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GUERNICA (*)

The town of Guernica was founded by the Lord of 
Biscay Don Tello, in 1366.

It is situated upon the eastern side at the foot of the 
steep mountain of Cosnoaga and commands one of the 
most picturesque valleys of the Basque provinces boun
ded on the southern side by the lofty mountain of Oiz.

The distance to Bilbao is about 25 kilometres, and to 
the ports of Mundaca and Bermeo 10 and 12 kilometres 
respectively.

Since the incorporation of the village of Luno to Guer
nica the town numbers about 3.000 inhabitants.

Close to it on the north, east, and southern fronts are 
the lovely villages of Forua, Arteaga, Cortezubi, Ajan- 
guiz and Arrazua.

The town possesses two parishes:— Santa Maria, an 
interesting church, the construction of which was started 
in 1418, and San Pedro, also begun in the X V  century.

The first Hall for the Legislative Assemblies (Juntas) 
was erected in the sanctuary of Santa Maria de los 
Angeles. Previous to that epoch the assemblies took place 
in the immediate open field where the tree stood, under

(*) Small hill, in the Basque language.
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4 GUERNICA

which the elder (ancianos) used to discuss public matters 
and administer justice.

Later on, thejuntas took place in the very old chapel, 
built anew at the beginning of the X V  century, while 
the Doctor Gonzalo Moro, was alderman (corregidor) of 
Biscay. Nevertheless, the assemblies were always inau
gurated under the tree.

After several transformations, the General Deputation 
agreed in 1826 to demolish the old building and erected 
on the same ground another of greater dimensions and 
more comfortable which has not yet been completed.

The chief departments in this building are, the Hall 
for the assemblies, where an interesting collection of 
portraits of Lords of Biscay has been placed, and the Ar
chives.

There are also in the Hall several banners and arms, 
remembrances of the Morrocco war in i860, and a very 
curious old painting which represents king Ferdinand 
the Catholic swearing to maintain the liberties of the 
Basque.

In front of the Assembly Hall and under the tree, 
upon a stone platform, stands a small stone throne with 
22 corinthian columns, ten feet high, with cornice and 
Greek frontispiece. In face of this there are two small 
tribunes.

** *

In olden times, the Juntas (Assemblies) were convoked 
by the blowing of horns, and met under the Tree of
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GUERNICA 5

Guernica, but in more modern times letters of convoca
tion were sent by the chief of the Province who bore 
the statute name of Corregidor. The points to be discus
sed were specified in the letter of convocation, and the 
towns appointed their representatives.

The Ordinary Juntas or Assemblies took place every 
two years, generally about the month of July, unless 
when called specially to consider some extraordinary 
case. All the residents had the right to vote their repre
sentatives, and the elegibility for election was birth in 
Biscay or proprietorship of land in the Province The re
presentatives met in Guernica on the appointed day and 
thence went in solemn procession to the porch built 
under the traditional Tree. If the Corregidor presided 
the assembly for the first time; he there swore on the 
Gospels to guard and keep and cause to be guarded 
and kept the inviolability of the Rights good uses and 
customs of the Señorío (lordship).

Immediately after, the Secretary called on the towns 
one by one and the representatives presented their Po
wers on two marble tables placed in front of the Tree. At 
the conclusion of this act they all entered the Assembly 
Hall where a mass was celebrated, dedicated to the Holy 
Ghost, on the altar situated on the Presidency bench.

After the mass was over the Hall was emptied and 
the Secretary, from the door, again called the represen
tatives who, one by one, entered. Sometimes upwards of 
two hundred and fifty representatives were assembled.

The President addressed the meeting in a speech 
which was translated into the Basque language and af-
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6 GUERNICA

terwards printed and distributed. The committee for exa
mination of powers was named, and the Powers were 
approved at the next sitting. The points stated in the 
letters of convocation were then treated. The discussion 
was generally in Spanish and afterwards translated 
into Basque, but although the deputies found difficulty 
in expressing themselves in Spanish this did not pre
vent their taking an active part in the discussion and 
resolving many difficult questions.

The Juntas lasted from ten to fifteen days and the 
sittings were public.

