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OVERVIEW

In this magazine, 
readers will learn 
the location 
of the Basque 
regions and their 
connection to 
America. Faces: 
The Basque 
Regions includes 

information about the history of the region, 
the language, food, and customs that make 
up the culture, as well as what it means to 
be Basque today.
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ESSENTIAL QUESTION:

What characteristics of Basque history 
and culture help it maintain its unique 
identity?
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Using This Guide

We invite you to use this magazine as a flexible teaching tool that is ideal for interdisciplinary 
learning of social studies and science content and core literacy concepts. Find practical advice 
for teaching individual articles or use a mini-unit that helps your students make cross-text 
connections as they integrate ideas and information. 

READ MULTIPLE ARTICLES PAGES 4 – 14

Each article in this magazine is well-suited for teaching Common Core literacy concepts and content area knowledge. 

For each individual article page in this guide, you’ll find the following:

Prepare to Read
CCSS.SpeakListen.1, 2, 4

Common Core Connections to teach 
reading and writing standards

CCSS.Writing.1, 2, 3 & 6

Content Concepts
C3 Framework for Social Studies 

State Standards

TEACH A MINI-UNIT PAGES 16-18

Magazine articles can be easily grouped to make cross-text 

connections and comparisons. Our Common Core mini-unit 

guides students to read and discuss multiple articles and 

integrate ideas and information (CCSS.Reading.9).  Discussing 

multiple articles (CCSS.SpeakListen.1, 2, 4) prepares students 

to write informational texts to share and publish in a variety of 

ways (CCSS.Writing.2).  

Key Vocabulary 
CCSS.Reading.4

ARTICLES

SOCIAL
STUDIES 

CORE 
LITERACY

Close Reading Questions
CCSS.Reading.1-10

Essential Question



3 Faces: The Basque Regions © July/August 2016

READING
Core literacy concepts, such as the ones found in the Common Core State Standards, help students access social studies 

and science content. Integration of both literacy thinking and content study offers students a great way to become experts 

in reading informational text and literature for content knowledge.  This guide provides questions to cover many core literacy 

concepts.

Common Core Reading, Speaking & Listening, and Writing

Draw Inferences (CCSS.InfoText.1) 	  		  Summarize (CCSS.InfoText.2) 
Describe Relationships (CCSS.InfoText.3)			   Determine Word Meaning (CCSS.InfoText.4)	
Analyze Text Structure (CCSS.InfoText.5)	  		  Understand Author’s Point of View (CCSS.InfoText.6)
Interpret Visual Information (CCSS.InfoText.7)		  Explain Reasons and Evidence (CCSS.InfoText.8)

DISCUSSION OPTIONS—IN CLASS OR ONLINE

Article Clubs: Form small reading groups of students reading the same article. Have students discuss the content, share 
ideas, and critically evaluate the text.

Jigsaw Clubs: Form small reading groups of students reading different articles. Invite students to share information and 
resources with each other.

Whole Class: Launch with the essential question. Encourage students to find and share evidence from different articles 
to build a greater understanding of the question.

SPEAKING AND LISTENING
Use the articles in this magazine to spark meaningful discussions in person and online. Encourage deeper discussions where 

students can become topic experts (CCSS.SpeakListen.1, 2, 4).

FOCUS STANDARD: CCSS.InfoText.9: Integrate Ideas and Information
Have students read multiple articles on the same topic from this magazine to build knowledge and make cross-text 
comparisons.

WRITING
Use the articles in this magazine to prompt informative/explanatory writing (CCSS.Writing.2). Have students use evidence 

from the texts to share information about social studies, language arts, or science content. See the Mini-Unit section of this 

guide (pgs. 16– 18) as well as the Article Pages (pgs. 4 - 14) for ways to incorporate writing into your instruction.
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ARTICLE: Basque Country: Tradition and Innovation
Type: Expository Nonfiction  Magazine pages 8-11

KEY VOCABULARY
tolerant (p. 8) willing to accept 

feelings, habits, or beliefs that are 

different from your own

innovation (p. 10) 
a new idea, device, or method

emigrate (p. 10) to leave a country 

or region to live elsewhere

CLOSE READING QUESTIONS

•	 Underline at least three examples of how the Basque culture was suppressed.

•	 Highlight evidence supporting the idea of the home being the center of Basque 

society.

•	 Today, Basque settlements can be found around American cities of the West. 

Why? Cite evidence from the text.

PREPARE TO READ

Define tradition and innovation. Give examples of how someone or something 

can be both traditional and innovative at the same time.
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From their earliest known history, Basques have been able to       

adapt to their environment by incorporating innovative ideas  

and practices into a culture steeped in tradition. The result is 

a unique culture that embraces the present while honoring 

the past.  

CROSS-CURRICULAR
EXTENSION
History

Research the reign of Spanish 

dictator Francisco Franco. What 

effect did his suppressive policies 

have on his country? 

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTION
What characteristics of 
Basque history and culture 
help it maintain its unique 
identity?

CONCEPT

Historical events influence the 

development of a culture.

SOCIAL STUDIES

8 8 

With a beautiful coastline on the Bay of Bizkay, the rugged Pyrenees 

Mountains, and postcard-perfect farms and villages, it’s no wonder that 

tourists love Basque country. But it’s the cultural heritage of the Basques that sets 

this region apart from other parts of Spain and France. 

The culture of the Basques, including their very old language, was nearly 

wiped out several times through history. People starved in the cities while 

surrounded by enemy militaries. One famous bombing in 1937 during the Spanish 

Civil War destroyed the city of Guernica. Children were punished if they were 

overheard speaking Basque, and traditional folk festivals were banned. 

So how did the Basque language and culture survive, and thrive, into the 21st 

century? A large factor was the end of the long reign of Spanish dictator Francisco 

Franco (1930s-1970s), who suppressed regional cultures. After Franco died and 

more tolerant leaders came into power, many traditional practices resurfaced. 

Basque Country: Tradition and Innovation

A postcard-perfect view of a small village 

in the French portion of Basque country.

Photo by Mary Linn, Ralph Rinzler Folklife Archives and Collections, Smithsonian Institution

a99

Basque country consists of seven 

provinces (similar to states in the United 

States) within Spain and France. Basque 

settlements around the world create what 

is sometimes called “the eighth state.” 

As many armies passed through Basque 

country on their way to other parts of 

Europe, Basques became great traders and 

incorporated some of the customs, foods, 

and words from the travelers they met.

Basques were also among the first 

people to venture far and wide by sea, to 

whaling and fishing grounds thousands of 

miles from their homeland. They became 

noted shipbuilders and iron and steel 

makers. In one year, they could produce 

more than 900 million pounds of iron 

and more than 1 billion pounds of steel! 

Today, modern architecture, electric buses, 

houses, and fishing boats harmoniously 

blend modern and traditional design. 

Despite their embrace of new 

technology and foreign influences, the 

backbone of Basque culture has always 

been the home. For many Basques, the 

house of their ancestors is a strong identity 

marker. In fact, the Basque word for house 

— etxea — is a common root for many 

family names. Even if they move to one 

of the larger cities, such as Bilbao or San 

Sebastián, Basques find comfort in visiting 

the farm or village of their grandparents 

or great grandparents. Many families are 

lucky enough to still own handsome 

stone farmhouses dating back several 

centuries. 

Basque Country: Tradition and Innovation
Smithsonian researchers Cristina Díaz-Carrera (left) and Mary Linn (center) 

pose at a fall festival in Bilbao, where they served as judges in an oxtail soup-

cooking contest. A festival o�cial, Oihana Pascual, joins the researchers. 

Smithsonian researcher Anne Pedersen 

and Basque researcher Aitor Inarra walk 

along a traditional stone wall in the 

countryside of the French potion of 

Basque country. 

Photo courtesy Cristina Díaz-Carrera, Ralph Rinzler 
Folklife Archives and Collections, Smithsonian Institution

Photo by Mary Linn, Ralph Rinzler Folklife 
Archives and Collections, Smithsonian Institution

COMMON CORE CONNECTIONS

Making Inferences CCSS Reading 1

•     How was it possible for traditional practices and the Basque language to 	

       resurface after Franco’s reign?

•	 Why have so many armies passed through the region?

