bilbao, whose iconic Guggenheim Museum—built on the former site of an industrial wasteland—is the centerpiece of a bold new skyline.


San Sebastián is the heart of the tourist’s País Vasco, with its sparkling, picturesque beach framed by looming green mountains and a charming old town with gourmet pintxos (tapas) spilling out of every bar. On-the-rise Bilbao is worth a look for its landmark Guggenheim and its atmospheric old town. For small-town fun, drop by the fishing village of Lekeitio (near Bilbao). And for history, Guernica has some intriguing museums.



San Sebastián / Donostia



Shimmering above the breathtaking Concha Bay, elegant and prosperous San Sebastián (Donostia in Euskara, which locals lovingly shorten to Donosti) has a favored location, with golden beaches capped by twin peaks at either end and a cute little island offshore. A delightful beachfront promenade runs the length of the bay, with a charismatic old town at one end and a smart shopping district in the center. It has 186,000 residents and almost that many tourists in high season (July-Sept). With a romantic setting, a soaring statue of Christ gazing over the city, and a late-night lively old town, San Sebastián has a mini Rio de Janeiro aura. Though the actual “sightseeing” isn’t much, the scenic city itself provides a pleasant introduction to Spain’s Basque Country. As a culinary capital of Spain—with many local restaurants getting international attention—competition is tight to dish up some of the top tapas anywhere.
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In 1845, Queen Isabel II’s doctor recommended she treat her skin problems by bathing here in the sea. (For modesty’s sake, she would go inside a giant cabana that could be wheeled into the surf—allowing her to swim far from prying eyes, never having to set foot on the beach.) Her visit mobilized Spain’s aristocracy, and soon the city was on the map as a seaside resort. By the turn of the 20th century, San Sebastián was the toast of the belle époque, and a leading resort for Europe’s beautiful people. Before World War I, Queen María Cristina summered here and held court in her Miramar Palace overlooking the crescent beach (the turreted, red-brick building partway around the bay). Hotels, casinos, and theaters flourished. Even Franco enjoyed 35 summers in a place he was sure to call San Sebastián, not Donostia.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


San Sebastián’s sights can be exhausted in a few hours, but it’s a great place to be on vacation for a full, lazy day (or longer). Stroll the two-mile-long promenade with the locals and scout the place you’ll grab to work on a tan. The promenade leads to a funicular that lifts you to the Monte Igueldo viewpoint, unless you’re up for hiking to the top. After exploring the old town and port, walk up to the hill of Monte Urgull. If you have more time, enjoy the delightful aquarium or the free history museum inside Monte Urgull’s old castle. Or check out the Museum of San Telmo, the largest of its kind on Basque culture, which tracks the evolution of this unique society with state-of-the-art displays. A key ingredient of any visit to San Sebastián is enjoying tapas (pintxos) in the old-town bars.


Orientation to San Sebastián


The San Sebastián that we’re interested in surrounds Concha Bay (Bahía de la Concha). It can be divided into three areas: Playa de la Concha (best beaches), Centro (the shopping district), and the old town (the skinny, grid-planned streets north of Centro called Parte Vieja). Centro, just east of Playa de la Concha, has beautiful turn-of-the-20th-century architecture, but no real sights. A busy drag called the Boulevard stands where the city wall once ran, and separates the Centro from the old town.
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It’s all bookended by small mountains: Monte Urgull on the east end of the bay, and Monte Igueldo to the west. The river (Río Urumea) divides central San Sebastián from the district called Gros, with a lively night scene and surfing beach.


TOURIST INFORMATION


There are two city-oriented TIs in San Sebastián: on the Boulevard (Mon-Sat 9:00-20:00, off-season until 19:00; Sun 10:00-19:00, off-season until 14:00; Boulevard 8) and next to the Renfe train station (Mon-Sat 9:00-18:00, Sun 10:00-14:00, 22 Frantzia Pasealekua). The TIs share contact information (+34 943-481-166, www.sansebastianturismo.eus). The larger Boulevard TI has a touch screen outside that you can use to get a map. Both TIs offer handy pamphlets with self-guided walking tours—the Old Town/Monte Urgull walk is best—as well as guided walking tours (see “Tours in San Sebastián,” later).