In one of the last sittings the new executive committee 
was elected. It was composed of six Deputies, twelve 
prefects, six syndics, six Secretaries of justice, two con
sulting advocates and one Secretary of Government. 
The appointments of first Consultor and secretary of Go
vernment were in perpetuity. A t the conclusion of this act 
the meeting was brought to a close and the new Go
vernment took possession on the 31 of July.

The Corregidor or Political Chief was the representa
tive of the King of Castillo and Señor (Lord) of Biscay and 
he should not be mistaken for the Chief Justice of Bis
cay who resided in the Chancery of Valladolid, and who 
was charged with the settlement of appeals from Bis
cayans, in accordance with their statute laws.

Nothing was consigned in these laws with regard to 
the Municipal organisation, which from olden time was 
different for cities and villages. The former were subject 
to the Statute Law of Logroño which dissappeared later 
on, whilst in the villages, the ancient usages were
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GUERNICA 7

observed. The Municipalities were composed, according 
to the population, of one Prefect, five, seven or twelve 
aldermen elected from the most wealthy, one general 
Procurator, syndic and one receiver.

In this way, the Municipalities of Biscay were conser
ved until the Spanish Law, of 8 January 1845, was ex
tended to this Province.

** *
A  true history of Guernica, its House of Parliament 

and its traditional tree is a history of the Basque people. (x)
The town has been their Mecca, the House of Parlia

ment, the Sancta Sanctorum of their Laws, and the tree 
the protecting giant extending its arms upon all the 
people guaranteeing them liberty and justice.

Nothing very definite and certain is known as to the 
origin of the Basque nation.

Some competent authors assert nevertheless that 
Tubal, fifth son of the Patriarch Noah, was the first who 
came to the Cantabrian region about the year 2.160 B. C. 
that he colonised it and gave it wise written laws.

During the period ot the Roman dominion over Spain, 
several Latin writers, Pomponio Mela, Pliny, amongst 
others, cited by Father ITenao, spoke, though very briefly 
upon the Basque.

The first document, in which the Seftorio of Biscay is 
clearly mentioned, is the Chronicle of the Bishop 
Sebastian of Salamanca, published in the year 883 of 
the Christian era, during the reign of Don Alonso el

(*) The Basque or Cantabrian land comprises the provinces of Guipúz

coa, Biscay, Alava and Navarra.
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8 GUERNICA

Mag’llo who did not wish to colonize that region for its 
inhabitants were able to continue free as they had main
tained their independence in front of the Roman Empire 
and had likewise annulled the constant efforts of the 
Goths, who from their entrance into Spain in the year 414, 
had done their utmost to become the owners of this 
region.

Neither did it yield, it is acertained, to the Musulmans 
who dominated over all the Peninsula, with the exception 
of the Biscayans, Alaveses, Guipuzcoanos, Navarros and 
Asturians.

There are in fact many reasons for the belief that the 
Basques were at all times independant, and particulary 
so with regard to Spain, whose monarchs, even the most 
centralising of them, have always considered Biscay as 
a separate nation. Their Catholic Majesties, Ferdinand 
and Isabella so declared it and the Cortes of Burgos, 
went so far as to refuse admittance to the representa
tives of Biscay and Guipuzcoa, and the same indepen- 
dance with regard to the Senorio is acknowledged in 
the Peace of Utrecht.

A  minute history of this region from that period to 
modern times is not within the scope of this pamphlet. 
Enough to say that its independency with regard to the 
government of Madrid has been more or less constant 
until the modification of the Rights by the law of 21st July 
1876.

*
* *

TV ith respect to the Basque laws, the wisdom of which
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GUERNICA 9

has been acknowledged by many authorities, it may be 
interesting to cite a few as follows:

«The Lord (Señor) of Biscay, when he inherits or 
succeeds to the Señorio must come personally and 
swear to the Rights, in Bilbao, Larrabezua, Guernica and 
Bermeo, and should he not come, the Biscayans shall be 
relieved from complying with the duties they owe to him 
and his orders shall be attended but not carried out. 
(Law I. and XI. Title I.)»

«The Biscayans are free and exempt from all demand, 
service, coin, excise and any other imposition. (Law IV. 
Title I.)»

«If the Lord should call the Biscayans to his ser
vice, they must follow him without any salary to the 
Malato Tree, situated in the southern limit of the Señorio 
and to pass this limit he must pay them two months salary 
if they have not to leave the ports, and otherwise three 
months salary. (Law V. Title I.)»