•     What types of “political and economic forces” would cause the Basque         	

       people to emigrate?

Analyze Cause/Effect CCSS Reading 3

Discuss the effects of these three concepts: 

1. Multiple armies have passed through the region. 

2. The Basques developed shipbuilding and iron/steel manufacturing. 

3. The home is the backbone of their culture.

 

Collaborate CCSS Speaking/Listening 1

With a partner, discuss what happens to cultures experiencing suppression and 

persecution. How can such instances be avoided today and in the future?
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ARTICLE: Basque Food: From Familiar to Innovative
Type: Expository Nonfiction  Magazine pages 12-15

KEY VOCABULARY
bream (p. 13) a kind of fish that 

people catch for food

quince (p. 13) the yellow fruit of an 

Asian tree that is used for making jam, 

jelly, etc.

gastronomy (p .13) the art or 

activity of cooking and eating 

fine food

COMMON CORE CONNECTIONS

Evaluate Evidence CCSS Reading 8

Locate evidence from the text supporting the idea that innovation is important. Is 

it sufficient evidence? What additional information might help?

Integrate Visual Information CCSS Reading 7

Using the photos accompanying the article, state which main idea of the article is 

supported by each photo.

Analyze Point of View/Write Narratives CCSS Reading 6/Writing 3

Assume you are a) a foreign exchange student, b) an aspiring chef, or c) an 

American food critic. Write about your experience visiting a Michelin-starred 

 (i.e. highly reviewed) restaurant and your thoughts on the tastes, smells, and 

sounds surrounding you.

CLOSE READING QUESTIONS

•	 	Construct a T-chart listing common Basque ingredients and where they 

 come from.

•	 Underline details from the text explaining the importance of gastronomy  

clubs to the Basque culture.

•	 On page 13 the author asks a question: “How else does Basque cuisine set itself 

apart?” Highlight several examples.

PREPARE TO READ

Locate the Basque region on a physical map. By analyzing the geography, 

predict what types of food might be common and explain why.
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Basque cuisine reflects local resources but also blends 

influences of cultures it encounters. Eating has been raised to 

an art form here, as evidenced by the high number of Michelin-

starred restaurants.

CROSS-CURRICULAR
EXTENSION
Health  
Compare the nutritional content 

of the Basque lunch menu to 

your school’s menu.  

Discuss your findings.

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTION
What characteristics of 
Basque history and culture 
help it maintain its unique 
identity?

12

basque food

What do kids in Basque 
country eat for lunch? 

FROM FAMILIAR TO INNOVATIVE

Fish, and lots of it! 

Q:
A:

Photo Asife/Shutterstock.com

A plate of freshly-made 

paella (a rice, seafood 

and vegetable dish) 

is ready to serve at a 

Basque gastronomy 

society dinner in San 

Sebastian.

13

basque food
FROM FAMILIAR TO INNOVATIVE

Fish, and lots of it! 

Let’s back up and start our sampling of 

Basque food more broadly. A major clue 

to understanding Basque food is a map of 

Basque country. With three provinces stretching 

across the Bay of Bizkay, many types of fish 

and seafood are popular. Local fish include tiny 

anchovies and sea bream. In farmland nestled 

into the valleys of the Pyrenees Mountains, 

sheep are raised for meat, and their milk is 

made into delicious cheese. A variety of fresh 

seasonal vegetables and fruits are showcased at 

outdoor markets. Wild and cultivated herbs are 

harvested to flavor dishes. 

In addition to their native bounty, the 

Basques have learned from the many cultures 

passing through their lands. This love of trying 

new things has also a�ected their cuisine. 

Olives and wine came with the Romans 

between 218 and 210 B.C. Peppers, which 

originated in the Americas, came to Spain 

in the 16th century and made their way to 

Basque country where many local varieties 

can be found today. Cod, not a native fish to 

Basque shores, was caught in northern waters, 

preserved with salt from Basque salt mines, and 

used as shipboard rations to extend the reach 

of early Basque whalers. Today, salt cod dishes 

still regularly grace Basque tables. Spanish and 

French influences are also evident in Basque 

cooking, just as Basque products and recipes 

have a�ected those cuisines.

How else does Basque cuisine set itself 

apart? Basque country boasts more than 

40 Michelin starred restaurants — the “gold 

standard” of fancy eating establishments. For 

more down-home eating, locals and tourists 

head to cafes and taverns serving pintxos, small 

servings of savory meats, fish, and marinated 

vegetables, often anchored with bread, and 

speared with a toothpick to hold everything 

together. Seasonal sidreria (sagardotegi in 

Basque), or cider houses, serve salt cod dishes, 

steak, and a dessert of sheep’s milk cheese, 

quince jelly, and walnuts, along with cider 

made from local apples.

Basques love competitions and festivals. 

Food figures into both. Cooking contests take 

to the streets during local celebrations. One 

of the most famous contests takes place in 

October in the town of Balmaseda, Bizkay 

province, and is named after a large bean 

pot, the putxera. Chefs use the pots to slowly 

cook local red beans, mixed with whatever 

they prefer for flavoring — onions, peppers, 

tomatoes, garlic, ham, or sausage. The winning 

bean team takes home a trophy txapela, an 

embroidered beret.

Gastronomy clubs, called txokos, have 

existed since the 1870s. During Francisco 

Franco’s Spanish dictatorship, the language and 

culture of distinct groups such as the Basques 

were under attack. The txoko became one of 

the few places where men were allowed to 

meet legally to speak and sing in Basque while 

enjoying cooking and eating hearty meals, but 

talk of politics was forbidden. 

Along with traditional Basque recipes, 

the male cooks would experiment with 

ingredients and preparations. Some of the 

most famous Basque chefs trace their training 

to their involvement in txokos. Women were 

sometimes permitted to join the meal, but 

only recently have been allowed to become 

members and cooks. 

Food is a family a�air for the Basque 

people. One world-renowned culinary family, 

the Arzaks, are a good example. Chef Juan Mari 

Arzak owns a Michelin starred restaurant in San 

Sebastián called Arzak. The restaurant started 

out as a humble tavern owned by Juan’s 

grandparents, then his parents. His career was 

spurred by helping in the restaurant from a 

very young age. Juan’s daughter, Elena Arzak, is 

the fourth generation and a famous chef in her 

Photo Asife/Shutterstock.com

CONCEPT

Patterns of food consumption are 

influenced by the resources available in 

a region.

SOCIAL STUDIES
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ARTICLE: Euskera Arises! The Basque Language Revival
Type: Expository Nonfiction  Magazine pages 16 - 18

KEY VOCABULARY
primitive (p. 16) seeming to 

come from the ancient past

unintelligible (p. 16) 
impossible to understand

revival (p. 16) a period in which 

something becomes popular again 

after a long period of time

COMMON CORE CONNECTIONS

Analyze Text Structure CCSS Reading 5

What text structure did the author use here? How would the article change  

if a different format had been chosen?

Analyze Point of View CCSS Reading 6

Look at the quotes included by the author under “Meet Barritsu.” How do the 

words convey a sense of urgency and reveal the speaker’s point of view?

Research and Write Arguments CCSS Writing 1 & 7

Do you feel immersion schools are the best way to preserve the language? 

Conduct short research and support your stance with facts and details from this 

article and additional resources. 

CLOSE READING QUESTIONS

•	 	Underline examples of how Euskera survived the past and thrives in the 

present.

•	 Highlight examples of negative propaganda mentioned in the article.

•	 What characteristics of Euskera make it so unique? Cite evidence from the text. 

PREPARE TO READ

Summarize what you know about indigenous people and their languages. Ask 

students to predict what happens to indigenous languages and culture as 

increasing numbers of people adopt modern lifestyles.
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Although Francisco Franco’s government did much to 

discourage it, the Basque language survived. Today, immersion 

schools train future generations to be fluent Euskera speakers.

CROSS-CURRICULAR
EXTENSION
Art  
Create a poster encouraging the 

use of Euskera or your own native 

language.

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTION
What characteristics of 
Basque history and culture 
help it maintain its unique 
identity?

16 

How do you get from Basque country to London 

using only the Basque language as a guide? 

This was one of the challenges presented to the 

fourth grade social studies students of Begoñazpi 

Ikastola in Bilbao in a typical day practicing 

Basque (known as Euskara), the language of their 

ancestors.

