
The restaurant is abuzz with diners enjoying lunch when 
the table next to us breaks into song, their voices lifting over the 
hubbub. Our guide explains it is a traditional Basque ballad. “This  
is typical,” she grins. “We are always eating, drinking and singing.”

The Basque people have a unique culture within Spain, but regard 
themselves as separate. The Basque Country (or Euskadi as they call 
it) is four hours north of Madrid and when you cross over the River 
Ebro, which borders its southernmost reaches, you enter a region 
that is home to one of Europe’s oldest ethnic groups. The Basques 
even have their own language (Euskera), so the cheery gracias used 
elsewhere in Spain becomes eskerrik asko and even road signs 
appear in both languages.

The Basques have long fought to protect their culture. Severely 
repressed under Franco’s rule they were later granted partial 
autonomy from the main Spanish government. In the late 1960s 
Basque Separatist group ETA launched a violent campaign for 
independence before a permanent ceasefire was declared in 2006. 
Today, the Basque Country is a confederation of three historic 
territories, each with its own administration. 

Despite its conflicted past, it is a beautiful area of mountains, fertile 
plains and abundant coastline and today is better known for its 
world class cuisine. After all, it is home to Restaurant Arzak (ranked 
in the Top 10 restaurants in the world for the last six years) and the 
new Basque Culinary Centre, established to drive research into  
food and gastronomy and supported by chefs such as Ferran Adria,  
Juan Mari Arzak, Rene Redzepi and Heston Blumenthal. 

Basque food has a strong emphasis on seafood (thanks to its large 
stretch of coastline bordering the North Atlantic Ocean) along with 
its inland produce of vegetables and cured meats, and the famed 
wines of the Rioja region in the south.

Rioja gained popularity originally thanks to the purity of the air and was 
a sought after spot for those looking to recover from illness. Nowadays 
wine tourism is fast catching up as there are 800 wineries in the region, 
with 95 per cent of the 5000 inhabitants working in the industry. 

Local tourism company, Thabuca, offers a range of wine and cultural 
tours around Rioja and it’s a great way to get an overview of the 
diverse wine industry here. Highlights include Bodegas Luis Cañas, 
which was established in 1914 and is regarded as one of the area’s 
top wineries. Luis Cañas may have handed the reins to his son, 
Juan-Luis, but the 82 year old still helps with harvest each year. 

At the other end of the architectural scale, the Bodegas Ysios squats 
at the foot of the Sierra de Cantabria mountain range. Built in 2001, 
its stunning design was inspired by the rows of casks used to age its 
wines. At Bodegas Baigorri, all the action takes place underground: 
this seven level winery was built in 2002 and each level is dedicated 
to a different stage of the wine making process. Its restaurant offers 
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lunch and dinner and you can enjoy a tasting and tour before settling 
in for a meal of Basque specialties such as a casserole of beans and 
slow cooked pork. (And a song from fellow diners, as we discovered.)

The underground theme continues in the walled hilltop town of 
Laguardia, which was founded in the 10th century as a defensive 
stronghold for the medieval Kingdom of Navarre. Its inhabitants 
dug beneath their homes to create space for supplies and refuge. In 
later times these underground chambers were used for storing wine, 
and some of the spaces are still used in this way today, as at Bodega 
El Fabulista, where seven metres underground are three vaults for 
wine production, aging and tasting, with guided tours available. 

Just off the town’s main square is the newly refurbished Hospederia 
Los Parajes. It’s an amazing, over the top space comprising a hotel, 
restaurant, spa, and an incredible wine cave. This long, twisting, 
candlelit gallery runs under the streets of Laguardia and is the 
perfect spot to enjoy the local wines. 

The most famous accommodation in La Rioja is easily the amazing 
Marqués de Riscal on the outskirts of the 14th century village 
of Elciego. The Frank Gehry-designed hotel rises out of the 
surrounding landscape like some sort of alien craft, its curved 
titanium roofline echoing the signature colours of the Marqués 
de Riscal winery: pink to represent the wine, gold for the mesh 
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anchovies at Itsas Mendi; 
whole grilled turbot at 
Iribar in Getaria; grilled 
squid at Iribar.
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on the bottles and silver for the bottle top. The hotel has every 
luxury imaginable with two restaurants offering either innovative or 
traditional Basque-Riojan cuisine, a spa with wine therapies and on 
its doorstep the historic winery, which is open for tours and tastings. 

From the fertile plains of the south, we head north to the seaside 
town of San Sebastian, or Donostia as it is known locally. Its 
sweeping beachfront is lined with hotels boasting elegant facades 
and it is easy to conjure visions of 19th century resort-goers.

The town offers high-end and tourist shopping, but it is over in the 
old quarter, known as Parte Vieja, that San Sebastian’s best known 
delicacies await: pintxos – the Basque version of tapas. Copy the 
locals and embark on a txikiteo or pintxos tour, visiting the bars 
tucked away in the narrow cobbled streets and enjoying one of 
the little snacks lined up on counter tops with a glass of wine. It’s 
expected that you throw your used paper napkin to the floor when 
you’re finished, so as not to leave rubbish on the counter with the 
food. So a floor covered in napkins is a sign of a popular pintxos bar! 

Our guide, Gabriella from Tenedor Tours, is frantic on her phone 
“booking” us a piece of the best tortilla de patatas in town. Bar 
Nestor is famed for this dish, serving it twice daily. When we arrive it is 
already crowded with men tucking into their pieces of this deliciously 
simple dish of eggs, potato and onions cooked into a thick omelette.  

Around the corner, A Fuego Negro offers a modern take on 
traditional pintxos and we try olives injected with Vermouth, and their 
version of the famous Gilda (pronounced HILL-dah), which is simply 

membership when he was 18. As he explains the club’s systems, 
other members are sitting around the room playing cards or chess, 
or chatting over pintxos and a glass of local txakoli wine. 

