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Introduction to the Basque Papers

Brad Loewen

The inspiration for this collection of papers lies in a 2016 conversa-
tion with Miren Egaña Goya, linguist and historian in Donostia–San 
Sebastián, in which she expressed the desire to tell Newfoundland 
and Labrador residents of the rich Basque heritage that is preserved 
in their province. Basques see Canada as a vital chapter in their his-
tory, a land in which they worked and prospered for centuries, forged 
many strong and tender ties with First Nations, and were obliged to 
leave against their will as a result of colonial wars. They are mindful 
that Canadian citizens and governments are today the guardians of 
this unique and irreplaceable heritage. Many Basques feel a need to 
engage in a meaningful dialogue with residents of Newfoundland and 
Labrador about their shared sense of historical place and belonging. 

Basques were not only whalers in the far-off sixteenth century on 
a short stretch of the southern Labrador coast. When their whaling 
stations closed down, they regrouped and laid claim to more than a 
hundred ports throughout western and southern Newfoundland, Cape 
Breton Island, Chaleur Bay, and the St. Lawrence Estuary. Their ac-
tivities attained their greatest geographic extent, economic diversi-
ty, and social complexity over the course of the seventeenth century. 
Some continued to hunt whales, but many more fished, sealed, and 
traded with Indigenous peoples and sedentary fishing communities. 
Their resilience and cultural continuity in the face of colonial disrup-
tions are a remarkable aspect of their presence in this large territory. 
From the sixteenth century onward, Basques left a trail of historical, 



8

Loewen

newfoundland and labrador studies, 31, 1 (2018)
1719-1726

archaeological, linguistic, funerary, toponymic, and patronymic foot-
prints that join directly with our own time. This record is not the 
plaything of a few scholars, but the taproot of a living cultural identity 
that imparts its dignity, gravitas, and immediacy to what researchers 
do with it. 

The papers in this volume have a special focus on seventeenth- 
century Newfoundland and Labrador. It was during this century that 
Basques consolidated their place in Canada. Some aspects of the  
sixteenth-century transatlantic fisheries may be compared to a gold 
rush, in that profits were high and access to resources was almost un-
restricted. Beginning about 1580, declining profits and conflicts over 
resources — among Europeans and with Indigenous peoples — dras-
tically changed the playing field. In this new and challenging con-
text, Basque determination to remain in Canada required a series of  
adaptations, which produced an evolving record of cultural agency. 
The seventeenth century tells the story of Basque agency and adapta-
tion within a shared, rapidly changing landscape. 

In contrast to the isolation of sixteenth-century whalers in Labra-
dor, Basque presence took on a more complex, relational aspect in the 
seventeenth century. Today, many Basques see their own country as a 
colonized land, and their identity in terms of resistance to French and 
Spanish colonization. This view has some historical extensions to the 
Basques’ experience in Canada. Basques tended to be excluded from 
the French colonial project, a situation that led to examples of distinc-
tive relations with Indigenous peoples. Underlying these relations was 
a need to compete with growing numbers of sedentary fishers, whose 
year-round presence brought advantages that the migratory Basques 
did not enjoy. Indigenous “partnerships” allowed Basques to gain 
some of the same advantages of a local labour force, access to winter 
resources such as animal skins, and locally produced food, fuel, boats, 
and building materials. An indirect indicator of these partnerships is 
the historical incidence of Basque names among Inuit, Mi’kmaw, and 
Métis families in southern Labrador, Cape Breton Island, and parts 
of Gaspésie. While these partnerships did not change the fact that 
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only Basques had access to European capital and markets, they dif-
fered from sedentary colonialism in that they did not result in Native 
expulsion from European settlement areas, or in a deepening spiral 
of competition, fear, and conflict. French missionaries and adminis-
trators often betrayed a mistrust of the relation between Basques and 
Indigenous people that was itself a form of adaptation and agency in 
an adverse colonial context. 