A Revival
The Basque language, once seen by outsiders 

as primitive and unintelligible, and even 

once outlawed by the Spanish government, 

is experiencing a major revival. Language 

immersion schools, where students are taught 

only in Basque, cover preschool through 

university in many areas of Basque country. 

Web sites, animated characters, and video 

games help Basque language learners in high-

tech and entertaining ways. 

Many people consider Basque the oldest 

language in Europe. Surprisingly, it isn’t related 

to Spanish or French. Despite investigations and 

speculations about the language’s origins, none 

of the theories have ever been proven. Evidence 

shows that the people who speak Basque have 

always lived in that region. This makes them 

one of the few possibly indigenous, or native, 

groups in Europe. 

The Basque Language Revival

Euskara Arises! 

Researcher Mary Linn observes while teachers at the Begoñazpi Ikastola go over a social studies lesson in Basque.
Photo by Anne Pedersen, Ralph Rinzler Folklife Archives and Collections, Smithsonian Institution

CONCEPT

Language helps distinguish one  

place from others.

SOCIAL STUDIES
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ARTICLE: Basque Beats: Sounds of the Txalaparta
Type: Expository Nonfiction   Magazine page 19

KEY VOCABULARY
marimba (p. 19) a wooden musical 

instrument similar to a xylophone

improvise (p. 19) to speak or 

perform without preparation

regime (p. 19)  
a form of government

alternate (p. 19) when one follows 

the other in a repeated series

COMMON CORE CONNECTIONS

Determine Theme CCSS Reading 2

What did the apple press on the roof symbolize?  How did the Basques manage 

to keep this aspect of their culture alive during the Franco regime? What does the 

txalaparta symbolize today?

Making Inferences CCSS Reading 1

What can you infer about Basque culture from the following statements?

•     “A fresh batch of apple cider was something to celebrate  and enjoy with       	

       neighbors.”

•    “You hear how significant the musical bond between the two players must be.”

•    “A handful of musicians kept the tradition alive.” 

Research and Expository Writing CCSS Writing 2 &7

Conduct research on Basque verbal and nonverbal communication.  

Which aspects of communication have changed over time and which  

have remained constant?

CLOSE READING QUESTIONS

•	 Locate an example of a cliché. Locate an example of alliteration. Why did  

the author include these literary devices?

•	 Using details from the article, trace the evolution of the apple press into  

a musical instrument.

•	 Delineate the distinct features and rules of the txalaparta.

PREPARE TO READ

Show students an image of musicians playing the txalaparta. Predict what 

type of instrument the txalaparta is, the type of sound it produces, and the 

characteristics that define it.

The txalaparta has evolved from a household tool to a form of 

communication to a musical instrument. It must be played in 

pairs and relies on the rhythm and syncopation of its players.

CROSS-CURRICULAR
EXTENSION
Music/Technology

The txalaparta was developed from 

a household item. Use your own 

household items to construct a 

musical instrument.

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTION
What characteristics of 
Basque history and culture 
help it maintain its unique 
identity?	

CONCEPT

Cultural practices are affected 

by environmental and physical 

characteristics of places.

SOCIAL STUDIES
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In the days before Facebook and even 

telephones, Basque farmers had to think outside 

the box when it came to spreading news. So 

when a fresh batch of apple cider was ready, how 

did they invite neighbors to come celebrate?

Farmers in Basque country developed a 

unique method of communication. Once they 

had juiced all the apples, they would carry the 

large wooden apple presses onto the rooftops 

to dry. If neighbors could see it, that was an 

invitation to come drink and celebrate. To alert 

friends farther away, they beat on the wooden 

planks of the press with large sticks. This sonic 

summons was so loud, people from farmhouses 

many miles away would come for the festivities. 

The Basques eventually developed games and 

contests based on the strength and speed used to 

rhythmically bang on the apple press planks. This 

functional tradition soon became a musical one, 

and what was once part of an apple press is now 

a musical instrument known as the txalaparta.

Although it doesn’t look much di�erent than a 

marimba or a xylophone, the txalaparta has many 

distinct features and rules. First, it is always played 

in pairs. The txakun is the leader, who typically 

begins a song and provides the rhythm, which is 

thought to resemble the galloping of a horse. The 

second player, errena, finds the notes in between 

the txakun’s and is often free to improvise. 

Players must not fall on the same beat, but 

instead alternate notes. As the song’s speed and 

complexity increases, you hear how significant the complexity increases, you hear how significant the 

musical bond between the two players must be. 

The txalaparta faced near-extinction in the 

1950s and ’60s during the Franco regime, but 

a handful of musicians kept the tradition alive. 

Today, the txalaparta remains an important 

element of Basque culture, heard at formal events, 

town festivals, and sometimes even at Madonna 

concerts!

Basque Beats: Sounds of the Txalaparta
Mikel Hernandez Urrutia and Anai Gambra Uriz of the group Hutsun from Pamplona, Spain, perform on the txalaparta.

Photo courtesy Hutsun



8 Faces: The Basque Regions © July/August 2016

ARTICLE: Bertsolari is Improvisation to the Max!
Type: Expository Nonfiction   Magazine pages 20-21

KEY VOCABULARY
spectators (p. 20) people  

who watch an event, show, game, 

activity, etc.

culmination (p. 20) the end or 

final result of something

beret (p. 21) a round hat with a 

tight band around the head and a top 

that is flat, soft, and loose

COMMON CORE CONNECTIONS

Determine Word Meaning CCSS Reading 4

What literary device is used and how does it affect meaning in the following 

phrases:

    •       “The atmosphere crackles with anticipation.”

    •       “The whole competition takes nerves of steel…”

    •        “…the bertsolaris and audience leave the stadium buzzing…”

Analyze Point of View CCSS Reading 6

Reread the quotes of Adoni Egana and Maialen Lujanbio. How do their words 

express different views of the competition?

Research and Write Informational Text CCSS Writing 3 &7

Assume you are hosting the next bertsolari championship. Draft a written  

plan to prepare your city for this event. Be sure to clearly describe each step of 

preparation.

CLOSE READING QUESTIONS

•	 List the levels of the competition. Why are there levels?

•	 How has the competition changed over time?

•	 Underline details from the article suggesting a certain level of camaraderie 

among the bertsolaris.

PREPARE TO READ

This literary championship takes place every four years. The summer Olympics 

also take place every 4 years. Brainstorm ways Olympic athletes prepare 

for the games. How might some of this same preparation be applicable to 

bertsolari?
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Every four years, improvisational poets from the Basque 

regions gather for their own sort of Olympics. Once a 

popular way to keep Euskera alive in rural areas, today’s 

competitions are held throughout the land and are attended 

by enormous crowds.

CROSS-CURRICULAR
EXTENSION
English Language Arts

Compile a list of topics and  

conduct your own poetry 

improvisation contest.

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTION
What characteristics of 
Basque history and culture 
help it maintain its unique 
identity?	

20

The stadium is packed with more than 10,000 

excited spectators. The atmosphere crackles 

with anticipation. Which superstar rock group is 

about to take the stage?

None. The eight men and women who 

climb on the stage to deafening applause are 

Basque language improvisational poets called 

bertsolaris. They are about to participate in a 

competition (called Bertsolari Txapelketa Nagusia 

in Basque) that takes place every four years. It 

is the modern-day interpretation of a singing 

tradition that dates to the 1400s. 

This gigantic competition is the culmination 

of hundreds of local and regional contests. These 

smaller and more informal competitions take 

place in such settings as schools, cider houses, 

and town halls. In earlier times, bertsolaritza 

competitions took place mostly in rural areas, 

helping keep the largely oral Basque language 

alive. Now, the tradition — and the language 

— thrives in large cities in Basque country. It is 

popular among Basques from all walks of life, 

from young college students to older sheep 

farmers. 

The final competition includes seven parts. 

First, each poet sings his or her own personal 

introduction to the audience. Second, the 

bertsolari have to compose short poems based 

on an assigned topic. Third, a pair of bertsolari 

sing a conversation on a given topic — try this 

with the instructions on the next page. Fourth, 

each bertsolari is given a puntu, or two lines of 

poetry they must build on. In the fifth part, they 

must incorporate a particular word into their 

poem (“fire” for instance). 