«The Lord shall not be allowed to build in Biscay 
nor dispose of any land, unless with the consent of the 
Biscayans assembled in General Junta at Guernica, be
cause all the territory of Biscay belongs to the Biscayans. 
(Law VIII. Title I.)»

«In Biscay there shall not be any admiral nor officer 
of his, nor shall his calls be attended to by sea nor by 
land, nor shall he be paid any duties whatsoever. (Law 
IX. Title I.)»

«No Biscayan shall suffer torment or torture for any 
cause whatever nor shall he be threatened with it. (Law 
XII Title I.)»
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IO GUERNICA

«The Biscayans, outside Biscay, shall enjoy the pri
vileges of their nobility, on simple proof of being original 
Biscayans. (Law X V I Title I.)»

«The writers to the magistrates shall not take law suits 
out of Biscay. Law III Title VI.)»

«The Biscayans, in first instance, cannot be taken 
out of Biscay. (Law I Title VII.)»

«No Biscayan can be arrested unless under warrant 
of a competent judge.

»The judge can only proceed to the capture of a cul
prit in case he is caught infraganti’ or for theft, rape, 
seduction and some other crimes that the Law expressly 
determines. In all other cases the judge must limit him
self to pronounce order of appearance. In virtue of this 
the presumptive criminal is cited to appear under the 
Tree of Guernica for a space of 30 days, to present 
himself at the Public Prison of the Señorío, under the 
penalty of being condemned by default should he not 
appear. (Laws X X V I. Title II and V  and Title IX.)»

«Neither Indians nor Moors, nor their descendants 
shall be allowed to live nor dwell in Biscay and stran
gers wishing to become residents must first prove that 
they are of pure blood and not of Moorish nor jewish 
lineage. (Laws XIII and following. Title I.)»

«The General Deputies particularly and all the autho
rities of the Señorío in general, the judges, the executors 
and Mayors may be impeached in Biscay Avhere they 
shall answer to all charges that might be brought against 
them for their acts. (Title 4.)»
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GUERNICA i I

«The real estate of delinquents cannot be confiscated 
for any fault, great or small. (Law X X V . Title 2.)»

«The pardon granted to a murderer by the relatives, 
in certain degree, of his victim, is valid. (Law X X IV . 
Title 2.)»

«The Biscayans cannot be imprisoned for debt unless 
this were originated by fraud, nor can their property he 
seized. The Biscayans house is an inviolable refuge, 
where no bailiff can enter nor approach nearer than 
four fathoms. Should he enter he may be resisted with
out penalty. (Law III and IV. Title 16.)»

«The ecclesiastical authority cannot proceed against 
laymen, except in certain cases. (Law III. Article 32.)»

«The reading of excommunications and ecclesiastical 
censures, are prohibited unless sanctioned by the civil 
authority. (Law III. Title 32.)»

«Incendiaries shall be condemned to death for perfidy. 
(Law X. Title 34.)»

«Whoever should lift his hand in wrath against his 
father or mother, or person who bestowed him property, 
loses this property for his ingratitude. (Law XXII. 
Title 34.)»

«No one shall be allowed to gamble a larger sum than 
two reals and even this shall not be in a tavern. (Law III. 
Title 35.)»

«Monopolies are prohibited (Law XII Title 35.)

«All the judges shall judge by the laws of Biscay and 
»in cases not provided for, the laws of the Kingdom 
shall be applied (Law III Title 36.)»
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12 GUERNICA

These are in short, a few of the laws of Biscay that 
may be called fundamental.

The Fuero or Statute Law is composed of thirty six 
titles, that comprise two hundred and sixty four laws.

** *

A  brief sketch has been drawn out, in the foregoing 
pages, of the ancient political organization of the Basque, 
with their Señores, that did not govern, the General 
Juntas of Guernica that legislated independantly of any 
other Power, and their Deputies that were simple repre
sentatives, and the first to respect, and cause the resolu
tions adopted by the Biscayan assemblies to be obeyed.