The tenuous relationship between Basque fishermen and French 
colonialism arose, in large part, from the fact that most Basque fisher-
men were not French citizens. Basques residing in France and Spain 
tended to collaborate within an integrated cross-border economy, fa-
voured by their common culture and language. Not unlike the Cat-
alans, Basques were particularly impacted by Franco–Spanish wars. 
Meetings between the Saint-Jean-de-Luz and San Sebastián admi-
ralties to uphold cross-border trade and the New France fishery were 
much more regular than incidents when warships trained their guns 
at fellow Basques. As the balance of power shifted in France’s favour 
over the course of the seventeenth century, Basque outfitters and cap-
tains from Spain were forced into commercial concessions that in-
creased their reliance on supplies and capital from France. As a result, 
Basque material culture in Canada gradually shifted from an Iberian 
to a French spectrum. Over the same time, New France authorities 
worked to reduce the areas of “Spanish” fisheries, especially in the 
northern Gulf of St. Lawrence. Basque reaction to French colonial 
pressure left a litany of historical claims, legal counter-actions, and, 
occasionally, muscular resistance. The bibliographic survey at the end 
of this introduction provides the major references to the complex 
Basque narrative that played out in the ever-narrowing space between 
Indigenous and colonial experiences. 

Scholars in Newfoundland and Labrador are increasingly at ease 
with French and Spanish literature. In conversation with Miren Egaña 
Goya, however, we realized that the goal of opening a dialogue with 
Basques would best be served by publishing in English, in a forum 
based in the province. Mindful of this goal, I have spared no effort 
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in bringing research to readers in English. I see this as an investment 
that will certainly be returned a hundredfold by new generations of 
scholars. This issue of Newfoundland and Labrador Studies is above all 
an invitation to pursue research into the many facets of Basque heri-
tage introduced here. 

The Papers

While the papers in this issue may be read separately, they also build 
a common narrative that is reflected in their order of appearance. The 
first three papers show the Basques in relation to Indigenous peoples 
of Newfoundland, Labrador, and along the north shore of the Gulf of 
St. Lawrence. 

Vincent Delmas reviews the archaeological data showing an In-
digenous presence on Basque sites from the Strait of Belle Isle to 
the Saguenay River. The extensive amount of data and the number 
of sites on which they appear have not previously been noticed. 
Archaeologists working on these sites, often in isolation, have hes-
itated to suggest a direct relationship between Basques and local 
Indigenous people on individual sites. However, Delmas urges ar-
chaeologists to reconsider the data as a whole, since the recurring 
pattern of Indigenous materials on Basque sites indicates a wealth 
of material relationships between Basque crews and Innu, Iroquoian, 
and Inuit peoples. 

Javi Castro presents historical evidence of Basque sealing in 
Labrador, and follows the chaîne opératoire of sealskins through the 
tanning, shoemaking, and export trades of two secondary ports in 
Gipuzkoa. Sealskins were used to make watertight sailors’ boots for 
the Newfoundland fishery, and some boots were worn in Labrador 
by overwintering Basque sealers. Castro relates the sealskin economy 
to the arrival in the Basque Country in about 1620 of an Inuit family 
— as well as their kayak that decorated a local church for about 350 
years. Sealing thus appears as a focus for Basque–Inuit contact in the 
seventeenth century. 
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Greg Mitchell and Ihintza Marguirault examine the written  
record of Inuit personal names in Labrador, from 1694 to 1834, for 
indicators of Iberian names and surnames. They suggest that these 
names represent the oldest layer of historical identity construction 
among Indigenous Labrador people, prior to the Moravian missions 
of the 1770s and likely arising during the time of Basque whaling, 
sealing, and fishing in the Strait of Belle Isle. The possible Spanish or 
Basque origin of Inuit names provides an original window on cultural 
relations that likely arose in the seventeenth century. 

Relations between Basques and French are examined in the fol-
lowing four papers. Nicolas Landry surveys historical data on relations 
between Basque fishermen and French colonial authorities at Placen-
tia. The French colonial archives he has studied show Basque ships 
sailing from Saint-Jean-de-Luz and Bayonne in the Basque province 
of Lapurdi (France). While these archives reflect the French official 
point of view, they also show the cohesiveness of the entire Basque 
fishing fleet and its ability to decisively aid or confront colonial au-
thorities, depending on the circumstances. 