By the sixth part, all but two finalists 

have been eliminated, and the tension in the 

stadium is high. The two poets are given four 

rhyming words which they must use in their 

last bertso. The winner of this final challenge is 

declared to roaring applause, and the last part 

of the competition — a farewell composed on 

Bertsolari is 
Improvisation to the

The 2015 Gipuzkoa Bertso 

championship attracted a 

large audience to its stadium 

in Basque country. 
Photo courtesy Mito

Max!
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the spot by the winner — rounds out the eight-

hour contest. 

The winner takes home the txapela, a beret 

embroidered with the year of their victory, and 

the wonderful feeling of being the champion 

improviser. The whole competition takes nerves 

of steel and extremely quick thinking. As Adoni 

Egana, four-time champion of the Bersolari 

Txapelketa, says, “The championship shouldn’t 

make you feel afraid, and that’s what’s most 

important.” 

In 2009, a woman won the Bersolari 

Txapelketa Nagusia for the first time. Maialen 

Lujanbio also won the regional Gipuzkoa 

Bertsolari in 2003. Upon winning, she said, “I 

dedicated it to the women. In order for me to 

win that championship, many other women 

have sung bertsos before me, opening a path, 

and maybe they never won any championship 

nor had any success. They did silent work, daily, 

invisible, getting no praise or appreciation at all.” 

Exhausted but exhilarated, the bertsolaris and 

audience leave the stadium buzzing about the 

competition and eager to attend in another four 

years. Will the current champion rule the day or will 

a new upstart take the txapela? Only time will tell! 

 

Bertsolari Challenge
You don’t need a stadium and 10,000 spectators to 

hold a bertsolaritza at home! Try your own version 

of the sung conversation along with a friend. 

Pick a topic, like what happened in science 

class today or characters from your favorite movie. 

You have one minute to prepare rhyming lyrics. 

Remember, your poem must be sung, not 

spoken, to a traditional tune. Try “Old MacDonald 

Had a Farm,” “Happy Birthday,” or “The Wheels on 

the Bus.” If you are the first poet, you better decide 

fast! The second poet will have to follow the same 

tune.

Who had more clever lyrics? Who sang better? 

You should both take a breath and a bow. Whew!

FAST FACTS:
• Bertsolaritzas are also popular in Basque 

communities in America. Gardnerville, Nevada, hosts 

an annual bertsolaritza championship. In 1998, a 

competition brought together poets from Bu�alo, 

Wyoming, and Tolosa, Spain, through live video.

• It is not uncommon to see audience members 

singing along with competitors. Although these 

poems are made up on the spot, the topics and tunes 

make it easy for audience members to predict what 

bertsolaris will sing next.

•Bertsolaris often meet after the competition to 

analyze their verses and their competitors, even after 

a tough eight hours of improvising!

• Check out this video for some scenes from a 

bertsolari competition: https://vimeo.com/9355066.

Beñat Gaztelumendi, winner of the 2015 Gipuzkoa championship, 

wears the prized txapela (beret) as he improvises his winner’s farewell.

Photo courtesy Mito

CONCEPT

Oral traditions reflect cultural  

elements of place.

SOCIAL STUDIES
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ARTICLE: Basque Sports
Type: Expository Nonfiction   Magazine pages 22-25

KEY VOCABULARY
rural (p. 22) of or relating to the 

countryside and the people who live 

there

rebound (p. 25) the act  

of bouncing back after hitting 

something

COMMON CORE CONNECTIONS

Evaluate Evidence CCSS Reading 8

The author states that these sports “are now a vital part of Basque culture and 

identity.” Locate evidence in the article supporting this statement. Is it sufficient?

Summarize Details CCSS Reading 2

Using details from the article, summarize how the winner of each competition is 

determined.

Write Opinions CCSS Writing 1 

Write an opinion in which you answer each of the following questions: Which of 

these sports appeals to you? What skills do you possess that would help you be 

successful at the sport? What skills could you improve to be more successful?

CLOSE READING QUESTIONS

•	 Underline details about the Tug-of-War game suggesting fairness is greatly 

valued in this game and in others.

•	 Highlight details that explain which two sports developed out of necessity and 

which ones were acquired from other cultures.

•	 Classify the rural sports under these characteristics: speed, accuracy, strength, 

and endurance.

PREPARE TO READ

Brainstorm a list of events you might see at the summer Olympics. Which ones 

require special equipment? Which ones have ancient origins? How did the 

games develop?
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Competitive games in the Basque regions stem from rural 

settings. Basic equipment and natural elements combine to 

form fast-paced and sometimes dangerous games.

CROSS-CURRICULAR
EXTENSION
Physical Education

Create a list of exercises similar to 

Basque rural sports. Perform the 

exercises.

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTION
What characteristics of 
Basque history and culture 
help it maintain its unique 
identity?	

22

Believe it or not, some competitive sports in Basque country use tree logs, heavy stones, and 

rope to prove speed, accuracy, strength, and endurance. These rural sports, called Herri Kirolak 

in the Basque language, are rooted in the farming and fishing industries. Pilota is another sport 

that is played throughout Basque country and around the world. Rural sports and pilota have 

become so popular that they are now a vital part of Basque culture and identity. No Basque 

cultural festival is complete without these sports competitions.

Basque Sports

Aizkolaritza (Wood Chopping)
Wood-chopping competitions are among the most popular of Basque sports. 

The sport began hundreds of years ago when workers needed wood to build 

ships and make charcoal; contests were held to establish the strongest and fastest 

woodchoppers. The woodchoppers, or aizkolaris, use di�erent sized axes to chop 

sections of tree trunks. Usually competitors stand on the trunk and chop at the 

wood (and between their feet!) until the trunk is split. The logs are at least three feet 

in diameter and can be as thick as five feet around. The woodchoppers usually hack 

away at six to 20 logs, which can take hours of chopping. The woodcutter who 

finishes first — and still has both his feet — takes the prize.

Pg. 24

Spectators watch as a Basque competitor lifts a very heavy stone.

Pg. 25

Members of the Basque club of Miami compete in a friendly game of tug-of-war, or 

sokatira. The wood-chopping competition at Jaialdi 2015 in Boise, Idaho, in full swing.

Photo by Cristina Díaz-Carrera, Ralph Rinzler Folklife Archives and Collections, Smithsonian Institution

Pelota is another sport that is played throughout Basque country and around the world. Rural 

sports and pelota have become so popular that they are now a vital part of Basque culture and 

identity. No Basque cultural festival is complete without these sports competitions.

23

Harrijasotze (Stone Lifting)
The sport of stone lifting likely came from farming, when people had to clear the fields of large 

boulders and stones in order to plant crops. Stone lifting became a very popular sport in Basque 

country, and today it consists of lifting stones of di�erent shapes, sizes, and weights o� the 

ground and onto the shoulder to determine who the strongest man is. (Women compete too, 

but more commonly the matches are made up of men.) In competition, two harrijasotzailes 

(stone lifters) face each other and take turns lifting stones. Whoever lifts the heaviest stones 

the most number of times wins the match. There are usually four shapes of granite stone: 

rectangular, cylindrical, spherical, and square, ranging in weight from 220 pounds to more than 

700 pounds. There are individual challenges too, where the harrijasotzailes lift a single stone 

as many times as possible, or lift the heaviest stone to try and break the record, which is 725 

pounds. That’s like carrying 40 backpacks full of books and homework at once!

You can learn more about stones, stone lifters, and the culture surrounding this sport at a 

museum and sculpture garden in Leitza in Basque country.

Spectators watch as a Basque 

competitor lifts a very heavy stone.

Photo by Cristina Díaz-Carrera, Ralph Rinzler Folklife Archives and Collections, Smithsonian Institution

Photo by Cristina Díaz-Carrera, Ralph Rinzler Folklife Archives and Collections, Smithsonian Institution

CONCEPT

Cultural practices are affected 

by environmental and physical 

characteristics of places.

SOCIAL STUDIES
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ARTICLE: Extra! Extra! Read All About It! Giants  
   and Bigheads Roam the Streets of Basque Country!