A regional TI, on the Boulevard next to the city TI at #6, focuses on the Gipuzkoa region in which San Sebastián sits (daily 10:00-14:00 & 15:30-20:00, may have shorter Sun hours off-season, +34 943 415 151, www.sansebastianregion.com).


Sightseeing Cards: The San Sebastián Card gives you small discounts for some restaurants, museums, and stores, half price on one of the TI’s guided tours, and includes a number of rides on public transportation (€9 for 6 rides, €16 for 12 rides; shareable with one other person). It’s not worth the cost unless you expect to ride public transit a lot—and the city is small enough that you probably won’t. If you’re exploring the larger region, the TI also sells the Basque Card, but for most travelers it’s also not worth it.


ARRIVAL IN SAN SEBASTIÁN


By Train: The town has two train stations (neither has baggage storage, but you can leave bags nearby—see “Helpful Hints,” later).


If you’re coming on a regional train from Hendaye/Hendaia on the French border, get off at the Amara EuskoTren station (five stops before the end of the line, which is called Lasarte-Oria). It’s a level 15-minute walk to the center: Exit the station and walk across the long plaza, then veer right and walk eight blocks down Calle Easo (toward the statue of Christ hovering on the hill) to the beach. The old town will be ahead on your right, with Playa de la Concha to your left. To speed things up, exit the station to the right, catch bus #21, #26, or #28 along Calle Easo, and take it to the Boulevard stop, near the TIs at the bottom of the old town.


If you’re arriving by train from elsewhere in Spain (or from France after transferring in Irún), you’ll get off at the main Renfe station. It’s just across the river from the Centro shopping district. To get to the old town, catch bus #9 from the city side of the station to the Boulevard stop (€1.80, pay driver) or catch a taxi (they wait out front, €6.20 to downtown). Alternatively, just walk (about 10-15 minutes)—beyond the tree-lined plaza, cross the fancy dragon-decorated María Cristina Bridge, turn right onto the busy avenue called Paseo de los Fueros, and follow the Urumea River until the last bridge. The modern, blocky Kursaal Conference Center across the river serves as an easy landmark.


By Bus: A few buses—such as those from the airport—can let you off at pretty Plaza de Gipuzkoa (first stop after crossing the river, in Centro shopping area, one block from the Boulevard, TIs, and old town). But most buses—including those from Bilbao—take you instead to San Sebastian’s underground bus station, next to the Renfe train station. To get to the old town from here, go to the María Cristina Bridge and follow the directions from the Renfe station (described above).


By Plane: San Sebastián Airport is beautifully situated along the harbor in the nearby town of Hondarribia, 12 miles east of the city, just across the bay from France (airport code: EAS, www.aena.es). An easy regional bus (#E21) connects the airport to San Sebastián’s Plaza de Gipuzkoa, just a block south of the Boulevard and TIs (€2.45, pay driver, 6/day, 35 minutes, http://www.ekialdebus.eus). Other buses connect the airport to San Sebastián’s Plaza Gipuzkoa, but #E21 is much faster. A taxi into town costs about €38.


By Car: Take the Amara freeway exit, follow Centro Ciudad signs into the city center, and park in a pay lot (many are well signed—the Kursaal underground lot is the most central). If you’re picking up or returning a rental car, you’ll find Europcar at the Renfe train station (+34 943 322 304). Less centrally located are Hertz (Centro Comercial Garbera, Travesía de Garbera 1, take taxi to downtown, +34 943 392 223) and Avis (Hotel Barceló Costa Vasca, Pío Baroja 15, take taxi to downtown, +34 943 461 556).
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