Gaëlle Dieulefet presents the material culture from a ship-
wreck site at Isle aux Morts in southwest Newfoundland, dated 
between 1638 and about 1690. Based on the range of ceramics and 
technological similarities to the San Juan that sank at Red Bay, 
Labrador, in 1565, she argues that this ship had a Basque origin 
— perhaps from Spain — and was outfitted by Saint-Jean-de-Luz 
merchants. This site is the clearest archaeological example of sev-
enteenth-century Basque fishing activity, and shows the increasing 
complexity of the Basque archaeological record after the Red Bay 
whaling enterprise. 

Miren Egaña Goya analyzes the Basque gravestones preserved at 
Placentia. She shows that the Placentia burying ground was already 
used in the sixteenth century for Basque fishermen who died in New-
foundland. Linguistic analysis of the inscriptions sheds light on the 
identity and origin of the interred sailors, while stylistic analysis at-
taches these monuments to an ancient Basque funerary tradition. One 
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tombstone, inscribed in French, identifies a Basque corsair whose il-
lustrious career ended tragically in Newfoundland. 

Finally, Catherine Losier and co-authors Brad Loewen and 
Miren Egaña Goya consider the different European cultural groups 
that occupied much of Newfoundland for two centuries before 1713. 
They see a need for greater cultural precision in conceptualizing these 
groups that are often rather broadly described as “French and Basque,” 
and provide keys for distinguishing four major archaeological com-
plexes. In addition to suggesting a historical framework for further 
study, they use a key source for Newfoundland, the 1677 piloting book 
of Piarres Detcheverry, to reconstruct the Basque cultural landscape in 
southern Newfoundland and Saint-Pierre-et-Miquelon. 

The Future of Research on the Basques

When I was looking for a way to bring these papers to readers in 
Newfoundland and Labrador, Peter Pope, a fine colleague who re-
cently passed away, suggested Newfoundland and Labrador Studies. 
Dr. Pope’s interest in the seventeenth-century fisheries went beyond 
the English pale of Avalon and took him to Placentia, western New-
foundland, and especially the Petit Nord. I was astonished by the 
originality of his findings that show a Breton archaeological presence 
fully on a level with the Basque sites in Labrador. Dr. Pope led me 
to see Newfoundland and Labrador in new ways, and like him, I am 
convinced that the province’s seventeenth century holds a major new 
chapter waiting to be written. 

Concerning the Basques in particular, I see a need to go beyond 
the Labrador whale hunt and delve into the broader, more complex 
question of seventeenth-century adaptations. As a border people, 
Basques were affected by the shift in power from Spain to France, 
both in Europe and in Canada. As mostly Spanish residents, they were 
excluded from the colonial sedentary fisheries and sought to gain com-
parable advantages by building in situ “partnerships” with Indigenous 
peoples. In their strategic relations with Inuit, Iroquoians, and some 
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Mi’kmaw groups, Basques sometimes transmitted a sense of rivalry 
with New France that subsequent English colonizers would reacti-
vate to their own benefit. It would be wrong to think that the Basque 
chapter was somehow isolated from wider European, Indigenous, and 
colonial questions. 

Bibliographic Survey of the Basques in the Seventeenth Century

Despite this entangled past, the Basques themselves are at the heart 
of their own history and archaeology. Understanding their seven-
teenth-century adaptations relies on a Verstehen intellectual stance, 
and therein lies a significant challenge for non-Basque researchers. 
That said, it is not as if we are starting from an empty slate. For those 
wishing to discover the seventeenth-century Basques in Canada as a 
research subject, I have prepared a bibliographical survey aimed at stu-
dents preparing a term paper, a literature review, or an oral exam field. 