Type: Expository Nonfiction  Magazine pages 26-29

KEY VOCABULARY
spectacle (p. 27) something 

that attracts attention because it is 

 unusual or shocking

papier–mâché (p. 27)  
a material that is made of paper 

mixed with water, glue, and other 

substances and that hardens as  

it dries

elaborate (p. 27) made or done 

with great care or with much detail

COMMON CORE CONNECTIONS

Analyze Relationships CCSS Reading 3

Explore the relationship between the Giants and the Bigheads. How is it similar 

to or different from the relationship between the spectators and the Giants/

Bigheads?

Make Inferences CCSS Reading 1 

Review the symbolism of the costumes listed on page 29. Locate additional 

symbols by analyzing the other Giants in the photos. What can we infer about 

Basque society from the use of the Giants and the Bigheads?

Write Narratives CCSS Writing 3 

Assume you are the person in the costume. Write a narrative that describes what 

a festival is like from your point of view. How do people of different ages react to 

you? What is your response?

CLOSE READING QUESTIONS

•	 Highlight the hyphenated expression used to describe the Giants. Why is this 

fitting in a figurative and literal sense?

•	 Underline details in the text that stress the importance of these costumes.

•	 When would be your next chance to see Giants on U.S. soil? Cite evidence from 

the text to support your answer.

PREPARE TO READ

Summarize what you know about annual festivals and cultural events. What 

types of activities are involved? Based on what you’ve learned, predict how a 

Basque festival might be unique.

No Basque festival would be complete without the Giants and 

Bigheads. These elaborate costumes are symbolic and are 

so treasured in Basque culture that they’ve even crossed the 

Atlantic to become part of a Basque American celebration.

CROSS-CURRICULAR
EXTENSION
English Language Arts 

Use the characters and their 

symbols (listed on page 28) 

to write a play or monologue 

involving one or more of the 

characters.

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTION
What characteristics of 
Basque history and culture 
help it maintain its unique 
identity?	

CONCEPT

Cultural practices are affected by the 

history of a region.

SOCIAL STUDIES
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EXTRA, EXTRA, READ ALL ABOUT IT! 

GIANTS AND BIG HEADS 
ROAM THE STREETS  
OF BASQUE COUNTRY!

e e

Two pairs of Giants dance at the Aste Nagusia Festival in Bilbao, Basque country, which celebrates 

the Virgin of Begoña, or Amatxu (Mother). Aste Nagusia is the largest festival in northern Spain, 

lasting for nine days in mid-August and drawing thousands of people to the streets of Bilbao.

Photo by Cristina Díaz-Carrera, Ralph Rinzler Folklife Archives and Collections, Smithsonian Institution
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ARTICLE: Sheepwagons: Home Away from Home 
    for Basque Sheepherders

Type: First Person Narrative Nonfiction   Magazine pages 30-31

KEY VOCABULARY
boarding house (p. 31) a 

house where people pay to live and 

have daily meals

arborglyphs (p. 31) etchings in 

aspen trees carved by sheepherders 

as they passed through an area

COMMON CORE CONNECTIONS

Analyze Text Structure CCSS Reading 5

The author uses a comparison text structure. To what is a sheep wagon compared? 

Using details from the text, create a Venn diagram illustrating this comparison.

Make Inferences CCSS Reading 1

•	 What do the arborglyphs depict?

•	 Why did the author, who is Basque American, mistake the sheepwagon for 	

               a pioneer wagon?

•	 Why would boys as young as 14 take this sort of job?

Present a Speech CCSS Speaking and Listening 4 & 6

Deforestation is a worldwide crisis. In this article, we learn that tree loss can also 

mean a loss of historical artifacts. Present a speech on the scientific and historic 

necessity of protecting forests.  

CLOSE READING QUESTIONS

•	 Use details from the article to create a timeline of a typical day or year in the 

life of a sheepherder.

•	 Underline ways sheepherders entertained themselves while watching the 

sheep. What is the importance of this?

•	 Highlight ways sheepherders entertained themselves at the boarding house. 

What similarities among the activities do you notice?

PREPARE TO READ

Brainstorm a list of occupations commonly held by people heading west in the 

1800s. What obstacles did they encounter? What caused some to stay and 

others to give up and go home?

At first glance, a sheepwagon looks very similar to a pioneer 

(Conestoga) wagon. But their interiors have many differences. 

Basque immigrants were well-known for being good 

sheepherders, and although few continue in this occupation 

today, wagons are frequently passed down to family members.

CROSS-CURRICULAR
EXTENSION
History

Research the role of sheep and 

sheepherders during the gold rush 

years in the American West.

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTION
What characteristics of 
Basque history and culture 
help it maintain its unique 
identity?		

CONCEPT

Humans adapt to the physical 

features of regions they choose to 

inhabit.

SOCIAL STUDIES
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“Did the pioneers just leave their covered 
wagons in the middle of nowhere, or what?” 

I asked this question while driving to Idaho as 

a child. I remembered learning about covered 

wagons and the pioneers who settled many towns 

in the West, but why were those wagons still around? 

They were used a very long time ago — right?

I soon learned that what I was seeing weren’t 

quite the same as the covered wagons I learned 

about in school. They were actually called 

sheepwagons, used by sheepherders originally from 

the Basque country. As a Basque American, I knew 

some words in Euskara, I could Basque dance, and 

had a beautiful costume that I wore when I did, and I 

knew Basque people came to the United States, but I 

guess I missed the part that explained why.

Basques came to the United States for many 

reasons and took many jobs, but they are best 

known for becoming sheepherders. They were 

Home Away from Home for Basque Sheepherders

Sheepwagons

given supplies such as canned beans, soups, 

potatoes, and other foods, a couple of dogs to 

help them watch after the sheep, and either 

a tent or a sheepwagon. While they were out 

in the middle of nowhere, they had to watch 

after all the rancher’s sheep — anywhere from 

200 to 2,000 sheep at a time! They spent 

their days counting the sheep and making 

sure they were all getting grass to eat and 

water to drink, and every few days they 

would be moved to a new location for more 

food and water.

These sheepherders were quite brave 

and spent months out in the hills of Oregon, 

Nevada, California, and Idaho, where there 

were no towns and no one else for miles and 

miles. Boys as young as 14 years old would 

take this job and spent many nights sleeping 

in a sheepwagon and caring for all the sheep. 

While the sheepwagons looked much like 

A display of traditional Basque sheepwagons attracts many people at the 2015 Jaialdi in Boise, Idaho. Jaialdi means, “big festival” in the 

Basque language, and the event is true to its name, celebrating Basque culture and history with food, traditional sports, music, dance, and —

yes — even sheepwagons!

By Annie Gavica

Photo by Cristina Díaz-
Carrera, Ralph Rinzler Folklife 
Archives and Collections, 
Smithsonian Institution
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ARTICLE: Basque Dancing on Both Sides of the Atlantic
Type: Interview  Magazine pages 32-33 

KEY VOCABULARY
integral (p. 32) very important 

and necessary

interpretation (p. 32) a 

particular way of performing 

something

corset (p. 33) a tight, stiff piece of 

clothing worn by women under other 

clothing to make their waists appear 

smaller

attire (p. 33) clothing

COMMON CORE CONNECTIONS

Analyze Text Structure CCSS Reading 5

The author interviewed multiple people. What graphic elements were employed 

so readers can tell who is speaking? What other formats could have been used?

Analyze Relationships CCSS Reading 3

Use details from the interview to compare and contrast Basque dance in America 

and the Basque regions.

Collaborate CCSS Speaking and Listening 1

With a partner, discuss how advancements in technology could facilitate 

communication between dance students in the Basque regions and Basque 

Americans. How could both groups benefit from increased cultural exchange? 

CLOSE READING QUESTIONS

•	 Underline details from the text explaining when these teens started dancing 

and who introduced them to Basque dance.

•	 Highlight details from the text explaining how geography affects various 

characteristics of the dances.

•	 Using details from the text, create a chart that lists key elements of  

Basque dance.

PREPARE TO READ

Show students a video of Basque dance. (Search “traditional Basque dance” 

online.) Predict the role of dance for people in the Basque regions vs. their 

Basque American peers.

Three teens of Basque decent discuss the importance of 

learning Basque dance. They explain the traditional costumes 

and the meaning and choreography behind certain dances.

CROSS-CURRICULAR
EXTENSION
Dance

Learn and perform a traditional 

Basque dance.