The legislative power of the Basque, in the political 
order, has been destroyed as also the guarantee of the Pase 
Forai, the abolition of which was desired with great ea
gerness. The administrative corporations, have been con
verted into non-impeachable; the organization of the 
Tribunals, subjecting the people to the jurisdiction of the 
Supreme Court, organic laws of procedure and general 
codes, have been imposed; the system of military servi
ce, has been exchanged for conscription; the Donation 
which was voted by the Juntas, in conformity with the 
requirements of the state, has been converted into a fixed 
contribution; and finally by degrees nearly all the rights 
hare been substituted by General Laws. Autonomy in 
economic matters, and certain powers in the administra
tion, as stipulated in article 14 of the agrément with the 
Spanish Government, have however been left. In this 
agreement, all the attributions enjoyed by the Basque
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Deputations with regard to these two 
zed, but these advantages have been 
economic concerts, which the Gove 
make definite, the taxation which they envolve being 
considerably increased each time they are renewed.

The great importance, of the Pase Foral, warrants our 
mentioning it separately.

When the Señor of Biscay exacted anything opposed 
to the Law, Rights and Liberties, his orders were im
pugned with this formula, « We obey but do not comply» 
and the authority had to recognize and amend his error. 
This right received the name of Pase Foral which was 
a necessary guaran tee against the abuses of those in 
power; as in the contrary case, the remedy might have 
been violent and cause of disturbances.

This right was exercised in various epochs, amongst 
others, in the time of Philip III, when he wished to 
extend to Biscay the Service of the millons; in the time 
of Philip IV, when monopolizing the sale of salt, and at 
the beginning of the X VIII century when the Custom 
Houses were removed to the frontier causing at the 
time the memorable disturbances known as «the Machi
nada.» Due reparation was obtained in all these cases.

The Basque people do not forget what they have lost; 
their wish is the restoration of their past liberties, of a 
complete self government, to which they are entitled 
having always shown perfect honesty and great wisdom 
in the management of public affairs, as is recognised by 
friends and alliens.

** *
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14 GUERNICA

Happy with the possesion of exemplary administration, 
living in a mild climate, amongst picturesque scenery, 
devoted, with a rather poor land, to the hard task impo
sed by agriculture, commerce, industry and navigation, 
the Basque people had in former times, little of that turn 
of mind, of that intellectual and sensitive disposition 
which produces masterpieces in littérature as well as in 
painting, sculpture, architecture and music.

With the exception of the admirable poem La Arau- 
cana written in the sixteenth century by the poet Ercilla, 
and several interesting churches built in San Sebastian, 
Vitoria and Bilbao, and other towns there has been no 
production litterary or artistic of much importance in the 
land until lately.

Of old the aptitudes of the Basque, more active than 
contemplative, led them to great enterprises all over the 
world, and many attained high standing and renown in 
war, navigation, jurisprudence and politics.

In the middle age and in more recent times, the 
names, amongst others, of Urbieta, who distinguished 
himselfin the battle ofPavia, of Legazpi, conqueror of the 
Philipine islands, of Sebastian Elcano who first realised 
the voyage around the earth, of Mugica y Butron, Arbo- 
lancha, Bertendona, Oquendo and Churruca, great admi
rals, of Gardoqui, Ayala, Poza, Fernandez del Campo, 
Marqués de Villarias, Marqués del Puerto, Garibay, Pe- 
naflorida and Egana politicians, jurists, and historians of 
high repute, bear ample testimony of the fearless cha
racter, the lofty mind and spirit of the race.

More recently, after the first Carlist war, when
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theories of equality prevailed in Madrid, when the 
threat, partly realised afterwards, of the abolition of the 
Fueros, stirred every soul in the Basque provinces, an 
intense feeling of sorow, the sting of pain, and the cons
cience of injustice moved every heart, and litterature and 
music sprang in the land, deep, bright and inspired.

Antonio de Trueba in the first rank with his verses, his 
popular tales and novels full of pathos, and others, be
fore and after him, such as Oloriz, Novia Salcedo, 
Manteli, Goizueta, Arrese, Manterola, Villavaso, Sagar- 
minaga, Campion, Aristides Artiñano, Goicoechea, Ma
zas, fierran, Echegaray, Definas, Iparraguirre, Becerro 
de Beng'oa, Alzóla, Soriano, Peña y Goñí, not to mention 
all, in litterature, have concealed in lovely pages the poe
try of the land, the happy life of the peasantry, the charm 
of nature, the wisdom of the laws, the songs, which evoke 
all that thje people cherish, their liberty, their religion 
and their traditions.