An approach to the seventeenth-century Basque fisheries should 
begin with the pioneering historical work of Enrique de Gandía in 
1942, René Bélanger in 1971, and Selma (Huxley) Barkham in 1987. 
Despite their exploratory nature, these works remain current for the 
great amount of data they contain. Additional data on the seventeenth 
century can be gleaned from the books of Mariano Ciriquiain Gaiztar-
ro (2010) and José Antonio Azpiazu (2008, 2016), and from the doc-
toral dissertation of Laurier Turgeon (1982). The careers of two Basque 
merchants, although separated by a full century, are known thanks to 
Michael Barkham (1994) and Nicolas Landry (2001). On the question 
of relations between Basque fishermen and growing French power, key 
references are the colonial perspectives of René Bélanger (1971) and 
Miren Egaña Goya (2010), a study of cross-border Basque diplomacy 
by Caroline Lugat (2006), and the analysis of the cross-border Basque 
economy by Álvaro Aragón Ruano and Xabier Alberdi Lonbide (2007). 

Maps and pilot books provide an indispensable geographic over-
view of Basque presence in eastern Canada. In addition to Selma 
(Huxley) Barkham (1989) and Christian Weyers (2009), Miren Egaña 
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Goya especially has mined the rich vein of Basque toponymy from a 
linguistic angle and has analyzed the pilot books of Martin de Hoyars-
abal (1579) and Piarres Detcheverry (1677) (Egaña Goya, 1992, 1994, 
1995, 2002). Loewen and Egaña Goya (2014) have translated and ex-
amined the Chaleur Bay portion of the Basque-language pilot book 
by Detcheverry. Providing a postlude to the period under review here, 
and a starting point for the eighteenth century, are studies by Jean-
Pierre Chrestien and Daniel Dufournier (1995), Pierre Nadon (2004), 
and Mario Mimeault (2009) covering the French colonial regions of 
Acadia and Gaspésie, around the southern Gulf of St. Lawrence.

An archaeological focus on the seventeenth century remains to 
be constructed. In their overview, Brad Loewen and Vincent Del-
mas (2012) remarked that 1630–1713 was the least known period of 
Basque presence around the Gulf of St. Lawrence. A breakthrough 
was gained by the fieldwork of William Fitzhugh on Petit-Mécatina 
Island, bringing to light new ceramic assemblages and evidence of 
the site’s cohabitation by Basques and Inuit (Fitzhugh et al., 2011; 
Fitzhugh, 2015; Herzog, 2011; Herzog and Moreau, 2006). The start-
ing point for studying Basque-related ceramics is Gerard Gusset’s 
work on Red Bay (Gusset, 2007). Important updates have been pro-
vided by the Ph.D. dissertation of Sergio Escribano-Ruiz (2014) on 
post-medieval ceramics in the Basque Country, and the M.Sc. thesis 
by Saraí Barreiro Argüelles (2014) on ceramics found on Basque sites 
in Canada. These works being in Spanish, Escribano-Ruiz and Bar-
reiro Argüelles (2016) have usefully provided an English synthesis. In 
addition, the doctoral dissertation by Vincent Delmas (2018) discuss-
es all the Basque sites in the northern Gulf of St. Lawrence, from the 
Saguenay to the Atlantic. 

An eclectic array of approaches underlies the study of relations 
between Basques and Indigenous peoples in the seventeenth century. 
Interest for this subject arose from linguists who examined Basque–
Indigenous trade pidgins and Basque–Icelandic maritime vocabularies 
(Bakker, 1989, 1996; Irujo and Miglio, 2015). Studies with a more 
regional focus, highlighting Basque relations with specific Indigenous 
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groups, rely on diverse sources. Brad Loewen has published an essay 
on the entanglement of Basques and Iroquoians in the sixteenth and 
early seventeenth centuries, as well as a reassessment of relations be-
tween Basques and Inuit in the seventeenth century (Loewen, 2016a, 
2017). Material culture has provided many insights into these rela-
tions. Examples include the lauburu emblem (Bakker, 1991), the cha-
loupe biscaïenne (Loewen, 2016c; Crompton and Rankin, 2017), copper 
kettles (Turgeon, 1997; Michelaki et al., 2015), iron nails (Rankin and 
Crompton, 2016), roof tiles ( Jordan and Kaplan, 1980), moose hides 
(Turgeon, 1998), and glass beads (Delmas, 2016; Loewen, 2016b). 

Numbering more than 40, these references include few recent 
monographs, showing the need for an updated synthesis of research 
that is dispersed in many journals and volumes. It is my hope that the 
present volume will stimulate new interest for a vast area of research.
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