Basques Were wone 2om oo
Dedicated Herders 1000 PR

1d World explorers
O such as Columbus and

Coronado introduced
sheep into the New World. In
time there would be huge
Spanish sheep spreads in the
Southwest, sometimes
covering more than a million
acres. In California, however,
by the mid 1800s the raising
of sheep had become

many countries answered the
call. None were more
pervasive, or successful, than
the Basques, a proud and
ancient race from the
Pyrenees Mountains between
France and Spain.

The Basques spoke
Euskera, a language that is
unrelated to any other

Eventually, many
became flock owners in their
own right. Their method was
slow but simple: a herder
would take part of his pay each
year in ewes, running his
sheep with those of his
employer. When a diligent
herder accumulated a large
enough flock he went into

business for himself,

a diminishing industry.
That all changed when
exploding gold-rush
demand created
desperate shortages of
meat and wool.
Enterprising
sheepmen  began
flooding the market
with animals to meet
the demand. In 1850

grazing the sheep
wherever he could—
often on public land.
By 1900 Basques
had spread across the
Plains and mountain
states, often
establishing their own
communities. In
California, where they
had made their start,

there were estimated
to be 18,000 sheep in
California. From 1850 to
1860, half a million sheep
were trailed to the gold camps
from New Mexico alone. By
the end of the Civil War more
than a million head had
reached California and
another 100,000 had begun to
stock the still largely
unpopulated Northern Plains
west of the Missouri River.
All these sheep meant
there was a big demand for
sheepherders and men from

An Basque shepherd in Oregon, e. 1920.

European tongue. Many had
been shepherds at home, and
the first of them migrated to
South America a century or
more before the gold rush
Iured them to California in the
1850s. Once there, the
Basques discovered that the
experience of generations of
their forebears enabled them
to make a living by herding
sheep, and some were able to
send for their brothers and
cousins.

two thirds of the
members of the state
woolgrowers association were
Basques.

It was said that “the word
of a Basque is as good as a
written contract,” but with
their limited English and
clannish ways, they were not
universally popular. An Idaho
newspaper in 1909 denigrated
them as “filthy, treacherous
and meddlesome” though it
admitted that “they work hard

(See Shepherds on Page 15)
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