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTION
What characteristics of 
Basque history and culture 
help it maintain its unique 
identity?	

CONCEPT

Two or more places can exhibit similar 

cultural features.

SOCIAL STUDIES
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How long have you been dancing?

Aisea: I’ve been dancing since I was about three 

years old. Andoni has been dancing since he was 

about two!

June: I started dancing Basque dances when I 

was six years old. 

Why did you start dancing?

Aisea: My mom brought me to practice.  She 

played accordion for one of the groups as a 

volunteer musician and wanted my brother and 

me to have exposure to our rich culture within 

Boise. That was really my beginning, and I kept on 

dancing from that point forward.

Andoni: I started dancing because my sister was 

dancing and I wanted to try it!

June: I started dancing because my mum also 

used to dance when she was a child and in 

school we had the opportunity to take classes. 

The ikastola [Basque language school] is very 

involved in the conservation of the traditional 

aspects of our culture and language. 

Basque Dancing on Both Sides of the Atlantic: An Exchange

Why is Basque dance important to you?

Aisea: Dance has been such an integral part of my 

life. I don’t honestly know what I would do without 

it. I spend Sunday afternoons at practice, perform 

during the week, travel to di�erent festivals and 

events, and spend time with my friends. It has so 

crafted who I am that I would feel lost without it.

What are your favorite dances?

June: We practice many dances of di�erent areas 

of the Basque country. My favorite ones are the 

ribbons and the arch dances.

Aisea: My personal favorite is a mixed dance [with 

boys and girls] called Jota Barri. This is a new 

interpretation created by my group of some of 

the more complicated jotas, and it involves four 

men and four women performing a weaving and 

expanding jota. Although quite tiring, it is a lot of 

fun, and I love how upbeat it is.  

Is there any variation between the Basque 

dances in the Basque country and those in 

America?

Brother and sister Andoni and 

Aisea Odencrantz pose in 

traditional Basque costume. Aisea shows o� a common step in Basque dance. Andoni takes part in the Txankareku dance.

Photos by Miren Lete-Odencrantz

The Dancers: Brother and sister Andoni (16) and Aisea (18) Odencrantz of Boise, Idaho, and June Gazurqui (12) of Bilboa, Basque country

compiled by Smithsonian Sta�
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ARTICLE: Summer Camp 
Type: Interview   Magazine pages 34-37

KEY VOCABULARY
incorporate (p. 35) to include 

(something) as part of something else

aide (p. 36) a person whose job is 

to assist someone

heritage (p. 37) the traditions, 

achievements, beliefs, etc., that are part 

of the history of a group or nation

COMMON CORE CONNECTIONS

Analyze Text Structure/Point of View CCSS Reading 5 & 6

How does this text structure help you gain a better understanding of Basque 

culture in America? What insight do we gain from the speakers?

Evaluate Evidence CCSS Reading 8

Locate details from the interview that support these statements:

•        Heritage is extremely important to Basque Americans. 

•        The intent of Udaleku goes beyond a 2-week summer camp. Is the evidence 	

          sufficient? What types of evidence could be added?

Research and Expository Writing CCSS Writing 2 & 7

Conduct short research into your own cultural background. What type of camp 

could you attend? Where would it be held? What types of activities would be 

unique to your culture?

CLOSE READING QUESTIONS

•	 Underline details from the text that explain how each of the girls learned about 

Udaleku and what made them want to attend.

•	 Highlight details describing how the camp changes every year. What’s the 

purpose of this change?

•	 What phrase or statement best describes the girls’ thoughts and feelings about 

what it means to be Basque American? Cite evidence from the text to support 

your answer.

PREPARE TO READ

On a physical map of the U.S., locate San Francisco and Bakersfield, California. 

Also locate Elko, Reno, and Gardnerville, Nevada. All of these places have 

hosted a summer camp for Basque Americans. What do you notice about the 

locations? Predict what types of activities might be done at such a camp.

Two Basque American teens share their thoughts and 

experiences about attending cultural camps. They discuss 

specific benefits that have led to lifelong friendships and a 

deeper understanding of what it means to be Basque American.

CROSS-CURRICULAR
EXTENSION
Career Education

One of the girls became an aide. 

What steps would she have had to 

accomplish? What are the benefits?

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTION
What characteristics of 
Basque history and culture 
help it maintain its unique 
identity?

CONCEPT

Two or more places can exhibit 

 similar cultural features.

SOCIAL STUDIES
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GROWING UP: Summer Camp!

Why did you want to attend Basque summer 

camp (Udaleku)?

M: I had heard about camp through my parents 

and through other kids in my local Basque club 

growing up. The first year I decided to sign up for 

camp, it seemed like a simple decision to at least 

try it out.

J: When I was seven years old, Udaleku was in 

San Francisco, and my mother was teaching 

at the camp. I would hang around the Basque 

Cultural Center and watch classes. I saw how 

much fun they were! When I was 10 years old, 

Joana Arrechea, 15, lives in San 
Francisco, California. Her friend 
Mikaela Goicoechea, 16, lives in Rock 
Springs, Wyoming. They met in 2010 
at the Udaleku summer camp run 
every year by the North American 
Basque Organizations (NABO). In 
this exchange, they share their 
experiences.

my mom told me that there was going to be 

Udaleku in Reno, Nevada that year and that if I 

wanted to participate I could. 

Which city/state did you enjoy visiting the 

most while you were at Basque summer 

camp? 

M: My favorite city that I’ve visited because of 

camp was definitely San Francisco, California, 

but my two favorite camp experiences were in 

Bakersfield, California, and Elko, Nevada. These 

camps were a lot of fun because I really enjoyed 

the Basque communities in these cities.

J:  I really enjoyed visiting Nevada, too. I went 

to two camps in the state, Reno in 2010 and 

Elko in 2014. Reno and Elko are two very 

di�erent places with very di�erent types of 

scenery and it was interesting to explore some 

of the di�erent parts of the state.  

What specific activities did you enjoy while at 

camp?

M: Euskara (Basque language) classes, and 

Basque sports such as pilota. I learned to play 

the txistu (a flute-like instrument), and traditional 

Basque dances and songs. And, of course, the 

Basque card game called “Mus” is played on a 

daily basis throughout the two weeks of camp.

J:  I enjoyed all of the activities, they varied from 

year to year so there was always something new 

to learn. But I always really enjoyed the dance.  

I’ve been a part of the Basque dance group in 

San Francisco since I was six and I enjoy learning 

new dances. Txistu was always fun and I enjoyed 

attempting to play it!

Joana Arrechea (left) who lives in San Francisco, California, and 

Mikaela Goicoechea (right) from Rock Springs, Wyoming, met and 

became fast friends at Udaleku in 2010.

Photos courtesy Mikaela Goicoechea

compiled by Smithsonian Sta�
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ARTICLE: The Lamia and the Midwife
Type: Folktale  Magazine pages 42-45

KEY VOCABULARY
proverb (p. 42) a brief popular  

saying (such as “Too many cooks 

spoil the broth”) that gives advice 

about how people should live or that 

expresses a belief that is generally 

thought to be true

spindle (p. 44) the long, thin pin on 

a spinning wheel that is used to make 

thread

gratitude (p. 44) a feeling of 

appreciation or thanks

COMMON CORE CONNECTIONS

Summarize Details CCSS Reading 2

Compile a list of words to describe the midwife and the lamiak. Use these terms to 

create a short summary of the folktale.

Determine Theme CCSS Reading 2

The folktale opens with a proverb. Discuss its meaning and then express a possible 

proverb that conveys the concluding message of the folktale.

Write Opinions CCSS Writing 1

Do you think the midwife purposefully stole the bread, lied about taking it, and then 

disobeyed the lamia’s directions concerning the spinning wheel and spindle? Why 

or why not? Support your opinion with details from the folktale.

CLOSE READING QUESTIONS

•	 Underline sets of characteristics describing the lamiak that seem to be contradictory.

•	 Locate the adjectives that describe the thread. What do you notice about them?

•	 In the end, what did the midwife really receive? Why?

PREPARE TO READ

Summarize what you know about the purposes of folktales, myths, and 

legends. Predict which cultural elements from the Basque regions might 

surface in a folktale.

