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Juan Javier Pescador’s The New World Inside a Basque Village is a “microhistory of the Atlantic exchange as it was experienced by the inhabitants of the Oiartzun Valley” (xiii). This “microhistory” illustrates multi-directional long distance interactions and set of connections created between the New World and a Basque-speaking community on the western slopes of the Pyrenees for fifteen generations, 1550-1800. By creating a thorough and comprehensive database with all parish records of Oiartzun’s individuals from many historical archives on both sides of the Atlantic, Pescador’s work becomes a superb qualitative and quantitative empirical research on migration.

The New World Inside a Basque Village analyzes the Oiartzun immigration into the Hispanic America and, furthermore, the Oiartzun families and individuals economic activities and networks established in the colonies as well as in the homeland, reveals the profound “bitter-sweet” impact of indiano families on the Oiartzun Valley’s traditional society in terms of ethnicity, gender, socio-economic status, culture and religion, and describes uniquely “the severe sacrifices and drawbacks that male absence imposed on women” (xxiv). In addition, Pescador’s book examines one particular Oiartzun baserri or farmstead, a socio-economic family unit of production, over a two-hundred year period, and the consequences of the bonds and interconnections created between those who left the Basque region and those who stayed behind. Finally, it studies the evolution of Basque identities on both shores of the Atlantic as part of a new assumed positive and meaningful colonial identity for both translocal and local Basques.

Some of the influential overseas Oiartzun Basques, self-made entrepreneurs and middleman, not only helped to revitalize the Valley’s traditional economic activities but also brought back with them a new set of colonial identities, values and attitudes clearly modified and enriched by their migration experiences. Identities, values and attitudes that challenged some aspects of the local ways of understanding life and traditional authority structure within their own families and the rural social fabric. Particular attention, and this is unmistakably one of the most valuable contributions of this book, is given to the local women who never left the homeland versus local male-dominated civil and religious institutions such as the local Catholic parish church, the town-hall, or the baserriak, farmsteads which were key sources of identity for Basque agrarian communities. For Oiartzun’s women their experience of Las Americas was far for being positive. The New World “had forever torn away their love ones leaving behind a trail of hardships, sacrifices and unfulfilled expectations” (61). Pescador’s vivid narratives of Oiartzun’s women evidence the extreme dependency on absent male relatives who went abroad, which, in general terms, generated a precarious existence, even economic ruin and lost of social position and an increase resentment with family and relative male members. This unpleasant situation could easily last until they could be rewarded (if success occurred in the New World) by their efforts on preserving the family farmstead on behalf of the overseas male designated heir of the household.

Pescador attempts to go beyond classical studies on migration to the New World that generally portray rural communities as “economically stagnated, immobile in social and demographic terms, and politically passive” (131), by offering “fresh” alternative approaches to understand the historical trajectory of Basque transoceanic/s (or at least transatlantic) identities within the context of the Hispanic Monarchy. However, unlike other authors such as Totoricagüena’s Identity, Culture, and Politics in the Basque Diaspora, Pescador does not theorize Basque migration and identity from diaspora and transnational paradigms or either includes a further periodization of the Basque diaspora as colonial and/or trade diasporas. Pescador might consider incorporating in future reviews of his work transnational and diasporic theoretical and empirical approaches to his historical revisionism of Basque Atlantic migration, identity, culture and its impact on the homeland. These approaches could facilitate and enhance, overall, the understanding of Basque identities’ formation and maintenance in time and space.

In sum, The New World Inside a Basque Village unveils a fascinating history of complex and detailed webs of Basque individuals and families which constituted, following cohesive ethnic/kinship lines, hegemonic socio-economic, political and religious elites in the colonial era on both sides of the Atlantic. These networks of power triggered a local chain migration that lasted for many generations, becoming as a result of their direct involvement into the colonial economy, the main source of upward mobility by which many local Basques gained new social status within the Hispanic Monarchy. Consequently, Pescador’s historical narratives on Basques help to exemplify many other migrant groups which not only created non-transitory transatlantic spaces, networks and practices but also deterritorialized identities. The New World Inside a Basque Village is definitely a must read for those students of migration and identity studies.
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