But if litterary life in the Basque land has arisen 
towards the middle of this century with promises, partly 
fulfilled to-day, of further development, it is music that 
has really embodied its artistical spirit. That sublime art, 
keenly felt almost indiscriminately by all Basque folks, 
has found inspired interpreters in Juan Crisóstomo de 
Arriaga, Gaztambide, Eslava, Guelbenzu, Arrieta, Zabal- 
za, Iparraguirre, Altuna, Gorriti, Zubiaurre, Aguirre, 
Santesteban, Zabala, Valle, amongst others, and those 
two incomparable artists, Gayarre and Sarasate.

Alive to the masterpieces of old and modern German 
composers, many Basque musicians, such as, Arriaga,
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i6 GUERNICA

Eslava, Gaztambide, and Arrieta have created very 
fine pages, full of magestic harmony and of the 
purest classicism; but the chief merit of Basque music is 
melody, and within melody, that lovely mysterious song, 
full of pathos, of melancholy sweet, at times full of fire, 
called Zortzico.

Many have cultivated with succes this popular song 
and none like Aguirre, Zabalza, Altuna, Iparraguirre. 
The zortzicos entitled, A  Bilbao, Um cder bat, Aritzari, 
Adio Euskal-Erriari, Nere Maitiarentzat, Ncre A  mac 
Balequi, Iru Damachu, and above them all Guernicaco 
Arbola will be immortal.

The last, whose inspired words were written by Iparra
guirre, was composed by Altuna; it is the Basque Anthem 
known and beloved throughout the land.

As stated above with the new unhappy era of cur
tailment of the Basque liberties, a more learned and 
enlightened period has coincided. Fortunately this has 
not been all, specially so far as the province of Biscay is 
concerned, events having occurred which have tempered 
the evil inflicted on the country by the abolition of part 
of its fueros.

The strides made by civilization all over the world 
during the last forty years, the progress realised in me
tallurgy, effected by such enterprising and brilliant 
men as some membres of the Iron a?id Steel Institute, 
sir H. Bessemer, Siemens, Martin, and others, conjointly 
with the splendid situation, the richess of the iron ore 
mines of the Somorrostro district, and the spirit of enter
prise of the Basque people, have produced a development
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GUERNICA 17

of commerce and industry of such magnitude that it will 
probably secure to the Basque land during many years 
an honorable place amongst the people of the world at 
the head of material progress and of that civilization 
founded upon moral advancement, cience, litterature 
and art.
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C H R O N O L O G I C A L  L I S T  O F  T H E  L O R D S  O F  B I S C A T
WHOSE PORTRAITS DECORATE THE GUERNICA ASSEMBLY HALL.

Ist Don Lope Fortun, called J a u n  Z u ria  (w hite Lord.

2 nd » Muso ó Ñuño.
3rd » Iñigo Ezquerra (f 924).

4 th » Lope Nuñez, called the Handsom e ( f  950).

5 ,h » Ñuño, son of Don Lope (| 968).

6th » Lope Nuñez (y 980).
-r 111 » Sancho, brother of Don Lope (j 993).

8 th » Iñigo Lopez, the left handed, brother of Don Sancho (f 1014).
9 th » Iñigo Lopez (f 10 18).

io tU » Ñuño Lopez (j 1020).

1 1111 » Fortun Sanchez.

12 th » Diego Lopez de Haro (j 1134).

13th » Diego Lopez, the W hite m an  (j 1144).

14th » Lope Diaz de Haro, the Noble (j 1 170).

15 th » Diego Lopez de Haro (j 1214).

16th » Lope Diaz de Haro, called the Hot headed (j 1236).

17th » Diego Lopez de Haro (f 1254).

18'» » Lope Diaz de Haro (f 1275).

i gth » Diego, fifth of this name (j 1290).

20 th » Diego Lopez de Haro (-j- 1310).
21 si » Juan, son of Alonso fhe Wise (J 1017).

22 nd » Juan de Haro (| 1325).
23rd » Juan Nuñez de Lara (j 1350).
2 4 Hi » Ñuño de Lara (f 1351).

25 th » Tello, son of Alonso X I  (| 1370).

2 61,1 » Juan, son of Henry II.

N o te . Aft er  the death of the last Lord to this day, the Spanish kings have been

Lords of Biscay.
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