CROSS-CURRICULAR
EXTENSION
Language Arts

Identify other folktales with main 

characters who are also part-

human. Compare and contrast these 

characters.

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTION
What characteristics of 
Basque history and culture 
help it maintain its unique 
identity?

CONCEPT

Oral traditions reflect cultural  

elements of place.

SOCIAL STUDIES
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“Direnik ez sinistu, ez direnik ez esan.” 

(Don’t believe they exist, but don’t say they are not real.) – Basque  proverb 

Basque folklore includes many fantastic beings that people once believed 
lived in the forests and mountains of Basque country. The lamia is a very 
well known example of these creatures. The lamia (plural in Basque, lamiak) 
generally takes the form of a pretty young lady, who lives near springs and 
rivers, and spends her time doing laundry or combing her long blond hair 
with a golden comb. Her most identifiable feature is the webbed duck feet 
she has instead of human feet.  

Lamiak are considered very rich because they usually have much gold 
in their possession. Although they do not do anything really bad to humans, 
they’re not to be trusted.  

Many stories are told about people asking lamiak for help, but in other 
tales, lamiak ask people for help. In these cases, as in this tale, the lamiak 
could be very generous in return, but on their own terms. 

The Lamia and the Midwife
                  Adapted from a Traditional Basque Tale from Navarre, thanks to 

Iurdana Acasuso Atutuxa, Azkue Foundation 
ILLUSTRATIONS BY JEAN KIM
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O
nce upon a time there was a lamia who was about to have a baby. 

Her friends went to the nearest Basque village looking for the midwife 

(a woman who helps deliver babies) for help. The midwife walked to 

the place where the lamiak lived and helped bring the new baby lamia into the 

world. 

The lamiak were very happy with her job, so they thanked the midwife by 

giving her some delicious food. The midwife had never seen such food before 

in her life. When she tried some, she found that it was better and tastier than 

any food she had ever eaten. Even the bread was whiter! The midwife snuck 

The Lamia and the Midwife
                 

The lamiak are part-humans believed to possess gold. In this 

folktale, a midwife helps deliver a lamia’s baby. In return, the 

lamia offers her gifts that will bring her good fortune. But the 

midwife’s human flaws get the best of her and what was given to 

her is lost.
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COMPARE ARTICLES

COMPARING TEXTS

SYNTHESIZE: Guide students to compare articles they read.  Help students find the 
connections between pieces of information in multiple texts. Use prompts, such as the 
following examples, to have students work together to Integrate Ideas and Information 
(CCSS.Reading.9).

•	 Read and compare multiple articles to learn how children in the Basque regions and 
Basque American children learn about their culture.

•	 Even though we are studying the Basque regions, several of the articles mention 
events that take place in America. Reread “Summer Camp,” “Sheepwagons: Home 
Away from Home for Basque Sheepherders,” “Giants and Bigheads Roam the Streets 
of Basque Country!” and “Basque Dancing on Both Sides of the Atlantic” to explain 
the importance of Basque culture in America.	

•	 	Use information from multiple articles to express what it means to be Basque.

•	 Compare the structures of the nonfiction articles with the two interviews and the 
folktale. How does the variety of text structures also provide you with a variety of 
points of view?

•	 Read multiple articles to learn about the resurgence of the Basque language. Why is 
there a need for resurgence? What is at risk?

•	 Communication takes many forms. Collect information from multiple articles to 
explain the forms of communication used by the Basque people and the types of 
messages being communicated.

CROSS-TEXT CONNECTIONS WITH MULTIPLE ARTICLES

Faces: The Basque Regions © July/August 201615
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In this mini-unit, students will work in groups to learn more about the cultural identity of the 
Basque regions and how Basque culture impacts America. By reading multiple articles and 
conducting additional research, students will use their knowledge to act as summer camp 
counselors and plan culturally appropriate activities for their campers. The theme for this 
mini-unit is “Basque in the Sun.”

ENGAGE: Use the following graphic organizer to engage students and find out about 
their background knowledge. Instruct students to explain the relationships represented 
by the graphic organizer. Before proceeding to Read and Compare, please answer these 
questions: 1. Where are the Basque regions located? 2. How would the term “Basque 
American” develop?

EXPLORATORY LEARNING - FLEXIBLE MINI-UNIT DESIGN

Share the essential question:
What characteristics of the Basque regions help them  

maintain their unique identity?

MINI-UNIT

Faces: The Basque Regions © July/August 2016

ENGAGE READ AND 
COMPARE APPLY

16

  Basque Regions

America
Basque 

Americans
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CHOOSE A PURPOSE FOR READING
SUMMARIZING DETAILS CCSS Reading 2 What aspects of Basque culture make it unique and how 
would you describe aspects of Basque culture to someone who is unfamiliar with it?

UNDERSTANDING POINT OF VIEW CCSS Reading 6 As you read, pay careful attention to descriptive 
words. How does word choice emphasize meaning and what is the value of learning what life is like 
through different perspectives (i.e. youth vs. adult)?

UNDERSTANDING CAUSE & EFFECT CCSS Reading 3 How has the history of the Basque Country 
impacted its culture, not only within the region, but in America as well?

READ AND COMPARE ARTICLES: Begin with a focus article as a base for building 
content knowledge and model how to work through the text. 

	1) READ ALOUD: Use “Basque Country: Tradition and Innovation” (pgs. 8-11) as a focus article, 
or choose a different article that works well for your teaching goals. Share the article summary 
on page 4 of this guide. Students can read their own copies of the article and use sticky notes 
to mark places they find interesting or have questions about. 

	2) DISCUSS THE ARTICLE: After reading, guide students to talk about the article. What are 
examples of Basque tradition? Where do you see examples of innovation? See the Article Pages 
for Close Reading Questions.

	3) READ NEW ARTICLES: Help students choose additional articles to read based on their 
inquiry questions or what they find interesting. Refer to the Article Pages for summaries of each 
article within Faces: The Basque Regions. 

4) COMPARE ARTICLES: After students have read multiple articles, guide them to make 
cross-text connections. Refer to page 15 to compare articles using prompts that help students 
integrate ideas and information.

Faces: The Basque Regions © July/August 2016

MINI-UNIT (cont.)
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APPLY: BASQUE IN THE SUN 

In this activity, students will assume the role of camp counselors. In groups, they will 
review multiple articles and use the information as a springboard to create a series of 
activities meant to promote team building, cultural awareness, and self-awareness.

Faces: The Basque Regions © July/August 2016

MINI-UNIT (cont.)

18

STEP 1: Divide 
students into groups 
of 3 or 4. Allow 
students to skim the 
issue and choose 
three articles that 
look appealing.

STEP 2: Have students 
read their chosen 
articles and take notes 
as they read. What 
cultural elements are 
stressed in each article? 
Ask students to decide 
how these could be 
translated into a group 
activity.

STEP 3: Encourage 
students to conduct 
additional research on 
Basque culture and camp-
appropriate activities as 
needed. Have students 
use the Basque Culture 
Graphic Organizer to plan 
one activity for each article 
chosen. The activities must 
emphasize the following 
themes: team-building, 
cultural awareness, and 
self-awareness.

STEP 4: Ask students 
to choose one of their 
activities and present 
it to the class, using 
classmates as the 
campers. “Counselors” 
should lead the activity. 
Afterward, ask each 
group to explain how 
they integrated the 
three requirements.
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NAME: _________________________ 

Faces: The Basque Regions © July/August 201619

Mini-Unit Graphic Organizer

BASQUE CULTURE GRAPHIC ORGANIZER

Use this graphic organizer as you plan your camp activities.  List the three articles chosen by your 
group. Then circle the one you want to design an activity around. List any additional resources you 
use. Under each bullet point, write how your activity will meet each requirement.

Article 1:_________________________________________________________________

Article 2:_________________________________________________________________

Article 3:_________________________________________________________________

Additional Resource:_______________________________________________________

Additional Resource:_______________________________________________________

Brief Description of Activity:

Team Building

Cultural Feature

Self-Awareness

Team Building=How will we get every camper involved?
Cultural Feature=What aspect of Basque culture will be highlighted by the activity?
Self-Awareness=What do we hope each camper will learn about themselves?
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ANALYZE GRAPHIC FEATURES

GRAPHIC FEATURE HOW THIS FEATURE HELPED 
YOUR UNDERSTANDING

PAGE
LOCATION

NAME: _________________________

Faces: The Basque Regions © July/August 201620
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CONCEPT CHART

ESSENTIAL QUESTION OR INQUIRY QUESTION:

ARTICLE 1: ARTICLE 2: ARTICLE 3:

Show how reading multiple articles developed your understanding of the 
essential question or your own inquiry question.