Txakoli (pronounced CHAH-koh-LEE) is a fresh, fruity, lightly 
sparkling white wine grown in three areas locally. One is Getaria,  
a 20 minute drive from San Sebastian, where growing of the native 
white grape variety Ondarrabi Zuri can be traced back to 1649, 
although it is believed to have started even earlier. Getaria has 
its own Designation of Origin status for its Txakoli and a separate 
authority ensures its wines bear a numbered seal of guarantee. 

Txakoli proves the perfect accompaniment to our lunch in Getaria at 
a restaurant called Iribar, which has been an eatery for more than a 
century. It has a grill (la plancha) by its front door and the chef treks 
back and forth to cook in the freezing cold outside. It’s a perfect 
snapshot of traditional Basque food: grilled squid with caramelized 
onion and piementos, a whole grilled turbot served simply with 
potatoes and a vinegar and oil dressing. The finale is an ice cream 
made from sheep’s milk yoghurt served with a Txakoli caramel. 

Getaria has two other claims to fame: it is the birthplace of 
renowned fashion designer Cristóbal Balenciaga and houses the 
new Balenciaga museum, and is also home to a major anchovy 
fishery, recently re-opened following a five year closure to replenish 
stocks. Anchovies are key to Spanish cuisine and the season runs 
March to May. Local company Itsas Mendi fishes 4000-5000kg each 
season. Once the anchovies are caught they’re pressed into barrels, 

Clockwise from left: Sampling 
Bar Nestor’s famous paella in San 
Sebastian; the Bodegas Ysios in 
Rioja; pinxtos ready and waiting 
at Bar Ganbara; a plate of ‘Setas’ 
or wild mushrooms with raw egg; 
the art of ‘txotx’ or cider tasting 
in Astigarraga; the astounding 
Marqués de Riscal hotel in El 
Ciego. Centre: pintxos bars in  
San Sebastian.

Copy the locals and embark on a ‘txikiteo’ or pintxos tour,  
      visiting the bars tucked away in the narrow cobbled streets.
a guindilla pepper, anchovy and olive threaded onto a toothpick. 
Paco Bueno specializes in fried pintxos and we crunch our way across 
a floor littered with shrimp tails to sample fried calamari, shrimp, 
croquettas and peppers. At Bar Ganbara I discover delicious ‘Setas’  
– wild mushrooms quickly fried and topped with a raw egg yolk. 

One of the most interesting aspects of San Sebastian culture is 
the gastronomic clubs, or eating societies, which are traditionally 
male-only domains. These are where men gather to cook and eat 
together and Gabriella has managed to secure us entry into one 
such club to have a look (no mean feat when you consider we are 
a group of four women), but warns us beforehand that if any of the 
members object to us being there we will have to leave.

Fortunately, the members are having a bit of a family day so we are 
welcomed with open arms. The societies were originally formed by 
men who hunted and fished together, but later clubs were simply 
based on shared interests. The one we visit, ‘Gaztelubide’ was 
established in 1934 and draws its members from a local choral group. 

Its rules mirror those of many others: new members must be voted 
in and there is usually a waiting list as numbers are restricted. If 
a member dies, his position is first offered to his eldest son. The 
admission fee is a substantial €600 with an annual fee of €150. This 
ensures the club’s kitchen and wine cellar is kept stocked and also 
employs a full-time wine steward. The men register for a table or 
time in the kitchen and meet with friends to cook and eat. 

Our host, Albert Matilla, is 58 years old and inherited his 

each layer of fish alternating with a layer of salt and pressed down 
constantly by a 75kg weight so they dehydrate. After six months they 
are removed, cleaned, gutted and scaled, separated into fillets and 
packed into jars with a mild olive oil, all by hand. It’s fascinating to 
watch the table of women go about their work at the wharfside shop.  

The making and drinking of cider is a long-held Basque tradition 
and we visit the Cider Museum in nearby Astigarraga, a town with 
21 cider houses for a population of just 4000. Apple harvest takes 
place between October and November then there is three months 
of fermentation before the txotx (pronounced CHOH-tch) season 
gets underway, in which cider is tasted directly from the cask. The 
Museum includes an apple orchard (with more than 100 varieties 
of local apples), a display of historic cider-making equipment and 
a tasting room. Basque cider is always made with a mix of apple 
varieties and is more acidic than most.

Cider production nearly died out in the 1970s, but is experiencing 
a resurgence and draws huge crowds for txotx season, which runs 
from January to April. This is when you visit the cider houses to tap 
the barrels and ‘catch’ the cider in your glass as it spurts out. There’s 
a real art to it and you can practice in the Museum’s tasting room. 
Traditionally, locals would down their cider with omelette made with 
bacalau (salted cod), fried cod and steak, then finish with sheep’s 
milk cheese (such as idiazabal), walnuts and quince paste and these 
dishes are still found on the menu at many cider houses.     

It’s yet another example of how the Basque people are keeping their 
culture alive and suddenly it’s easy to see why they sing so much. 

TOURS:

Thabuca offers tailored tours of selected wineries and 
cultural highlights of Rioja Alavesa. Visit thabuca.com

Tenedor Tours offers tailored culinary and cultural 
tours of San Sebastian and surrounds.  
Visit tenedortours.com

STAY:

Marqués de Riscal, a Luxury Collection Hotel (Elciego) 
Visit hotel-marquesderiscal.com 

Hotel Londres (San Sebastian) Visit hlondres.com 

FOR MORE:

basquecountrytourism.net
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Victoria Wells visited Spain as a guest of the Spain 
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