NAME: _________________________

Faces: The Basque Regions © July/August 2016
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aide  a person whose job is to assist someone

Also, this past year, I attended Udaleku as an aide, and 
I learned what happens “behind the scenes” and also 
got to watch as some of the younger campers began 
their camp journeys and friendships, which was very 
interesting and fun to watch. (p. 36)

alternate  when one follows the other in a repeated 
series

Players must not fall on the same beat, but instead 
alternate notes. (p. 19)

arborglyphs  etchings in aspen trees carved by 
sheepherders as they passed through an area

They made arborglyphs, or tree carvings, that still can 
be seen in the woods throughout the West. (p. 31)

attire  clothing

Depending on the dance we use different attire. (p. 33)

beret  a round hat with a tight band around the head 
and a top that is flat, soft, and loose

The winner takes home the txapela, a beret 
embroidered with the year of their victory, and the 
wonderful feeling of being the champion improviser. 
(p. 21)

boarding house  a house where people pay to 
live and have daily meals

They would leave their sheepwagons at the ranch and 
head toward the nearest town to spend time with other 
Basque people in Basque boardinghouses. (p. 31)

bream  a kind of fish that people catch for food

Local fish include tiny anchovies and sea bream. (p. 13)

corset  a tight, stiff piece of clothing worn by women 
under other clothing to make their waists appear 
smaller

For the girls, my basic costume consists of white 
woven knee-high socks tied with elastics to keep up, 
white bloomers and petticoat, white long-sleeved 
blouse (picture something a pirate would wear), long 
red wool skirt, black wool corset vest, long black 
apron, shoulder scarf, hair in a bun underneath a white 
headscarf, and the traditional leather albarketak. (p. 33)

culmination  the end or final result of something

This gigantic competition is the culmination of 
hundreds of local and regional contests. (p. 20)

elaborate  made or done with great care or with 
much detail

The Giants are large, hollow figures with detailed 
papier-mâché heads and arms and elaborately 
costumed bodies measuring up to 13 feet high. (p. 27)

emigrate  to leave a country or region to live 
elsewhere

Beginning in the 1870s, many young Basque men 
emigrated to the American West to become 
sheepherders. (p. 10)

gastronomy  the art or activity of cooking and 
eating fine food

Gastronomy clubs, called txokos, have existed since 
the 1870s. (p. 13)

gratitude  a feeling of appreciation or thanks

Take these presents as a sign of our gratitude for 
helping one of us. (p. 44)

heritage  the traditions, achievements, beliefs, etc., 
that are part of the history of a group or nation

Being a Basque American means so much more than 
growing up in the United States with Basque heritage. 
(p. 37)

improvise  to speak or perform without preparation

The second player, errena, finds the notes in between 
the txakun’s and is often free to improvise. (p. 19)

incorporate  to include (something) as part of 
something else

All of the campers dress in their traditional Basque 
dance costumes and perform dances that we have 
learned in the two weeks, sing traditional songs, play 
our txistus, and incorporate the Basque language that 
we have learned. (p. 35)

Glossary
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Glossary
innovation  a new idea, device, or method

If you are lucky enough to visit Basque country, you 
will find the unique blend of traditional culture and 
modern innovation that has shaped this land. (p. 10)

integral  very important and necessary

Dance has been such an integral part of my life. (p. 32)

interpretation  a particular way of performing 
something

This is a new interpretation created by my group of 
some of the more complicated jotas, and it involves 
four men and four women performing a weaving and 
expanding jota. (p. 32) 

marimba  a wooden musical instrument similar to a 
xylophone

Although it doesn’t look much different than a 
marimba or a xylophone, the txalaparta has many 
distinct features and rules. (p. 19)

papier–mâché  a material that is made of paper 
mixed with water, glue, and other substances and that 
hardens as it dries

The Giants are large, hollow figures with detailed 
papier-mâché heads and arms and elaborately 
costumed bodies measuring up to 13 feet high. (p. 27)

primitive  seeming to come from the ancient past

The Basque language, once seen by outsiders as 
primitive and unintelligible, and even once outlawed 
by the Spanish government, is experiencing a major 
revival. (p. 16)

proverb  a brief popular saying (such as “Too many 
cooks spoil the broth”) that gives advice about how 
people should live or that expresses a belief that is 
generally thought to be true

(Don’t believe they exist, but don’t say they are not 
[real].) – Basque  proverb (p. 42)

quince  the yellow fruit of an Asian tree that is used 
for making jam, jelly, etc.

Seasonal sidreria (sagardotegi in Basque), or cider 
houses, serve salt cod dishes, steak, and a dessert of 
sheep’s milk cheese, quince jelly, and walnuts, along 
with cider made from local apples. (p. 13)

rebound  the act of bouncing back after hitting 
something

In two teams of two players, players alternate hitting 
the ball into the front wall, where it has to land in a 
designated area (not too high and not too low) before 
either bouncing to the floor or rebounding off the 
other wall. (p. 25)

regime  a form of government

The txalaparta faced near-extinction in the 1950s 
and ’60s during the Franco regime, but a handful of 
musicians kept the tradition alive. (p. 19)

revival  a period in which something becomes 
popular again after a long period of time

The Basque language, once seen by outsiders as 
primitive and unintelligible, and even once outlawed 
by the Spanish government, is experiencing a major 
revival. (p. 16)

rural  of or relating to the countryside and the 
people who live there 

These rural sports, called Herri Kirolak in the Basque 
language, are rooted in the farming and fishing 
industries. (p. 22)

spectacle   something that attracts attention 
because it is unusual or shocking

Whether wearing the traditional Basque beret or a 
soccer jersey, their arrival delights the crowd and sends 
locals and tourists scrambling for their cameras to 
capture the spectacle! (p. 27)

spectators  people who watch an event, show, 
game, activity, etc.

The stadium is packed with more than 10,000 excited 
spectators. (p. 20)

spindle  the long, thin pin on a spinning wheel that 
is used to make thread

After having lunch, the lamiak gave her a golden 
spindle and a golden spinning wheel as a special 
thank-you gift. (p. 44)
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Glossary

tolerant  willing to accept feelings, habits, or beliefs 
that are different from your own

After Franco died and more tolerant leaders came into 
power, many traditional practices resurfaced. (p. 8)

unintelligible  impossible to understand

The Basque language, once seen by outsiders as 
primitive and unintelligible, and even once outlawed 
by the Spanish government, is experiencing a major 
revival. (p. 16)
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“Basque Food: From Familiar to Innovative”

•	 http://www.spain-recipes.com/basque-recipes.html

	 Learn about an interesting theory describing why the Basques may have reached 	
         the Americas before Columbus…but kept it a secret! Also, examine vibrant photos     	
         of Basque food.

“Euskera Arises! The Basque Language Revival”

•	 https://berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/posts/forging-a-national-identity-through-language

      Read a first person narrative about a linguistics student’s visit to Basque        	         	
      Country.  

“Basque Rural Sports”

•	 http://www.euskoguide.com/basque-culture/basque-sports/rural-sports-herri-kirolak/

	 Watch video clips of competitions and read about additional popular rural sports.

“Sheepwagons: Home Away from Home for Basque Sheepherders”

•	 https://www.nps.gov/grba/learn/historyculture/basque-sheepherder-aspen-carvings.htm

	 Read an article written by Great Basin National Park archaeologist JoAnn Blalack 	         	
         explaining how Basques became sheepherders and what we can learn by  
         preserving arborglyphs. 

•	 http://www.cpr.org/news/story/etchings-aspens-provide-fading-glimpse-colorados-past

        View a slideshow of arborglyphs and read about why they are endangered.

“Basque Dancing on Both Sides of the Atlantic”

•	 http://scholarworks.boisestate.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1012&context=boga

	 Learn how and why the Basques came to America.

Online Resources


